Love: The Greatest Commandment by Fr. Terrence Bennis, Gary, IN
There probably has been as many books written on the subject of love as there as been cookbooks published.  The reason is that the fear of not being loved and the fear of not being able to give love are the two greatest human fears.  In point of fact, it is very difficult to convince children to love God unless they first have been loved, and know the firsthand experience of it by their parents and family.  Tarnished with the effects of “original sin” we are all born selfish and self-centered and therefore must grow into love.  
Being “in love” is more than just a romantic feeling or sentiment.  Why? Because feelings come and feelings go.  I can “fall in love” just as easily as I can “fall out of love.” It is also a decision – an act of the will - ultimately resulting in a commitment.  Love, like marriage, is a matter of commitment more than of chemistry; in fact, commitment will sometimes break down chemistry.  Truly to love, we must embrace others not only for what we find attractive in them, but simply because we are committed to be good to them in and for their own sake.

Society used to believe that sex is the vehicle of love and intimacy.  But, as the sagely Bishop Fulton J. Sheen once said, “Sex doesn’t ‘make’ love, it doesn’t ‘cause’ love, and it doesn’t necessarily ‘lead’ to love.” Our “Pop Culture” has distorted both the true nature of human sexuality and authentic love.  As the song title suggests, “What’s love got to do with it” made popular by vocalist Tina Turner, implies sex has replaced love as the end all and be all.  In a godless society the physical, the sensual, the pleasurable, always supersede the spiritual dimension.  The goodness and beauty of human sexuality is demeaned.  What is important is not the interior character but the exterior trappings.  We focus on allurement and performance, and how to enhance frequency, intensity and duration and yet it is our brains and our wills that choose to love, not our sex drives.  All too often T.V. advertisements are blatant appeals to our lustful appetites.  In short sex sells but love is not a commodity.  The Church is not content with sex being safe; she wants it to be virtuous by loving chastely.  Where is true love revealed to us? 

We are told God is love.  And it is out of His desire to manifest this love that we were created.  However, God does not love us for the same reason that we love others.  We love others out of need.  Our need of love is born of our poverty.  We find in someone else that which is lacking in us.  But God does not love us because he needs us.  He seeks you only because you need Him.  It is like the echo that needs a voice, and not the voice that needs the echo.  
Love is not love unless it is directed at a person because it is relational.  I can say I love pizza but it cannot love me back! We also tend to be selective as to whom we love.  We are apt to love only those persons who are pleasing to us, or who will return our love, or fill a void – something lacking in us.

By making altruistic love a Commandment, Our Divine Lord made a key distinction between liking and loving.  Liking is subjective.  It is also reciprocal.  The friends we say we like, like us.  But the more we treat others according to our own likes and dislikes, the less likely we shall grow in love.  Why?  Because they are tied in to our emotions, temperament, and feelings, and over these with have little or no control.  Loving, on the other hand, is not necessarily reciprocal.  A parent can love a wayward child even though he or she does not return the affection.  God can love us even when we spurn His graces.  Love is contained in the will, it is a conscious decision, and therefore, is under our command.  Love proves itself less by words than by an act of choice.  By making the love of neighbor a matter of the will, and not a matter of feeling, Our Savior took the notion of love out of a narrow “self-centeredness” and re-directed it to that of another person.  It’s a matter of honestly wanting what is best for the other person and not just our selves.  Jesus urged that we so refine our own self-interest so as to care for the other person for his or her own sake and not for any ulterior motive or purpose.  In other words, there is a “double” love in each of us so to speak – a love that is self-realizing and looks to our own good, and a love that is self-effacing that looks to the good of another.  The one love is self-assertive and possessive – it is geared towards that which is self-gratifying or life sustaining.  The other love is sacrificial and seeks not to own but to be owned, not to have but to be had, not to possess but to be possessed.   

Jesus shows us by way of example that self-denial is the test of love by dying to ourselves so that we might live for God.  Love asks, “What can I do for you?” rather than “What’s in it for me?” Love demands a personal commitment to the will of God.  
Love is truly the key to the mystery of life.  True love, by its nature, is uncompromising; it is the freeing of “self” from selfishness and egotism.  It seeks not its own, but the good of others.  The measure of genuine love is not the self-indulgent pleasure it gives – that is the way the world judges it – but rather the joy and peace it can purchase for others.  There is a world of difference between the two.  Sex is replaceable – love is not.  Pleasure is of the body; joy is of the mind and heart.  You can quickly become tired of pleasures, but never tire of joys.  
Live your life, then, not by a set of laws, but by love.  As St. Augustine put it: “Love God and then do whatever you please.” If you love God, you will never do anything to hurt Him, and therefore, never make yourself unhappy.  Perhaps we wouldn’t be as depressed when we lose some loved one, or pine over a broken relationship, because we would know that, even if we are not currently experiencing the loving support of another, we are constantly sustained by the love of God.   

Everybody feels he or she is made valuable by love.  To feel that “Nobody loves me” is the equivalent of being valueless.  It is love that confers value, and the more important the person who loves you, the more precious is your value.  Realize then that your worth rests in God and that he loves you.  If you do not understand your value in God’s eyes, then it is easy to seek your worth in human relationships, even unhealthy ones.  Many people leap into personal relationships where their self-worth depends upon how others treat them.  
It is much easier to say that faithfulness is impossible than it is to live faithfully.  It is much easier to say that a life-long commitment is impossible than it is to be committed.  It is much easier to say that “self-giving” love is impossible than to practice self-emptying sacrificial love.  The way God loves is reflected in the words of a heroic mother who had raised single-handedly a large family: “I loved them.  I loved them all, each one of them, but not equally.  I loved the one the most who was down until he was up.  I loved the one the most that was weak until she was strong.  I loved the one the most that was hurt until he was healed.  I loved the one the most that was lost until she was found.” Love asks, “What can I do for you?” rather than “What’s in it for me?” It is about caring for the well being of another.  We don’t play with the emotions of another nor do we use them as objects to be manipulated.  Let us love as God does.  “What’s love got to do with it?” It’s got everything to do with it!
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