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Love

Welcome and Presentation

Prayer:

1) Peter, do you love me?

Jn 21: 15-17

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter:

- "Simon, son of John, do you love me (AGAPE - father’s love) more than these?"

He said to him:

- "Yes, Lord; you know that I love you (PHILIA - friendship)."

He said to him:

- "Feed my lambs."

A second time he said to him:

- "Simon, son of John, do you love me (AGAPE - father’s love)?"

He said to him:

- "Yes, Lord; you know that I love you (PHILIA - friendship)."

He said to him:

- "Tend my sheep."

He said to him the third time:

- "Simon, son of John, do you love me (PHILIA - friendship)?"

Peter was grieved because he said to him the third time, "Do you love me (PHILIA - friendship)?"

And he said to him:

- "Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you (PHILIA - friendship)."

Jesus said to him:

- "Feed my sheep.

This text is badly translated, because in Greek the dialogue plays with the different Greek words for

love and it is central for the understanding of the text. There are 3 different words in Greek for

LOVE:
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1) The first one is EROS. EROS is the physical love, the expression of our desire, the expression of

our attachment for what we desire; it does not appear in the bible.

2) The second one is PHILIA. PHILIA is the love of friendship, it is the love we have for the chosen

ones, for the people we like to be with. It can be a very generous love which can even lead us to

give our life for our friends, but it remains based on our selection of the ones who are nice to us

or at least the ones we decide to love.

3) The third one is AGAPE. AGAPE is the father’s love, it is compassion, the love which embraces

everything which is, as it comes. It is the kind of love which does not choose; it falls like rain

onto the good and the bad, without selection. It is the way God loves us, as we are.

In the text we just read, Jesus uses the word AGAPE, i.e. the father’s love, while Peter always

answers using the word PHILIA, i.e. friendship. Peter is very honest: he tells the truth. He knows

very well that Jesus wants him to love with a broader love than PHILIA (friendship), with a father’s

love, with pure compassion, but he does not and tells it as it is.

On the other hand, there is a gradation in Jesus’ talk:

1) First he is asking: do you love me as a father does, more than these others do (AGAPE and more

than any other)? And Peter answers: I love you as a friend, i.e. with affection (PHILIA).

2) The second time, Jesus asks: do you love me as a father does (AGAPE again but this time

without insisting on the exclusivity as before). And Peter answers the same: I love you as a friend

(PHILIA).

3) The third time, Jesus asks: do you love me as a friend (no longer with a father’s love but this

time as a friend - PHILIA)? adapting to what Peter has said. And Peter answers the third time

exactly the same as he has said before: I love you as a friend.

Peter is sad because he cannot love Jesus as he would like. The Greek text says that Peter is sad

because the third time Jesus asks only for friendship; Jesus reduces his requirement. Literally it is

said: “Peter became sad because Jesus had said to him, the third time: do you love me as a friend?”

It seems it is not the fact Jesus asks three times which makes Peter sad but the fact that, the third

time, Jesus uses the weaker word PHILIA instead of AGAPE. But nevertheless Jesus asks Peter to

be the shepherd. These three questions are like an echo to the triple denial by Peter before the

crucifixion. Despite Peter’s weakness, Jesus trusts him to be a good shepherd. That is the real

meaning of salvation. God takes us as we are and loves us (AGAPE) as such. Of course, there is a

way to happiness he wants us to find but his love is not given under the condition that we are perfect

on this way.

Read again Jn 21: 15-17

Time of personal recollection: Let’s meditate this text of the gospel according to this other

understanding. When is my love for God PHILIA (affection), and when is it AGAPE (compassion)?

Let’s try to recollect precise events in our life. How do I feel this love without condition by God

which makes me completely free? What prevents me then from feeling free from sin?

Reading: Desiring God
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2) Love as EROS - desire

Quotations about “desire”:

Mark 4:19

But the cares of the world, and the delight in riches, and the desire for other things, enter in and

choke the word, and it proves unfruitful.

Matthew 15:28

Then Jesus answered her, "O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire." And her

daughter was healed instantly.

Luke 17:22

And he said to the disciples, The days are coming when you will desire to see one of the days of the

Son of man, and you will not see it.

Eros is an egocentric form of love. It is centred on ourselves, on our own needs and perceptions. It is

focused on our own desires. It does not consider much the other.

There are different forms of desire:

• The most basic ones concern our needs for food, drink, shelter, pleasure, sexuality. They are part

of our life, they are even a necessity for our survival. They are helping us to get what we need,

but they become most of the time a kind of imprisonment, because they make us needy, chasing

these objects of our desires and looking for pleasure all the time. Desire becomes attachment.

Pleasure reinforces attachment and dependency. Attachment is not love, it is only dependency.

Often we confuse love and attachment. Detachment is the way to freedom; it does not mean

indifference.

• But our passions and desires can also lead us to search for truth, to search for God. The

quotations out of the gospel we just read show three degrees of desires: the one which is

attachment, the one which is desire for healing and the one which is desire for God. Love as

EROS can also lead us to God in a certain way, because it can be a deep need for being

connected to our Source. As EROS helps us to satisfy our basic needs, it guides us also to answer

this deeper and basic spiritual need to find who we are, in our self. It seems contradictory, but

EROS and search for God do not exclude one another. Nevertheless EROS is never a complete

love, it is only the first step towards God, because of our basic needs for this deeper Reality.

Time of personal recollection: What role do the four following feelings play in my life: desire,

pleasure, attachment, passion? What does love as EROS bring in my search for God?

Sharing

3) Love as PHILIA - friendship

Quotation out of John’s gospel: about “love”.

John 5:42  But I know that you have not the love of God within you.

John 8:42  Jesus said to them, If God were your Father, you would love me, for I proceeded and

came forth from God; I came not of my own accord, but he sent me.
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John 11:3  So the sisters sent to him, saying, "Lord, he whom you love is ill."

John 13:35  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.

John 14:15  If you love me, you will keep my commandments.

John 14:24  He who does not love me does not keep my words.

John 15:12  This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.

John 15:13  Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.

John 15:17  This I command you, to love one another.

PHILIA (affection, friendship) is a form of love where we are more attentive to the needs of the

other, but we nevertheless choose the ones we love because they are nice to us. Love is also a

decision: we have to choose the ones we want to love, either because we like them already for what

they seem to be or because we want them to become our friends. We know we have this power of

decision who we want to love and that we can make it happen. Because of this ability to decide

whom we want to love, PHILIA is more than EROS.

We are all needy for love; we are usually looking for the ones who can provide us with love before

we can give love to others. How many couples are bound by this kind of needy selfish love? It is

only EROS. As long we are looking for love for ourselves, it is difficult to find it, because love

happens when we can give it to the other. First we have to give love. It seems impossible to provide

love as long as we feel dry and in need for love. But when we discover that the universe is harmony,

that God is the source of love and that we are already loved before we start even living, then it

transforms our life; it provides us with this energy and strength to love the other before she/he loves

us. Love can flow through us out of this mysterious source which is God.

PHILIA is this choice for love; it can be very generous when it recognises that God is the source of

love in me. But it concerns in general only the ones I have chosen. Peter recognises that he loves

Jesus (PHILIA) because Jesus loves him (AGAPE). How could he love Jesus differently?

Our own will means choice and selection, but in this sense it means also exclusion.

Time of personal recollection: What is the meaning of PHILIA (friendship) in my life? What is the

role of will, choice and selection in the way I love and learn to love? Whom do I decide not to love

or neglect to love? Let’s think of precise people and situations. Who taught me to love?

Sharing

4) Love as AGAPE - compassion

Quotation out of John’s gospel: about “love”.

John 13:34  A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; even as I have loved you,

that you also love one another.

John 14:21  He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me; and he who

loves me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself to him.

John 14:23  Jesus answered him, "If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love

him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.”

John 14:31  But I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the

Father.

John 15:9  As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love.
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John 15:10  If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my

Father’s commandments and abide in his love.

John 15:19  If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the

world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.

John 17:24  Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, may be with me where I am,

to behold my glory which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of the world.

John 17:26  I made known to them thy name, and I will make it known, that the love with which

thou hast loved me may be in them, and I in them.

EROS, PHILIA and AGAPE are like three boxes, one in each other; AGAPE contains PHILIA

which contains EROS. In our growth we learn to grow from the smaller into the next “bigger box”,

as a further stage of development.

AGAPE is the form of love which does not select. It embraces the whole universe without

distinction, the good and the bad, as the rain falls on everything and everybody. This form of love is

real compassion, it means it is able to suffer with the other. This form of love accepts not to be

reciprocated. It loves but does not need to be loved; it can love in secret as God does when we

ignore him. We can love our husband / wife, our son / daughter without them knowing even we love

them. We can love our brothers and sisters in Christ, it means every human being, every living

creature, every sentient being, without need for return.

Love is not always “nice”. It is our strongest energy in life; it is firm, it requires a lot from us, it is

disturbing because it is all the time on the move. It is peaceful, but it never settles. God is a mother /

a father. We can find refuge in her / him. But it is not a cuddle. It is a true security because it is true

love which allows us to find our true self, but it is not a form of regression, it is very challenging. It

takes us out of our comfort zone. The cross is unavoidable, it is a harsh reality of our life. Love

brings suffering if we are true to God, although suffering is not equivalent with love. Love is the

main stream in our life, suffering is only the conflict which love brings us into in our relationship

with the world which does not recognise God as its way to justice. Love is peace but only when our

joy can embrace our suffering, i.e. when the joy of love is stronger than anything else.

Time of personal recollection: What is the meaning of AGAPE (compassion) in my life? How is

the joy of love stronger than my suffering? Can I love without return? How do I learn to? What

prevents me to love really (AGAPE without return)?

Sharing


