Regarding Lenten Love

‘Love’ is a theme that sells well – movies, t.v. soaps, magazines, pop music, poetry all profit from our fascination with, and desire to love and be loved.  Yet, it seems, we live in a society in which commitments and relationships become ever more short-term, in which violent crimes increase in their frequency, in which bullying remains a torment for many (even in the workplace), and in which state-sanctioned acts of violence are far from a distant memory.  Despite how popular ‘love’ remains in our popular consciousness, we do not seem to know how to practice it very well.  


A closer look at what is usually meant by love suggests our society’s understanding is little more than a sentimentalising of strong passions.  But passions for what?  More often than not the motivations behind what we call ‘love’ are ambiguous.  On the one hand, it involves a passion for someone or something other than us.  But, on the other hand, we tend to love, whether we like to admit it or not, because we get something out of it – that might be love, comfort, companionship, entertainment, and so on.  What we call ‘love’ is impure since it is mixed up with an unconscious love of ones’ own self.  


“We love because he [God] first loved us”, says the writer 1st John (1Jn 4:19).  Is this another example of a love that is conditional, that primarily regards the benefits to oneself in loving?  It is this “because” that is troubling.  And so critics of Christianity, and some friends too, have damningly observed that much Christian talk and practice suggests that we love God as a means to some other end – that we love God for God’s comforting, saving, empowering, and so on.  The Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), for instance, said that Christians could never truly be altruists because they always have hope of an eternal reward.  

After speaking of the 5 pillars of Islam (which primarily have to do with a looking away from oneself to the glory of God) a preacher admiringly told of a missionary who asks Muslims whether they have assurance and hope for eternal life.  Notice what has happened here – one’s looking to the divine glory now is repositioned to gaze at oneself, and the securing of one’s position.  


But it is worth looking again at 1Jn 4:19.  A few sentences earlier the writer claims that “loves comes from God”, and he unpacks what God’s love (and therefore true love) is:  “He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might love through him.  This is love:  not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” (4:9)  Love, in other words, has a sense of giving oneself away, of sacrifice, of being wholly committed to the well-being of another even at our own expense (the “because” of v19 seems more to mean that we are now able or empowered to love by imitating God’s love for us).  And, of course, the writer is speaking of loving God only through loving other people – for what the sacrifice involves is God’s acting savingly for the world.  The song with the line “you mean more to me than any earthly thing” has missed the point entirely – truly loving God should reorder our desires for earthly things and people, not extinguish them.  

It does not seem, then, that we have learnt what loving God means.  We all too clearly demonstrate by our words and deeds that we have not yet died to our old sinful selves and been raised anew as those who truly love (never mind those who love truly).  That is why we should be particularly troubled by sentimental but misleading songs that sing:  “Jesus, I love you, I love you.”  Our hope rests in the promise that even when we do not love, God still loves us and persists with us.  In the words of the very revd. Rowan Williams, this is the God who is to be worshipped as the end in God’s Self and not as the means to providing anything else, the God who should be loved for nothing or for God’s own sake and therefore not for ours.  

It is unfortunate that most Protestants do not ‘practice Lent’.  Lent forces us to sustain the most rigorous regard for testing what we desire and even why we desire those things.  On our way to Easter may that teach us something of what it means to truly love God alone (and the world for God’s sake) even as God alone loves us truly.  

John C. McDowell 

In this case, then by way of contrast, it is all the more poignant and damning to the secured Christian self to read J.R.R. Tolkein’s culturally important Lord of the Rings – in particular of the Elves who go into battle on behalf of a future for humanity.  Elves in the Tolkein are immortal and able to flee their impending in doom Middle Earth to the Grey Havens across the seas.  Their sacrifice was offered in view not of themselves, but riskily for the very possibility of a future for human life.  

Stephen S. Smalley comments in 1, 2, 3 John:  “We are to love one another, as a condition for living as the Father’s children, because God himself is love, and the source of love (vv 7-9); [and] because God has loved us (vv10-11)” [my emphasis].

