THE FOURFOLD PRAXIS OF LOVE

Neighbourly love in context

WERNER G. JEANROND

THE CHRISTIAN THEOLOGICAL tradition knows plenty of attempts
to divide love into different strands while, at the same time, acknowl-
edging God as the sole origin and fullness of love. This is strange. Why
do theologians wish to separate human and divine love from each
other? Is it in order to affirm God’s sovereignty and divinity over and
against the fallibility and weakness of human love? Or might there
be a wish to preserve a human domain of love which does not depend
on God? Does the separation of human and divine love, then, serve
to protect God’s freedom, on the one hand, and human freedom, on
the other?

Unlike other languages that only know one word for love, the En-
glish language can differentiate between love and charity, that is be-
tween a larger complex of loving relations that is not to be confused
with particular acts of charity in response to various human needs.
Hence, in English there is love as such and there is a praxis of generous
giving to people in need.

Moreover, in Christian tradition we can observe a tendency to
separate between human expressions of love that include physical
relations to other human beings (erotic and sexual love) and mere
spiritual expressions of love that are seen to represent divinely willed
forms of love (agape). Underlying such trends is often a fundamen-
tal suspicion of human desire for love affected by the Fall of Adam
and Eve, i.e., by human sinfulness. Ultimately, human love cannot be
trusted; only divine love is pure and good.!

Some Christian thinkers have even affirmed that, ultimately, hu-
man beings really cannot love. God alone is capable of loving, and any
genuine love emerging from human action is in truth an act of God.?
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In this article, I wish to restore and affirm the human ability to love
in its wider human and divine context. My thesis is that there is only
one praxis of love, and that God has bestowed the gift of love to all
human beings. What is the potential of this divine gift of love when
taken up by humanity?

However, even theologians who affirm the unity of love and who
acknowledge the divine nature of the gift of love at times feel a need
to subordinate this gift of love to the gift of faith. Love, they argue,
requires constant control and ongoing monitoring by faith. Here,
love is subordinated to theological schemes and dogmatic systems.
It appears that, for many women and men, love was too dynamic a
gift, too risky a prospect and too adventurous a move, thus causing
them to look for ways to domesticate love with the help of theolog-
ical moves, catechisms, and doctrines. Is love a praxis too big for us
humans to be engaged in? Is that the reason why we might prefer to
reflect upon God as love rather than considering the human potential
to love?

I wish to rehabilitate the divine gift of love and the human praxis
of love in three moves: first, I offer arguments for the unity of love.
Second, I consider neighbourly love within the network of mutually
interdependent loving relationships. Third and finally, I explore the
unity of love and charity.

The unity of love

Phenomenologically speaking, all instances of being loved and of lov-
ing include an experience of otherness and difference. Love always
involves an other—the human other, the divine other, the universe in
all its forms as other, and my own self as other. Love involves relating
to other subjects or to other objects. Hence, it is evident that love pre-
supposes some level of freedom to relate to otherness in the first place.
However, there is no need for full presence in love: we human beings
are able even to relate to others who are not or no longer present. We
can love somebody whose bodiliness is beyond our reach and grasp.
We can love the dead, the departed, the distant. Moreover, we can
even participate in emerging bodies of love, in loving communities.
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On this side of death, human acts of love always involve bodies and
have implications for the understanding of our respective body.?

Here is not the place to reflect in any detail upon the love of ob-
jects. We can say that we love cars, colours, movies, music, the sun,
and the seasons, etc. We can also meaningfully state that we love val-
ues and achievements, such as freedom, truth, justice, power, virtues,
etc. Whatever we claim to love, we always experience love as tran-
sitive: we love some thing or some body. Even grammatically, love
presupposes an other. Love always extends to some manifestation of
otherness.

We can distinguish four possible directions in the human praxis of
love (to be clarified further as we go along in our exploration): we
can love other human beings—dead or alive; we can love God; we can
love the universe as a whole or any aspect of the universe; and we can
love our own emerging selves. However, all of these directions of love
presuppose a human subject in the making, though not any full or
total subjectivity. Rather, love affects the process of our very becom-
ing a subject. Those who addressed us when we were still babies, first
opened our ears, eyes, hands and brains for language, and they wel-
comed us to the web of human communication and interaction.* Love
is never a neutral action on behalf of an isolated agent. Instead, every
act of love represents a step into a new or emerging relation and rela-
tional network with incalculable consequences. Love in all its forms is
potentially transformative. Loving attention to the other affects both
the self and the other.

Love, then, is not an action by fully self-present subjects; rather,
love is co-constitutive of the emergence of subjectivity and subjects.
The mysterious nature of love, therefore, can never be completely
planned, strategically calculated, or phenomenologically exhausted.
The dynamics of love can be entered into, love can be discovered and
experienced, but it cannot be made or controlled—or, rather, it can be
controlled but only at the cost of killing it.

Hence, it makes good sense to refer to love in terms of a praxis—an
entire network of interdependent relations. Every aspect of this praxis
affects all other aspects. The love of God and the love between human
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beings are interrelated. They can and must be distinguished, but since
they are capable of affecting each other, they must not be separated.
The same can be said, of course, about evil acts which human beings
perform against each other. Hatred, war, neglect, lack of attention
and of care, patriarchal and colonial behaviour, all such actions af-
fect the entire network of human relationships. The human desire for
love always develops within larger networks of dynamic relationships.
However, loving relationships need not necessarily be symmetrical.
The relationship between parents and children, teachers and pupils,
God and human beings, for example, are not symmetrical, but, at
best, mutual. Love can even be one-sided: we can love even those who
have treated us badly or who have ignored us. In principle, actions of
love always remain possible, even when circumstances do not easily
facilitate or promote initiatives of love. The story of love, thus, will
never end as long as agents persist in the praxis of loving.

We human beings can grow in love. For such growth in love, we de-
pend on networks of love—even beyond the immediate family. The
experience of difference and otherness allows love to flourish and lov-
ing subjects to grow. For its growth, love does not require harmony.
Rather, the challenge of otherness and even of conflicts provides the
ground for the dynamic praxis of love. What is required to trigger the
emergence of love is first of all attention to the other, curiosity to find
out more about the other, while, at the same time, being prepared to
discover ever new dimensions and possibilities even of one’s own self
in the process. This is not always easy. Hence, it makes good sense
to speak with Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) of the “works of love”
(Kjerlighedens gjerninger, 1847).° The Danish philosopher suggested
not to approach and understand love as such, but through its concrete
works.® As has become clear by now, love has nothing much to do with
romanticizing feelings or harmonious celebrations of unity. Love can
be hard work, precisely because the confrontation with otherness may
make demands on us. In that sense, love is always much more than
emotion or sentiment.

In both Jewish and Christian traditions, love is understood also in
terms of a commandment. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the
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LORD alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5),
and “you shall love your neighbour as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).7 In
the Gospel of Matthew, for instance, Jesus combines these command-
ments: ““You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and first
commandment. And a second is like it: “You shall love your neighbour
as yourself.” On these two commandments hang all the law and the
prophets” (Matthew 22:37-40).

These biblical traditions strongly affirm the interdependent net-
work of loving relationships. Attitudes and emotions, attention and
commitment, commandment and law, beneficence and gifts, devo-
tion and admiration, and respect and recognition are among the in-
gredients that may enter into our experience of love. However, none
of them alone, nor all of them together can ever exhaust the dynamics
of love. “Rather than looking on love as an attitude which might issue
in a relationship, we could also look on love as a relationship which
involves partners adopting a complex set of attitudes towards each
other.”® Only as a network of interdependent relationships does love
disclose its complex, incalculable and surprising dynamics.

For the Apostle Paul, love was the most important of the three
God-given virtues of faith, hope and love. In his famous hymn to love
in 1 Corinthians 13, Paul leaves no doubt that love is the greatest of
these three (v. 13). It never ends (v. 8). “Love is patient; love is kind;
love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist
on its own ways; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in
wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all
things, hopes all things, endures all things” (v. 4-7).

Theologian Karl Rahner (1904-1984) further explores Paul’s theol-
ogy of love.” He emphasizes that genuine love constitutes a radically
new community of human beings. This new community of love al-
lows the reign of God to begin in secret; it is the miracle of the birth of
eternity in our midst—“love never ends” as Paul had put it. However,
this miracle of love must not be confused with social planning; love
cannot be produced, as it were, but it can be entered into. Looking
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more closely at the relationship between love of neighbour and love
of God, Rahner distinguishes between love as a reflected and explicit
mode of action, on the one hand, and love as an as yet not conceptu-
alized transcendental horizon of action, on the other hand. Rahner
thus confirms both the agency and subjectivity of the one who loves
and the subjectivity of the one who is loved. However, that I can love
my neighbour is already the result of God’s gift of love, and thus not
separated from God’s love.?

Hence, for Rahner this basic human act of loving attention to and
recognition of the neighbour is always already related to the God of
eternal life, even though we may not always be aware of this relation-
ship. This love of the other person, then, is the fulfilment of the total
and hence also spiritually transcendent nature of the human being,
and it opens us human beings to the immediacy of the God who com-
municates himself under the form of grace. All genuine love is always
grace, and genuine grace is love.” And Rahner can conclude: the act
of love of neighbour is the only categorical and original act in which
the human being attains the whole of the given reality, fulfils his or
her own self and thus experiences God’s transcendental and gracious
self-communication.'

For Rahner, the relationship between love of neighbour and love
of God has thus become clearer: the categorical and explicit love of
neighbour is the primary act of loving God. It is not the total love of
God, but it is the beginning of an opening towards God. Love is the
New Testament word to bring to expression “what God is and what
the human being is to be”.”* Love can only be described; it cannot be
defined. It is the total act in which a person gains the right and full re-
lationship to another person through recognizing and affirming the
totality of the other in her or his goodness and dignity. Hence, love is
genuinely dialogical in so far as the loving subject and the loved sub-
ject are related to each other in their respective selfhood, dignity and
irreplaceable otherness.’* Otherness, for Rahner, is and remains an
essential aspect of any love relation. Therefore, God and the human
person always remain mysteries, mysteries best to be approached
through love.
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Although Rahner stresses the link between love of God and love of
neighbour, he also warns against any human claim to have grasped or
understood the mystery of God. While interpersonal love gives us a
hint of our relationship to God, it remains true “that only in the act
of resigned and self-forsaking surrender of the subject to the incom-
prehensibility of God as such (which then ceases to be a limitation
and becomes the very content of our relationship to God) does the
most fundamental nature of love really dawn upon us, of which inter-
personal love is merely a creaturely reflection”.

Rahner never tires emphasizing the intimate relationship between
our love of God and our love of neighbour, while at the same time
also underlining the difference between both loves. Both God and
the human person have their own dignity, and the respective dignity
must be recognized in our human acts of love. With regard to human
dignity, Rahner also affirms the significance of the human body for
any consideration of human love. He rejects any attempt to split the
human person in bodily and spiritual love. Instead, he invites reflec-
tion upon the love of “the whole person” (den ganzen Menschen).'s

The love of neighbour within the network of
loving relationships
I suggest that we extend Rahner’s attention to the interconnection be-
tween love of God and love of neighbour by including both the love of
the universe (in its many dimensions) and the love of the human self
in this multidimensional network of love. All four forms of love occur
within the larger context of love, which Rahner identified as the uni-
verse of grace. All love points to God, the origin and fullness of love.
Explicitly or implicitly, all acts of love are related to this divine ground
of love. Moreover, acknowledging the universe as God’s good crea-
tion always links our human acts of love of the universe to its creator.
Although most Christian traditions have understood the uni-
verse as God’s good creation, not all have called for loving care for
and action on behalf of the universe. Care for the material universe,
including environment, climate, sustainability, etc., involves works of
love, too. In some branches of Christianity, an exclusive focus on lov-
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ing God has eclipsed attention to the love of nature, of the world, of
beauty, etc. At times, soteriology and corresponding acts of love con-
centrated solely on the spiritual rescue of human souls, while material
aspects of human life and of the universe were excluded from the orbit
of love and hope.?”

For many an understanding of salvation from human depravity, the
clue to hope lies in the past before the Fall of Adam and Eve, before the
crime of Cain against his brother Abel, before the onset of human dis-
covery, science, development and the resulting destruction of a sup-
posedly originally clean and innocent environment. However, such a
desire for innocence thinks pessimistically about God’s invitation to
all human beings to become agents of love in God’s continuing pro-
ject of creation that is shaped at once by evolution, human develop-
ment and God’s transforming presence in our physical universe. The
longing for a past paradise romanticizes God’s original act of creation
and infantilizes human agency, subjectivity and participation in this
project. God loves us and invites us to become friends and collabora-
tors in his grand project of creation and reconciliation.'® Hence, we
need not escape into the role of mere spectators hoping for a cosmic
drama staged in front of us though without our direct involvement,
participation and commitment. The focal point of God’s project lies
in future fulfilment and glory—not in the past. And this promised
future affects us already here and now by soliciting our participation
in its dynamic movement." If we must speak in terms of salvation, it
would be more appropriate anyway to speak about salvation for rath-
er than salvation from.?® Narrating the past and remembering God’s
acts in history are of course important aspects for understanding and
approaching the future of God’s project and of human involvement
in it. However, the chief perspective for the Christian praxis of love
remains God’s future and our divine vocation to participate in this
unfolding orbit of love.

In his 2015 encyclical letter Laudato Si’, Pope Francis connects the
love for the earth with neighbourly love when, with reference to Saint
Francis, he writes that Francis shows us “just how inseparable the
bond is between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment
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to society, and interior peace” (LS 10).* Francis of Assisi helps us “to
see that an integral ecology calls for openness to categories which
transcend the language of mathematics and biology, and take us to
the heart of what it is to be human” (LS 11).

Love of the universe is thus intimately related to the love of our
neighbours. Attention to our social conditions will draw us imme-
diately to our natural conditions and vice versa. “The social dimen-
sions of global change include the effects of technological innova-
tions on employment, social exclusion, an inequitable distribution
and consumption of energy and other services, social breakdown, in-
creased violence and a rise in new forms of social aggression, drug
trafficking, growing drug use by young people, and the loss of identi-
ty.” (LS 46) Furthermore, “when media and the digital world become
omnipresent, their influence can stop people from learning how to
live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously” (LS 47). The point
here is not to demonize either the media or modern technological de-
velopment. Rather, the point is to review the human use of all means
and media in terms of how they advance a culture of love. “Today’s
media do enable us to communicate and to share our knowledge and
affections. Yet at times they also shield us from direct contact with the
pain, the fears and the joys of others and the complexity of their per-
sonal experiences.” (LS 47) Everybody who has suffered through the
necessary yet painful COVID-19 restrictions and thus has experience
of the ambivalence of mediated life, might be minded to agree.

Once more Pope Francis affirms the link between love, justice and
truth, to which some theologians have drawn attention before,”? when
he realizes “that a true ecological approach always becomes a social
approach; it must integrate questions of justice in debates on the
environment, so as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor”
(LS 49).7

The orbit of love is universal: love of the world involves social love
and the love of God. Moreover, it also challenges us to review the ex-
tent to which we love our own emerging selves and how a genuine self-
love intersects with the other forms of love. “Disregard for the duty
to cultivate and maintain a proper relationship with my neighbour,
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for whose care and custody I am responsible, ruins my relationship
with my own self, with others, with God and with the earth.” (LS 70)
Everything is interconnected. Genuine care for our own lives and our
relationships with nature cannot be separated from fraternity, justice
and faithfulness to others, including our own selves. Hence, a new
spirituality is needed that includes a conversion for achieving recon-
ciliation with creation (cf. LS 218). However, conversion applies not
merely to individual persons, but to all humanity. “Christian spiritual-
ity proposes an alternative understanding of the quality of life, and en-
courages a prophetic and contemplative lifestyle, one capable of deep
enjoyment free of the obsession with consumption.” (LS222)

This papal encyclical letter thus does not advocate a moralizing ap-
proach to love and life; rather, it wishes to support both happiness and
the common good. “Happiness means knowing how to limit some
needs which only diminish us, and being open to the many different
possibilities which life can offer.” (LS 223) The joy of our hope will
sustain us in our struggles and concern for this planet (cf. LS 244).

How, then, do love of neighbour and love of self relate? I am not
analysing egoistic tendencies in human love, tendencies well known
to each and every human being. Rather, I wish to explore the necessity
of a genuine love of self in which the self remains the other to which
I am also called to relate. Here it is important to recall the difference
between loving oneself and liking oneself.?* In my understanding of
the complex biblical love commandment, all are called to love their
emerging selves in the light of God’s love, even when they do not like
themselves or aspects of themselves. Ultimately, it is the knowledge
and experience of God’s prior love that makes self-love possible in the
first place—notwithstanding any like or dislike of one’s self.

To love one’s own self can be hard work, especially at times of dra-
matic personal development when one’s very self appears as a threat-
ening other, such as, for instance, in puberty, illness, trauma, disap-
pointment, dying and mourning. Maybe self-love is the trickiest of
all forms of love, since illusion and delusion can be such powerful
presences in this particular relation of love. Genuine love of self can
only develop through the many struggles with otherness—both with-

208 KVHAA KONFERENSER 115



out and within. Self-love only has a chance to emerge within the con-
text of social love. Even linguistically, we depend on others in order
to gain any awareness of our own emerging selves. However strange
it may sound, self-love only grows through intersubjective forms of
recognition.” Thus, we need social institutions of love for our own
growth as loving subjects: family, friendship, marriage and partner-
ship, schools and other educational establishments, churches and re-
ligious bodies, human association, clubs, assemblies, etc.? Since self-
love (like all forms of love) is necessarily dynamic, on this side of
death the work of loving one’s own self remains unending. Hence, it
would be presumptuous to argue for the perfect love of self (or other).

Returning to the love of neighbour, we can conclude that it remains
intricately related to the love of God, to the love of the universe and
to the love of self. The different attentions in love must, of course,
be distinguished, but they ought never to be separated. Ultimately,
the biblical love commandment concerns the development of right
relationships between persons and communities and between all the
respective others. In so far as human beings are understood as persons
defined by their love relationships, any reference to human beings as
loving “individuals” would remove them from the social orbit of love
and thus make them loveless. From the perspective of love, it makes
good sense to speak of persons and communities, but it makes no
sense to speak of individuals and collectives.

Love, as discussed above, requires and desires otherness. Hence, it
would be absurd to long for a love outside of any context of other-
ness and conflict. Conflict must not be a threat to love. On the con-
trary, in conflict love properly comes into its own. Here, otherness
emerges often in radical forms provoking the broad imagination of
love to respond. Even hatred cannot be called an enemy of love since
it preserves some sort of relationship to another—however warped
and confused. The real enemy of love is not hatred but indifference of
the sort “I could not care less”. Hatred, however bizarrely, cares about
the other and reacts to otherness. Indifference does not.

WERNER G. JEANROND 209



The unity of love and charity

For some Christian thinkers, charity defines the ethics of love. Here,
the biblical love commandments are interpreted as the foundation of
Christian ethics.”” While this is an understandable move, nevertheless
it runs the risk of instrumentalizing the divine gift of love for human
moral projects. In this case, our respective charitable projects could
lose their transcendental connection to God who is love. Therefore,
I am not arguing against an ethics of love; rather, I am arguing for an
understanding of love that transcends the horizon of any particular
human moral project. If love is accepted both as a gift emerging from
divine grace and as a call to participate in God’s project, there is no
need for a specific ethics of love.? Instead, all works of love are per-
formed within the much larger horizon of conversion and transforma-
tion opened up by the fourfold praxis of love. What is needed, then, is
a culture of love.

Neighbourly love, as we have seen above, is not a separate project of
attention to the human other, motivated by whatever ethical reason-
ing, Christian or otherwise. Rather, it is one of the four dimensions
of love besides attention to God, to God’s universe and to our own
emerging selves. Moreover, in such an economy of love it does not
matter where one begins to love, since any such beginning will auto-
matically draw one’s attention also to the other dimensions of love.
John of the Cross, it is reported, once was asked where one should
begin with love—with loving God or with loving the neighbour in
need. John answered that it was of no importance where one begins
to love as long as one begins. If we begin with loving God, we will
automatically be directed also to the needs of God’s creatures, and
if we begin with loving God’s creatures, we will eventually be drawn
also to love God the creator.”

According to the logic of Laudato §i’, any genuine attempt to love
the neighbour or God will automatically also invite the love for God’s
good creation and the appropriate attention to its precarious ecolog-
ical condition. And in line with the philosophical approach of Paul
Ricceur (1913-2005), we can state that any honest attention to my
own self will demand genuine attention to all the others around me.
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For without them I can neither develop my own character nor my
praxis of love.** We are in this together.

The human other thus must not be reduced to some helpful
occasion for my own development. Rather, the human other and I are
both part of love’s dynamic movement. The decision in front of me is
to join this dynamic and transformative praxis or not. If [ understand
the parables and sermons in the gospels appropriately, Jesus encour-
aged his followers to join this way or praxis of love rather than devel-
oping distinct ethical norms and laws.

The truth of the way, which Jesus tried to outline, also opened an
alternative approach to justice. At stake was not a distributive concept
of justice, but a justice borne by the superabundant gift of love.*! Such
ajustice could be characterized as a restorative justice in which every-
body is invited back into the praxis of love in which alone we can be-
come human beings together, notwithstanding our many and repeat-
ed aberrations from this way. The parable of the lost son (or, rather,
of the merciful father) provides a telling example for such a praxis of
love and the related logic of a superabundant justice (Luke 15:11-32).
Accordingly, it would be more appropriate to name Jesus a teacher
of love than a teacher of ethics. Jesus proclaimed God’s eschatologi-
cal community of love in which every human being can discover her
or his natural place and vocation. No ethics and no casuistic morality
can ever reach the wonderful and mysterious dynamics of the prax-
is of love in response to this sacred vocation. Discipleship of Christ
involves a personal and communal praxis of love. It does not come
about through merely devising and applying Christian or other ethi-
cal principles.?

The shared praxis of love in respective communities will inspire
ever new particular works of love, particular forms of charitable
action. In this way, all works of charity will flow from the fourfold
praxis of love and thus relate to their divine origin and vocation. This
direction of love’s flow preserves the divine gift from being reduced to
mere ethical norms and projects, and it restores the recipients of our
charitable works to their rightful human dignity in God’s transform-
ative orbit of love.
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A commitment to the praxis of love opens our horizon afresh to the
incalculability of love. We do not have any result sheets in our hands
when following the way of love. Love remains a risky journey into the
unknown. Nor can we « priori exclude other forms of such a praxis of
love that have not originated in the Christian tradition. For the point
here is to join the praxis of love in this fourfold network of interrelat-
ed dimensions, and not its control by any self-appointed guardians of
faith. Love is never anybody’s sole invention or possession.

Hence, it does matter if one approaches love through faith or
faith through love. The Christian tradition has largely done the for-
mer, and, therefore, it may have missed much of the transformative
dynamics of the praxis of love, which is the superabundant logic of
Christian discipleship. God alone will crown this praxis in eterni-
ty. Maybe it is this expectation which Christians have in mind when

praying in the Lord’s Prayer “Your kingdom come”.
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