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By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for 

the brethren. But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his 

heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love in word or 

in speech, but in deed and in truth (1 Jn 3:16-18). 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Much can be said about love. We love chocolate, our dog, we love the Reds—at least if you’re 

from Cincinnati—we love our siblings, our spouse and, of course, God. Love is a basic natural 

attraction (connaturality or natural love); it’s a movement in me based on something that pleases 

my senses (passion or sensitive love); it’s a rational choice for one thing over another (dilection); 

it’s wanting to be with another (unity); it’s wishing someone well (goodwill); it’s charity—

giving myself away for another under the impulse of grace. It’s a lot of things. Pope Benedict 

XVI, in his encyclical, Deus Caritas Est or “God is Love,” doesn’t deny any of these forms of 

love, but he rather indicates how they reach their pinnacle expression in God himself. 

 

God loved us first (1 Jn 4:19), St. John tells us. “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16). The very essence of 

love, in its most purified form, is God himself.  

 

So to really understand what all of the loves in our life are about, to what extent they really are 

love, we do well to consider God’s own character—how he modeled his love for us by sending 

us his only Son to die for us. In a word, if we are to know to what extent our love for chocolate 

bears the mark of true love, we have to see it in comparison with Christ, he who is consubstantial 

with the Father, in the Spirit. It is Jesus who sets the terms for love.  

 

My claim is that all loves converge in Christ himself. He’s behind all these attractions, in-

forming them from within to their proper order and end in the Holy Trinity. 

 

Jesus’s personal love for others, then, is the basis for all loves, as the end governs the means. So 

what is this love and how might we gear all of our attractions, all of our choices, to this 

expression? We’re all called to love as Christ has loved us (Jn 13:34), right? 

 

In order to better capture what I mean by Christ’s love for others and our participation in it by 

grace, I’m going to assign the meaning of the word “love” to what is objective and universally 

helpful for all peoples, and I’m going to assign the meaning of the word “personal” to what is 

subjective and particular for individual persons. I’ll then combine these terms, “love” and 

“personal,” into the definition of “personal love.” Hopefully this will give us a better idea of 

what God’s personal love for us is like and how we might orient all of our loves to this highest 

expression. 



 

Love as Objective and Universally Helpful 

 

There’s something about love that is good for everyone. The first thing to say in this regard is 

that God’s love sustains us in being. If God didn’t love all of us in some respect, even our 

chocolate and the Cincinnati Reds, all these things would cease to exist. Everything was created 

in and through the Word who becomes flesh in the person of Jesus. All that God creates is good! 

So whatever has being, whatever has reality at all, is at least loved in this most fundamental and 

objective sense. God loves the chocolate enough to hold it in existence. The world is filled with 

God’s attraction for things. The point here is that God’s love is creative. Love is creative and 

fruitful. It builds up, it doesn’t tear down. 

 

What’s this mean for us? In terms of perceiving reality, it means that the world is marked with 

the grandeur of God. Our attitude toward the world and persons in particular should be filled 

with wonder and gratitude. Not only are we created good, the God of love has created us “very 

good” (Gen 1:31).  

 

Our response should be: “It’s good that you exist!” Love affirms our very being. Forget about 

this particular trait or that one. “I love her because she’s beautiful!” “I love him because he’s so 

funny.” Whatever particular loves we might have for other persons, they have to be grounded in 

an a priori love for their very being. It’s good that you exist!  

 

We can say this is the first stage of goodwill, just affirming another’s being, his or her life. In 

loving another, we want him or her to be and to flourish. There’s no person who doesn’t need 

this kind of love to grow as a person, to flourish as a human being. 

 

But Christ does not only will that we exist and flourish, he has laid down his life for us to open 

the pathway for our communion with him in the Blessed Trinity, in Heaven. To really will what 

is good for another, then, we have to will their communion with God for all eternity. “It’s not 

just good that you exist here on earth; it’s not just good that you flourish as a human being right 

here in this world; I want you to be with God forever in Heaven.” This is love! This is what it 

means to love in an objective way—in a way that is good and helpful for everyone who has ever 

lived or ever will live.  

 

Of course this can mean tough love at times. Not everything God wills for us is pleasurable. 

Jesus’s death on the Cross was not pleasurable. I’m sure many of the things he said to the 

Pharisees and even his disciples at times, were not easily swallowed. Sometimes loving others 

means telling them something they don’t want to hear but is going to be good for them anyway. 

It’s good for their souls. We need grace to commune with God, for example. To love as God 

loves, we have to desire that the other be filled with grace. Sometimes this can mean instructing 

the ignorant or admonishing a sinner, both of which are spiritual works of mercy. We’re all 

ignorant and sinners to some degree anyway. We all need tough love from time to time.  

 

But how do we do this and in what way? Here’s where personalism comes in. 

 

 



Personal as Subjective and Particular for Persons 

 

It’s not enough to just wish another well. “I’m glad you exist. I hope you do well! Here’s some 

money—see you later!” Or, “I’ll pray for you . . . I just don’t want to spend any time with you.” 

No, that’s not really sufficient. As a personal lover, you need to desire to commune with the 

beloved. “I want to be present to you.” “I want to be your friend and spend time with you.” 

Gabriel Marcel, a famous French philosopher, captured this idea nicely:  

 

It is an undeniable fact, though it is hard to describe in intelligible terms, that 

there are some people who reveal themselves as “present” – that is to say, at our 

disposal – when we are in pain or in need to confide in someone, while there are 

other people who do not give us this feeling, however great is their goodwill. . . . 

[T]he person at my disposal is the one who is capable of being with me with the 

whole of himself when I am in need; while the one who is not at my disposal 

seems merely to offer me a temporary loan raised on his resources.
1
   

 

To be a personalist, we have to be at the disposal of the other. We have to be receptive. We have 

to make space for the other in our life and actions. We have to be sympathetic—empathize if we 

can in their personal plight. Personal love involves this dimension. It is certainly the way that 

Jesus has loved us. 

 

Of course, we can’t simply do this. We can’t just want to be with another—to commiserate and 

share life with another—without really wanting what is best for them in God’s sight. We need 

both goodwill and this kind of personal, receptive presence. 

 

But let’s draw out the personal dimension further. What are the beloved’s individual traits? What 

is the beloved’s age, sex, level of intelligence, spirituality, character, lived experience, desires 

and goals, particular talents, state in life, personal vocation? All of these factors come into the 

question of how I should treat the other in love.  

 

“Yes, I must will what is good for the other; I must desire the beloved’s eternal beatitude and I 

need to take steps to realize this kind of love. But how am I to do this with each individual 

person?” That’s the question. There’s no cookie cutter solution. We can’t just be lovers; we have 

to be personalists as well. If we wish to love like God who has numbered the hairs on our 

individual heads (Lk 12:7), who knows what we need before we ask him (Mt 6:8)—we have to 

be personal lovers! 

 

Personal Love – Summary and Charge 

 

So if we combine now what it means to love another objectively, that is, if we love with a God-

like creative love which desires the beloved’s ultimate good, and combine that with a God-like 

personal attentiveness which is receptive to the other as other, which realizes that the flourishing 

of this person before me is going to require certain marks of love different than my love for 

anyone else, I think our brand of love is going to take a unique and compelling shape. 

                                                 
1
 Gabriel Marcel, The Philosophy of Existentialism, trans. Manya Harari (New York: Citadel Press, 1956), 39-

40. 



 

We shouldn’t just desire that everyone be with God someday and leave it at that. We should want 

to be with them as individuals in Heaven, while simultaneously employing all the sensitivity, 

wisdom, and prudence we can muster to see each one as an incommunicable person, with his or 

her own mission, who is going to come to God with us in a way different than anybody before or 

after. “What is it that I can do to truly identify with this person in all of his or her uniqueness, to 

be with him or her now, in spirit and truth, so that we might be together in Heaven someday?” 

 

This is going to require a different response for each individual person. It has to be personal. God 

is three persons; we’re persons—we’re all unique. No one can want for me, just as no one can 

want for you. For God to really fulfill me, to really fulfill you, that’s going to involve personal 

attention, a love uniquely personal. It will be filled with the blessings which would be 

advantageous for anyone—it’s true—but it will also be oriented to the fulfillment of our own 

personal vocations, in light of our particular lived experiences and unique strengths and 

weaknesses. Our love for each other must be likewise. 

 

Again, we know that God has already loved us in a personal way. He’s given each of us 

particular parents, a particular sex, a particular biology and look, a particular school and 

community and even parish to attend. He’s given each of us a particular mission that will be 

fulfilling for us, but not necessarily for another. He loves us completely—all of us—but we each 

get our own personal vocation. Well, our personal love for God and others has to be similar. 

 

In prayer, what do you say to God? You don’t just employ abstract, one size fits all prayers, I 

hope. I hope there’s time in your day for a personal dialogue with God, along with the common 

prayers, like Mass and the rosary. With regard to others, what’s your presence and dialogue like? 

Surely you want what’s good for all peoples, right? But what is your particular response to the 

person before you? That’s going to require being present to him or her, being receptive, all the 

while loving as God has loved, sharing in the Holy Trinity’s life by grace in order to 

communicate blessings to this particular person, just as Jesus himself would. 

 

-30- 

 

 

 

 

 


