Ctime643  12th February 2006  Deus caritas est

Fr Francis Marsden
To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times.


It has surprised some that the first encyclical of the "Panzerkardinal made Pope" compares the romantic, sexual eros between a man and a woman with God’s love for human beings. The new Encyclical displays the concise, clear and often poetic style familiar from Cardinal Ratzinger’s books. 


Last week I wrote about the difference between eros and agape love hich is central to the first part of the Encyclical. The eros-love has a possessive nature, for the lover desires to possess, to be united with the beloved for ever. Thus it gives intimations of divine love. However, eros can become warped if it seeks to dominate the other or ends up reducing them to a mere object of desire, a tool for self-satisfaction. The answer is not to eliminate eros, but to harness and purify it.  

When the New Testament prefers the word agape for love, it describes the nature of God's love for us. He desires that we be united with Him (eros), but at the same time –as Jesus upon the Cross - He is willing to sacrifice everything for us (agape). 

In God’s plan, human marriage – the erotic and yet unselfish love of spouses, is intended to be the closest image of divine love. "Marriage based on exclusive and definitive love becomes the icon of the relationship between God and his people and vice versa," writes Benedict. "God's way of loving becomes the measure of human love." 

The Bible describes God's love for humanity as erotic in this sense. His relationship with Israel is repeatedly depicted as a marriage and the prophets denounce Israel’s idolatry as adultery. God's love is however also agape, because He gives it to those who have not earned it and even to those who are repeatedly unfaithful. It is a love which forgives. in the Biblical vision "eros is...supremely ennobled, yet at the same time it is so purified as to become one with agape" (10).


Every human affection – whether within the family, amongst friends or neighbours, is called to grow into a similar, self-giving, sacrificial agape-love.


Benedict’s description of this maturing of eros into agape has much in common with Karol Wojtyla’s text “Love and Responsibility.” Fr Wojytla’s experiences as a university chaplain in Krakow in the 1950’s taught him how life challenged the engaged and young married couples to become more caring for each other. Their eros, their falling-in-love, became more mature, more unselfish, more agape-like. The birth of children marked a very important life-change, the need for growth to take on the new responsibilities of parenthood. 

Benedict avoids explicit mention of any of the specific moral questions connected with sexuality. In fact he admits that often the Church is characterised as a type of whistle-blowing Dr No in this area. 


He wishes perhaps to demonstrate at a more fundamental level that Catholic teaching is not hostile to human love, but rather that it guides love to a higher level. "He's raising the level of discourse above partisan politics and media cliches," said Professor Scott Hahn.


The rules governing sexual behaviour are designed not to discourage and alienate, but to help us discover the true spirit of selfless Christian love. When the Church does say 'no,' it is in support of the greater "yes" of divine love. 

"It is part of love's growth toward higher levels and inward purification that it now seeks to become definitive, and it does so in a twofold sense: both in the sense of exclusivity (this particular person alone) and in the sense of being 'forever'" (6). 


However, even Benedict’s beautiful reflection, that genuine eros leads to an exclusive and permanent relationship between a man and a woman, implies a consequence which some would today regard as controversial: for it automatically excludes homosexual unions, multiple wives, divorce and remarriage, and promiscuity. 

The Biblical account shows that "eros is somehow rooted in man's very nature...[It] directs man towards marriage, to a bond which is unique and definitive. Corresponding to the image of the monotheistic God is monogamous marriage" (11). 

Benedict then turns to the Church’s practical charity as the outflow of the divine agape. “If you see charity, you see the Trinity”, wrote Saint Augustine.


The service of charity seeks the integral good of man. Firstly, Benedict mentions evangelization through Word and Sacrament. The Church has a supernatural mission to teach and reconcile men to God. Then she promotes man in “the various arenas of life and human activity” and should attend constantly to man's sufferings and his needs, including material needs.


The Egyptian monasteries of the fourth century developed a diaconia, an institution for practical works of charity. Gradually the dioceses too developed their own diaconiae. In Rome, for instance, in 258 AD we find St Laurence being ordered by the Roman consul to to collect the treasures of the Church and hand them over to the civil authorities. He gathered some 1500 widows and orphans who were dependent upon church charity, and presented them to the official. For his cheek he was roasted alive on a gridiron.

Even the pagan emperor Julian the Apostate († 363), who tried to destroy Christianity, paid a backhanded compliment to Christian charity. When six years old, Julian had witnessed the murder of his father, brother and other relatives, by the palace guard, possibly on the orders of the Emperor Constantius, who made himself out to be an outstanding Christian.


In the young Julian’s eyes, Christianity was utterly discredited. When he himself became emperor, he was resolved to restore paganism. But he was insistent that his new pagan institutions should outdo the Christian Church in matters of charity -  for this was the reason for the popularity of the “Galileans”, as he called them.

One can see the extent of Catholic charity and healthcare Centres today by consulting the Agenzia Fides website on http://www.fides.org/eng/dossier/rtf/statistics_october2005.doc 

: the Church and religious orders run 5,236 hospitals, 16,679 dispensaries, 656 centres for people with leprosy, 14,794 homes for the elderly and disabled, 9,996 orphanages, 10,634 kindergartens, 12,804 marriage counselling centres, 9,813 other institutes – in total  80,612 institutes worldwide. 

In the field of education the Catholic Church worldwide has 64.307 infant schools; 92.461 primary schools; 39,404 secondary schools; 2.36 million students in Catholic universities. Caritas- agape extends beyond the frontiers of the Church.  No wonder Richard Dawkins gets annoyed! But instead of whinging, why doesn’t he start his own atheist-Darwinist schools? And would anybody attend them?


So next time your parish has a second collection for the missions, be proud to be part of the world’s No.1 provider of health and education services. 


Benedict devotes some space to a critique of Marxism, and obliquely to the modern Nanny-State: “The State which would provide everything, absorbing everything into itself, would ultimately become a mere bureaucracy incapable of guaranteeing the very thing which the suffering person—every person—needs: namely, loving personal concern.”

The state’s role is to guarantee justice and see that each person receives his share of the community's goods. This is a central concern of politics. For a State not governed according to justice would be just a bunch of thieves, wrote Augustine: “For when justice is remote, what are kings but large-scale brigands?” 

The Church’s task is not to impose any political system, but to enlighten minds and hearts in promoting justice and charity: "If reason is to be exercised properly, it must undergo constant purification, since it can never be completely free of the danger of a certain ethical blindness caused by the dazzling effect of power and special interests."


Benedict emphasizes the distinction between Church and State, the autonomy of the temporal sphere. “Fundamental to Christianity is the distinction between what belongs to Caesar and what belongs to God.” The State may not impose religion, yet it must guarantee religious freedom and harmony between the followers of different religions.

As a topical aside, last week has taught us how Islam lacks this distinction between mosque and state. In the furious reaction to the fairly mild Danish cartoons of Mohammed the alleged prophet, we see the angry face of Islamo-fascism. Islam is a political system as well as a religion. In an Islamic state, non-Muslims are treated as second or third-class citizens. 

As Benedict had said, we are "in a world where the name of God is sometimes associated with vengeance or even a duty of hatred and violence..." “Behead those who insult the Prophet!” one placard read.

Perhaps subconsciously the mullahs know that once the unquestioning hagiography is chipped away, and Mohammed’s character is objectively analysed, we meet a self-proclaimed prophet, ruthless warrior, bandit and polygamist. Once Mohammed’s authority is challenged, the authority of the Qu’ran also begins to crumble. So they use violence to suppress all questioning, and fear to prevent Muslims converting to Christianity.

Catholic charity workers “must not be inspired by ideologies aimed at improving the world, but should rather be guided by the faith which works through love.”  Christian charitable activity must be independent of parties and ideologies. It is not a means of changing the world ideologically, and it is not at the service of worldly stratagems, but it is a way of making present here and now the love which man always needs."


Let Benedict have the final word: "Love is the light — and in the end, the only light—that can always illuminate a world grown dim and give us the courage needed to keep living and working. Love is possible, and we are able to practise it because we are created in the image of God. To experience love and in this way to cause the light of God to enter into the world — this is the invitation I would like to extend with the present Encyclical."

