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In a world where the name of God is sometimes associated with vengeance or even a duty of 
hatred and violence, this message is both timely and significant. For this reason, I wish in my first 
Encyclical to speak of the love which God lavishes upon us and which we in turn must share with 
others. That, in essence, is what the two main parts of this Letter are about, and they are 
profoundly interconnected. The first part is more speculative, since I wanted here—at the 
beginning of my Pontificate—to clarify some essential facts concerning the love which God 
mysteriously and gratuitously offers to man, together with the intrinsic link between that Love 
and the reality of human love. The second part is more concrete, since it treats the ecclesial 
exercise of the commandment of love of neighbour. The argument has vast implications, but a 
lengthy treatment would go beyond the scope of the present Encyclical. I wish to emphasize some 
basic elements, so as to call forth in the world renewed energy and commitment in the human 
response to God's love.  

PART I  

THE UNITY OF LOVE  

IN CREATION  

AND IN SALVATION HISTORY  

A problem of language  

2. God's love for us is fundamental for our lives, and it raises important questions about who God 
is and who we are. In considering this, we immediately find ourselves hampered by a problem of 
language. 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. Even though this Encyclical will deal 
primarily with the understanding and practice of love in sacred Scripture and in the Church's 
Tradition, we cannot simply prescind from the meaning of the word in the different cultures and 
in present-day usage.  

Let us first of all bring to mind the vast semantic range of the word “love”: 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. Amid this 
multiplicity of meanings, however, one in particular stands out: love between man and woman, 
where body and soul are inseparably joined and human beings glimpse an apparently irresistible 
promise of happiness. This would seem to be the very epitome of love; all other kinds of love 
immediately seem to fade in comparison. So we need to ask: are all these forms of love basically 
one, so that love, in its many and varied manifestations, is ultimately a single reality, or are we 
merely using the same word to designate totally different realities?  

“Eros” and “Agape” – difference and unity  

3. That love between man and woman which is neither planned nor willed, but somehow imposes 
itself upon human beings, was called eros by the ancient Greeks. Let us note straight away that 
the Greek Old Testament uses the word eros only twice, while the New Testament does not use it 
at all: of the three Greek words for love, eros, philia (the love of friendship) and agape, New 
Testament writers prefer the last, which occurs rather infrequently in Greek usage. As for the 
term philia, the love of friendship, it is used with added depth of meaning in Saint John's Gospel 
in order to express the relationship between Jesus and his disciples. The tendency to avoid the 
word eros, together with the new vision of love expressed through the word agape, clearly point 





 
This is due first and foremost to the fact that man is a being made up of body and soul. Man is 
truly himself when his body and soul are intimately united; the challenge of eros can be said to be 
truly overcome when this unification is achieved. Should he aspire to be pure spirit and to reject 
the flesh as pertaining to his animal nature alone, then spirit and body would both lose their 
dignity. On the other hand, should he deny the spirit and consider matter, the body, as the only 
reality, he would likewise lose his greatness. The epicure Gassendi used to offer Descartes the 
humorous greeting: “O Soul!” And Descartes would reply: “O Flesh!”.
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 Yet it is neither the spirit 
alone nor the body alone that loves: it is man, the person, a unified creature composed of body 
and soul, who loves. Only when both dimensions are truly united, does man attain his full stature. 
Only thus is love —eros— able to mature and attain its authentic grandeur.  

Nowadays Christianity of the past is often criticized as having been opposed to the body; and it is 
quite true that tendencies of this sort have always existed. Yet the contemporary way of exalting 
the body 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. Nor does he see it as an arena for the 
exercise of his freedom, but as a mere object that he attempts, as he pleases, to make both 
enjoyable and harmless. Here we are actually dealing with a debasement of the human body: no 
longer is it integrated into our overall existential freedom; no longer is it a vital expression of our 
whole being, but it is more or less relegated to the purely biological sphere. The apparent 
exaltation of the body can quickly turn into a hatred of bodiliness. Christian faith, on the other 
hand, has always considered man a unity in duality, a reality in which spirit and matter 
compenetrate, and in which each is brought to a new nobility. True, eros tends to rise “in ecstasy” 
towards the Divine, to lead us beyond ourselves; yet for this very reason it calls for a path of 
ascent, renunciation, purification and healing.  

6. Concretely, what does this path of ascent and purification entail? How might love be 
experienced so that it can fully realize its human and divine promise? Here we can find a first, 
important indication in the Song of Songs, an Old Testament book well known to the mystics. 
According to the interpretation generally held today, the poems contained in this book were 
originally love-songs, perhaps intended for a Jewish wedding feast and meant to exalt conjugal 
love. In this context it is highly instructive to note that in the course of the book two different 
Hebrew words are used to indicate “love”. First there is the word dodim, a plural form suggesting 
a love that is still insecure, indeterminate and searching. This comes to be replaced by the word 
ahabà, which the Greek version of the Old Testament translates with the similar-sounding agape, 
which, as we have seen, becomes the typical expression for the biblical notion of love. By 
contrast with an indeterminate, “searching” love, this word expresses the experience of a 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. 
 
It is part of love's growth towards 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 “for ever”. Love embraces the whole of 
existence in each of its dimensions, including the dimension of time. It could hardly be otherwise, 
since its promise looks towards its definitive goal: love looks to the eternal. Love is indeed 
“ecstasy”, not in the sense of a moment of intoxication, but rather as a journey, an ongoing 









can thus see how the reception of the Song of Songs in the canon of sacred Scripture was soon 
explained by the idea that these love songs ultimately describe God's relation to man and man's 
relation to God. Thus the Song of Songs became, both in Christian and Jewish literature, a source 
of mystical knowledge and experience, an expression of the essence of biblical faith: that man can 
indeed enter into union with God—his primordial aspiration. But this union is no mere fusion, a 
sinking in the nameless ocean of the Divine; it is a unity which creates love, a unity in which both 
God and man remain themselves and yet become fully one. As Saint Paul says: “He who is united 
to the Lord becomes one spirit with him” (1 Cor 6:17).  

11. The first novelty of biblical faith consists, as we have seen, in its image of God. The second, 
essentially connected to this, is found in the image of man. The biblical account of creation 
speaks of the solitude of Adam, the first man, and God's decision to give him a helper. Of all 
other creatures, not one is capable of being the helper that man needs, even though he has 
assigned a name to all the wild beasts and birds and thus made them fully a part of his life. So 
God forms woman from the rib of man. Now Adam finds the helper that he needed: “This at last 
is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). Here one might detect hints of ideas that 
are also found, for example, in the myth mentioned by Plato, according to which man was 
originally spherical, because he was complete in himself and self-sufficient. But as a punishment 
for pride, he was split in two by Zeus, so that now he longs for his other half, striving with all his 
being to possess it and thus regain his integrity.
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 While the biblical narrative does not speak of 
punishment, the idea is certainly present that man is somehow incomplete, driven by nature to 
seek in another the part that can make him whole, the idea that only in communion with the 
opposite sex can he become “complete”. The biblical account thus concludes with a prophecy 
about Adam: “Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife and they 
become one flesh” (Gen 2:24).  

Two aspects of this are important. First, eros is somehow rooted in man's very nature; Adam is a 
seeker, who “abandons his mother and father” in order to find woman; only together do the two 
represent complete humanity and become “one flesh”. The second aspect is equally important. 
From the standpoint of creation, eros directs man towards marriage, to a bond which is unique 
and definitive; thus, and only thus, does it fulfil its deepest purpose. Corresponding to the image 
of a monotheistic God is monogamous marriage. Marriage based on exclusive and definitive love 
becomes the icon of the relationship between God and his people and vice versa. God's way of 
loving becomes the measure of human love. This close connection between eros and marriage in 
the Bible has practically no equivalent in extra-biblical literature.  

Jesus Christ – the incarnate love of God  

12. Though up to now we have been speaking mainly of the Old Testament, nevertheless the 
profound compenetration of the two Testaments as the one Scripture of the Christian faith has 
already become evident. The real novelty of the New Testament lies not so much in new ideas as 
in the figure of Christ himself, who gives flesh and blood to those concepts—an unprecedented 
realism. In the Old Testament, the novelty of the Bible did not consist merely in abstract notions 
but in God's unpredictable and in some sense unprecedented activity. This divine activity now 
takes on dramatic form when, in Jesus Christ, it is God himself who goes in search of the “stray 
sheep”, a suffering and lost humanity. When Jesus speaks in his parables of the shepherd who 
goes after the lost sheep, of the woman who looks for the lost coin, of the father who goes to meet 
and embrace his prodigal son, these are no mere words: they constitute an explanation of his very 
being and activity. His death on the Cross is the culmination of that turning of God against 
himself in which he gives himself in order to raise man up and save him. This is love in its most 



radical form. By contemplating the pierced side of Christ (cf. 19:37), we can understand the 
starting-point of this Encyclical Letter: “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). It is there that this truth can be 
contemplated. It is from there that our definition of love must begin. In this contemplation the 
Christian discovers the path along which his life and love must move. 
  
13. Jesus gave this act of oblation an enduring presence through his institution of the Eucharist at 
the Last Supper. He anticipated his death and resurrection by giving his disciples, in the bread and 
wine, his very self, his body and blood as the new manna (cf. Jn 6:31-33). The ancient world had  
dimly perceived that man's real food—what truly nourishes him as man—is ultimately the Logos, 
eternal wisdom: this same Logos now truly becomes food for us—as love. The Eucharist draws us 
into Jesus' act of self-oblation. More than just statically receiving the incarnate Logos, we enter 
into the very dynamic of his self-giving. The imagery of marriage between God and Israel is now 
realized in a way previously inconceivable: it had meant standing in God's presence, but now it 
becomes union with God through sharing in Jesus' self-gift, sharing in his body and blood. The 
sacramental “mysticism”, grounded in God's condescension towards us, operates at a radically 
different level and lifts us to far greater heights than anything that any human mystical elevation 
could ever accomplish.  
 
14. Here we need to consider yet another aspect: this sacramental “mysticism” is social in 
character, for in sacramental communion I become one with the Lord, like all the other 
communicants. As Saint Paul says, “Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, 
for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor 10:17). Union with Christ is also union with all those 
to whom he gives himself. I cannot possess Christ just for myself; I can belong to him only in 
union with all those who have become, or who will become, his own. Communion draws me out 
of myself towards him, and thus also towards unity with all Christians. We become “one body”, 
completely joined in a single existence. Love of God and love of neighbour are now truly united: 
God incarnate draws us all to himself. We can thus understand how agape also became a term for 
the Eucharist: there God's own agape comes to us bodily, in order to continue his work in us and 
through us. Only by keeping in mind this Christological and sacramental basis can we correctly 
understand Jesus' teaching on love. The transition which he makes from the Law and the Prophets 
to the twofold commandment of love of God and of neighbour, and his grounding the whole life 
of faith on this central precept, is not simply a matter of morality—something that could exist 
apart from and alongside faith in Christ and its sacramental re-actualization. Faith, worship and 
ethos are interwoven as a single reality which takes shape in our encounter with God's agape. 
Here the usual contraposition between worship and ethics simply falls apart. “Worship” itself, 
Eucharistic communion, includes the reality both of being loved and of loving others in turn. A 
Eucharist which does not pass over into the concrete practice of love is intrinsically fragmented. 
Conversely, as we shall have to consider in greater detail below, the “commandment” of love is 
only possible because it is more than a requirement. Love can be “commanded” because it has 
first been given. 
 



15. This principle is the starting-point for 
understanding the great parables of Jesus. The 
rich man (cf. Lk 16:19-31) begs from his place 
of torment that his brothers be informed about 
what happens to those who simply ignore the 
poor man in need. Jesus takes up this cry for 
help as a warning to help us return to the right 
path. The parable of the Good Samaritan (cf. Lk 
10:25-37) offers two particularly important 
clarifications. Until that time, the concept of 
“neighbour” was understood as referring 
essentially to one's countrymen and to foreigners 
who had settled in the land of Israel; in other 
words, to the closely-knit community of a single 
country or people. This limit is now abolished. 
Anyone who needs me, and whom I can help, is 
my neighbour. The concept of “neighbour” is 
now universalized, yet it remains concrete. 
Despite being extended to all mankind, it is not 
reduced to a generic, abstract and undemanding 
expression of love, but calls for my own 
practical commitment here and now. The Church 
has the duty to interpret ever anew this 
relationship between near and far with regard to 
the actual daily life of her members. Lastly, we 
should especially mention the great parable of 

the Last Judgement (cf. Mt 25:31-46), in which love becomes the criterion for the 
definitive decision about a human life's worth or lack thereof. Jesus identifies himself 
with those in need, with the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and those 
in prison. “As you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” (Mt 
25:40). Love of God and love of neighbour have become one: in the least of the brethren 
we find Jesus himself, and in Jesus we find God.  

A young volunteer with a Catholic-run charity 
helps fix up a home in a poor area of West 
Virginia in this photo from last May. In his first 
encyclical, "Deus Caritas Est" ("God Is Love"), 
Pope Benedict XVI points to New Testament 
passages that emphasize the bond between love 
of God and love of neighbor. (CNS photo) 

Love of God and love of neighbour  

16. Having reflected on the nature of love and its meaning in biblical faith, we are left with two 
questions concerning our own attitude: can we love God without seeing him? And can love be 
commanded? Against the double commandment of love these questions raise a double objection. 
No one has ever seen God, so how could we love him? Moreover, love cannot be commanded; it 
is ultimately a feeling that is either there or not, nor can it be produced by the will. Scripture 
seems to reinforce the first objection when it states: “If anyone says, ‘I love God,' and hates his 
brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God 
whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). But this text hardly excludes the love of God as something 
impossible. On the contrary, the whole context of the passage quoted from the First Letter of 
John shows that such love is explicitly demanded. The unbreakable bond between love of God 
and love of neighbour is emphasized. One is so closely connected to the other that to say that we 
love God becomes a lie if we are closed to our neighbour or hate him altogether. Saint John's 
words should rather be interpreted to mean that love of neighbour is a path that leads to the 
encounter with God, and that closing our eyes to our neighbour also blinds us to God. 



























35. This proper way of serving others also leads to humility. The one who serves does not 
consider himself superior to the one served, however miserable his situation at the moment may 
be. Christ took the lowest place in the world—the Cross—and by this radical humility he 
redeemed us and constantly comes to our aid. Those who are in a position to help others will 
realize that in doing so they themselves receive help; being able to help others is no merit or 
achievement of their own. This duty is a grace. The more we do for others, the more we 
understand and can appropriate the words of Christ: “We are useless servants” (Lk 17:10). We 
recognize that we are not acting on the basis of any superiority or greater personal efficiency, but 
because the Lord has graciously enabled us to do so. There are times when the burden of need 
and our own limitations might tempt us to become discouraged. But precisely then we are helped 
by the knowledge that, in the end, we are only instruments in the Lord's hands; and this 
knowledge frees us from the presumption of thinking that we alone are personally responsible for 
building a better world. In all humility we will do what we can, and in all humility we will entrust 
the rest to the Lord. It is God who governs the world, not we. We offer him our service only to 
the extent that we can, and for as long as he grants us the strength. To do all we can with what 
strength we have, however, is the task which keeps the good servant of Jesus Christ always at 
work: “The love of Christ urges us on” (2 Cor 5:14).  
 
36. When we consider the immensity of others' needs, we can, on the one hand, be driven towards 
an ideology that would aim at doing what God's governance of the world apparently cannot: fully 
resolving every problem. Or we can be tempted to give in to inertia, since it would seem that in 
any event nothing can be accomplished. At such times, a living relationship with Christ is 
decisive if we are to keep on the right path, without falling into an arrogant contempt for man, 
something not only unconstructive but actually destructive, or surrendering to a resignation which 
would prevent us from being guided by love in the service of others. Prayer, as a means of 
drawing ever new strength from Christ, is concretely and urgently needed. People who pray are 
not wasting their time, even though the situation appears desperate and seems to call for action 
alone. Piety does not undermine the struggle against the poverty of our neighbours, however 
extreme. In the example of Blessed Teresa of Calcutta we have a clear illustration of the fact that 
time devoted to God in prayer not only does not detract from effective and loving service to our 
neighbour but is in fact the inexhaustible source of that service. In her letter for Lent 1996, 
Blessed Teresa wrote to her lay coworkers: “We need this deep connection with God in our daily 
life. How can we obtain it? By prayer”.  
 
37. It is time to reaffirm the importance of prayer in the face of the activism and the growing 
secularism of many Christians engaged in charitable work. Clearly, the Christian who prays does 
not claim to be able to change God's plans or correct what he has foreseen. Rather, he seeks an 
encounter with the Father of Jesus Christ, asking God to be present with the consolation of the 
Spirit to him and his work. A personal relationship with God and an abandonment to his will can 
prevent man from being demeaned and save him from falling prey to the teaching of fanaticism 
and terrorism. An authentically religious attitude prevents man from presuming to judge God, 
accusing him of allowing poverty and failing to have compassion for his creatures. When people 
claim to build a case against God in defence of man, on whom can they depend when human 
activity proves powerless?  
 
38. Certainly Job could complain before God about the presence of incomprehensible and 
apparently unjustified suffering in the world. In his pain he cried out: “Oh, that I knew where I 
might find him, that I might come even to his seat! ... I would learn what he would answer me, 
and understand what he would say to me. Would he contend with me in the greatness of his 
power? ... Therefore I am terrified at his presence; when I consider, I am in dread of him. God has 
made my heart faint; the Almighty has terrified me” (23:3, 5-6, 15-16). Often we cannot 







more clearly than in Mary. The words addressed by the crucified Lord to his disciple—to John 
and through him to all disciples of Jesus: “Behold, your mother!” (Jn 19:27)—are fulfilled anew 
in every generation. Mary has truly become the Mother of all believers. Men and women of every 
time and place have recourse to her motherly kindness and her virginal purity and grace, in all 
their needs and aspirations, their joys and sorrows, their moments of loneliness and their common 
endeavours. They constantly experience the gift of her goodness and the unfailing love which she 
pours out from the depths of her heart. The testimonials of gratitude, offered to her from every 
continent and culture, are a recognition of that pure love which is not self- seeking but simply 
benevolent. At the same time, the devotion of the faithful shows an infallible intuition of how 
such love is possible: it becomes so as a result of the most intimate union with God, through 
which the soul is totally pervaded by him—a condition which enables those who have drunk from 
the fountain of God's love to become in their turn a fountain from which “flow rivers of living 
water” (Jn 7:38). Mary, Virgin and Mother, shows us what love is and whence it draws its origin 
and its constantly renewed power. To her we entrust the Church and her mission in the service of 
love:  
 
Holy Mary, Mother of God,  

you have given the world its true light,  

Jesus, your Son – the Son of God. 

You abandoned yourself completely 

to God's call 
 
and thus became a wellspring  
 
of the goodness which flows forth from him. 
 
Show us Jesus. Lead us to him. 
 
Teach us to know and love him, 
 
so that we too can become  
 
capable of true love 
 
and be fountains of living water  
 
in the midst of a thirsting world.  
 
Given in Rome, at Saint Peter's, on 25 December, the Solemnity of the Nativity of the Lord, in 
the year 2005, the first of my Pontificate. 
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