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Deus Caritas Est  -- Encyclical by Benedict XVI
Deus Caritas Est, the first encyclical letter written by Pope Benedict XVI, was promulgated on Christmas Day, 2005.  The title is Latin for “God is love.”
The encyclical begins with a passage from the New Testament:  “God is love, and he who abides in love, abides in God, and God in him.” (1 Jn 4:16)   “These words, “ the Holy Father says, “express with remarkable clarity the heart of the Christian faith – to know and to believe in the love God has for us.”

The encyclical then talks about human love, using the ancient Greek words Agape, Eros, and Philia, all of which are words for love, each having different shades of meaning.  Agape is love which gives of oneself to the other; Eros is possessive love which seeks to receive from the other; Philia is the love of friendship.  (The encyclical explains that the Gospel uses the word Philia to describe the relationship between Jesus and his disciples.)  

Eros and Agape can never be completely separated, the Holy Father says.  “The more the two … find a proper unity in the one reality of love, the more the true nature of love is realized.”  

Unlike some other philosophies, which consider Eros to be evil and Agape to be good, the Holy Father teaches that both kinds of love are inherently good.  Nevertheless, he insists that Eros must be “disciplined and purified” as a person grows in Christian maturity.  

With discipline and purification, he tells us, Eros grows toward Agape.  This growth 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 into the intoxication of happiness; instead it seeks the good of the beloved: it becomes renunciation and is ready, even willing, for sacrifice.”  Such love is described in the encyclical, as “a journey, an on-going exodus out of the inward-looking self toward its liberation through self-giving.”  Moreover, this authentic self-discovery leads eventually to “the discovery of God.”

The Holy Father explains that, in contrast to the ancient Greek philosophers,  the Bible presents a God who loves his creation.  “The one God in whom Israel believes … loves with a personal love.”  Moreover, he says, God’s love for humanity is both Eros and Agape.  The Prophets frequently describe God’s passion for his people using “boldly erotic images.”  God’s love for us is compassionate, tender, totally gratuitous, and without any previous merit.  It is also a love which forgives.  “God’s passionate love for his people – for humanity – is a forgiving love.”  
The encyclical also states that Eros can degenerate into vice.  When Eros is reduced to mere “sex,” the result is a “debasement of the human body.”  Sex then “becomes a commodity, a mere thing to be bought and sold,” something  “to be used and exploited at will.”  When sex is relegated to the biological sphere, the encyclical explains, it is “no longer integrated into our overall existential freedom; no longer a vital expression of our whole being.”

In the next section, the encyclical speaks of Jesus Christ, who is the love of God made visible.  In Jesus, the Holy Father says, it is God himself who goes in search of the lost sheep, who looks for the lost coin, who goes to meet and embrace the prodigal son.  And finally, Jesus’ death on the Cross, “is love in its most radical form…and it is from there that our definition of love must begin.”  In the Cross “the Christian discovers the path along which his life and love must move.”

 Jesus gives this radical love “an enduring presence” through his institution of the Eucharist.  In the bread and wine, Jesus gives his very self, his body and blood, to us.  Moreover, the Holy Father explains, the Eucharist has a social character.  Union with Christ must also include union with others.  “I cannot possess Christ just for myself; I can belong to him only in union with those to whom he gives himself. …Love of God and love of neighbor are now truly united.”  This explains, the encyclical tells us, why the Eucharist came to called agape:  because it is in the Eucharist that “God’s own agape comes to us bodily in order to continue his work in us and through us.”   

In the second part of the encyclical, the Holy Father considers “the overall situation of the struggle for justice and love in the world today.”  He contrasts the role of the State with the role of the Church in bringing about a just society.  He speaks of the Church as a “community of love” and shows that love of neighbor is the responsibility, not only of every individual member of the church, but is also a responsibility of the Church in its entirety.  “As a community, the Church must practice love.”  And if love is to be of service to the community, “it needs to be organized.”  Thus social service, caring for the needy in practical concrete ways, is part of the fundamental structure of the Church.

The Holy Father ends the encyclical with an invitation.  ”Love is the light—and in the end the only light—that can always illuminate a world grown dim and give us the courage to keep living and working.  Love is possible, and we are able to practice it because we are created in the image of God.  To experience love in this way is to cause the light of God to enter into the world – this is the invitation I would like to extend with the present encyclical.”
