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Foreword

Gig

Love is said to be universal. There is no word as seemingly simple, direct, and
resonant as the word love. But the pages of this Encyclopedia of Love in World
Religions give evidence of just how widely and deeply we must probe to find the
scope and meanings of love in the religious traditions of humankind.

To investigate love in the world’s religions is to step into a world as complex
as human experience. Opening the covers of this encyclopedia and casting an
eye over its contents, we find terms and entries many would readily associate
with love, such as “desire” and “sexual pleasure,” “marriage” and “covenant.”
The ironies of alphabetization have landed “adultery” as the very first entry and
“divorce” has a place down the list as well, and yet we readily recognize these as
part of the landscape of love. We also encounter terms like “compassion” and
“forgiveness” that stretch and expand the scope and quality of love. As we read
on through the list of entries we discover the prominence of terms like “sacrifice,”
“suffering,” and “pain,” reminding us that we will not be able to explore the ter-
ritory of love without looking into the places where it hurts and is sorely tested.
And we come face to face with a series of entries on “death,” for there is no ac-
count of love in the world’s religions that can avoid the valleys and shadows of
death. The investigation of love leads us from familiar territory into a wide, de-
manding, and even terrifying landscape.

Love is a simple English word, and yet we know from our first classes in the
Classics that the languages and cultures of the world have a nuanced vocabulary
of love that expands and enriches the English-speaker’s understanding of human
experience. The Greeks spoke of the passionate, romantic love called eros and
distinguished it from abiding friendship, brotherly love, and familial love they
called philia. Yet another word, agape, designated wide, caring, and uncondi-
tional love, and it was this term that was adopted by the writers of the Christian
New Testament to convey the love we should have for one another and the love
God bears toward us. Indeed, the apostle Paul’s discourse on agape in 1 Corinthi-
ans 13 becomes virtually a definition of love for Christians. This encompassing

XX1il
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love is underlined in the “great commandments” in both the Jewish and Christian
traditions: love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength and love your
neighbor as yourself. This is agape, or ahavah in Hebrew.

The Hindu vocabulary of what might be translated as “love” in English is also
complex and nuanced. The term kama, like eros, is the one-pointed passion asso-
ciated with sexual love. Like Cupid, Kama is personified as a divine being who
moves about gracefully, unseen, creating the atmosphere of springtime wherever
he goes, taking aim at the heart with his bowstring of buzzing bees and his arrows
of flowers. Prema is different from kama; it is the sweetness of love, self-sacri-
ficing and pure, not filled with the passion of possession. Viraha is a word for
love that contains within it the searing intensity of yearning. It means “love in
separation,” the longing love that is experienced by lovers separated from each
other. Perhaps the word that stretches the largest canopy of religious meanings of
love is bhakti, sometimes translated as “devotion,” human devotion to the Divine.
But the term bhakti more accurately conveys a mutuality that is lost in the mean-
ing of devotion. Bhakti is love shared, for the great lesson of the Bhagavad Gita
is not only that we find fulfillment in the love of God, but also that God loves us,
for we are dear to God.

The loving relation of God and humankind is intricately articulated in the
Krishna tradition, where different tastes of love are expressed. Vatsalya is the
unconditional love of parent for child, of Krishna’s parents for the baby Krishna,
taking its name from vatsa, the word for calf. Vatsalya is literally “mother-cow
love,” the spontaneous love that flows whenever the calf is near. Sakhya is the
love of friends admiring, trusting, like the relation of young Krishna with his
cowherd friends. Madhurya is the honey-flavored love of lovers, risking and ec-
static, like the love of Krishna and the milkmaid gopis who met him in the groves
to dance. Shanta is the peaceful experience of the loving heart in the presence of
the Supreme Lord. The vocabulary of loving God, they say, is as varied as the per-
sonalities and temperaments of we human beings.

Finally, we are well aware as we begin this venture that love is not only a
quality of the human, some would say the one quality that makes us most truly
human, but is also ascribed to the one we call God, however we in various reli-
gious contexts use that term. God is always spoken of as Rahman and Rahim in
the Qur’an, meaning “the Compassionate One, the Merciful One.” In the New
Testament the First Letter of John (4.7-16) attests that “God is Love,” as simple
as that: Everyone who loves is a child of God and knows God, for God’s very na-
ture is disclosed in agape, love.

My own Methodist tradition includes the seemingly obscure doctrine of “pre-
venient grace,” that God’s very nature is love, a divine love that surrounds all
humanity and precedes all that we do. God loves us first, all of us, and only be-
cause of that surrounding love are we human beings able to love. In one of Charles
Wesley’s great hymns, Jacob wrestles with the Angel through the night, yearning,
demanding to know the name of the Holy One. Finally, his repeated refrain re-
sounds, “Thy nature and Thy Name is Love!”

The Encyclopedia of Love in World Religions enables us to delve into the many
semantic, cultural, and religious worlds in which concepts such as love, compas-

www.abc-clio.com ABC-CLIO 1-800-368-6868



Foreword | xxv

sion, sacrifice, suffering, and death are expressed. While there is much that is
overlapping in the range and meaning of these words, there is much more to be
learned as we see the ways in which they do not overlap and take us into new ter-
rain that expands our vision.

For those of us in the field of religious studies, the Encyclopedia of Love in
World Religions is a new contribution that amplifies our understanding in count-
less ways. This will be useful for our research and will be a valuable resource for
students, professors, and, indeed, every inquisitive reader.

Diana L. Eck

Professor of Comparative Religion and
Indian Studies and Director of the
Pluralism Project, Harvard University
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he Encyclopedia of Love in World Religions is the first reference work to of-

fer a comprehensive, multidisciplinary investigation of the subject of love in
the classic and contemporary literature of Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Is-
lam, Judaism, and in other world religions, cultures, and philosophies. With con-
tributions by more than 190 scholars, the encyclopedia contains over 300 entries
that examine the concepts, emotions, and relationships associated with love and
world religions. Entries draw on the disciplines of religious studies, theology, phi-
losophy, sociology, anthropology, gender studies, literary criticism, and history.
The transreligious scholarship features writings by major spiritual leaders and
thinkers, who provide the framework for this cross-cultural study.

The Encyclopedia of Love in World Religions addresses a major need in the
field of religious studies. Despite the abundance of publications on sexuality in
the last two decades, the topic of love as an independent category of analysis has
generally been neglected. As the first reference of its kind on the topic of love in
world religions, the encyclopedia breaks new ground in an interdisciplinary area of
study that discusses the many forms of love and employs multiple methodologies
in the analysis of love’s embodiment in religion and culture. Its objectives are to
serve as an atlas to the global terrain of ideas, beliefs, and practices linked to love
and religion, and to provide a balanced view of religion as a distinct thought sys-
tem that is, nevertheless, integral to culture. I hope this work will help readers
to better understand the differences between popular clichés about love that per-
meate Western culture, and more complex, nuanced notions of love that have been
inherited through rich intellectual and spiritual traditions. The expertise offered
by scholarship from the humanities and the social sciences expands the notion of
love beyond the realm of beliefs and doctrines to include the material culture of
rituals, laws, customs, and practices. Another important objective of this encyclo-
pedia is to both question and diffuse the rigid dichotomies between sexuality and
spirituality, sacred and profane, immanence and transcendence, and earthly and
divine love. Further, I hope that the Encyclopedia of Love in World Religions will
create an important locus for cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural dialogue.

XXVil

www.abc-clio.com ABC-CLIO 1-800-368-6868



XXViii

Preface

The encyclopedia juxtaposes a comprehensive survey of different conceptions
of love with a thorough exploration of their role in religious thought and practice.
The premise of the project is that divine love and human love are interconnected
in a variety of complex and intriguing ways. It is impossible to study the story of
divine love in the world’s religions without referring to its human recipients and
their dilemmas regarding love. Despite the fact that divine love is usually depicted
as the highest form of love, it is at the same time modeled after human relation-
ships. Divine love is depicted in religious and philosophical texts in metaphors
drawn from relationships such as parent—child, husband-wife, and lover—beloved.
Both in its metaphoric depictions and in its lived reality, divine and human love
intertwine. The examination of human relationships—including their problematic
dimensions—is central to the project and serves as important a role as the study
of sacred texts in which the deity is the protagonist of the narrative.

This reference work incorporates the paradigm that love represents embodied
phenomena, offering new perspectives that begin with the view that love cannot
be extricated from its worldly embodiments. Theologians and philosophers often
address love as an abstract and universal idea. In these discourses, notions of love
as unlimited compassion—ultimately as divine essence—are foundational. An
important shift in thinking about love and religion that has shaped this encyclo-
pedia is recognizing that even notions of divine love are embedded in categories
such as the body, sexuality, and gender, and are contextualized in rituals and daily
practice as much as in divine and saintly reality. In light of this new thinking, the
encyclopedia expands beyond the metaphysics of love, discussing topics such as
birth, festivals of love, food, and sexual and aesthetic pleasure. As such, love is
portrayed in terms of rituals, laws, customs, taboos, and social practices, as well
as in terms of theological and philosophical ideas.

Along with the paradigm of love as an embodied phenomenon, the encyclope-
dia adopts the perspective that love is culturally constructed. Whether negative or
positive, religions and cultures have dictated and imposed upon members of their
groups many social practices—even proper emotions—associated with love. As
such, cultures and religions have adopted notions and values that have shaped
their public discourse regarding acceptable social relations. The Western view
and practice of romantic love, the Chinese notion of harmony, and the Arab prac-
tice of hospitality are examples of the pivotal role that cultures have played in
creating and shaping their respective traditions.

Love is treated in ways that contribute to the richness of the subject and per-
plex us at the same time, challenging us to expand our particular cultural and
intellectual perspectives. Questions informing the selection of topics include:

Is love a decision?

Can love be unselfish?

What is the difference between human and divine love?

What is the distinction between love and desire?

Why do some religions insist upon abstinence and celibacy as expressions of
divine love?

Must love always be a relationship of mutuality?
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Are expressions of love gender-dependent?
What is the role of metaphors and allegories in the construction of meanings
of love?

The reader will be challenged to contemplate the wide range of notions of love
as emotion, mood, action, decision, relationship, moral teaching, religious ideal;
as joy and tribulation; as conditional and unconditional relationship; as abstract
idea and lived reality; and as personal and impersonal phenomenon, temporal and
eternal.

The extensive nature of this encyclopedia is evident in the variety of love
relationships and qualities of love that it encompasses. These can be broadly
classified as altruistic love, erotic love, filial love, spiritual love, romantic love,
self love, and friendship. Distinct as these types of love are, they are also inter-
twined. Spiritual love can be conveyed in the language of filial love, erotic love,
romantic love, or friendship. When understood broadly as passionate desire,
erotic love can be directed toward another person or toward the divine. Altruistic
or selfless love is epitomized as a pivotal characteristic of divine love, yet it is
also illustrated in filial love and friendship. The encyclopedia examines love
in terms of relationships—community, divine love, filial love, friendship, homo-
sexuality, and marriage; and in terms of emotional states—bliss, compassion,
happiness, joy, longing, lovesickness, and passions.

Selections from religious and philosophical masterpieces, including Dialoghi
D’Amore, Symposium, Bhagavad Gita, Kamasutra, Sawanih, and the Song of
Songs treat the motif of love in depth—its literary metaphors, its epistemology,
and its phenomenology. Another group of entries—Hasidism, New Religions,
Sufism, and Tantra—introduces the place of love in historical movements and
ideologies. Further expositions delve into negative emotions, experiences, and
taboos associated with love: adultery, betrayal, fear, guilt, hate, jealousy, narcis-
sism, pain, shame, and suffering.

Contributing to the comparative and interdisciplinary study of religions, the
encyclopedia probes concepts, predispositions, and social behaviors common to
all cultures, religions, and philosophies. Whether treating love in light of histor-
ical influences or as an independent cultural phenomenon or idea, this collection
suggests a perennial phenomenology—the existence of certain recurring patterns
of human experience and thought.

An example of a common motif found in several religions is the notion of di-
vine erotic love. This motif reveals itself in mystical visions, myths of sacred
marriage, and metaphors of deep yearning for—and intimacy with—the divine.
Entries such as ‘Ishg, Longing in Sufism, Song of Songs, Tantra, and Spiritual
Love in Women Mystics transect different cultures, languages, and religions
to explore the phenomenology of divine erotic love. As a further example, en-
tries that illuminate cultural distinctions include the topics of monasticism and
celibacy as social practices that are idealized in the history of Buddhism and
Christianity but deprecated in Judaism and Islam. The study of such cultural
parallels and variations of love is essential to the critical analysis of religious
phenomena.
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Preface

The Encyclopedia of Love in World Religions is arranged alphabetically and
contains three types of entries. There are entries by authors who write about no-
tions associated with love from the perspective of one or several cultures, religions,
and schools of thought. Examples include Devotion, Fantasies, and Wedding Rit-
uals. Composite entries are included about notions of love authored by scholars
of the five major world religions—Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and
Judaism. The writers survey topics such as Beauty, Community, Marriage, and
Teachers. Finally, there are entries about historical figures, major literary works,
and language- and culture-specific topics whose main theme is love. Examples
include Bhakti, Buddha, Dialoghi d’Amore, and ‘Ishq. Each entry offers cross-
references as well as a list of references and further reading to assist the reader in
quest of a comprehensive understanding of the subject.

My fascination with and commitment to the study of love notwithstanding, I
realized from the very beginning of my research the inexhaustible nature of this
topic. The broad, deep-rooted nature of love as a category of analysis with appli-
cations and implications in practically every aspect of religious life, philosophy,
and culture remains a challenge that both overwhelms and inspires.

Any book has to deal with inevitable limits on the number of topics and their
length. Owing to this constraint, I had to exclude, for example, entries with titles
of thinkers and writers. The search for contributors in some areas such as indige-
nous religions and cultures yielded meager results, while at the same time, there
was an overwhelming response from scholars who work in Western philosophy
and the five major religions. These circumstances demanded a tremendous bal-
ancing act.

The rewards far outweighed the challenges. The first step of choosing the top-
ics was exciting and full of possibilities, as was the process of soliciting contrib-
utors. [ received enthusiastic responses from scholars who heard about the project
and supported its goals, which was truly exhilarating, as was communicating with
experts from all over the globe. Constructing this encyclopedia has enabled me
to engage in dialogue with scholars whom I would not otherwise have had the
privilege to know. Reviewing and editing the essays as they were submitted was,
for the most part, a process of discovery filled with intellectual joy, continually
expanding my own intellectual horizons, providing answers to some questions,
while provoking many more.

Yudit Kornberg Greenberg
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THE SUPREME EMOTION
His Holiness the Dalai Lama

Our innate capacity for empathy is the source of that most precious of all human
qualities, which in Tibetan we call nying je. Now while generally translated
simply as compassion, the term nying je has a wealth of meaning that is difficult
to convey succinctly, though the ideas it contains are universally understood. It
connotes love, affection, kindness, gentleness, generosity of spirit, and warm-
heartedness. It is also used as a term of both sympathy and of endearment.

Although it is clear from this description that nying je, or love and compassion,
is understood as an emotion, it belongs to that category of emotions which have
amore developed cognitive component. Some emotions, such as the revulsion we
tend to feel at the sight of blood, are basically instinctual. Others, such as fear of
poverty, have this more developed cognitive component. We can thus understand
nying je in terms of a combination of empathy and reason. We can think of em-
pathy as the characteristic of a very honest person; reason as that of someone who
is very practical. When the two are put together, the combination is highly effec-
tive. As such, nying je is quite different from those random feelings, like anger
and lust, which, far from bringing us happiness, only trouble us and destroy our
peace of mind.

When we act out of concern for others, our behavior toward them is automat-
ically positive. This is because we have no room for suspicion when our hearts
are filled with love. It is as if an inner door is opened, allowing us to reach out.
Having concern for others breaks down the very barriers which inhibit healthy in-
teraction with others. And not only that. When our intentions toward others are
good, we find that any feelings of shyness or insecurity we may have are greatly
reduced. To the extent that we are able to open this inner door, we experience a
sense of liberation from our habitual preoccupation with self. Paradoxically, we

1
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His Holiness the Dalai Lama conducts a Kalachakra Initiation in front of
25,000 followers (1992). (Kazuyoshi Nomachi/Corbis)

find this gives rise to strong feelings of confidence. Thus, if I may give an ex-
ample from my own experience, I find that whenever I meet new people and have
this positive disposition, there is no barrier between us. No matter who or what
they are, whether they have blond hair or black hair, or hair dyed green, I feel that
I am simply encountering a fellow human being with the same desire to be happy
and to avoid suffering as myself. And I find I can speak to them as if they were
old friends, even at our first meeting. By keeping in mind that ultimately we are
all brothers and sisters, that there is no substantial difference between us, that just
as [ do, all others share my desire to be happy and to avoid suffering, I can express
my feelings as readily as to someone I have known intimately for years. And not
just with a few nice words or gestures but really heart to heart, no matter what the
language barrier.

We also find that when we act out of concern for others, the peace this creates
in our own hearts brings peace to everyone we associate with. We bring peace to
the family, peace to our friends, to the workplace, to the community, and so to the
world. Why, then, would anyone not wish to develop this quality? Could anything
be more sublime than that which brings peace and happiness to all? For my own
part, the mere ability we human beings have to sing the praises of love and com-
passion is a most precious gift.

The world’s major religious traditions each give the development of compas-
sion a key role. Because it is both the source and the result of patience, tolerance,
forgiveness, and all good qualities, its importance is considered to extend from
the beginning to the end of spiritual practice. But even without a religious per-
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spective, love and compassion are clearly of fundamental importance to us all.
Given our basic premise that ethical conduct consists in not harming others, it fol-
lows that we need to take others’ feelings into consideration, the basis for which
is our innate capacity for empathy. And as we transform this capacity into love
and compassion, through guarding against those factors which obstruct compas-
sion and cultivating those conducive to it, so our practice of ethics improves. This,
we find, leads to happiness both for ourselves and others.

Source: Dalai Lama. 1999. “The Supreme Emotion.” Adapted from Chapter 5, Ethics in
the New Millennium. New York: Riverhead Press.

ENCYCLICAL LETTER DEUS CARITAS EST
Pope Benedict XV1

PART I
THE UNITY OF LOVE IN CREATION AND IN SALVATION HISTORY

5....Manis truly himself when his body and soul are intimately united; the chal-
lenge 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. . . . 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.

... 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. . . . 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....Loveis indeed “ecstasy,” not in the sense of a moment of intoxication, but
rather as a journey, an ongoing exodus out of the closed inward looking self to-
wards its liberation through self-giving, and thus towards authentic self-discovery
and indeed the discovery of God: “Whoever seeks to gain his life will lose it, but
whoever loses his life will preserve it” (Lk 17:33), as Jesus says throughout the
Gospels (cf. Mt 10:39; 16:25; Mk 8:35; Lk 9:24; Jn 12:25). In these words, Jesus
portrays his own path, which leads through the Cross to the Resurrection: the path
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of the grain of wheat that falls to the ground and dies, and in this way bears much
fruit. Starting from the depths of his own sacrifice and of the love that reaches
fulfillment therein, he also portrays in these words the essence of love and indeed
of human life itself.

10. . .. God’s eros for man is also totally agape. This is not only because it is
bestowed in a completely gratuitous manner, without any previous merit, but also
because it is love which forgives. . . So great 1s God’s love for man that by be-
coming man he follows him even into death, and so reconciles justice and love.

... God is the absolute and ultimate source of all being; but this universal prin-
ciple of creation—the Logos, primordial reason—is at the same time a lover with

i
‘:

Pope Benedict XVI waves to the crowd from the central balcony of St.
Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican (April 19, 2005). (AP/Wide World Photos)
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all the passion of a true love. Eros is thus supremely ennobled, yet at the same
time it is so purified as to become one with agape. We can thus see how the re-
ception 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 Jew-
ish 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” (I Cor 6:17).

PARrT II
THE PRACTICE OF LOVE BY THE CHURCH
AS A “COMMUNITY OF LOVE”

20. Love of neighbour, grounded in the love of God, is first and foremost a re-
sponsibility for each individual member of the faithful, but it is also a responsi-
bility for the entire ecclesial community at every level. . . . Love thus needs to be
organized if it is to be an ordered service to the community. The awareness of this
responsibility has had a constitutive relevance in the Church from the beginning:
“All who believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold
their possessions and goods and distributed them to all, as any had need” (Acts
2:44-5). . ..

25. ... The Church’s deepest nature is expressed in her three-fold responsibil-
ity: of proclaiming the word of God (kerygma-martyria), celebrating the sacra-
ments (leitourgia), and exercising the ministry of charity (diakonia). These duties
presuppose each other and are inseparable. For the Church, charity is not a kind
of welfare activity which could equally well be left to others, but is a part of her
nature, an indispensable expression of her very being.[17]

... The Church is God’s family in the world. In this family no one ought to go
without the necessities of life. Yet at the same time caritas-agape extends beyond
the frontiers of the Church. The parable of the Good Samaritan remains as a stan-
dard which imposes universal love towards the needy whom we encounter “by
chance” (cf. Lk 10:31), whoever they may be. . . .

Justice and Charity

26. Since the nineteenth century, an objection has been raised to the Church’s
charitable activity, subsequently developed with particular insistence by Marx-
ism: the poor, it is claimed, do not need charity but justice. Works of charity—
almsgiving—are in effect a way for the rich to shirk their obligation to work for
justice and a means of soothing their consciences, while preserving their own sta-
tus and robbing the poor of their rights. . . . There is admittedly some truth to this
argument, but also much that is mistaken. . . . The rise of modern industry caused
the old social structures to collapse, while the growth of a class of salaried workers
provoked radical changes in the fabric of society. . . .
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27. ... Faced with new situations and issues, Catholic social teaching thus
gradually developed, and has now found a comprehensive presentation in the
Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church. . . .

28. ... a) The just ordering of society and the State is a central responsibility
of politics. . . . Fundamental to Christianity is the distinction between what be-
longs to Caesar and what belongs to God (cf. Mt 22:21), in other words, the dis-
tinction between Church and State, or, as the Second Vatican Council puts it, the
autonomy of the temporal sphere.[19] . ..

b) Love—caritas—will always prove necessary, even in the most just society.
... There will always be suffering which cries out for consolation and help. There
will always be loneliness. There will always be situations of material need where
help in the form of concrete love of neighbour is indispensable.[20] . . .

29. ... The direct duty to work for a just ordering of society . . . is proper to
the lay faithful. As citizens of the State, they are called to take part in public life
in a personal capacity. . . .

The Church’s charitable organizations, on the other hand, constitute an opus
proprium, a task agreeable to her, in which she . . . acts as a subject with direct
responsibility, doing what corresponds to her nature. . . .

30. ... Today the means of mass communication have made our planet smaller,
rapidly narrowing the distance between different peoples and cultures. This “to-
getherness” at times gives rise to misunderstandings and tensions, yet our ability
to know almost instantly about the needs of others challenges us to share their sit-
uation and their difficulties. . . .

On the other hand—and here we see one of the challenging yet also positive
sides of the process of globalization—we now have at our disposal numerous
means for offering humanitarian assistance to our brothers and sisters in need. . . .

31. ... Following the example given in the parable of the Good Samaritan,
Christian charity is first of all the simple response to immediate needs and specific
situations: feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, caring for and healing the sick,
visiting those in prison, etc. The Church’s charitable organizations . . . ought to
do everything in their power to provide the resources and above all the personnel
needed for this work. . . . [W]hile professional competence is a primary, funda-
mental requirement, it is not of itself sufficient. We are dealing with human be-
ings, and human beings always need something more than technically proper
care. They need humanity. They need heartfelt concern. . . .

. . . Charity, furthermore, cannot be used as a means of engaging in what is
nowadays considered proselytism. Love is free; it is not practised as a way of
achieving other ends.[30] . . .

34. ... Saint Paul, in his hymn to charity (cf. I Cor 13), teaches us that it is
always more than activity alone: “If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my
body to be burned, but do not have love, I gain nothing” (v. 3). This hymn must
be the Magna Carta of all ecclesial service. . . . My deep personal sharing in the
needs and sufferings of others becomes a sharing of my very self with them: if
my gift is not to prove a source of humiliation, I must give to others not only
something that is my own, but my very self; I must be personally present in my
gift. . ..
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42. ... In the saints one thing becomes clear: those who draw near to God do
not withdraw from men, but rather become truly close to them. . . .

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.

Source: Pope Benedict XVI. 2006. Deus Caritas Est [Encyclical], Selections. Vatican
City: Libreria Vaticana Editrice.

SUFI LOVE
Javad Nurbakbsh

Sufism is a way to God through love. In Iran, the term used by the Sufis for love
is ‘Ishq, a word derived from ‘Ashaqah, which is a type of vine. When this vine
winds itself around a tree, the tree withers and dies. So too love of the world dries
up and turns yellow the tree of the body. But spiritual love withers the root of
the self. In the dictionary, ‘Ishq is defined as “excessive love and complete
devotion.”

LoVvE (‘IsHQ): FROM THE VIEWPOINT OF ISLAM
In the Qur’an, Allah proclaims, “Those who believe have great love for God.”
This intensity of love is called ‘Ishg. The Prophet Muhammad has declared, “One
who has intense love for God is virtuous in love, and keeps his lovemaking hidden
from others; when he dies, he will undoubtedly die a martyr.” In a prophetic tra-
dition (hadith), God says to Muhammad:

Whoever seeks Me, will find Me.

Whoever finds Me, will know Me.

Whoever knows Me, will have love for Me.
Whoever loves Me, will have ‘Ishq for Me.
Whoever has ‘Ishg for Me, I will love.
Whomever I love I will kill, and

Whomever I kill, his blood money will I pay:
I Myself am his blood money.

In a prayer, the Messenger of God, Muhammad, said: “I pray to see Thy Face
and I long for Thy sight.” Imam Husain said: “Thou art the one who removes ‘that
which is other’ from the hearts of those who love Thee, until in their hearts there
is only Thy Love.”

KNOWLEDGE AND LOVE
The end result of muhabbah (loving-kindness) is ‘Ishq (love). ‘Ishq is the supreme
and most fervent kind of love. ‘Ishq is more special and pure than muhabbah, since
‘Ishq is a result of muhabbah, but not all muhabbah leads to ‘Ishq. Muhabbabh,

Sufi Love
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Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh. (Courtesy of Khaniqahi Nimatullahi Publications,
New York)

however, is on a higher level than gnosis (ma 'rifah), since muhabbah arises from
gnosis, but not all gnosis leads to muhabbah.

INSTINCTIVE LOVE, SPIRITUAL LOVE, AND DIVINE LOVE
In instinctive love, the lover longs for the beloved for his own sake. In spiritual
love, the lover longs for the beloved for his own sake, as well as for that of the
beloved. In Divine Love, however, the lover longs for the Beloved not for himself,
but only for the sake of the Beloved.
As Rumi has said in the Mathnawi:

For those who love Him, He alone is their joy and sorrow.
He alone is their recompense and their reward.

If anything other than the Beloved is seen,

Then that is not Love, it is mere passion.

Love is that flame which when it blazes up,

Consumes all but the Beloved Himself.

REAL LOVE AND TEMPORAL LOVE
Temporal love arises from the beauty of transient forms. Like them, it is also tran-
sient—its only lasting result being the perpetuation of the species. It is the result
of the sublimation and the refinement of sexual desire. Real or Divine Love, how-
ever, is a profusion and a rapture from the Absolute Beloved which descends upon
the heart of the sincere lover. This lover is like a moth that flutters around the
beauty of the candle that is the Absolute, burning away its relative existence in
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His fire. The lover turns away from himself and perishes, inclines towards Him
and becomes alive. When the lover is emptied of himself and becomes nothing,
he finds eternal life.

A few Sufi masters have considered Real Love to grow out of temporal love,
and indeed it is possible for temporal love to create a vessel for receiving the out-
pouring of Real Love. In the words of Rumi, “His aim was the form, but through
it he finally found God.”

Regarding the difference between Real and temporal love, Rumi says:

Hey! Drink this fine fiery wine, these needles of fire,

And fall so drunk that you will not wake on the Day of Resurrection.
In this godly wine you will find youthful spirit.

In the fire of instinct you will never find such unerring fidelity.

LOoVE IN SUFISM
Generally speaking, man’s love is the result of God’s Love, Love being one of
His attributes. But more precisely, Love is an attribute of the Divine Will, Will
being an attribute of the Divine Essence.

When love (‘Ishq) acts on anything that exists, it is called “will,” and the cre-
ation of living beings is one of its results. When Love embraces the elect, or those
whom God has chosen, it is called “mercy,” and when Love embraces the elect
of the elect it is called “bounty.” This bounty is given only to humanity, and it
completes the bounties of the Benefactor. As is said in the Qur’an, “I completed
my bounty unto you.” This verse refers to that same bounty and favor which is
called “Sainthood” (Walayah).

By virtue of this favor, by the attracting force of “He loves them,” God burns
away the lover’s existence as lover and brings him to the state of fana (self-
having-passed-away). Then, by the illumination which manifests the Divine At-
tributes of the Beloved, the lover is drawn from the state of fana to the state of
baga (permanence in the Beloved). In this state, the relative existence of the lover
has gone and Absolute Existence has become manifest. Here, by the Light of God,
Reality can be perceived as it is. This is the meaning of the Prophet’s saying, “O
God, show me all things as they really are.”

Ruzbihan has said:

Love is a sword which cuts away the lover’s temporal existence. Love is
that perfection which comes from the perfection of the Absolute. When It
unites with the lover, he will cease to be a mere slave and will no longer
be caught up in the temporal world. Outwardly, he will reveal the Divine
Majesty; inwardly he will attain the level of Lordship. It cannot be said that
he dies, for death does not hold sway over one who lives by God’s love.

Sufis believe that the foundation of the created world is Love. All motion,
activity, and light throughout the entire universe as we know it derive from the
rays of Love, and true perfection must be sought in and through Love. Some

Sufi Love
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Sufis have said, “Love is the totality of all the perfections that are in the essence

of an individual. And this entirety can only be an attribute of the Absolute.” For

the same reason, ‘Iraqi considered Love to be the Essence of Absolute Oneness.
Mir Husaini Hirawi has said:

Love (‘Ishq) is a shining star in the heaven of Reality.

It is one step above muhabbah.

Faith and unbelief are one and the same to Love.

It craves neither doubt nor certainty.

Love is a diver in the Ocean of the Absolute, its ship is the spirit.
Indeed, Love is the dissolver of all difficulties,

And the polisher of the mirror of the heart.

THE HEART AND LOVE
The soul encompasses the body; the heart encompasses both the soul and the
body; and Love is the ruler of the heart. Some Sufis have said, “The house of the
heart must be made empty of everything other than Love so that Love can reside
there.” However, this is an intellectual explanation. For Love, when it comes,
burns and annihilates everything but the Beloved. Thus, by itself, Love empties
the house.

INTELLECT AND LOVE

In discussing Intellect and Love from the point of view of Sufism, what is usually
meant by the intellect is reason or the particular intellect. But, in fact, the perfec-
tion of Divine Love manifests itself as the Universal Intellect; the perfection of
Love is the same as the Universal Intellect.

Reason says, “There can be no more than three dimensions, more are impos-
sible.” Love answers, “The way beyond exists and I have been there many times.”

Rumi says:

What then is Love? The Ocean of Nonexistence;
There the foot of the Intellect is dissolved.

Intellect is always busy doing things, while Love rests, free of all these imag-
inary activities. Intellect has knowledge and eloquence, while Love is free from
both worlds.

Intellect says, “I know the subtleties of wonderful things.” Love says, “With-
out the Beloved, all your words are just empty breath.”

Mir Husaini Hirawi has written:

Intellect says, “I do useful things.”

Love says, “I risk all.”

Intellect builds, saying, “This is fine here.”

Love burns, saying, “This is contaminated here.”
Intellect laughs, saying, “This is only name and fame.”
Love flies away, saying, “This is only bait and trap.”
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Shaikh Najm al-Din Razi, in his book Intellect and Love, compares Intellect
to water and Love to fire. He states:

Intellect travels in the world of being and has the attributes of water. Every-
where it goes, it flows like water and the two worlds flourish. But Love has
the attributes of fire, and travels in the World of Non-being. Everywhere it
goes, it annihilates; everything it touches is annihilated.

In our view, under certain conditions, the particular intellect or reason, and the
love of this world can be like both water and fire. When the mind makes use of
positive feelings, what results is an intellect that has the attributes of water. It
brings about prosperity. Its investigations and innovations serve humanity.

On the other hand, when the mind acts without regard for positive feelings and
rushes into the battlefield of life, what results is a reason that has the attributes of
fire, destroying mankind and causing conflict and war.

If, however, these positive feelings harness the mind, what results is a love
that has the attributes of water. Wherever it flows, others flourish and the self is
emptied. This love serves others selflessly, as a cloud pours life-giving rain onto
the field of all creation.

If these positive feelings do not consider the mind or are not able to make use
of the mind, and go tearing wildly across the battlefield alone (with only selfish
desires), the result is a love that has the attributes of fire. On behalf of the self,
such a love burns up everything. In order to achieve its selfish desires, it actually
destroys others.

Thus, according to the different states and interactions of the mind and positive
feelings, various kinds of love and reason become manifested. In the highest state,
when Divine Love obtains the services of the Perfect Mind, True Love appears.
The fullness that is experienced then is described in the Qur’an as, “I (God) com-
plete the giving of my riches and blessings to you.”

Source: Nurbakhsh, Javad. 1979. In the Tavern of Ruin: Seven Essays on Sufism, Chapter
3. New York: KNP.

LOVE AND COMPASSION

Sri Mata Amritanandamayi Devi

If we penetrate deeply into all aspects and all areas of life, we will find that hidden
behind everything is love. We will discover that love is the force, the power, and
inspiration behind every word and every action. This applies to all people, ir-
respective of race, caste, creed, sect, religion, or of what work people do.

The common expression is “I love you.” But instead of “I love you,” it would
be better to say, “I am love—I am the embodiment of pure love.” Remove the 7
and you, and you will find that there is only love. It is as if love is imprisoned
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Mata Amritanandamayi Devi, widely known as Amma the Hugging
Saint, spends up to twenty hours a day hugging and speaking with people
all over the world. (Reuters/Corbis)

between the I and you. Remove the I and you, for they are unreal; they are self-
imposed walls that don’t exist. The gulf between [ and you is the ego. When the
ego 1s removed the distance disappears and the I and you also disappear. They
merge to become one—and that is love. You lend the 7 and you their reality. With-
draw your support and they will disappear. Then you will realize, not that “I love
you,” but that “I am that all-embracing love.”

Pure love transcends the body. It is between hearts. It has nothing to do with
bodies.

Bhakti is love—Iloving God, loving your own Self, and loving all beings. The
small heart should become bigger and bigger and, eventually, totally expansive.
A spark can become a forest fire. So to have only a spark is enough, for the spark
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Love and Compassion

is also fire. Keep blowing on it, fanning it. Sooner or later it will burn like a forest
fire, sending out long tongues of flame.

Love just happens. Nobody thinks about how to love, or when and where to
love. Nobody is rational about love. Rational thought hinders love. Love is a sud-
den rising in the heart. Love is an unavoidable, unobstructable longing for oneness.
There is no logic in this. It is beyond logic. So do not try to be rational about love.
It is like trying to give reasons for the river to flow, for the breeze to be cool and
gentle, for the moon to glow, for the sky to be expansive, for the ocean to be vast
and deep, or for the flower to be fragrant and beautiful. Rationalization kills the
beauty and charm of these things. They are to be enjoyed, experienced, loved, and
felt. If you rationalize about them, you will miss the beauty and charm and the feel-
ings they evoke. Sit by the seashore. Look at it. Feel its vastness. Feel the rising
up and down of the waves. Feel and be amazed at the creation and the creator of
such magnificence. What good will it do you to rationalize about the ocean?

When love becomes divine love, compassion also fills the heart. Love is the
inner feeling and compassion is its expression. Compassion is expressing your
heartfelt concern for someone—for a suffering human being. Therefore, love and
compassion are two sides of the same coin; they coexist.

Compassion is Consciousness expressed through your actions and words.
Compassion is the art of non-hurting. Compassion cannot hurt. Compassion can-
not hurt anyone because compassion is Consciousness manifested. Conscious-
ness cannot hurt anyone. Just as the sky cannot hurt anyone and space cannot hurt
anyone, the manifestation of Consciousness, compassion, cannot hurt anyone.
One who has compassion can only be compassionate.

Compassion does not see the faults of others. It does not see the weaknesses
of people. It makes no distinction between good and bad people. Compassion can-
not draw a line between two countries, two faiths, or two religions. Compassion
has no ego; thus there is no fear, lust, or passion. Compassion simply forgives and
forgets. Compassion is like a passage. Everything passes through it. Nothing can
stay there. Compassion is love expressed in all its fullness.

Anyone who has tasted prema bhakti—devotion with supreme love—even for
a second, will never waver from it. But such devotion does not arise in everyone.

Fear is completely absent only when love is present in all its fullness. This kind
of love is found only in a devotee who has surrendered completely to God. Such
a devotee lives in love; he has drowned in the ocean of love. Fully consumed by
divine love, his individual existence is lost, for he has merged with the totality of
love. He becomes love. He becomes an offering to his Lord. Like a drop of water,
which falls into the sea and merges with its vast expanse, the devotee dives into
the ocean of bliss as he offers himself to existence. In that state, all fear, all wor-
ries, all attachments and sorrows disappear.

The spirit of worldly love is not constant. Its rhythm fluctuates; it comes and
goes. The beginning is always beautiful and enthusiastic, but slowly it gets less
beautiful and less exciting until it ends up being shallow. In most cases, it ends up
finally in upset, hatred, and deep sorrow. Spiritual love is different. The beginning
is beautiful and peaceful. Shortly after this peaceful beginning comes the agony
of longing. Through the middle period, the agony will continue to grow stronger
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and stronger, more and more unbearable. Excruciating pain will ensue, and this
pain of love will prevail until just before it leads up to unity with the beloved.
This unity is beautiful, even more inexpressibly beautiful than the beginning of
love. The beauty and peace of this unity in love remains forever and ever.

In the ultimate state of oneness, even if the lover and beloved retain their
bodies, that is, even if they exist as two bodies, deep in the depths of their love
they are one whole. It is like two banks of the river. The banks are different; they
are two as we as we see from the outside, but deep down they are one, one united
in the depths. The same is the case with genuine lovers. Though they appear as
two persons externally, deep within they are one, united in love.

No one loves anyone more than they love themselves. Behind everyone’s love
is a selfish search for their own happiness. When we don’t get the happiness we
expect from a friend, our friend becomes our enemy. This is what can be seen in
the world. Only God loves us selflessly. And it is only through loving Him that
we can love and serve others selflessly.

If we pour water at the root of a tree, it will reach all the branches. But if we
pour water on the branches, the tree does not get the benefit, and our effort is
wasted. If we love God, it is equal to loving everyone. It benefits everyone, be-
cause the same God dwells within everyone. Through loving Him, we love all.
Forming bonds only with individuals, however, just leads to sorrow.

Life in the world cannot be an obstacle once God is enshrined in your heart.
So bind Him with the rope of love.

Source: Copyright Mata Amritanandamayi Math, Amritapuri P.O., Kollam, Kerala, India.
Reprinted here with permission.

LOVE IN JAINISM

Acharya Mabaprajna

According to Jain philosophy, nonviolence, sociability, compassion, and peaceful
coexistence are the forms of love par excellence. In the context of worldly affairs,
the meaning of the word love is the feeling of attachment to and affection for the
body or material objects. A person unites himself or herself with another person
only with the thread of love. Without physical love, the institution of family can-
not come into existence: the mother cannot care for her child, nor can the organ-
ization become strong. There is no doubt that love imposes its sense of unity on
what is otherwise perceived as duality.

Yet bodily love often becomes a cause of conflict and malice among people.
This kind of love does not belong to the “pure category” but, because it is inevitable
for sustenance of life, it falls under the category of mamatva (‘“mine-ness” or pos-
sessiveness). Bhagawan Mahavir classified “possession” into three types: (1.) Love
for body; (2.) Love for material objects; (3.) Possession of Karmic Sanskars (im-
prints of past actions on consciousness).
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Love in Jainism

The first two kinds of love fall into the category of mamatva. There is a con-
comitance between mamatva and fear. The apprehension that “something wrong
may happen to the body” or that “whatever I have may not get lost” generates ten-
sion, which continues to lurk over man knowingly or unknowingly. Therefore, in
the category of mamatva, love is a mixture of both happiness and suffering.

Spiritual love necessarily implies submission and total absorption of the self
into the ideal. There is a wide description about it in the Jain system of medita-
tion and also in the Jain poems composed in the form of eulogy and devotion. The
following verse from the Kalyan Mandir (which is one of the most famous
eulogistic Jain poems) may be cited as a self-explanatory proof for it—“O Lord!
When you are in my heart, all my bondages get shattered, all my problems get
solved just as the snakes at once run away from the tree of Sandalwood with the
arrival of the peacocks.” One can only feel but cannot describe how much the
heart of a devotee is replete with bliss and affection.

No individual with self-consciousness would like to become a peon, slave, or
a servant. In the Jain tradition, high esteem is given more importance than humil-
ity. High esteem is toward one’s ideal. Humility is an explicit form of love. High
esteem is an implicit form of love. An individual with devotion surrenders himself
to the ideal by dissolving his ego. There is a natural awakening of the feelings of
submission in an individual who has an unshakable faith in his religion or his
ideal. Love for religion and love for the ideal are sublime and spiritual. The wider
the horizon of affection, the more the development of consciousness, and this ul-
timately leads to the path of supreme welfare and real truth—Anuragat viragah—
detachment is born out of affection. This saying points to this reality. The path of
affection born out of worldly attachment leads toward materialism, while pure con-
sciousness is the destination of love that arises from the dissolution of delusion.

Affection born out of delusion creates illusion in human beings. Very often,
people give utmost importance only to material objects, wealth, and sexual lust.
The affection for religion takes root only when delusion wanes. Although ma-
terialistic attachment is inevitable for the sustenance of life, the affection for reli-
gion is imperative for truthful life.

One special characteristic has been mentioned for a Shravak (devotee) of Lord
Mahavir: Atthiminjapemaanuraagaratta (Bhagavati 2:94), the devotees’ affec-
tion for religion penetrates their bones and marrow. For absolute love and total
submission, it is imperative that bones and marrow should be saturated with affec-
tion. Genuine love becomes deeply cultivated and gets transformed into Sanskar,
that is, it is deeply imprinted on the mind. Only love that becomes deeply rooted
penetrates the bones and marrow. Just as love born out of worldly attachment may
penetrate the bone and marrow, so may spiritual love. One may ask: If love is
dominated with worldly attachment, then how can worldly attachment and renun-
ciation be made compatible?

We can trace out the source of compatibility between worldly attachment and
renunciation by keeping in view the philosophy of Anekant. Renunciation and at-
tachment both are relative. When there is attachment toward materialism, detach-
ment toward consciousness is created of its own accord. When attachment toward
consciousness exists, detachment toward materialism becomes natural.
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Love that is defined by bodily attachment generates problems. It can lead a
person toward a criminal life. At present crimes of many kinds are increasing due
to this lust for physical attachment. On the other hand, spiritual love solves our
problems and uplifts our consciousness. Renunciation of worldly attachment and
sublimation are Jain practices that help solve the intricate problems caused by
attachment to physical pleasure. Sublimation has the potential to bring down the
graph of social crimes and open new dimensions for spiritual development.

Source: “A Message from Acharya Mahaprajna.” Inner Reflections 4 (3): 1-2. [Online
article or information; retrieved July 11, 2007.] www.jvbna.org/newsletter/
Newsletter_Jul2006.pdf.

A HISTORY OF LOVE
The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson

Man, by nature, is a selfish creature. Even in his relationships with others he tends
to focus primarily on himself or, at most, on his self-colored perception of his fel-
low. Love is the endeavor to transcend this intrinsic selfishness and truly relate to
one’s fellow, to be sensitive to and devoted to his/her needs as an individual dis-
tinct of oneself and one’s own stake in the relationship.

And yet, when the Torah speaks of the mitzvah (Divine commandment) to
“Love your fellow as yourself” it does so in the context of man’s duty to influence,
and even change, the behavior and nature of his fellow man. In Leviticus 19:18—
19), the Torah commands:

Do not hate your brother in your heart; repeatedly rebuke your fellow, and
do not attribute sin to him. Do not take revenge, or harbor hatred toward
your people, and love your fellow as yourself; I am G-d.

As the commentaries explain, there are two possible reactions a person can
have toward a fellow who has wronged him, or whom he sees behaving in a
morally deficient manner: (1) He can despise him in his heart, regarding him as
a “sinner”” and perhaps even persecute him for his “sins”; (2) he can rebuke him
in the effort to convince him of the folly of his ways and seek to influence him to
change them. The path of love, says the Torah, is not to “hate your brother in your
heart” but to “repeatedly rebuke” him and seek to better him.

Obviously, the desire to influence is consistent with the idea of love. No one
would stand by as a loved one suffers hunger or is threatened by violence; no less
so, if one sees someone he loves suffering from spiritual malnutrition or moral
blindness, he will make every effort to reach out to him, to enlighten him, to offer
guidance and assistance. But this aspect of loving behavior carries an inherent
paradox. On the one hand, the endeavor to influence and change implies a depar-
ture from self and concern with the well-being of the other. On the other hand, it
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A History of Love

Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Mendel
Schneerson. (Chabad.org)

implies a seemingly selfish view of the other: a rejection of other as he is and a
desire to impose one’s own perception of what is good for him upon him.

An exploration of the history of humanity, as recounted in the Torah, reveals
four figures who personified four different points of reference on the relationship
between self and fellow.

Each of these individuals was considered the most righteous of his generation.
Thus, their lives can be seen to reflect four stages in the spiritual development of
humanity—four stages in the movement from an instinctive selfthood toward the
complete abnegation of self and self-interest in relating to others.

The first of these four outstanding individuals was Enoch, a great-great-great-
great-grandson of Adam. By his time, humanity had abandoned the One G-d of
their fathers and had succumbed to idolatry and pagan perversity. Only Enoch still
“walked with G-d.”

But Enoch’s righteousness was wholly selfish: he was preoccupied only with
the refinement and perfection of his own spiritual self. Not only did Enoch fail to
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have a lasting impact on his society, but he was ultimately in danger of being in-
fluenced by their corrupt behavior.

Several generations later we encounter another righteous man in a corrupt gen-
eration: Noah, builder of the ark and regenerator of humanity after the Flood.

Noah is instructed to build an ark so that they may survive the Flood. Our sages
relate that Noah worked on the ark’s construction a full one hundred and twenty
years; all this time, he called out to his generation to mend its ways and avoid
catastrophe.

However, the Zohar criticizes Noah for the fact that, despite his efforts, he did
not pray for the salvation of his generation, unlike Abraham and Moses who
pleaded with G-d to spare the wicked. Noah’s involvement with others was lim-
ited to his sense of what e ought to do for them, as opposed to a true concern for
their well-being. His “self” had sufficiently broadened to include the imperative
to act for the sake of another, recognizing that the lack of a “social conscience”
is a defect in one’s own character; but he fell short of transcending the self to care
for others beyond the consideration of his own righteousness.

Ten generations later was born an individual who raised the concept of man’s
devotion to the welfare of his neighbor to selfless heights—Abraham, the first
Jew. He, too, faced a corrupt and pagan world; indeed, his title, “the Hebrew,” is
associated with the fact that “the entire world stood on one side, and he stood on
the other.” The selflessness of Abraham’s concern for his fellow is demonstrated
by his daring intervention on behalf of the five sinful cities of the Sodom Valley.
G-d had decided to destroy these cities for their wicked ways. Abraham petitioned
G-d on their behalf, using the strongest terms to demand of G-d that he spare these
cities for the sake of the few righteous individuals they might contain. “It be-
hooves You not to do such a thing,” he challenged G-d, “to slay the righteous with
the wicked. . . Shall the judge of the universe not act justly?!” Abraham put his
own spiritual integrity at risk for the sake of the most corrupt of sinners; he was
prepared to incur G-d’s wrath upon himself, giving precedence to their physical
lives over his own relationship with the Almighty.

Abraham’s virtue over Noah was that his objective in relating to others lay not
inrealizing the potential of his social self (as was the case with Noah), but in achiev-
ing the desired result: to transform their behavior and character, bringing to light
their good and perfect essence. But therein also lies the limitations of Abraham’s
love: ultimately, Abraham’s kindness had an ulterior motive. True, it was not a per-
sonal motive; true, it was a motive that spells the recipient’s ultimate good and is
consistent with the recipient’s true self; but it was an ulterior motive nonetheless.

Such love and concern—for the sake of the potential good that one sees in an-
other—is alove that is tainted, however minutely, with selfishness: One is relating
to one’s fellow not as one’s fellow sees himself, but with an eye to one’s own vi-
sion of him. This allows for a reaction on his part (expressed, unexpressed, or even
unconscious) that “You don’t care for me as I am, only for what you wish to make
of me. So you don’t really care about me at all.” True, one’s only desire is to reveal
the other’s essential self; but this is a deeper, still unrealized, self. One’s love fails
to address the other as he now expressly is, focusing instead on one’s knowledge
of what he latently is and what he can and ought to make of himself.
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In contrast, Moses’ love for his people was utterly selfless. His was an uncon-
ditional love, one that is unassuming of what they ought to be or what they are on
a deeper, yet unrealized level. He loved them as they were, and did everything in
his power to satisfy their needs, both material and spiritual.

When Moses pleaded with G-d on behalf of the worshippers of the Golden
Calf, he did not say “forgive them because they will repent” or “forgive them for
they carry great potential,” only “forgive them. And if You won’t, erase me from
Your Torah.” Either You accept the sinner as he is, or put together a nation and
Torah without me.

The effects of Moses’ utterly selfless love are eternal: his guidance and lead-
ership of his people yielded a nation whose endurance and unbroken continuity,
to this very day, defies all laws of history.

Note: Culled from an article on chabad.org and reprinted with permission. To learn more
about Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson of righteous memory and his teachings
visit www.therebbe.org.

Source: Chassidic Masters. “A History of Love.” (Based on the Teachings of Lubavitcher
Rebbe.) [Online article or information; retrieved July 11, 2007.] www.chabad.org
/parshah/article.asp?AID=42612.
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THE ART OF COMPASSION

Karen Armstrong

... The word compassion does not mean to feel sorry for somebody. It is a word
of Greek and Latin origin that means to feel with others. It is a difficult virtue, be-
cause our natural egotism makes us resistant to anything that seems to threaten
our interests or identity, but if our inherent selfishness is allowed free rein in pri-
vate, public, or international life, the result is likely to be disastrous.

All the great world religions agree that compassion is the chief religious virtue,
and far more important than ideological or sexual orthodoxy. . . . This spirituality
of empathy did not mean that you had to have warm feelings for others, but simply
that you learned to enter their point of view and realize that they had the same
fears and sorrows as yourself. This insight must then be translated into practical
action.

... The Latin word ex-stasis means “to stand outside” the self. If every time
we are tempted to speak unkindly of an annoying colleague, a sibling, or an enemy
country we asked how we would like such a thing said of ourselves, and, as a re-
sult of this reflection, desisted, in that moment we would transcend the clamorous
ego that often seeks to destroy others to ensure our own survival. If we lived in
this way day by day, hour by hour, moment by moment, we would enjoy a con-
stant, slow-burning ecstasy that leaves the self behind. The late Rabbi Abraham
Joshua Heschel once remarked that when we put ourselves at the opposite pole
of ego, we are in the place where God is.

But the practice of compassion has to be consistent. It does not work if it is
selective. If, as Jesus explained, we simply love those who are well-disposed to-
wards us, no effort is involved; we are simply banking up our own egotism and
remain trapped in the selfishness that we are supposed to transcend. That, I think,
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is why Jesus demanded that his followers love their enemies. They were required
to feel with people who would never feel affection for them, and extend their sym-
pathy without expecting any benefit for themselves.

But does that mean that we are supposed to “love” Hitler or Osama bin Laden?
The practice of compassion has nothing to do with feelings. According to the thir-
teenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas, what we call “love” simply requires
that we seek the good of another. If we allow our rage and hatred to fester, this will
not hurt Osama—it would probably gratify him—but we ourselves will be dimin-
ished. Instead, we should try to wish the best for Osama, which means that he will
abandon the rage that has distorted his humanity, and give up his vile policies.

We need training in compassion, because it does not come to us naturally. The
ancient Greeks knew this. Every year, on the Festival of Dionysus, all Athenian cit-
izens had to attend the tragedies written by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides.
It was a mandatory course in empathy. Suffering was put on stage, and the audi-
ence was directed by the chorus to weep for people whom they would normally
have considered beyond the pale. These tragedies were part of a religious festival;
they were designed to make the audience extend their sympathy to people such
as Oedipus, who murdered his father and had incestuous relations with his
mother, or with Heracles, who in a fit of divinely inspired madness had killed his
wife and children. These powerful dramas gave people an ekstasis that Aristotle
called katharsis—a liberating purification of the emotions which transformed the
terror inspired by these fearful human dilemmas into compassion. We need to find
similarly imaginative ways to educate people today.

Intolerance is usually rooted in fear. The militant piety that we call fundamen-
talism, which erupted in every major world religion during the twentieth century,
is inspired by a profound dread of annihilation. Every fundamentalist movement
that I have studied in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is convinced that the mod-
ern secular establishment wants to wipe them out. This kind of fear exacerbates
the tensions that are currently dividing the United States.

.. . Christian fundamentalists believe that the federal government wants to de-
stroy religion. They are fighting for survival, and when people feel that their backs
are to the wall, they can often lash out aggressively. But when secularists and lib-
erals feel that their sacred values are threatened by the Christian Right, they can
be equally intolerant. Confucius would have recommended that both sides prac-
tice shu: Their own fear should help them to recognize the distress of their oppo-
nents, and to realize that there are probably faults on both sides. . . . We need the
compassionate ethic, which teaches to reach out in sympathy to people who seem
initially alien, more desperately than ever before.

Source: Armstrong, Karen. 2005. “The Art of Compassion.” AARP The Magazine 48 (2).
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LOVE AND AUTONOMY
Irving Singer

From the very beginning of my work on the nature of love, I characterized it as
an acceptance of another as he is in himself. [ sometimes varied the language by
speaking of the other as he or she “happens to be.” I did so in order to emphasize,
as against theorists like Freud (or Plato), that love does not necessarily require a
particular type of object. By its mere definition, it is a bestowing of value upon
anyone or anything that matters to the lover. In talking about acceptance, I meant
that this bestowal does not seek to alter another in ways that are alien to his or her
inclinations and desires. Whatever they are, whatever they involve, they consti-
tute the other as that person happens to exist at any moment. We accept them as
an indication of our loving fidelity to the one who has them. Our ability to love
is limited because our capacity for acceptance is.

Acceptance of this sort must not be confused with liking. Though love is a way
of delighting in another, this does not mean that we derive pleasure from all the
many attributes that belong to this individual. Most we accept in an act of cour-
tesy. Some may be too hard to change. Even if they are repellent in themselves,
we tolerate them because they are properties of the person we love. Lovers may
even treasure these unlikable traits, much as they might prize a letter from their
sweetheart that has become besmirched in the mail. Usually, however, we cherish
what does seem likable and desirable in the beloved. For those qualities make it
easier for us to accept her as she is.

While having this variable relation to pleasure or likeability, our acceptance is
an interest in the other as one who is unique in her totality. Uniqueness does not
mean that she is not similar to anyone else. It refers to the fact that a person’s life
is molded and largely created by her own preference and choice of meaning.
These are uniquely hers in the sense that she is the one who determines what they
are. To accept another is to show allegiance to her autonomy in this respect.

Personal autonomy can be violated in many ways. One can impose one’s own
desires, and even seek to crush what matters to the other. Malice entails a more
or less conscious attempt to destroy someone’s autonomous nature. More often,
people are oblivious to the fact that others have an autonomy of their own. Human
beings often disregard each other’s separate being, or else aggress against it in the
act of expressing their own autonomy. Love does not augment autonomy in the
beloved. Love merely perceives and respects it. It bestows value on it by accord-
ing great importance to its existence. The lover gives meaning to his or her life
by affirming and attending to the sheer autonomy of the one he or she loves.

In saying this, I principally have in mind the love of persons. Though in a
trivial sense things and ideals may be uniquely what they are, they cannot be
autonomous like people. They do not make choices, and they have no feelings
to which we might respond. At the same time, the love of persons is frequently
central to love in general. We often love things and ideals by treating them as if
they were persons, or at least resembled them. This is a byproduct of our need to
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bestow value. Through the imagination, our ideas about autonomy are easily
extended to inanimate objects. Just as we consider it an infringement of a man’ s
autonomy if he is forced to be a slave or an accomplice in his own destruction, so
too do we feel that the autonomous being of a Victorian mahogany bureau is vi-
olated when someone thoughtlessly paints over it. For reasons of love alone, we
may also care that trees in a forest remain as they are, authentically what they
“want” to be, which is to say, alive and not cut down.

Characterizing love in terms of autonomy, we should beware of metaphysical
quandaries. Some philosophers have thought that love penetrates to the secret
essence of another person and respects the beloved’s free will in some ultimate
realm of being. That is not what I mean by autonomy. Accepting another as just
the entity that he or she happens to be implies no philosophical belief about free-
dom of the will. As far as love is concerned, the autonomous other may exist in
a deterministic universe, all of it subject to ineluctable causation. Such questions
lie beyond the province and the expertise of love. It addresses itself only to what
appears before it in the empirical world, what is presented to it and what it makes
present by means of its attentive attitude. If the object is a person, he or she will
manifest needs and desires, feelings and emotions, choices and inclinations that
constitute a personality. Except for moments of physical constraint and social or
psychological subjugation, persons have the capacity to direct their lives on their
own. Therein lies their autonomy, which may or may not result form causal fac-
tors beyond immediate inspection.

Love is more than just respect for, or even concern about, the autonomy of its
object. It is also a means by which the lover carves out his own autonomous des-
tiny in relation to the object’s autonomy. This is an act of freedom whether or not
it increases other kinds of freedom that lovers have but sometimes sacrifice. The
notion that love is by definition self-abnegation, a radical submission to another
person, confuses it with masochistic imitations of the real thing. Love is not in-
herently sacrificial, even if—for reasons of love—one gives up some freedoms
that might have been retained under other circumstances.

These freedoms, and the opportunities for happiness they could have made
accessible, are often lost permanently through love. Yet the autonomy of lover
or beloved is not thereby altered. It is not jeopardized by the fact that they have
made sacrifices for each other. Choosing to be faithful, as they may, even prom-
ising to remain so forevermore, they are doing what they want. They have not
been coerced into this mode of interpersonal response. The grandeur and instinc-
tual goodness in their bestowal of value is not a sacrifice of themselves. What they
give up are present and future possibilities that they now freely exclude. By re-
fusing to cheat on their relationship, for example, they may renounce the freedom
to behave with others as they do with each other; nor will they be able to abandon
one another casually; or in general treat the beloved as just a thing to be used and
thrown away. But they themselves accept these conditions, and therefore the
residual autonomy of each remains inviolate.

Love is not a device for either finding new freedoms in life or preserving the
ones we had before. People who avoid love because they wish to do exactly as
they please, even if this means emotional isolation, correctly understand the risks
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that love involves. As a feeling, love can be joyous and exhilarating. But the life
that includes this sentiment also consists of responsibilities, commitments, and
obligations through which our loving attitude reveals itself. A parent’s love ap-
pears not only in moments of delight or well-earned pride but also in steadfast
endurance and unremitting effort. Far from weakening love, such loss of freedom
strengthens it. Nor is the autonomy of the one who loves endangered, as it would
be if he were compelled to live a life he has not chosen. Love is a relationship in
which each participant acts autonomously despite the forfeiture of freedoms that
inevitably results.

In making this distinction between autonomy and freedom, I recognize that it
is often difficult to separate them. Think of a man who loves his wife, or would
like to do so, but who finds himself revolted by her addiction to cigarettes. As fre-
quently happens, she, too, is disgusted with herself. The husband believes that, at
some level of her being, she does want to break the habit. Is he violating her au-
tonomy when he takes cigarettes out of her purse, or interferes when she is about
to light up? He may feel that he is motivated by love, and that anything less in-
trusive would border on coldness or unconcern. He may claim that since she
wants to stop smoking, having insisted as much on many occasions, his actions
reveal attunement to her autonomous being. In limiting her momentary freedom,
he may believe that he is faithful to her deeper self.

On the other hand, the wife may feel that unless she has actually asked her
husband to help in this fashion, his behavior is not an expression of love. She
may say that if he really loved her he would be less revolted by her addiction than
he seems to be and less prone to take such extreme measures. But what if the
husband’s patience and sympathetic affection are simply unavailing? What if the
wife herself has lost all hope of controlling her need to smoke? We might conclude
that it is destroying the possibility of love between these two people by preventing
them from accepting what the other is autonomously. Or else we might say that
they continue to love each other since they confront their problem jointly: their
love, as in the words of Shakespeare’s sonnet, “bears it out even to the edge of
doom.”

I see no ready solution to this ambiguity about love in relation to freedom and
autonomy. One would have to know how much the would-be lovers cause suffer-
ing in each other, and how much their responses mask underlying hostility or re-
sentment. If every possible solution has been tried and has failed, the couple may
finally give up in the matter of cigarette smoking but love each other nevertheless.
If they experience a feeling of helplessness, however, or anger in being yoked
with this other person under these circumstances, their capacity to love each other
may no longer exist. In that event, neither will be able to accept the other’s au-
tonomy, regardless of what they would like. Love is not vouchsafed to human be-
ings in every situation. That universal aptitude is not a freedom anyone can have
on all occasions.

Source: Singer, Irving. 1994. The Pursuit of Love, 134—139. Baltimore, MD: The Johns
Hopkins University Press.
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MY THIC VERSUS PROSAIC LOVE:
SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE
AMERICAN MARRIAGE AND CULTURE OF LOVE

Ann Swidler

Romantic Love is the quality of “rightness” that defines the particular, unique
other that one does marry; it is the emotion that propels one across the gap that
separates single from married life; and it is “commitment,” the psychological con-
comitant of the all-or-nothing, exclusive, enduring relationship constituted by a
marriage. The popular culture of love both prepares persons for and helps them
to organize and carry through the aspects of marriage that depend on individual
action.

“Love,” like other powerful cultural concepts, embodies a contradiction cen-
tral to the society in which it flourishes. The ideal of love describes a relationship
soright that it can be simultaneously perfectly free and perfectly binding. A purely
voluntary commitment, love is a contradiction in terms. The power of the concept
of love is continually renewed by the contradiction it bridges. Only if there really
is something like love can our relationships be both voluntary and enduring.

In Contemporary America, two different ways of understanding love are
rooted in different aspects of the institution of marriage. The contemporary struc-
ture of marriage as an institution—exclusive, voluntary, life-transforming, and
enduring—generates no single logic. Rather, it poses tasks or practical difficulties
of action, to which the wider culture generates many different, sometimes com-
peting, and always only partially satisfactory solutions. The culture of “prosaic—
realistic love” addresses the problem of how to make a relationship last. “Mythic”
or “romantic” love focuses on the problem of deciding: whether to commit one-
self to a relationship and how to choose whether or not to stay in a relationship.
The culture of romantic love reproduces the institutional features of marriage as
psychological states, honing the capacity to identify on other person as the person
whom one loves and to know that this relationship is “it.”

The prosaic—realistic love culture may teach patience, the value of affection
over infatuation, and how to discount strong emotions in favor of more constant
thoughts and feelings, as well as such skills as “communication,” *“ sharing,” sex-
ual intimacy, and managing conflict. These are skills that many contemporary
Americans believe make the difference between relationships that last and those
that fail. But shared religious commitment and the quest for personal fulfillment
may also at one time or another, for one group or another, be envisioned as ways
of making relationships last.

The culture of romantic love has a stricter logic, presumably because it is more
tightly bound to the key institutional features of marriage. Nonetheless, romantic
love may enshrine sudden passion, a gradually growing inner certainty, or careful
weighing of pros and cons as ways to know whether a relationship is worthy of
commitment. These cultural solutions are not united by their inner logic, or by
pervasive schemas that are transposed from one arena to another. Rather, however
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internally diverse, fluid, or incoherent they are, these cultural patterns are given
unity by the institutional dilemmas to which they are addressed.

The culture of love flourishes because, while marriage is institutionalized, the
process of getting married (or deciding whether or not to leave a marriage) and—
in the contemporary period, the procedure for staying married—is not. As mar-
riage has become more fragile, no longer fully settling the lives of those who rely
on it, a second culture of love, prosaic realism, has blossomed alongside the old.
This new love culture helps people to be the kinds of persons, with the kinds of
feelings, skills, and virtues that will sustain an ongoing relationship.

Without expectations of (or hope for) stable relationships, there would be no
need for a culture of love. People would come together or drift apart as friends do
in our culture, arousing feelings we might frequently describe as “loving,” but
without the need for a special cultural category of “love”—neither the mythic love
that makes one person uniquely right, nor the prosaic love that makes relation-
ship last.

Without voluntarism—cultural practices that make social relationships matters
of choice—there would also be no need for a culture of love. Like Tevye’s wife,
people could be married without continually examining whether or not they loved
their partners enough to stay in the relationship, or in the right way to make the
relationship last.

When marriage was a firmer institution, the mythic culture of romantic love
helped bridge the gap between the voluntary choices of individuals to marry—
the uninstitutionalized part of the institution of marriage—and the institution of
marriage itself. In the current period, when divorce has radically altered marriage,
a new culture of prosaic love attempts to bridge the gap between the persisting
expectation that marriages should last and the increasingly insecure character of
the marriage bond. Where institutions have begun to unravel, men and women do
active cultural work to patch together rents in the institutional fabric.

Source: Swidler, Ann. 2001. Talk of Love: How Culture Matters. Adapted from Chapter 6,
111-134. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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Abraham

See Ahavah; Divine Love in Judaism; Qur’an;
Sacrifice in Judaism

Adam

See Grace in Christianity; Lilith; Longing in
Sufism; Soul Mates

Adultery in Buddhism

Traditional Buddhism treats adultery—sexual
relations out of wedlock—as a serious trans-
gression that furthers suffering. Viewed as
harmful to oneself and others, it is typically
contextualized within the framework of the
third of five fundamental precepts of Buddhist
morality: Buddhists must refrain from taking
life, committing theft, indulging in sexual
misconduct, giving false speech, and using in-
toxicants. These guidelines form the basis of
Buddhist morality for both the laity and the
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clergy, and what defines sexual misconduct
varies between the two groups. Monks and nuns
are expected to be chaste, while the laity is,
above all, enjoined to avoid sex with another’s
partner—marriage or a formalized union being
the proper context for sexual relations between
two people. With married couples, sexual mis-
conduct is more largely construed beyond sex
and out of wedlock to include such misbehav-
iors as intercourse with or through an improper
part of the body, at an improper place or time,
or with an instrument. Overall, the primary fo-
cus of the third rule is twofold: to avoid caus-
ing harm to others through one’s sexual and
deceitful behavior, and to constrain one’s own
sexual desire.

The rule is contextualized by the larger
Buddhist goal of minimizing all craving—that
is, desire motivated by greed and selfishness,
and the karmic acts that follow. The goal of
freedom from craving, resulting in selfless-
ness and compassion, operates in the sexual
and interpersonal realm as in all other realms
of life.

For monks or nuns to have sexual relations
with another person, married or not, necessi-
tates that the clergy member be defrocked.
This insistence on celibacy and chastity among
the clergy in Buddhism serves several related
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purposes, both religious and societal—monas-
teries serve as spaces for the exchange of
goods between the laity and clergy, the laity
providing material goods for the clergy in or-
der that the clergy can provide spiritual goods
for the laity. Celibacy facilitates the spiritual
advancement of monks and nuns by freeing
them from physical and mental preoccupations
and attachment. Besides ministering to the
needs of the laity, the clergy thus offer them-
selves as spiritual exemplars. The purity of the
clergy enhances the spiritual benefits of the
gift, thereby encouraging further largesse from
the laity.

The definition of marriage for Buddhist ad-
herents varies owing to the wide geographical
and chronological expanse of the religion. As
with monks and nuns, individuals in marriage
are expected to give of themselves and con-
strain their cravings. In traditional Buddhist
societies, marriage is not a religious institution
but a secular one—no pan-Buddhist laws exist
regulating marriage and family life. Besides
monogamy, Buddhist cultures have permitted
polyandry and polygamy. But despite those
types of relationships, expectations hold that
infidelity is not permitted for reasons that tran-
scend cultural boundaries.

The best-known scriptural advice to the
laity is the Sigalovada sutta or the “Discourse
to Sigala.” Here the Buddha counsels a young
man, Sigalovada, how to be successful in life
according to Buddhist teachings, stating that
among ways to a man’s ruin is “going to
women who are dear unto others as their own
lives.” In the same scripture, Buddha specifies
the five ways in which a husband and wife are
to interact; at the heart of the list is for each
spouse to be faithful. Rather than blindly fol-
lowing the commandment against adultery, the
motivation to be faithful lies in understanding
that it is only through compassion and selfless-
ness that one benefits others and attains salva-
tion for oneself.

Neil Schmid
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See also Celibacy; Divorce in Buddhism; Mar-
riage in Buddhism
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Adultery in Christianity

Adultery is consensual sexual intercourse by a
married person with someone other than his or
her married partner. The Christian faith, which
takes the Christian Bible as its foundation, con-
demns adultery within the Ten Commandments
and in Old and New Testament passages—for
example, Exodus 20:14 and Galatians 5:21
(King James Version).

For Christians, adultery i idden because
it violates the covenant, or contract, agreed to
at the start of the marriage to bond until death.
For the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox
churches, this covenant is sanctified between
the partnership and God.

For many Christians, adultery consists not
only of consensual sexual intercourse outside
of marriage, but also in lustful or lewd thoughts
(Matthew 5:28). For many mainline Protestant
denominations, adultery includes rape, incest,
fornication, and unclean communications.

For Christians in the Fundamentalist Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, polygamy
1s not considered adulterous, whereas it is in al-
most all other Christian denominations. Chris-
tian Identity groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan,
typically believe interracial marriages to be a
form of adultery, whereas this is not the case in
the majority of other Christian denominations.
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Christianity is composed of many denomi-
nations, which differ in how they interpret the
Bible and in how exclusively they use it as a
foundation for their beliefs. In general terms,
conservative Christians base their faith exclu-
sively on a strict, literal interpretation of bib-
lical text. Liberal Christians base theirs on a
more figurative interpretation and supplement
this with other informational sources, such as
scientific advances. Roman Catholicism and
the Eastern Orthodox Church are based on a
combination of biblical text and traditions
within those churches.

Variation exists in how individuals within
each of these movements view divorce and
adultery, but some general statements can be
made. For conservative Christians, the only
way for a married person to break the mar-
riage covenant is if the partner is unfaithful
(Matthew 5:32); if the nonbelieving partner
of a believer in Christ deserts their partner
(1 Corinthians 7:12-16); or if the partner has
died (Romans 7:3). A secular divorce that does
not meet these guidelines is not considered a
divorce within the church. Legally divorced
persons are still bound by the same rules con-
cerning adultery as married persons.

For liberal Christians, a person who obtains
a secular divorce also obtains a church divorce.
For liberal Christians, passages such as Luke
16:18—“Whosoever putteth away his wife,
and marrieth another, committeth adultery”—
are interpreted to mean that a man who “puts
away” or leaves his wife has not divorced her,
and she is still bound to him in marriage. If a
divorce does occur, she is not bound to him in
marriage and is not guilty of adultery if a sec-
ond marriage occurs. Conservative Christians
interpret this passage differently. For them,
there is no difference in putting a wife away
and divorce—she is still bound to him in mar-
riage and guilty of adultery if a second marriage
occurs.

For Roman Catholics, Church Canon Law
states that marriages are permanent. The only
way for a married person to end the covenant
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is if the partner has died or if a church tribunal
grants an Ecclesiastical Declaration of Nullity.
This is only given if there is convincing evi-
dence that the marriage was never valid to be-
gin with. Because the couple never formed a
marriage covenant, neither person is obligated
by it.

Dave D. Hochstein

See also Divorce in Christianity; Marriage in
Christianity
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Adultery in Hinduism

Whether called adultery, infidelity, or unfaith-
fulness, the Hindu dharmasastras do not per-
mit any act of sexual union outside the socially
sanctioned marriage system. The life of a per-
son in the phase of grihasthya (household life)
has prescribed functions of prajaa (progeny
for family), dharma (meeting religious goals),
and kama (sensual and emotional pleasure). A
serious breach of dharma occurs if there is any
deviation like lesbianism, homosexuality, and
adultery. The Bhagavad Gita (1:40-42) com-
mented that a corrupt woman would destroy
the family value, resulting in the destruction of
her family. According to the Vishnu Purana, if
a man commits adultery, he will be severely
punished in this birth as well as the next birth
(3:11). Even offering of gifts or touching of the
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dress and ornaments of a woman constitutes
an act of adultery. According to the ancient
lawgiver, Manu (100 BCE to 100 CE), severe
punishment was to be imposed on men and
women indulging in samgrahana (adulterous
acts) (5:154; 8:371-372). The Atharva Veda
was against even having sinful thoughts (6:45,
I). Manu had implored the king to free the
kingdom from assault, adultery, theft, defama-
tion, and violence so as to enjoy sovereignty
and integrity (5:154; 8:386-387). Hinduism
recognizes the moral issues of adultery that
cause degradation of family life as well as so-
cial disorder.

Despite sanctions against deviant sexual be-
havior, Hinduism produced passionate sexual
expression in the Konarka Temple of Orissa
and Khajuraho of Madhya Pradesh, which dis-
play sculptures of couples in sexual positions,
group sex, tantric postures, and the like. Me-
dieval Hindu poetry espousing the passionate
love between Krishna and Radha and erotic
poems in vernacular languages celebrated the
parakiya priti (love outside marriage). Here
women were portrayed as having their own
emotional and sexual longings to be united
with their beloveds. The lover’s viraha vedana
(pain in separation), amorous descriptions of
lovemaking, eroticism, and ornamental delin-
eation of female beauty and body were por-
trayed in Vaishnava literature. The rhetorical
school in regional languages with lyrical cou-
plets depicted moods of adulterous lovers,
nayika veda (different varieties of ladies in
love), and milana (lovers in union). The lyrical
Padavali songs in Bengali dealt with parakiya
priti. A parakiya (passionate relationship)
crossing societal norms was not infrequent.
The Chittor Queen Mirabai’s (1504-1550)
songs depicted her love and devotion to Lord
Krishna. She left the palace and spent her time
in worship of Krishna. The Gita Govinda of
Jayadeva (1147-1170) depicted intense love
between Lord Krishna and Radha. The unbri-
dled eroticism and passion displayed between
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the two were nothing but the desire of jeeva
atma (human soul) to merge with param atma
(God). In modern times, adultery continues to
be depicted in novels, poetry, soap operas, and
movies. Hinduism tries to build a harmonious
society with its prescribed rules for proper be-
havior. Adulterous behavior is still seen as an
aberration that does not reflect the values of
the society.

Patit Paban Mishra

See also Bhagavad Gita; Divorce in Hinduism;
Gita Govinda; Marriage in Hinduism
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Adultery in Islam

Adultery in Islam refers to an unlawful sexual
act of intercourse between a man and a woman
during which, according to the prophet of Is-
lam, the male organ enters the female organ
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the way “a rope goes into a well or a stick en-
ters a Kohl canister” (Inamullah 1965). This
definition applies equally to married and sin-
gle people. In Islam, any illicit act of sexuality
that does not involve full penetration does not
comprise adultery.

Some versions of Shari’a law require that
married or divorced persons found guilty of
adultery (zina) be executed by stoning. Coun-
tries that contain a majority or large minority
of Muslims vary greatly in their treatment of
people who are found guilty of this crime. Ac-
cording to Amnesty International, countries
such as Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Djibouti, Mace-
donia, Mozambique, Turkey, and Turkmenistan
have formally abandoned execution as the
penalty for all crimes, including adultery and
other sex crimes (Tahtawi 1998). A recent Pak-
istani law abolished the death penalty for ex-
tramarital sex and revised a clause on making
victims produce four witnesses to prove rape
cases. Other countries with a large Muslim
population that practice a very strict form of
Islamic law such as Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Sudan, Iran, and some of the
northern states of Nigeria still apply the death
penalty for various crimes, including blas-
phemy and adultery. The Qur’an, the ultimate
source of the Shari’a, does not advocate death
by any form to the adulterer. The Qur’an pre-
scribes flogging and does not even mention the
word “stoning” or “death by stoning” (rajm).
Verse 24-2 says, “The woman and the man
guilty of adultery, flog each of them.”

Where Shari’a is practiced, various countries
tend to divide adultery into two categories,
depending on whether it was committed by un-
married or married persons. Many traditional
theologians (ulama) such as Imam Shafi’i in
classical times and A. A. Maududi in modern
times contend that “flogging” mentioned in
the Qur’anic verse 24-2 applies to unmarried
adulterers, whereas “stoning to death” applies
to married adulterers. They support their views
by referring to various sayings (hadith) by the
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Prophet Muhammad, such as the following say-
ing transmitted through various narrators: “Abd
al-Wahhab told us from Yunus bin ‘Ubayd
from al-Hasan from Ubadah bin al-Samit that
the Messenger of God said: ‘Take it from me,
take it from me, God has appointed a way: for
bikr with bikr (the unmarried or virgin), flog-
ging with a 100 stripes and banishment for
one year; for al-thayyab with al-thayyabah (the
married), flogging with a 100 stripes and death
by stoning.’”

Other theologians and scholars such as al
Maliki, al-Tabari, and Ibn Qutayba stress that
death by stoning is not Islamic, has nothing to
do with the Qur’anic teachings, and was intro-
duced into the Islamic laws under the ordi-
nance of the Torah.

Despite the heated polemics about the na-
ture of zina (adultery) and the mechanisms of
its punishment, all theologians agree that self-
confessions by the adulterers or the testimony
of four impeccable witnesses who have seen
the actual act of penetration are required to ap-
ply the punishment. This tradition traces back
to the Prophet’s sayings and practices in cir-
cumstances where he applied the punishment
to a self-confessed person.

The Islamic process for verifying adultery
is very cautious. Naturally, with the call for
four witnesses it is next to impossible to pros-
ecute a person for the crime of adultery unless
the persons committing it have no regard for
the mores of their society and commit the act
in public.

Wisam Mansour

See also Divorce in Islam; Marriage in Islam;
Qur’an
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Adultery in Judaism

The prohibition against committing adultery is
well known as one of the “Ten Utterances”
cited in Exodus 20:13 and Deuteronomy 4:17.
Given that biblical law—and rabbinic law in
its wake—permits polygyny, at least in theory,
men were not expected to limit themselves to
a single sexual partner, and adultery is defined
in Jewish tradition as the act of a married
woman having sexual contact with a man other
than her husband. A man may commit adultery
against another man—by having sexual inter-
course with that man’s wife—rather than
against his own wife. Adultery is also consid-
ered a sin against God, and therefore in bibli-
cal literature the severity of this sin is such that
it defiles those who commit it; moreover, they
will be “cast out” of the Land of Israel (Leviti-
cus 18:20 and 24-30). Offenders should be
put to death (Leviticus 20:10; Deuteronomy
22:22). A man who suspects his wife of adul-
tery, but has no proof, may subject her to a trial
by ordeal (Numbers 5:11-31), the only trial by
ordeal found in biblical law.

In rabbinic and later Jewish law, adultery is
grounds for a man to divorce his wife—and
even obligates him to do so (Shulhan Aruch,
Even Ha-ezer 115:6-9). The adulterous woman
is forbidden sexually and maritally thereafter
both to her original husband and to her partner
in adultery (Mishnah Sotah 5:1; Shulhan Aruch,
Even Ha-ezer 11:1): “what she wanted is not
given to her, and what she had in her hand is
taken from her” (Tosefta Sotah 4:5). The child
born of an adulterous union is stigmatized as
a mamzer and is prohibited from marrying a
Jew of unimpaired lineage (Mishnah Yevamot
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5:13 (see also 10:1); Kiddushin 3:12). The rab-
bis also clarified that sexual contact must be
consensual on the wife’s part to be considered
adultery; rape is not treated as adultery (Sifre
Naso Piska 7; Babylonian Talmud Yevamot
56b, Ketubot 51b, and others). Nonetheless,
adultery and other forms of sexual sin such as
incest are considered as one of the three sins—
the other two being idolatry and bloodshed—
for which a Jew must accept martyrdom rather
than transgress (Babylonian Talmud Sanhedrin
74a).

Adultery also serves important metaphor-
ical functions in biblical and later Jewish
thought. Repeatedly in the book of Proverbs,
the adulterous woman serves as a metaphor for
the lure of sin and the temptation to stray from
God’s teaching. Because the covenant be-
tween God and Israel is described in many
Jewish texts as a marriage—God as husband,
Israel as wife—adultery also becomes a
metaphor for idolatry and worship of other
gods. This theme is particularly prominent in
several prophetic works, notably Hosea 1-3;
Jeremiah 3, in which God’s response is to
consider “divorce” of Israel and Judah; and
Ezekiel 16 and 23.

This theme is taken up in later exegetical
and homiletic contexts as well, as in a teaching
attributed to Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai: “Why
was Israel exiled to Babylonia rather than any
other nation? Because the family of their fa-
ther Abraham came from there. A parable:
what is the matter like? Like a woman who
was unfaithful to her husband—where is she
sent? To her father’s house” (Tosefta Bava
Kama 7:3).

Gail Labovitz

See also Divorce in Judaism; Marriage in
Judaism
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Affection

See Ahavah; Filial Love in Buddhism; Filial
Love in Christianity; Filial Love in Hinduism;
Filial Love in Islam; Filial Love in Judaism:;
Friendship; Lover and Beloved in Sufism;
Romantic Love in Buddhism; Romantic Love
in Christianity; Romantic Love in Hinduism;
Romantic Love in Islam; Romantic Love in
Judaism; Sex in Marriage

African American Religion

The notion of love in African American reli-
gion is complex and multilayered. Whereas
African American religion is itself complex
and represented by various and often compet-
ing traditions such as Christianity, Islam, Ju-
daism, Buddhism, and New Age religions, the
majority of African Americans are Christians.
In popular terms, the loosely affiliated African
American Christian organizations, and the
Black congregations within predominantly
white religious bodies such as the United
Methodist Church and American Baptist
Churches, USA, constitute what some call the
Black Church. Formed in a historical period
that was characterized by oppression and ex-
clusion in America, the Black Church has of-
ten promoted itself as a loving institution that
seeks to speak on behalf of people who are
marginalized and downtrodden. Nevertheless,
the Black Church has endured a tense, often
contradictory, history when it comes to the
question of love.
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On the one hand, the Black Church has been
a champion of agape-love, the type of love
that African American Christians like Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. and others have interpreted
as referring to the creative and redemptive
love—an unconditional positive regard that
one nurtures for all of humanity, even one’s
enemies. On the other hand, the Black Church
has failed to come to terms with eros-love—
the longing desire to unite with the “other,”
particularly when the other is another human
being of the same sex. This love is often re-
ferred to as erotic love, and it implies issues
of sexuality and gender identity, which invari-
ably leads to discussions of homosexuality
and the question of what constitutes normal
and healthy loving relationships between
human beings. This latter form of love fre-
quently causes uneasiness in African Ameri-
can churches, which can be inadequate with
respect to their responses to issues regarding
the body in particular—the Black Church re-
sponds to this uneasiness about the body and
sexuality with interdictions prohibiting rela-
tionships that lie outside the established norms.
There exists a tense and conflicting duality,
and a means of compartmentalization with re-
spect to agape and eros in African American
religions.

The champion of agape was Martin Luther
King, Jr., a Baptist minister, who was the
leader of the civil rights movement in the 1960s
and believed strongly in the principle of love.
King was known by some as the “Apostle of
Love,” and he came to embody the principle
of love for millions of African American Chris-
tians and for diverse cultural communities.
But for King, this notion of love was no ab-
stract principle. Although it was a theological
idea that for King was drawn from the life of
Jesus and the Christian tradition, it had defi-
nite social and political implications that he
believed could transform a violent and racially
divided culture such as that in America. Two
aspects that exemplified agape-love for King
were forgiveness and justice.
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Forgiveness—the condition in one’s heart
or innermost being that one is always ready to
pardon enemies for their sins—was a perma-
nent attitude for King. Other African American
religious leaders were critical of King for this
position, especially in the 1960s. Malcolm X,
one of the leaders of the Nation of Islam and
the National Representative of the Honorable
Elijah Muhammad, for example, openly casti-
gated King in his public speeches and in his
writings. He ridiculed the idea of forgiveness
of one’s enemies, particularly when that en-
emy was violent and oppressive. Malcolm X
believed that loving one’s enemies and being
nonviolent toward a violent enemy was im-
moral. Self-defense, Malcolm X thought, was
moral and intelligent. At the same time, Mal-
colm X and others often overlooked the sec-
ond principle that characterized King’s notion
of love.

For King, love also required justice or the
practice of equality in all aspects of one’s life,
but the social practice of justice was especially
paramount in situations in which a person or
group held power over another. If justice was
not given freely, then love required that one
summon the courage to confront those in
power and demand justice. This confrontation,
for African American Christians, was primarily
nonviolent, although historically love of free-
dom and of one’s community has taken the
form of violent rebellion. An example is Nat
Turner’s revolt against slavery in 1831. Another
is the kind of Black Nationalism or African
emigration that African Methodist Episcopal
Bishop Henry McNeal Turner promoted in the
nineteenth century, in which African Ameri-
cans sought to return to Africa as a means of
obtaining freedom and autonomy. Regarding
the principles of violent rebellion and Black
Nationalism, King believed that both of these
positions were the result of an attitude of de-
feat. He believed that nonviolent activism was
the means to justice, and it required a belief that
white people who held power or committed
violence against African Americans could and
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would change if African Americans appealed
to their hearts and their sense of morality.

Although African Americans have champi-
oned and even embodied agape-love, African
American religions have at the same time not
generally been comfortable with eros-love.
One of the ways in which African American
religions have engaged the notion of eros is by
severely limiting the types of loving relation-
ships that they consider acceptable. For many
religious groups, especially the Black Church,
this has meant that same-sex relationships or
loving heterosexual relationships outside the
legally sanctioned ones would be prohibited,
or at least criticized as immoral. Some argue
that the inability of African American religious
groups to engage the subject of erotic love in
healthy ways stems both from religious ideas
that privilege the mental and spiritual over the
body, and from the historical experience of
racism and oppression in which African Amer-
icans’—and women’s—sexuality was defined
and regulated by white male ideals.

Many forms of Black Christianity focus on
things that are considered mental and “spiri-
tual,” often to the neglect or the negation of
those things that are bodily or fleshly—the
tradition has often privileged the mental and
spiritual over things that were natural and
bodily. Part of this is the result of adopting
a Christian tradition that has split the mind
and body into a hierarchical duality, one that
negates the body and bodily pleasures and pro-
motes instead a life of rational contemplation
on ‘“higher” religious ideas. These traditions
can be traced to the early Christian thought of
Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, who ad-
vocated an ascetic Christian life that was char-
acterized by self-denial, but the notion can be
traced even further to ancient Greek thought.
These same ideas that problematized eros were
also homophobic and misogynistic, in the
sense that women came to symbolize lust and
temptation—especially given that the leader-
ship hierarchies in most African American
churches tended to be overwhelmingly male,
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while the memberships were predominantly
female. This also exposed underlying issues
of power, domination, homophobia, and mi-
sogyny in African American culture at large.
African Americans’ religions have adopted
a philosophy of characteristically subjugating
women and often limiting them to inferior
positions within organizations, even though
they constitute large, even majority, member-
ship populations. Although in some cases this
philosophy is changing, these changes fall far
short of the equity and justice that have been a
hallmark of Black religious groups, especially
the Black Church, where it concerns racial is-
sues. African Americans have been vulnerable
to the type of philosophy and theology that
endows with privilege the concepts that are
considered mental and spiritual, in part due
to their ambivalent relationship with the white
community. For one, African Americans have
struggled with their own sense of identity and
with finding positive meaning with respect to
being black. At the same time, their desire for
the socioeconomic and religious advantages
that are associated with whiteness has led to
the adoption, as a measure of privilege, of such
ideas that are viewed as being associated with
whiteness, Europe, and European Americans.
In America, sexual and gender discourse
has historically been defined by white men. As
such, controlling sexual conversations became
a way to control Black bodies, reproduction,
and intimate relationships, and to suggest that
African Americans were inferior. Such dis-
courses have resulted in mythologies that
suggest, for example, that African Americans’
penises are larger than those of whites, and
also to degrade the intellectual capacities of
African Americans by inferring from these
stereotypes that African Americans are devel-
opmentally and intellectually not as human as
whites. Instead, pseudosciences like phrenol-
ogy and physiognomy tried to suggest that
African Americans were not only less rational
and moral, but also more voracious and aggres-
sive sexually and bodily. Unfortunately, African
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American churches have been inadequate in
responding to these forms of oppression. Per-
haps the Black Church has overcompensated
as a means of countering these notions and
made open discussions of sexuality taboo, par-
ticularly regarding gay and other than legally
sanctioned heterosexual relationships. This of-
ten expresses itself in an obvious discomfort
with issues of the flesh.

As a result, love in the Black Church as in
many African American religions is dichoto-
mous—agape and eros remain woefully sepa-
rate except under extremely controlled and
defined circumstances such as those found in
attitudes and teachings about heterosexual mar-
riages. For the most part, the Black Church re-
mains unable or perhaps unwilling to reconcile
the inconsistencies regarding its practice and
preaching about love. To some extent, the em-
phasis on justice and agape may veil the fear
and inadequate position on eros, allowing the
Black Church to compartmentalize the two
forms of love as virtually unrelated poles.
This continues to be a problem for which the
African American religion has been unable
to find an answer. Neither the Black Church
nor the Nation of Islam, or any other African
American religious communities such as the
Hebrew Israelites have been able to bridge the
vast gulf that exists between the perspectives
of social justice on the one hand and gender
and sexual equality on the other.

Love in African American religion remains
a critical issue—critical because agape and
eros for many people are two sides of the same
coin. They constitute two aspects of what it
means to be an authentic human being and, for
some, what it means to be an authentic religious
person. The uneasiness with which African
American religions address the erotic may
have deeper implications. For men, it may
have religious and ultimate significance when
one considers that the Divine is viewed as male
in many monotheistic religious traditions such
as Judaism and Christianity. This raises seri-
ous questions about the efficacy of religious
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traditions in the lives of communities they
wish to serve, considering that the love of God
may have homoerotic implications: for men to
love, worship, and serve a male God constitutes
a symbolic same-sex relationship. Failure to
deal with erotic love may ultimately prove
problematic for men, in this case African Amer-
ican men, who may unconsciously process the
conflict as contradictory. On the one hand,
erotic love between men is forbidden in African
American religions and in the Black Church.
On the other hand, erotic love, the desire to
unite with God, to be entered by “Him” through
worship, is indeed an unavoidable symbolic
homoerotic circumstance.

The notion of love in African American re-
ligion also brings to the fore issues of power
with respect to women. To that end, in a cul-
ture that bestows privilege on heterosexual re-
lationships, it seems likely that women, who
may invariably be seen as the “natural” com-
plimentarians or partners for males, may even
be seen as the natural partners and worshipers
of a male God. Perhaps it is this dynamic that
unconsciously motivates sexism and misogyny
in the Black Church. What does seem clear is
that the issues regarding eros-love among
human beings have significant religious impli-
cations. The fear or inability to address issues of
gender and sexuality—that is, erotic love—
may perpetually affect the ability of African
American religion to liberate and fully develop
all those in the communities it serves who look
to it for inspiration, guidance, and meaning.

Stephen C. Finley

See also Asceticism; Beloved Community; Eros;
Jesus; Marriage in Christianity; Social Justice
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African Religions

The cosmologies, religions, and spiritual tradi-
tions of Africa, a continent that includes more
than 50 sovereign nations, represent thousands
of linguistic groups and cultural communities
that have developed over tens of thousands of
years. Continental Africa is the locus of in-
digenous, vernacular expressions of the sacred
including divination, ancestor worship, super-
natural phenomena—particular forms of witch-
craft, for example—and pantheistic traditions,
among them the origins of contemporary
New World Vodun, Afro-Caribbean Santeria,
Brazilian Candomble, and Afro-Brazilian Um-
banda. African religious practice also includes
traditions that began outside of Africa, such as
Judaism (the Abuyudaya Jews of Uganda,
Ethiopian Jewry, and the Lemba people of
Zimbabwe who claim to be one of the lost
tribes of Israel), Christianity (beginning with
the New Testament conversion of the Ethiopian
eunuch in the Acts of the Apostles), and Islam
(beginning with the military campaigns of
General Amr ibn el-Asi who carried the Middle
Eastern religion to Alexandria, Egypt, in 639).
In addition, there are very small groups of
practicioners of Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Baha’i (Barrett, 2001). The forms that these
large, non-African religions have taken in-
volve syncretism in the Africanization of the
Abrahamic traditions as well as the Christian-
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Traditional Zulu engagement ceremony. (Gideon Mendel/Corbis)

ization and Islamicization of Africa. Traditional
indigenous religions have continued in both
inherited and new forms at the national and
regional levels; these have often mixed with
spiritual expressions from other sources to cre-
ate significant hybrids. The 1977 film, The
Long Search, traces the commingling of Chris-
tian and traditional religious elements within
the Zulu Zion churches of Southern Africa, an
interplay attested to and encouraged in a num-
ber of papal letters to African Bishops’ synods.

In addition to the outline and observance of
ritual and worship, some of the various tradi-
tions share, in different degrees, systems of cos-
mology, philosophy, dogma, doctrine, sacred
writings or oral expression, rules of community
engagement, and ethical practice. The latter
have to do with corporate as well as personal
action, including appropriate and ideal systems
of human interaction. Love in its myriad forms
—agape, philia, eros, the sacred, the communal,
and the patriotic—is one of the areas of human
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conduct present in several of these traditions
even as the very definition of “love” has un-
dergone metamorphoses as a result of colonial
histories. Much African literature has taken on
the intersections between and among religious
traditions and varying definitions and expres-
sions of love. There is an entire genre of African
fiction, for example, known as the “missionary
novel” that tackles such thorny issues as colo-
nization, miscegenation, deracination, the
death or continuity of culture, gender roles,
and legal proscription using the intersection of
love and religious expression as its thematic
vehicle. Insofar as love represents the phenom-
enon of encounter, writers can address multiple
layers of pleasure, genteel seduction, rape, and
prostitution—and the critique of some of these
activities by the religious establishment—as
an indirect way of interrogating the colonial
and neo-colonial adventures themselves.

The concept of romantic love probably
comes to mind first in considerations of the
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interaction between culture and religion with
regard to marked manifestations of passion.
Usually attributed to Christian and Western
colonization, romantic love has long been asso-
ciated with cultural imposition and disruption,
on the one hand, and an extra-utilitarian view
of human mating. However, some scholars
have called into question the axiom that ro-
mantic love is a Western construct and expe-
rience exported to other parts of the world,
differentiating between the presence of cul-
tural language for the actual experience of
passion and belief in the reliability of romantic
love as a determining factor in the selection of
a spouse (Jankowiak, 1992).

Anthropologist Geert Mommersteeg’s de-
tailed study, He Has Smitten Her to the Heart
with Love: The Fabrication of an Islamic Love-
Amulet in West Africa, traces in great detail the
creation of such an amulet with inscriptions in
Arabic from the Qur’an. It was believed that
such a charm could protect the beloved wearer
from danger. As Mommersteeg points out in
another essay two years later, however, Allah’s
words themselves are an amulet.

Specifically linking erotic love to the sym-
biosis of political and religious colonization in
Africareveals a good deal about cultural pres-
sure points, the processes of historical change
and transformation, the idiosyncratic transla-
tion, transmission, and reception of religious
dogma and ideology in individual countries
or among particular cultural groups; and the
eclecticism that characterizes the African con-
tinent. African authors, such as novelists Ngugi
wa Thiong’o and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,
discuss how the tensions between Christian
evangelization and African traditions impact
the expressions of love in indigenous commu-
nities. In Thiong’o’s work, indigenous bodily
modifications that mark women as mature
and beautiful to their communities are largely
condemned by both African and non-African
Christians, resulting in a religious and cultural
dilemma for women wanting to express com-
munity affiliation while remaining Christian
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(Thiong’o, 1965). Four decades later, Adichie’s
Purple Hibiscus recounts the experience of an-
other household of desiccating, spirit-killing
religiosity behind the frangipani trees in a
rigidly Catholic compound against the back-
drop of repressive political challenges in con-
temporary Nigeria (Adichie, 2003).

Students of African religion have pointed
to cultural practices regarding marriage as an
excellent ground for the study of inconsistent
colonial impositions of approved social polity,
African resistance strategies, and hybridiza-
tions of traditional and colonial practice. In
1910, the Protestant World Missionary Con-
ference at Edinburgh pinpointed a gradual, ini-
tially tolerant, critique of polygamy that reaches
“a crescendo of condemnation.” The meeting
minutes assert: “Our correspondents in Africa
view with unanimous intolerance conditions
of life which are not only unchristian, but are
at variance with the instinctive feelings of nat-
ural morality.” Polygamy is labeled “one of the
gross evils of heathen society which, like ha-
bitual murder or slavery, must at all costs be
ended” (Hastings, 1994). Some Christian pas-
tors refused baptism to practicing polygamists.
Others, concerned about the seeming concubi-
nage into which formerly licit wives and their
children were reduced, talked about polygamy
as a transitional step toward a monogamous
ideal that Lutheran theologians, including
Luther, could not defend as a scriptural pro-
scription. It is not unusual, among the edu-
cated elite in a nation such as Nigeria, for the
bride and groom to participate in “the white
wedding,” the Christian ceremony in church,
while observing the traditional inter-familial
religious rites of blessing and commitment.

The critique of a merely binary view of
Africa and Africans has been a staple of the
cultural production of so many national litera-
tures on the continent. There is Chinua Achebe’s
famous poetic caveat—“Beware soul brother /
of the lures of ascension day”—even as the text
expresses a willingness to dance the dances of
Passion Week if one goes to them with one’s
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own abia drums. Those who otherwise control
the song are both tone deaf and leaden-footed;
there is, moreover, an integral and indivisible
connection between and among “song,” “soil”
and “soul.” 1986 Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka
makes provocative comedy of the assumption
of easy divide in his sexually titillating play,
The Lion and the Jewel (1963). Using a prob-
lematic focus on the maidenhead of the young
Sidi, the schoolmaster, Lakunle, assumes that
he can easily best his contender, the old Bale—
Baroka. Amidst clever wordplay it is apparent
that tradition continues to retain potency.

Literal impotence can accompany a calcu-
lating misuse of religiously sanctioned sexual
contracts built on a blend of traditional polyg-
amous practice and Islamic law. The brilliant
novelist-turned-filmmaker, Ousmane Sembene,
tells, at first in novel form in Xala (1974) and
later in the 1975 film by the same name, the
story of an Islamic Senegalese businessman,
Aboucader, known as El Hadji, who decides to
take a third wife as a neo-colonial extension of
his financial holdings and social capital. The
young girl is a literal commodity; his selfish
acquisition of her results in a series of comedic
fumbles and his being cursed on his wedding
night with xala (impotence). Working within
the genre of satire, Sembene’s work is political
commentary writ large, as El Hadji undergoes
a series of absurd and comedic “treatments” in
order to restore his sexual power. In the final
moments of the film he is literally covered
by the multicolored spittle of the community
beggars.

There are certain kinds of loves that can
lead to alienation. In The Ambiguous Adven-
ture (1961), Cheikh Hamidou Kane’s classic
study of the young Senegalese Qur’anic scholar
forcibly turned into a student of philosophy at
the Sorbonne, is one case in point. Sambo Di-
allo, a member of the Diallobe aristocracy, is
the most intellectually gifted of the students of
the Prophet. French colonist-educators, recog-
nizing those gifts of mind, are instrumental in
a change of the focus of study; Sambo himself

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

African Religions | 41

becomes attracted to the scientific method. He
eventually journeys to Paris to deepen his un-
derstanding and appreciation of French philos-
ophy. Such interrogation in the agnostic milieu
of the French academy queries Sambo’s Is-
lamic faith and practice. He can not belong to
France or to Senegal, but recognizes that “I
have become the two.” The text itself becomes
noticeably less lyrical and more analytic, as if
the language itself represents the intellectual
and affective processes of change Sambo him-
self experiences. Winner of the 1962 Grand
Prix de I’ Afrique Noir, the novel ends with
the death of the protagonist as he disparages
prayer. As his life ebbs from him, the lyric
beauty of the text returns and the reader is left
with a number of unanswerable questions about
the value of the colonial enterprise.

Very often the matter of love—in its various
forms—is the vehicle for such complex philo-
sophical explorations. Using satire in one of
Francophone Africa’s funniest exemplars of the
missionary novel, Cameroonian Mongo Beti
(pen name for Alexandre Biyidi) tells the story
of Essazam Village where, in the space of a
few minutes in 1948, an apparently dying Chief
is baptized by his over-zealous Aunt Yosifa.
When the Chief recovers, the immediate ques-
tion is whether or not it is baptism that is re-
sponsible for the miracle; he does not want to
take any chances. In King Lazarus (1971),
Chief Essomba Mendouga decides that he
must change his life in order to live in accor-
dance with the religious and ethical practices
of the new religion. A polygamist until the bap-
tism, the Chief makes the pious choice to fol-
low monogamy as the husband of his youngest
wife, thereby declaring the other twenty-two
concubines without the protection of social
status and financial stability for themselves or
their children. The world erupts into mutiny and
the text into the merciless philosophical and
linguistic play of irreverence. Le Guen, the
ardent missionary-priest, is described accord-
ingly: “His long beard was full of leaves and
other vegetable matter; his shoes clogged with
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grey mud. Every few yards he rested. He
dragged an enormous stem of bananas, possibly
heavier than the cross at Golgotha.”

A renaissance 1in attention to African tradi-
tional religions has been both substantive and
methodological. As Noel Q. King pointed out
almost 40 years ago in Christian and Muslim
in Africa, contemporary African “theologians
are seeking to understand what African Tradi-
tional Religions, through exorcisms and the
treatment of psychosomatic disease, are trying
to tell Christians.” One of the most public ex-
amples of this yoking of the traditional with
the highly structured metropolitan religion of
the colonial encounter is in the case of the
excommunicated, former Catholic Bishop of
Lusaka, Emmanuel Milingo. Censured for the
use of faith healing and condemned by some
of his critics as a practitioner of witchcraft,
Milingo was pressured into resigning his epis-
copal post. His own perspective on African-
ized Christianity also involved the matter of
love with regard to the “discipline,” as he in-
dicated, rather than the “dogma” of mandatory
clerical celibacy. The excommunication of
Bishop Milingo, himself a married man, fol-
lowed on the heels of his 2006 ordination of
four other married men as bishops. In Zambia,
the Movement for Married Priests, founded by
the excommunicated bishop, has encouraged
married clergy—as of the summer of 2007—
to celebrate the Mass in public settings.

In that contemporary public realm, there
are restrictions on some kinds of perform-
ance associated with the erotic. Popular cul-
ture, represented, for example, by Afropop,
has to bow, in some places, to formal censor-
ship. The government of Egypt insists on the
approval by official censors of pop songs
before they are marketed, while Algerian
artists and producers face death sentences for
candid lyrics about alcohol consumption or
erotic love.

A controversial employment of love at the
opposite end of a continuum yoking agape and
eros was the heavily Christianized Truth and
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Reconciliation Commission, the brain child of
former South African President Nelson Man-
dela and Anglican Archbishop Desmond Tutu.
With the intent of forestalling a bloodbath
easily enough precipitated by long generations
of repression, torture, and state-sponsored
murder, the two South African leaders hoped
to create a permanent record of the atrocities
of the apartheid regime and to move the nation
a generation early toward reconciliation. Re-
deploying an ancient African word, “ubuntu,”
the Archbishop Emeritus describes its charged
meaning in the contemporary moment. “Afri-
cans have this thing called ubuntu,” he main-
tains. “It is about the essence of being human;
it is part of the gift that Africa will give the
world. It embraces hospitality, caring about
others, being able to go the extra mile for the
sake of others. ... We believe that my hu-
manity is caught up, bound up, inextricably
with yours.” One of the most moving demon-
strations of this way of seeing has been the
renowned work of TRC Commissioner and
clinical psychologist, Pumla Gobodo-Madik-
izela, in A Human Being Died That Night
(2003). While there are differences in under-
standing among the Abrahamic communities
of faith about what constitutes forgiveness and
whether or not forgiveness can be given by
anyone other than the injured party, the com-
passionate appeal to ubuntu has a continental
resonance.

Linda-Susan Beard

See also Ancestors; Marriage in Christianity;
Marriage in Islam
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Agape

See African American Religion; Altruistic
Love; Beloved Community; Divine Love in
Christianity; Emotions; Envy; Saints in Chris-
tianity; Song of Songs; Unconditional Love

Ahavah

An examination of the term 7278 (ahavah)—
the Hebrew cognate noun for love in the Bible
—vprovides a foundation for comprehending
the unique qualities of the notion in Judaism.
Unlike Christian and Greek literature that of-
fer a linguistic distinction between agape
(spiritual) and eros (physical) love, the term
ahavah ranges in meaning from sensuous to
spiritual love.
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Whereas other biblical nouns and verbs
convey a particular type of love, such as 7o
(hesed) which often designates kindness and
loyalty, or pwn (hesheq), which denotes desire
or passion, 27X (ahv, verb) is employed in a
wide variety of social, political, and spiritual
contexts. Ahv and ahavah (noun) occur over
200 times in biblical narratives and poetry.
They convey notions of attachment, passion,
affection, preference, loyalty, and yearning.

The first employment of the root ahv refers
to Abraham’s love for Isaac when God com-
mands Abraham to sacrifice his beloved son
Isaac: “Take your son, your only one, whom
you love (asher ahavta), nang K Isaac . ..”
(Genesis 22:2). Other examples of parental
love expressed with the verb ahv include Ja-
cob’s love for Joseph (Genesis 37:3; 44:20),
Isaac’s love for Esau, and Rebecca’s love for
Jacob (Genesis 25:28).

Denoting affection and loyalty in the Bible,
the active participle ohev, (literally “lover”)
signifies a deep bond of friendship. A primary
example of affectionate friendship is the rela-
tionship between David and Jonathan. Their
love is expressed by David as he mourned the
death of Jonathan: “My brother Jonathan, you
were most pleasant to me; your love to me
was wonderful, surpassing the love of women”
(2 Samuel 1:26). The comparative statement in
which a friend is called 2mX (ohev) and is
praised as “more devoted than a brother”
(Proverbs 18:24) evokes the devotion of a true
friend.

The root ahv is often employed to describe
a man’s feelings for a particular woman prior
to marriage (Genesis 29:18, 20; 1 Samuel
18:20), or the positive feelings of a husband
toward a wife (Genesis 24:67; 29:30, 32;
Judges 14:16; 16:15; 1 Samuel 1:5; Proverbs
5:19; Ecclesiastes 9:9; 2 Chronicles 11:21).

Ahv is also used to describe passionate love
outside of marriage, as a selection of narra-
tives identified as the Court History of David
indicates (Van Seters 1987, 121-124). Epi-
sodes of passionate love of a man for a woman
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are juxtaposed with death, either of the lover
or the woman’s husband. An example of the
tragic consequence of passionate love is
David’s attraction to Bathsheba, which ends
with David’s orchestration of her husband’s
death. Another case of death as the revenge
against a lover turned rapist is Amnon’s love
for his half-sister Tamar; this love is turned
into hate and results in his murder at the hands
of her brother Absalom (2 Samuel 2:8—4:12;
9-20; and 1 Kings 1-2). In most cases of mar-
ital love, men are depicted in the active role as
loving their wife, whereas women are de-
scribed in passive terms as being loved, except
for rare occasions: “And Rebecca loves Jacob”
(Genesis 25:28) and, “And Michal, daughter
of Saul, loved him [David]” (1 Samuel 18:28).

A prominent feature of ahv in the Bible
is its role in the commandments. The verb
ahav is integral to the commandments to love
God, the neighbor, and the stranger. All three
commandments employ the verb ve-ahavta—
literally, “and you shall love.” The command-
ment to love the neighbor is articulated as
Ve-ahavta Le’racha kamocha, wherein the verb
ve-ahavta is followed with the preposition /e,
meaning fo or for, which according to rabbinic
commentary suggests not only an emotional
stance but also deeds.

The commandment to love the stranger
states, “Ve-ahavtem (And you shall love [plural])
the stranger, for you were strangers in the land
of Egypt” (Deuteronomy 10:19). The com-
mandment to love God is articulated in the
following terms: “Ve-ahavta (And you shall
love) the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your might”
(Deuteronomy 6:5). These commandments are
interpreted by the rabbis as demanding not
only loving emotions but also appropriate ac-
tions. This emphasis on deed is commonly un-
derstood as the primary means of fulfilling the
love commandments.

Perhaps the most frequent context of love
in the Bible is the ongoing personal and re-
ciprocal relationship of God and Israel. In
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Deuteronomy 7:7-8, it is stated, “It is not be-
cause you are the most numerous of peoples
that God chashak (passionately desired) and
chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of
people—it was because of meh-ahavat (God’s
love) . . . and the oath He swore to your fathers
that God took you out with a mighty hand and
released you from the house of slavery, from
the hand of Pharaoh, king of the Egyptians.”
God’s love in this verse is described as a free
choice and justified on the basis of the Abra-
hamic covenant. Abraham’s love for God
contributed to Israel’s election. Abraham is
addressed in the possessive form, ohabhi (my
lover), and Israel’s status as Abraham’s de-
scendent is inferred (Isaiah 41:8).

Divine love for Israel is reciprocated and
dependent upon Israel’s love for God: “And
now Israel, what does the Lord your God re-
quest from you? Only to revere the Lord your
God, to walk in all His ways, to love Him, and
to serve the Lord your God with all your heart
and all your soul” (Deuteronomy 10:12).

This motif of reciprocal love is seen in in-
terpretations of the Shir Ha-shirim (Song of
Songs) that are both physical and spiritual, lit-
eral and metaphorical. The Song of Songs is at
once a celebration of young love of a man and
a woman and, according to rabbinic and philo-
sophic interpretations, an expression of the
love between Israel and God. The eight chap-
ters are permeated with depictions of physical
beauty of the lovers and of the land of Israel.
The mood and tone of the poems that comprise
the Song of Songs exude erotic desire and pas-
sion for consummation and union. The noun
ahava and related verb occur seventeen times
in the song, and numerous other verbs and
nouns are employed to convey the dynamics of
the couple’s desire and love for each other.

The woman’s voice and her passionate love
for her lover are prominent. This is in contrast
with other books in the Bible wherein explicit
references to women’s desires are rare. Here,
she initiates the dialogue with the following
statement: “May he kiss me with the kisses
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of his mouth, for your love is better than wine
(Song of Songs 1:2). Her yearnings for her
lover and the pleasures and pains of her love
echo throughout the Song of Songs as she
refers to herself as “love sick” (2:5). At the
same time, the male lover reciprocates: “You
have captured my heart, my sister, my bride. . . .
How sweet is your love, my sister, my bride”
(4:9-10).

The Song of Songs depicts an abundance of
wisdom regarding love, both implicitly and
explicitly. The warning against rushing to
consummate love is proclaimed periodically
in verses such as “Do not wake or arouse love
until it is desired” (Song of Songs 2:7). The last
chapter contains one of the most profound re-
flections about the power of love, not only in
the Bible but in the history of literature: “Love
is strong as death. . . . Many waters cannot
quench love, neither can the floods drown it; if
a man would give all the wealth of his house
for love, he would be utterly scorned” (8:6-7).

It is not surprising then that Rabbi Shimon
bar Yohai concluded that ahavah mekalkelet
et hashurah (Love impairs common sense)
(Genesis Rabbah 55:8). Despite the positive
and rewarding aspects of love affirmed by nu-
merous textual sources, this counsel about the
perils of love must also be seen as contributing
to the wisdom of love.

Yudit Kornberg Greenberg

See also Akiva ben Yosef; Commandments to
Love; Desire; Divine Love in Judaism; Fear
and Love in Judaism; Fragrance in the Song
of Songs; Hebrew Bible; Liturgy in Judaism;
Love of Neighbor in Judaism; Philosophical
Allegory in the Song of Songs; Rabbinic Ju-
daism; Sacrifice in Judaism; Song of Songs
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Akiva ben Yosef

Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef (50-135 CE) was a
Talmudic sage known for his life and teach-
ings of love. According to the Talmudic ac-
count, his life with his wife Rachel was a model
of romantic love and self-sacrifice. Living apart
from each other for more than two decades,
Rabbi Akiva finally fulfilled his love pledge to
her, becoming a great sage and acquiring many
students.

Rabbi Akiva is known for “rescuing” the
Song of Songs from oblivion, giving human
culture one of its finest and most profound
works of love. The Song of Songs differs
fundamentally from every other text in the
Prophets and Writings. It lacks religious or
nationalist content, and God’s name does not
appear in it. It is a poem in praise of human
love between man and woman. The words of
Rabbi Akiva during the debate in the San-
hedrin regarding the status of the Song are
remembered and quoted most often, becoming
firmly established in historical memory as hav-
ing determined the significance of the Song of
Songs: “for the entire world was never so wor-
thy as on the day on which the Song of Songs
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was given to Israel, since all of scripture is
holy, and the Song of Songs is holy of holies!”
(Mishna Yadaym 3:5).

Those rabbis who supported the status of
Song of Songs as scripture, Rabbi Akiva fore-
most among them, did so not because of any
esoteric significance or inferences hidden
within the text—of which the majority of
readers would not be aware in any case—but
because they believed that love is the most
sublime manifestation of the human experi-
ence. They believed in the ideal of human love
as the greatest expression of the bond between
man and God. The love of the Jewish People
for God, of man for God, is not a different kind
of love, but the same love that exists between
man and woman. Rabbi Akiva brought love
into the sanctum sanctorum and created a
hierarchy of holiness, with love between man
and woman as depicted in the Song of Songs,
at its highest level. All other levels of holiness
flow from this holy of holies, draw upon it, and
are defined in relation to it. As he stated, “Had
the Torah not been given, the Song of Songs
would have been worthy to guide the world”
(Agadat Shir Hashirim, 5).

The Halakhic rulings of Rabbi Akiva
demonstrated how the sage of love did not
merely conceive abstract ideas, but applied
his principles to daily life through his legal
decisions—as in overturning the first sages’
decree prohibiting a woman’s adornment and
use of cosmetics while in a state of menstrual
impurity. In Rabbi Akiva’s eyes, the value of
maintaining harmony within the marriage and
sustaining the constant attraction between hus-
band and wife justified even the risk that the
husband might commit the grave sin of “lying
with her that is unclean.” Rabbi Akiva estab-
lished clear Halakhic guidelines for marriage
based on compatibility and harmony between
partners. He ruled that one must not marry
without love, not only because of the likeli-
hood that the marriage would fail, but also be-
cause it was prohibited to place oneself in
circumstances that would lead to hating a fel-
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low human being. In his lenient approach to
divorce, Rabbi Akiva viewed the marriage
relationship as an expression of harmony and
love. His sensitivity to the need to nurture and
safeguard love—also reflected in his Halakhic
rulings—was not only a necessary condition
for sustaining marriage and the marriage
bond, but the very essence of that bond. It thus
followed that if there was no longer any love
between the partners, there was no point in
maintaining the framework. The essence of
marriage, in Rabbi Akiva’s eyes, was love and
harmony. He formulated the principles of mar-
ital harmony and declared that perfection can
only be achieved through marriage, through
the “union” of two—perfection not merely of
the union itself, but a state of harmony charac-
terized by a connection with the spiritually
sublime, evoking the presence and involve-
ment of the Divine Spirit (Shekhinah), and
sustaining itself by that presence.

In a discussion concerning the imperative
from which all morality derives, Rabbi Akiva
asserted that “love thy neighbor as thyself” is
the greatest principle in the Torah and the ba-
sis of socialization (Sifra, Kedoshim 2). The
ability to love another required that one first
love oneself. Love of self can develop in two
possible ways. One can allow the ego to take
control of the man—such love tends to burn
itself out; or one can love others, exercising
responsibility toward them, performing act of
kindness for them—such interpersonal rela-
tions eventually develop into love for all hu-
man beings created in God’s image. “Love thy
neighbor” strengthens oneself and love of
oneself provides a solid basis, a mainstay, for
love of others. Socialization based upon “love
thy neighbor” is in fact a system of love ties
between people and oneself that sustains and
strengthens each one.

The sage of love gave his final lesson on the
philosophy of love at the moment of his exe-
cution on the Jewish Day of Atonement. The
Roman Governor of Palestine decreed his
death because Rabbi Akiva defied a ban on the

1-800-368-6868



public study of Torah. His students—who dur-
ing the years of their studies had learned from
him that suffering was beloved—were unable
to come to terms with his death. They watched
his execution with admiration, deep sorrow,
and anxiety at the imminent separation from
their beloved teacher. Rabbi Akiva explained
to his students the meaning of his death: “All
my days I grieved at the words ‘with all thy
soul.”” Rabbi Akiva knew that man cannot fully
observe love’s most important commandment
—to love God—and for this he grieved all his
life. “And now that the opportunity presents
itself will I not fulfill 1t?” Nothing can com-
pare to doing the right thing—in affording ul-
timate meaning to something that is in this
case the ultimate moment of life—"“with all
thy soul (Deuteronomy 6:5)—even when it is
taken from you!”

At that very moment, his life was taken as
he fulfilled the commandment to accept the
yoke of heaven and love God: “He drew out
[the word] ‘one’ (ehad) until his soul departed
on ‘one.”” With all the strength in his body,
with all the force of his spirit, with immeasur-
able love of God, he devoted his final breath to
“one”: “And thou shall love the Lord thy God
with all your heart, and with all your soul, and
with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5).

Naftali Rothenberg

See also Commandments to Love; Divorce in
Judaism; Fragrance in the Song of Songs;
Hebrew Bible; Love of Neighbor in Judaism;
Marriage in Judaism; Rabbinic Judaism; Song
of Songs
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Altruistic Love

The dialogue between science and religion on
the nature of unselfish love has the potential
to increase the practical and conceptual under-
standing of those individuals who live lives
devoted to the service of all humanity without
exception. This dialogue inevitably engages
scientific research on human altruism and on
the emotion of love from the perspectives of
evolution, human development, positive psy-
chology, neurology, epidemiology, cultural
anthropology, and sociology. This dialogue
must also focus on divine love as experienced
and described by human agents, as implicit in
physics and cosmology, and as theologically
conceptualized. Only such a comprehensive
approach can legitimately engage the religious
traditions and elevate the scientific range of
investigation.

Pitirim A. Sorokin (1889-1968) of Harvard
University pioneered this dialogue by found-
ing the Harvard Research Center in Creative
Altruism in 1948 with support from Eli Lilly.
Sorokin focused on the ways in which religious
rituals and practices enhance human altruistic
tendencies centered on a common humanity,
rather than on some fragment of the species.
He asserted that religious altruism could be
destructive when it is limited to in-group loy-
alties at the exclusion of outsiders. Sorokin
posited a “supraconscious” divine love energy
as an explanation for the remarkably generous
lives of saints. A profoundly creative thinker,
Sorokin’s integrative endeavor is continued
today through the Institute for Research on
Unlimited Love, inspired and supported by Sir
John Templeton and the Templeton Foundation
(www.unlimitedloveinstitute.org).
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Altruism is a modern sociological term that
was intended to include all “other-regarding”
behaviors, and to supersede all theological
categories for generous love. In recent years—
largely under the distorting influence of evo-
lutionary biology—the term has increasingly
been narrowed to include only those actions
that either result in losses to, or at best no ben-
efits to, the agent. This interpretation precludes
the many generous activities of everyday life
in which agents feel fulfilled and delighted to
be of service to others in ways that are psycho-
logically beneficial. This “new” altruism re-
quires not only a valid disinterest in
reciprocation or reputational gain, but also a
denial of any beneficial unintended by-prod-
ucts such as deeper well-being and happiness.
If selfishness is defined so widely as to include
such unintended satisfactions, then there is a
need for more of it, rather than less. Such a
broad definition of selfishness makes dialogue
with religions almost impossible for, as
William Scott Green has argued persuasively,
all the major world religions teach that loving
others unselfishly does bring happiness on
earth and in eternity for the agent.

Unselfish love, rooted in naturally evolved
benevolent propensities, to degrees enhanced
and expanded by the grace of divine love, is
always a source of fulfillment and happiness.
In the Buberian shift from “I-It” relations, in
which one relates to others only insofar as they
contribute to one’s own agendas, to “I-Thou”
relations of respect, there is still an “I”"—and a
more fulfilled “I.” A life of love is a blessed
life, and one that does offer benefits both in
this life and the next. Altruism, if defined as
precluding these unintended side effects, is
so contrary to the universal human quest for
happiness that it cannot be taken seriously at a
phenomenological level. Altruism is a useful
concept if it is defined only to preclude moti-
vations such as reciprocal or reputational gain,
but not the actor’s feeling happier and more
satisfied with life in the afterglow of genuine
kindness—the so-called helper’s high.
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John M. Templeton’s study (2000) captures
the paradoxical benefits of a life lived in love
with a provocative title: Pure Unlimited Love:
An Eternal Creative Force and Blessing Taught
by All Religions. A book edited by Jacob
Neusner and Bruce Chilton (2005) explores
canonical statements of Judaism, Christianity,
Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and other tradi-
tions. It concludes that while world religions
all encourage benevolence, charity, compas-
sion, and the like, the contemporary scientific
notion of altruism cannot account for these
values in their religious contexts. Indeed, al-
truism is deemed as irrelevant to, or in tension
with, the major religious traditions.

Another limit of the term altruism is that al-
truistic actions need have nothing to do with
the affective state of generous being that is
commonly associated with love by the reli-
gions. Altruistic actions can be driven by an
innate rescue impulse; by a dutiful sense of
the special duties associated with a particular
profession; or by rational appeals to a shared
humanity in the Kantian sense. Religions gen-
erally emphasize an affective state of palpable
love in which the existence of the other be-
comes at least as important and real as one’s
own being, and a spiritual transformation in
which the actor participates in divine love. Vir-
tually all models of spiritual transformation
involve an experience of awe shaped by a vast
divine energy of love—one that resets the
emotional orientation of the self toward an
affirmation of others, and through which the
actor discovers a deeper and more fulfilled self
as an unintended by-product. Thus, dialogue
between science and religion is enhanced by
reference to a specific form of altruism—
altruistic love.

Altruistic love is a concept coined by Soro-
kin, who was keenly aware of the tension be-
tween altruism in the social sciences, and love
in the religions of the world. His 1954 classic,
The Ways and Power of Love (reprinted 2002),
remains a fundamental starting point for dia-
logue between science and religion.
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Sorokin developed a measure of love that
involves five aspects, and this construct has
formed the baseline for most social-scientific
measuring tools. Love that scores high in all
or most aspects, he asserted, is most plausibly
divinely inspired. The first aspect of love is
intensity. Low-intensity love involves minor
actions such as relinquishing a bus seat for
another’s comfort; high-intensity love, by con-
trast, engages elevated levels of time, energy,
and resources on the agent’s part. Sorokin did
not see the range of intensity as scalar—that is,
research cannot indicate “how many times
greater a given intensity is than another”
(Sorokin 2002, 15), but it is possible to see
“which intensity is really high and which low,
and sometimes even to measure it” (Sorokin
2002,15).

The second aspect of love is extensivity:
“The extensivity of love ranges from the zero
point of love of oneself only, up to the love of
all mankind, all living creatures, and the whole
universe. Between the minimal and maximal
degrees lies a vast scale of extensivities: love
of one’s own family, or a few friends, or love
of the groups one belongs to—one’s own clan,
tribe, nationality, nation, religious, occupa-
tional, political, and other groups and asso-
ciations” (Sorokin 2002, 16). Sorokin had
immense respect for family love and friend-
ships, but he clearly thought that people of
great love lean outward toward all humanity
without exception, and that truly great lovers
inspire others to do the same. He understood
human beings to have pronounced tendencies
toward insular group love, and he argued that
religion at its best moves agents beyond their
insularities to humanity and even all life. Of
course he recognized the psychological need
for “special relationships” of proximity, and
did not believe that that necessarily results in
callousness to outsiders. A Russian Orthodox
Christian, Sorokin was interested in how par-
ticular religious communities can generate love
for the neediest and the distant. As an example
of the widest extensivity, he offers St. Francis,

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

Alrruistic Love | 49

who seemed to have a love of “the whole uni-
verse (and of God)” (Sorokin 2002, 16).

The third aspect of love is duration, which
“may range from the shortest possible moment
to years or throughout the whole life of an in-
dividual or of a group” (Sorokin 2002, 16). A
noble fireman may save a comrade in a mo-
ment of heroism, but this contrasts with a
family caregiver who for years provides ten-
der care to an ill parent, spouse, or child. Ro-
mantic love, which Sorokin did not extol, is for
the most part of short duration, and unreliable.

Sorokin’s fourth aspect of love is purity.
Pure love is characterized as affection for an-
other that is entirely free of egoistic motivation
—even if it brings a sense of fulfillment as
a by-product. Pleasure, advantage, or profit
from inferior forms of motivation will result in
love of short duration. Pure love, love that is
truly disinterested and asks for nothing in return,
even though it will paradoxically bring happi-
ness, represents the highest form of emotion.

Last, there is the adequacy of love. There
is much indulgent and dotingly unwise love
in the world. Love can be deeply pure and
enduring but have adverse objective conse-
quences, as in having reared a pampered and
spoiled child. Wise love includes discipline
and the nurturing of noble purposes. Success-
ful love is effective, educated, informed, and
constructive—it requires elevated instrumen-
tal rationality.

For Sorokin, these five aspects of altruism
formed the bases for its measurement. Sorokin
held that the noblest lives of love approximate
or achieve “the highest possible place, denoted
by 100 in all five dimensions,” while persons
“neither loving nor hating would occupy a po-
sition near zero” (Sorokin 2002, 19). He con-
sidered Gandhi’s love to be high in all aspects.

Sorokin focused on the love of figures such
as Jesus, Al Hallaj, Damien the Leper, and
Gandhi. He asked himself how these exem-
plars came to be what they were, and he be-
lieved that individuals might someday know
enough about the techniques of such love to
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manifest it. Yet in the end, Sorokin argued that
such figures point to potential human partici-
pation in a love energy that defines God. He
hypothesized an inflow of love from a higher
source that far exceeds that of human beings.
In his view, the most probable hypothesis for
them (and in a much slighter degree for a much
larger group of smaller altruists and good
neighbors) is that an inflow of love comes from
an intangible, little-studied, possibly supra-
empirical source called “God,” the “Godhead,”
the “Soul of the Universe,” the “Heavenly
Father.” (Sorokin 2002, 26). As evidence,
Sorokin resorts to radical empiricism—the
legacy of human experience. Specifically, he
refers to all the martyrs of love who, when sur-
rounded by adversity, call out to a higher pres-
ence in the universe.

Sorokin was a scientific optimist, hoping
that enhanced understanding might unlock the
“enormous power of creative love” (Sorokin
2002, 48). Doing so could stop aggression and
enmity, contribute to vitality and longevity,
curb mental illness, sustain creativity in the
individual and in social movements, and pro-
vide the only sure foundation for ethical life:

If unselfish love does not extend over the
whole of mankind, if it is confined within
one group—a given family, tribe, nation,
race, religious denomination, political
party, trade union, caste, social class or
any part of humanity—such in-group al-
truism tends to gemerate an out-group
antagonism. And the more intense and
exclusive the in-group solidarity of its
members, the more unavoidable are the
clashes between the group and the rest of
humanity (Sorokin 2002, 459, italics in
original).

In-group exclusivism has “killed more
human beings and destroyed more cities and
villages than all the epidemics, hurricanes,
storms, floods, earthquakes, and volcanic erup-
tions taken together. It has brought upon
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mankind more suffering than any other catas-
trophe” (Sorokin 2002, 461). What is needed,
argues Sorokin, is enhanced extensivity.
Sorokin placed his faith in science: “Sci-
ence can render an inestimable service to this
task by inventory of the known and invention
of the new effective techniques of altruistic en-
noblement of individuals, social institutions,
and culture. Our enormous ignorance of love’s
properties, of the efficient ways of its produc-
tion, accumulation, and distribution, of the
efficacious ways of moral transformation has
been stressed many times in this work™ (Soro-
kin 2002, 477). Science can guide humanity
toward the supreme good of “sublime love,
unbounded in its extensivity, maximal in its in-
tensity, purity, duration and adequacy” (Sorokin
2002, 485). It is certainly right to hope, with
Sorokin, that progress in knowledge about love
can move humanity forward to a better future.

Stephen G. Post

See also Love of Neighbor in Buddhism; Love of
Neighbor in Christianity; Love of Neighbor in
Hinduism; Love of Neighbor in Islam; Love
of Neighbor in Judaism; Unconditional Love
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Ancestors

Ancestors function as official guardians of
the social and moral order of a culture inso-
far as they constitute the basic categories
of moral and legal thought by rising above
transitory human life. This invests them with
sacred significance. A cross-cultural study of
the history of religions reveals that deceased
ancestors evolved into a religious cult. This
practice can be discovered among African
societies, Native American Indians, Hindus,
Chinese religions, and numerous other cul-
tures. Ancestor cults share some common fea-
tures that represent a set of attitudes, beliefs,
and practices connected with deified, deceased
persons with whom survivors are biologically
linked.

An ancestor cult should not be confused
with worship of the dead. The Chinese ances-
tor cult involves two parts—mortuary rites im-
mediately following death, and sacrificial rites
that perpetuate a long-term relationship be-
tween the living and the dead. Chinese mortu-
ary rites (sang i) are performed for the benefit
and salvation of the soul, announcing the death
to the proper governing authority in the under-
world, which facilitates admittance of the soul
into the spirit world. Additional activities de-
signed to ensure a safe and speedy journey for
the soul include dressing the corpse; putting
money into its mouth; placing personal effects
in the coffin; scattering paper money at the
head of the funeral procession to ward off evil
spirits; and burning of personal belongings of
the deceased for use in the next world. Wealthy
families performed religious services every
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seventh day for seven weeks after a death. In
traditional Hindu culture, rice balls were of-
fered to ancestors along with a service that was
as complex as the Chinese rites.

At the same time that such rites are being
performed, ancestors are distinguished from
the high gods of particular cultures. Ancestors
are regarded as heads and parts of families or
communities, even though they are no longer
living. Ancestors function as spiritual super-
intendents of family affairs, continue to take
an active interest in the family, and retain their
social titles after their death. Ancestor worship
1s rooted in domesticity, kinship, familial rela-
tions, and social institutions. It’s a lineage cult
in which the oldest son is mainly responsible
for perpetuating the rites, chiefly because he
replaces his departed father in the social struc-
ture. Ancestor worship presupposes the com-
memoration of ancestors by name—an ancestor
receives worship from descendents that is di-
rected specifically to him or her.

Once people die, they must be re-estab-
lished in the family and lineage through ritu-
als, because death represents a symbolic break
with the family deriving from the deceased’s
absence. The dead do not receive these rites
until they manifest themselves in the life of
their descendants. The reinstatement of the de-
ceased establishes their relevance for society.

Among the Dogon of Africa, the dead are
considered impure by the very fact of their
death. They believe that death disperses one’s
vital force, and this dislocation constitutes the
impurity of death. Being impure, the dead cre-
ate disorder, which serves as a warning to the
living that the dead are appealing to the living
to regularize their status. The Dogon believe
that millet beer plays an important part in a
ritual to establish order, because a force of an
ancestor impregnates the beer, giving it its
intoxicating powers—the dead introduce dis-
order into the beer, which excites the drinker.
Through this cult practice centered on beer, the
impure deceased are transformed into living
ancestors.
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By comparison, the Chinese perform peri-
odic sacrifices at the home and ancestral
temple. These rites—which include praying;
offering food and drink; burning incense,
candles, and paper money; and kowtowing,
or kneeling with head bent low to touch the
ground three to nine times—are more elabo-
rate on the anniversary death day, festival
days, and the first and fifteenth days of the
month. Once the departed are incorporated
into the ancestor cult, they behave in ways ex-
pected of them and permitted to them in the
cult. Their behavior as ancestors is irrespective
of their prior earthly character. A devoted fa-
ther may become an ancestor who is the source
of illness and misfortune, which suggests that
ancestors are unpredictable and often capri-
cious—though they only intervene where they
have authority. Where they do have authority,
ancestors may punish descendants. The Apache
of the American Southwest believe that an-
cestors can inflict ghost sickness, owl sick-
ness, or darkness sickness. In owl sickness, the
deceased returns in the shape of an owl. The
symptoms of the sickness include an irregular
heartbeat, a choking sensation, faintness,
trembling, weeping, and headache—all symp-
toms associated with experiences of fright.

Ancestors have a particular sphere of con-
cern that is usually focused on the personal
morality of the living and their adherence to
public norms—they share an important rela-
tionship with the living, because they owe the
departed obedience, economic service, and re-
spect. Among the Lo Dagaa of West Africa, a
person must return to their ancestors a portion
of any wealth acquired by inheritance from
them, so heirs must appease them through pe-
riodic sacrifices of livestock. The relationship
between the deceased and living can be crucial
for the personal destiny and fortune of the liv-
ing because of the deceased’s power to shield
the living from evil and misfortune. According
to the Lovedu, a Bantu society, a witch cannot
kill a person without the consent of an ances-
tor, and medicines can be ineffectual without
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the cooperation of ancestors. Concurrently, the
living can appeal to ancestors for good crops,
fertility, good fortune, and success in life.

Although an intimate relationship exists
between ancestors and descendants, some cul-
tures hold that ancestors also have an inde-
pendent existence—a kind of afterlife mode
of existence. The Ashanti of Africa and the
Mende of Sierra Leone believe in a world of
spirits where all ancestors live a life similar to
that on earth. Chinese descendants hire Taoist
or Buddhist priests to chant scriptures to help
spirits travel to the happy land of the Western
Heaven, and they have services performed to
help souls pass through the ten courts of judg-
ment in the underworld.

In many cultures, ancestors are symboli-
cally represented—such as in the practices
of the Ashanti lineages, wherein a blackened
stool functions as a shrine of its ancestors and
on which descendants make offerings of food
and drink. Among the Hopi of Southwestern
America, kachina masks are used to represent
ancestors. The term kachina is derived from
ka (respect) and china (spirit). This spirit can
assume the forms of spirits of the dead, or spir-
its of minerals, plants, animals, clouds, rain,
and stars. These invisible forces of life func-
tion as intermediaries and messengers that live
on the earth for six months and manifest them-
selves in physical form by participating in fer-
tility rites. Hopi males wear kachina masks to
impersonate the spirits to the extent of losing
their personal identities and becoming imbued
with the spirits they represent. By virtue of the
masks, the chief kachinas are invested with
power, and they are ceremonially fed and pre-
served by members of the cult—who must ob-
serve certain rules when wearing the masks,
such as observing celibacy, refraining from
contact with whites, avoiding quarrels, and
having only pure thoughts. When the owner
of a mask dies, it is buried, to return the mask
to its supernatural origin. Kachinas are consid-
ered dangerous because they inflict punish-
ments for violations of their sanctity. By
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comparison, the Chinese represent ancestors
with wooden spirit tablets. These bear the
name and titles of the deceased on the family
ancestral altar, with each tablet signifying a
dead ancestor.

The deceased ancestors among Native
American Indians are often conceived as per-
sonal guardian spirits among such societies as
the Ojibwa, Shoshone, or Comanche. They are
also conceived as masters of the game animals
among the Ojibwa, Ottawa, and Dakota. Al-
though nonspecialized masters of the game,
they meet desires usually directed to the actual
masters of the game. The deceased spirits are
often connected with symbolic representations
of them—such as a skull among the Crow,
Mandan, and Hidatsa of the plains and
prairies; hair among the Blackfoot and Sioux
peoples; or a departed person’s scalp among
societies of the Southwest.

Ancestor worship acts as a force to make
members of a society conform to rules of be-
havior because departure from social norms
might incur ancestral disapproval and punish-
ment. Ancestral rites operate by meeting a
society’s need to maintain itself, implying
necessarily that a society depends upon its
ancestors, and simultaneously, ancestors are
dependent on descendants. Ancestors can
symbolize the continuity of the social struc-
ture, which they help to maintain. Ancestor
beliefs and practices promote authority and
inheritance relations, are designed to enforce
social control, and ensure the continuation of
traditional and conservative attitudes. Because
ancestors are linked to filial piety, they evoke
emotions of awe, fear, reverence, respect, sym-
pathy, and affection.

Carl Olson

See also Confucianism; Confucius; Mother Earth:
Native American Religions
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Androgynous Myths

Androgynes have a significant place in the
human religious imagination. Androgynes are
people who embody both male and female
characteristics. But this basic definition must
necessarily be qualified by recognizing the
diverse forms of androgyny. For example,
there are physiological androgynes—such as
hermaphrodites—but there are also psycho-
logical androgynes. Wendy Doniger identifies
three kinds of psychological androgynes: a
“splitting androgyne,” who embodies male
and female qualities but must “split” to be-
come creative; a “fusing androgyne,” who
must merge with a male or female side of the
personality to become bisexual; and a “two in
one” androgyne, often represented by a couple
that unites in a perfect love. There are also
androgyne-like figures such as eunuchs and
transvestites.

No less complicated than androgyny is the
category of myth. In recent decades, the cate-
gory of myth has been challenged in the aca-
demic study of religion. Many scholars have
argued that “myth” is a Western category that
does not correspond well to the way religious
traditions understand their own authoritative
stories. For example, Christians would not
understand the story of Jesus as a “myth,” nor
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would Hindus speak of the “mythology” of
Shiva. But unless one is inseparably joined to
a rigid form of empiricism, myth is a useful
scholarly category to describe special kinds
of religious storytelling. Myths are narratives,
but not simple stories or “tall tales.” Myths are
narratives with a special claim to authority—a
divine or transcendent authority that sublates
or encompasses other claims to truth. In this
way, myths are not only narratives that ground
the worldviews of particular religious tradi-
tions, but also personal revelations and expe-
riences that seek a special kind of recognition.

Androgynous myths can be seen in ac-
counts of creation, as well as in the diverse
spiritualities and religious figures embraced
by the world’s religious traditions. Myths of
creation often invoke powerful androgynous
imagery that reflects an understanding of pri-
mordial union. Rashi and Abraham ibn Ezra,
two renowned medieval Jewish commentators,
interpreted the creation of Adam as told in the
book of Genesis as an androgynous myth, be-
cause God originally created man and woman
as one. When God created woman, he effec-
tively separated the female side from the an-
drogyne Adam. This understanding of creation
as originally undifferentiated also finds its way
into Christian esoteric speculation.

John Scottus Eriugena, writing in the ninth
century, also focused on the first three chapters
of the book of Genesis to argue that sex differ-
entiation is one of the products of the Fall. This
of course implies a primordial androgyny. Ja-
cob Boehme, a seventeenth century protes-
tant mystic and theosophist, elaborated a
complex understanding of androgyny in which
God the father was male and God the son, fe-
male. The opposing sex or gender identities
that resulted from the Fall were remedied by
Christ—who was a perfect androgyne, and
through whom humanity could once again ob-
tain equilibrium. The writings of Eriugena and
Boehme thus constitute an exegesis of Chris-
tian myths of the Fall and redemption through
Christ, myths in which androgyny becomes a
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crucial symbol for wholeness or divine con-
sciousness. Taken together, Jewish and Chris-
tian reflections on creation initially reveal an
understanding of a “splitting androgyne” in
that creation is associated with the division of
a primordial androgyne. Human destiny then
becomes a kind of bisexuality, an androgynous
fusion with the divine that represents a return
to an undifferentiated essence.

The image of the splitting androgyne is
especially prevalent in Hinduism. In the Vedic
period, the figure of Dvaya-Prithvi or “Sky-
Earth” is another primordial androgyne who
subdivides into masculine, feminine, and neuter
parts. In the Upanishads, the figure of Purusa
subdivides into male and female parts to begin
the process of creation. In the Puranas, a later
series of Hindu mythological texts, Prajapati
divides into male and female parts, which then
incestuously copulate.

Androgyny is also an important spiritual
theme that suggests equilibrium. For example,
Jacob Neusner has written about “androgy-
nous Judaism,” while Carol Ochs envisions
an androgynous Christianity, beyond patriarchy
and matriarchy. Of course, neither Neusner
nor Ochs speak of “androgynous myths” per
se. However, both use the trope of androgyny
to frame the mythic discourse with their own
religious traditions to emphasize or point to a
balance between male and female elements or
themes.

Within Christianity, Christ sometimes be-
comes an androgyne who combines male and
female elements. For example, medieval fe-
male mystics imagined Jesus as a mother or
correlated the blood from his wounds to breast
milk or menstrual blood. These androgynous
visions of Christ are also reflected in artistic
portrayals of Jesus with the wound in his side
situated near his breast. Myths of Christ’s cru-
cifixion are thus framed in a way that empha-
sizes Jesus’ maternal qualities along with his
clearly masculine identity. Catholicism in par-
ticular harbors numerous images that reflect a
“two in one” form of androgyny. For example,
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the image of the Church as the bride of Christ
is an image of union that is, for all intents and
purposes, an “androgynous myth.”

A study of Hinduism and Buddhism reveals
an “androgynous spirituality” associated with
Tantra. As Sudhir Kakar explains in his psy-
choanalytic study of Hindu spirituality, practi-
tioners of Tantra attempt to cultivate a kind of
androgynous awareness. For example, a man
might imagine himself as a woman while en-
gaging in sexual intercourse. Such meditative
practices are necessary because assuming a
particular gender identity is associated with
being confined to the illusions of the phenom-
enal world, or maya, and its dualisms. Accord-
ing to some renditions of Tantra, human beings
are divided into male and female parts, repre-
senting love and lust respectively, which must
be harmonized or brought together. For Hindu
practitioners of Tantra, especially important
are myths concerning Shiva. According to one
particularly prominent Hindu mythic theme,
Shiva becomes an androgyne by incorporating
his wife Parvati into his own body. The ascent
of the female serpent Kundalini through yogic
practice is also an androgynous myth in that
Kundalini unites with Shiva as she enters the
final energy center, or chakra, of the subtle
body. Within Buddhism, particularly important
are myths surrounding the yab—yum, or “fa-
ther—mother” union, as represented by the sex-
ual embrace of a male deity with his female
consort. Such images constitute a two-in-one
androgyny in which the dualisms of the phe-
nomenal world are transcended.

Androgynous figures—both human and
divine—exist within many religious traditions
that are considered worthy of special attention
and often veneration. In Judaism, androgynes
occupy a special legal status. The Tosefta Be-
rakhot, for example, articulates special regula-
tions that apply to those with underdeveloped
genitals or attributes of both sexes. Within
Christianity, there is a long history of female
mystics who have possessed the “stigmata,” or
the wounds of Christ. Such mystics become

www.abc-clio.com

ABC-CLIO

Androgynous Myths | 55

the focus of almost mythical fables that cele-
brate their supernatural powers as essentially
two-in-one androgynes who have achieved spe-
cial union with Christ. For example, Audrey
Santo, a mute, comatose stigmatic who lives
in Massachusetts, is attributed with the power
to bilocate and to heal. In Islam, stories of
the eunuch have a special place, while in Hin-
duism, the transvestite hijras are the subject of
numerous tales that testify to their power to
bring auspicious blessings to children. An-
drogynes exist between gender categories and
by this fact become potent symbols for tran-
scending the distinctions that shape human life.
Androgynous myths are narratives that under-
stand the androgyne as the locus of a particu-
lar kind of authority—one that derives its power
from pointing to a plane of existence in which
conventional human boundaries no longer have
meaning.

Mathew N. Schmalz
See also Myth, Soul Mates
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Art in Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam

To the extent that love is at the core of religion,
it also inspires many forms of art. From temple
altars where sacrifices were offered to please
and appease the gods, to churches where the
ultimate sacrifice of God himself is repre-
sented by the Crucifixion, images have been
made to serve as messengers of devotion.

But there is about images, and especially
religious images, a wish for them to material-
ize, to be, rather than merely represent what
they portray: the beloved mother, child, mar-
tyr, father, gods and goddesses, prophets and
saints. Consciously or not, willingly or not, de-
votion craves a tangible and corporeal subject.
The problem is that a religious image is never
more in jeopardy than when it succeeds in
satisfying human appetites, since it then risks
being associated with the worship, or love, of
images—idolatry.

Idolatry may refer to worship of an image
of a false god or gods—*“false” being a eu-
phuism for the wrong god or gods. Idolatry
may refer to worshiping the image itself, as if
the work of a human artist could be sacred.
And when the work of art satisfies the wor-
shiper’s deepest desire and appears miracu-
lously, to come alive, weep, bleed, speak—the
dangers of idolatry are manifest.

In the religions of Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, idolatry is a sin, and the provocation for
iconoclasm, literally “image breaking,” an act
of violence, destruction, and hatred.

The demolition of works of art has an ex-
tensive history, one in which old chapters are
continually revised and new chapters are added.
Consider a 50-foot-high, 3,200-year-old statue
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of Ramses II, once thought to have been top-
pled by an earthquake. Today the statue is
described as the victim of assault by Christian
monks of the fifth century, who used hammers
as part of their attack. In 2001, the Taliban used
explosives to destroy two statues of Buddha in
the Bamiyan Valley of Afghanistan, 140 miles
northwest of Kabul. Known as the Bamiyan
Buddhas, one of the two was 174 feet high, the
tallest standing Buddha in the world; half a
mile away was the second statue, 125 feet high.
Their presence was first reported by a Chinese
traveler, the monk Hiuan Tsang, who saw them
in the year 632 CE. Tsang wrote that the tallest
Buddha was “glittering with gold and precious
ornaments.” What remained at the beginning
of the second millennium was a damaged but
awesome, towering statue, still amazing de-
spite the destructive efforts of everyone from
Genghis Khan and Tamerlane to a seventeenth-
century Mogul artilleryman. Today there is just
a great empty hole, like a high-rise shadow-
box, in the face of the cliff.

The story of Moses and idolatry is among
the most graphic and memorable descriptions
of iconoclasm. While awaiting Moses’ descent
from the summit of Mount Sinai, the Israelites,
who had become fearful in his absence, turned
to worshiping a golden calf. Although fore-
warned by God, Moses was so enraged by what
he saw on his return that he shattered the
tablets of the Decalogue—the covenant of his
people with the Lord—and ground the graven
image of the calf to dust. He forced the Is-
raelites to swallow that dust, and even then had
3,000 of their number slain. Returning to the
summit of the mountain, Moses brought back
a new copy of the Decalogue, which, besides
prohibiting the making and worshiping of idols,
demanded that the Israelites love only one god
and none other.

The example of Israelites worshiping a
golden calf has stood for the sin of idolatry for
over 2,000 years. It has also, perhaps ironi-
cally, been the subject of art. In his circa 1635
painting, in which he transformed the “calf”
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The Adoration of the Golden Calf by Nicolas Poussin. (By kind permission of the Trustees
of the National Gallery, London/Corbis)

into a full-fledged bull, Nicolas Poussin chose
to present the scene from the perspective of
an audience, as if it were a stage play. Israelites
dance in orgiastic frenzy in the foreground
while Moses approaches, barely visible, in the
left background. Aaron, dressed in white, ges-
tures toward the bull with one hand and toward
himself with the other. He seems to imply the
connection of dissolution and self-indulgence
with the worship of false gods.

The distinction o