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Love is a chameleon word. “All you need is love” sang the Beatles long ago. What is love? Being nice to people. Doing a good turn. Loving your neighbour. Never doing any harm to anyone. Looking after your own. Keeping the command​ments? Going to bed with a friend? Being sensitive to people’s feelings?

Love has its darker side. The drunkard loves his whiskey. The sluggard loves cushions and warm blankets. The megalomaniac politician loves power. Dr Faustus loved knowledge.

When a man loves his secretary in the manner - appropriate to his wife, it is called adultery. When a debutante loves to admire herself for hours in a we call it vanity. When an employer loves profit more than justice, he is ‘defrauding labour​ers of their pay”, a sin crying to heaven for vengeance.

To love your dog more than your children is a defect of character, not a virtue. To love collecting butterflies more than your father is a distortion of priorities. Love wrongly direct​ed is sin.

As St. Thomas Aquinas noted, love should be proportioned to its object. Love of country is expressed differently from love of family. Love of one’s work is of a quality distinct from love of beer. Love is a chameleon word. Perhaps it has too many meanings to be a safe guide.

The Greeks were more accurate. They spoke of philia - friendship love, family ties, affection. This contrasted with eros, the passionate sexual love which desires the other for itself. Both differ from New Testament agape - love, a self-spending love which wants the good of the other, a love which gives rather than takes.

“You shall love your neighbour as yourself” replies Jesus in today’s Gospel, recasting its Golden Rule - “Do not unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Although Oscar Wilde pointed out: “do not unto others as you would have them unto you - their tastes may be different from yours.” Like the bloke who buys the Range Rover he really wants, for his wife’s birthday pre​sent.

Love thy neighbour and self is not however the definition of Christianity. It is only the second commandment. “Which is the greatest command​ment of all?” asked the scheming Pharisee.

Jesus answered with the Shema, recited daily by Jews: “You shall love the Lord your God with you whole heart, with your whole soul and your whole mind.” What other sort of love could be propor​tionate to the infinite and eternal God? To love Him above all things, that is the essence of Christianity.

This total love we see in the saints. Cynical ser​pent minds bound to this earth cannot compre​hend the reckless poverty and joy of Francis of Assisi. They sneer at the passionate emotion of Teresa of Avila’s mystical experiences.

Not for them the solitary hardships of the father of monasticism, Anthony in the Egyptian desert, the stigmata and miracles of Padre Pio; the prophetic wrath of Catherine of Siena, the child​like trust of Theresa of Lisieux.

Most of us admire from a safe distance the utter devotion of a saint like Charbal Makhlouf, who lived in an unheated stone cell in the mountains, and spent his whole day in prayer preparing for a giving thanks for the Mass. Or the prayers and fasts of mother Margaret Clitheroe, crushed between millstones for her unflinching allegiance to Catholic truth.

This is madness to a world which does not understand the love of God. The world wants to reduce God to a manageable size. To a matey chum. To a senile grandfather. To an abstract principle of the universe. To a pleasant emotional experience.

No. Please keep at a distance the Tremendous Judge and the bloody Saviour, Lord of a billion angels, Maker of Heaven and Hell and octopuses and giraffes, the Consuming Fire of Love of the Jesus who would wash our feet with his pierced hands, the One who is to come in glory upon the clouds of heaven.

We cannot handle it.

We prefer our cosy little gods, unthreatening gods, gods of committees and protocol and com​promise. In the end, boring gods, made in our own image and likeness. Our young people vote with their feet.

The modern liberal, if he believes at all, imag​ines God like a grey and democratic Prime Minister of uncertain convictions. Perhaps the Church Fathers were more accurate to picture Him as an autocratic Byzantine emperor whose word brought life or death, crowned in splendour and adored by thousands of incense-swinging courtiers.

To love God we must know Him. Love without knowledge atrophies. Religion without dogma and morals is mere sentimentality. “With your whole mind” you shall love Him who is truth.

Of course St James reminds us that we cannot love God truly if we show no love to others. The converse is also true. Will we love others in a wholesome manner if we do not know God and His laws, if we do not look towards heaven?

We may love the body and forget the soul, as when parents spoil their only child with luxu​ry and no self-sacrifice or disci​pline.

A notice in an Anglican teacher training college read: “Women’s Group. Volunteers wanted. To provide emotional support and friendship.” Very Christian, surely. To whom? “To Irish woman coming to the U.K. for abortions.” Is this love or co-operation in a Holocaust? Love is a chameleon word. Without God’s commandments it is easily perverted.

Often it is hard to love our awkward fellow men and women. The temptation is to shut the door and settle for a quiet life. Nevertheless they are not just obstinate biological systems on legs. Each one contains a spark of eternity.

Without God, we get angry at man the unteachable, we grow pessimistic at man the unimprove​able, we grow callous to man the ignorant, foolish and unimaginative, we sacrifice the individual to our system or ambition.

Man’s redeeming feature is that he is made in the image and likeness of God. Love of God underpins and guarantees human love. The greatest act of love to a fellow human being is to help them dis​cover Christ’s love for themselves, to have eternal life.

A soul is worth a world.

For this reason the two great commandments stand together. This alone stops the chameleon changing colour.

