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Piccadilly Circus, London, famous for its statue of Eros, is a unlikely place to begin a meditation upon Pope Benedict’s first Encyclical,  Deus caritas est, published last week.

The aluminium statue now known as Eros, the pagan god of love, standing above a bronze fountain in the middle of Piccadilly Circus, was not actually erected as such. It is really the Shaftesbury Memorial statue (1893) commemorating Anthony Ashley Cooper, 7th Earl of Shaftesbury (1801–85), an dynamic and effective social reformer.  

He introduced into Parliament legislation prohibiting employment of women and children in coal mines, providing for care of the insane, and establishing a maximum 10-hr day for factory workers. He promoted the building of model tenements and the “ragged schools” for homeless children. 

Sculptor Alfred Gilbert designed the aluminium figure above the fountain in Piccadilly Circus in Shaftesbury’s memory. It was not intended to be Eros, but the Angel of Christian Charity, an angel of mercy. Therefore it would be better named Agape. Agape is the Greek word the New Testament uses to describe God’s love, a love which is selfless and seeks only the good of the Beloved – a love which is willing to undergo immense sacrifice for the sake of the Beloved. 


Agape indeed describes the compassion for the industrial poor which drove Shaftesbury to lobby Parliament to pass his new laws. He brought down upon himself the hatred of unscrupulous pit and mill-owners, although he himself came from their wealthy and privileged class.

Eros on the other hand represents romantic and sexual love – a love which desires to possess the Beloved. In ancient Greece, Eros was the god of love and beauty. He could control the human heart by shooting arrows from his bow, which no-one could withstand. His bow had two strings, firing  golden arrows for love or leaden ones for indifference. 


Additionally he was a patron of homosexuality. He made men fall in love with youths. Bisexuality and pederasty were acceptable in most ancient Greek cities – as indeed in the streets around Piccadilly Circus today. Aphrodite meanwhile was the patroness of heterosexual love. Their Latin equivalents were Cupid and Venus.


The term “eros” broadened out to mean all types of sexual love. The confusion between Agape and Eros in Piccadilly Circus is symptomatic of a much wider confusion in our society. What is real love? Is it eros, or is it agape?  How does the romantic lurv [sic] extolled by the rock stars differ from genuine Christian love? 

As Pope Benedict says at the beginning of his new Encyclical: “We have come to know and to believe in the love God has for us”. This is the foundation of the Christian life. Yet he goes on to rue the fact that “Today, the term “love” has become one of the most frequently used and misused of words, a word to which we attach quite different meanings.”


He points out that the word “love” has a vast semantic range. “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.”


To elaborate: If one of us says: “I love Britain” or “I love Ireland” he doesn’t mean it in quite the same way as “I love my children,” or “I love lying in bed on a Sunday morning.”  “I love my wife” uses the word “love” in a different way - one hopes – from “I love my friends.” 


Pope Benedict would surely agree that if he says “I love Bavarian beer” or “I love my cats,”  or even “I love playing Mozart on the piano,” he means it in quite a different way from “I love God.”


Thomas Aquinas, ever a bastion of sanity, pointed out that “love must always be proportioned to its object.” The loves we have for our family, our nation, our hobbies, our pleasures, or for God himself are all different, both qualitatively and quantitatively. On the other hand, sin is disordered love: it is loving football more than one’s wife, or loving a warm bed more than Sunday Mass. Or the car more than God.

A book which offers an ideal background to Deus caritas est would be C. S. Lewis’ The Four Loves, published in 1960.

Lewis begins by distinguishing what he calls Need-love (based on need, such as the love of a child for its mother) from Gift-love (selfless, the kind of love we attribute to God, or to a loving father). Benedict refers to these as possessive love  - amor concupiscentiae - and oblative love - amor benevolentiae. Or ascending love and descending love respectively.

Lewis notes the poverty of our English vocabulary in that we use the one word “love” to cover realities for which the ancient Greeks had four different words: 

1. "storge" - instinctive affection as between family members. It is fondness through familiarity, especially between family members or people who have found themselves together by chance. 
2. “philia" - friendship - a stronger bond that exists between people who share a common interest or activity. It is a celebration of common ground, between people of similar interests and compatibility: Do you see the same truth as I do? Or at least, "Do you care about the same truth?"
3. "eros" - sexual or romantic love, in the sense of 'being in love.' Lewis discusses sexual activity and its spiritual significance in both a pagan and a Christian sense.
4. "agape" (selfless love). Charity (agape) is a love towards one's neighbour which does not depend on any loveable qualities that the object of love possesses. Lewis warns against living a life of "self-invited and self-protective lovelessness." "The only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe from all the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell."

Deus caritas est deals primarily with the relationship between eros and agape. Benedict doesn’t mention storge, and he cites philia (friendship) only in connection with Jesus and the Apostles.


The New Testament habitually avoided eros and employed agape to signify the new Christian understanding of love – both God’s love for us, and the love which in return we are asked to show one another. Christian love had a new dimension which went beyond the “worldly” love described by eros.

Benedict must be the first Pope to quote the anti-Christian philosopher Nietszche in a Papal Encyclical.  showing a confidence that he is willing to dialogue with the enemies of the Faith and has nothing to fear from them. Nietzsche accused the Church of poisoning eros, of turning sexual pleasure into something prohibited and unclean.


After all, the Greek idea of Eros was that of a ““divine madness” which tears man away from his finite existence and enables him, in the very process of being overwhelmed by divine power, to experience supreme happiness. Or, in Virgil’s words, “Love conquers all.” The religious expression of this attitude was found in the “sacred prostitution” flourishing in the temples of the fertility cults.


 The temple prostitutes of the fertility cults, who in their ritual frenzied intercourse “bestowed” the divinized eros were not goddesses, but human beings, exploited as mere instruments for arriving at the “divine madness”. Such a dehumanized passion or eros is not an ascent in ecstasy towards the divine, but a fall and a degradation of human beings, writes Benedict. Eros needs to be harnessed and purified if it is to provide a true foretaste of heavenly bliss.


The Old Testament firmly condemned such perversions of religion. It did not reject eros as such, but only a warped version of eros. Compare for instance the Song of Songs which is a paean to romantic, sexual love as an allegory of the soul’s love for God. 


“Love between man and woman, where body and soul are inseparably joined and human beings glimpse an apparently irresistible promise of happiness….would seem to be the very epitome of love; all other kinds of love immediately seem to fade in comparison,” notes Benedict. How do agape and eros intertwine in this married love? 

Love promises eternity, infinity. It gives a sense of a reality far beyond our everyday existence. Yet it is not by indulging mere instinct that we attain this goal. Man is both body and spirit. If he surrenders every time to mere bodily instinct, his spirit fails to grow or to be satisfied. Growth in true love requires a purification, the willingness to renounce one’s own interests for the sake of the Beloved. 

In this way the sexual eros matures and is healed, to take on a quality of agape as well. Only when body and soul are united in loving is love complete and genuine. 

The modern cult of the body beautiful and sexual licence 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. This is 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 at will.”


Ultimately this approach debases the body. It uses it as a mere instrument for sexual satisfaction, not as an integral dimension of the personality. 


True love, purified eros, is “love which involves a real discovery of the other, moving beyond the selfish character that prevailed earlier. Love now becomes concern and care for the other. No longer is it 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.”

(to be continued)
