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Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God;

everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.

In this is love, not that we loved God, but that God loved us.

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God,

and God abides in them.

We love because God first loved us.

The commandment we have from God is this:

those who love God must love their brothers and sisters also.

By this we know that we love the children of God,

when we love God and obey God’s commandments.

–I John 4:7, 10a, 16b, 19, 21, 5:2

 

True virtue has no limits, it goes ever further;

but especially holy charity, the love of God,

which is the virtue of virtues,

and which, having an infinite object,

would be capable of becoming infinite

if it could meet with a heart capable of infinity.

–Francis de Sales

 

Humans are the perfection of the universe;

spirit is the perfection of humans;

love is the perfection of spirit;

and divine love is the perfection of human love.

–Francis de Sales

 

Totally love God who gave himself totally for your love.

–Clare of Assisi

 

The things we love and why we love them tell us who we are.

–Thomas Aquinas

 

The soul is made of love and must ever strive to return to love.

Therefore, it can never find rest or happiness in other things. It must lose itself in love.

By its very nature it must seek God, who is love.

–Mechthild of Magdeburg

 

The one who desires nothing but God is rich and happy.

–Alphonsus Liguori

 

O my All, my Beatitude, Infinite Solitude,

Immensity in which I lose myself,

I surrender myself to you…immerse yourself in me

so that I may be immersed in you

until I go to contemplate

in your light

the abyss of your splendour!

–Blessed Elizabeth of the Trinity

 

We give God our time

and God gives us God’s Eternity;

we give God our humanity

and God gives us God’s Divinity;

we give God our nothingness

and God gives us God’s All.

–Fulton Sheen

 

The goal of life is God!

The source of life is God!

God is the fact of life

from which all things

take their meaning and reality.

–Howard Thurman

 

All the great saints in history were so passionately in love with God

that they were free to love other people in a deep affective way,

without any strings attached.

It is following the first commandment

that asks us to give everything we have to God

that makes the second commandment

– to love others as yourself –

truly possible.

–Henri Nouwen
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INTRODUCTION

WHY THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN

Loving God is the most important thing in life. When Jesus was asked what the greatest commandment was, he said “Love God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength.” Or as one person translated it: “Love God with all your passion, intellect, soul, and willpower.”

Jesus also said there is a second great commandment which is like the first one, that is, “Love others as you love yourself” (Matthew 22: 37-39). These two commandments sum up all of scripture, the Law and the Prophets. Everything else is commentary.

In 1983 I decided to make these great commandments the center of my life. When I pondered, “How can I love God with all my heart?” it occurred to me that I needed an expert opinion. Shortly after, I discovered Francis de Sales’ Treatise on the Love of God. It was very profound but seemed out of date since it was published in the seventeenth century. I thought “Someday someone should do a modern update of it.”

Now, God has called me to be a writer. I have had two books published which were aimed at professional spiritual directors and counsellors. One of them, Finding Seekers, is a bestseller in its field. Plus, I have had hundreds of articles on spirituality published in the London Free Press, the main newspaper where I live. Various people have suggested I should write a book on spirituality aimed at the general public. Because I felt God was telling me through these people what I should do, I give God all the credit for this present book. I have just tried to obey orders.

For several years now, God has been laying on my heart that the world is falling apart and this is partly because the major religion of the western world, Christianity, has been overwhelmed by all the contemporary challenges to it: modern evolutionary science, scholarly criticism of the Bible and of the church’s historical record (both important and necessary, but faith-shaking), a materialist and consumerist culture, Christians rubbing shoulders with other major world religions thus relativizing Christianity, the rise of people who are spiritual but not religious, the new atheism, and so on.

If their faith survives, Christians today seem to be either anti-intellectual, anti-science fundamentalists with great passion, or broad-minded liberal intellectuals who lack passion. God has led me to believe that what the world needs now is a new type of Christian, that is, one who is both passionate and intellectual. De Sales’ Treatise is an intellectual and passionate approach to God and a masterpiece that fits this need.

In brief, I have written this book because God led me to write it. God has called me to do my little part to try to renew our civilization by renewing the Christian faith. I don’t see many Christians living Christ’s Great Commandments. And I believe they don’t love God with all their heart because no one taught them the importance of this, and just showing up at church for an hour once a week is not enough to transform anyone.

In my opinion and that of many scholars, the Treatise is on the level of other great classic Christian works such as The Cloud of Unknowing, The Imitation of Christ, and The Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola, but the Treatise is unknown by 99% of Christians. I wrote my book with the hope of remedying that.

This is meant to be a devotional book, not an academic one, and so I hope the 260 quotes from the actual Treatise, hundreds of passages from scripture, and my 21st century commentary on all this will have a spiritual impact on my readers and change their hearts, minds, souls, and wills. I hope they will find their love of God growing as they read it.

I didn’t want the book however to be so heaven-bound that it was no earthly good. I believe that loving other human beings is integral to loving God, and so I wanted to show how God’s love and loving God in return relates to the everyday real-life issues of ordinary people. Throughout, I relate de Sales’ ideas to contemporary concerns about social justice, peace and care for our planet.

Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi for the United Kingdom from 1993 to 2013, said that “Since we are living with such immense powers of destruction, God is setting us a really big challenge. God is giving us very little choice: we must love or die. That is where we are at the beginning of the 21st century.”

Hopefully God’s Ecstatic Love, a condensed version of the greatest spiritual masterpiece of a great spiritual master on the most important topic of all, that is, God’s love and loving God and other human beings, will help us all in fulfilling this great 21st century challenge.




BACKGROUND

WHO WAS FRANCIS DE SALES?

Francis de Sales (1567-1622) was a Bishop of Geneva, Switzerland and is honoured as a saint in the Catholic Church. He became noted for his deep faith and gentle approach to the religious divisions resulting from the Protestant Reformation.

He was born in the noble Sales family in the Duchy of Savoy, France. His father wanted him to be a magistrate. As a nobleman, in 1583 he went to the Jesuit College de Clermont in Paris to study rhetoric and humanities.

In 1584 he attended a discussion about predestination and became convinced of his damnation to hell. A crisis of despair ensued that lasted until January of 1587 when he prayed before a famed statue of Our Lady of Good Deliverance, a Black Madonna, and dedicated his life to God with a vow of chastity. His faithful devotion to the “God who is love” not only expelled his doubts but influenced the rest of his life and teachings, often referred to as “The Way of Divine Love.”

In 1588 he entered the University of Padua in Italy where he studied law and theology. There, with the aid of a Jesuit priest as his spiritual director, he decided to become a priest. In 1592 de Sales received his doctorate in law and theology.

When he returned to Savoy, his father, Lord François de Sales, secured his appointment as a senator and chose a wealthy noble heiress as his bride. However, Francis refused to marry and was ordained as a Catholic priest in 1593. He was immediately appointed as provost of the cathedral in Geneva.

As provost he set out to evangelize the area which was almost completely dedicated to the teachings of a major Protestant reformer, John Calvin. The residents refused to listen to him and at first he failed miserably and had to reside in a fortress guarded by Duke of Savoy soldiers. Several times he escaped assassination attempts.

In 1602 de Sales was consecrated Bishop of Geneva. His diocese became well-known for efficient organization, zealous clergy and well-instructed laity. He worked closely with the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin who actively preached the Catholic faith in his diocese. De Sales himself was an eloquent preacher and he became famous for his patience and mild approach. His motto was “The one who preaches with love, preaches well.”

His goodness comes through in his books, the most widely popular one being Introduction to the Devout Life which was written specifically for lay people. The main teaching in this book for beginners is that love should take precedence over penance as the means to spiritual progress. His even more mystical Treatise on the Love of God was written for those more advanced in the spiritual life.

Along with St. Jane Frances de Chantal, de Sales founded the cloistered women’s Order of the Visitation of Holy Mary in Annecy France in 1610.

Francis de Sales died of a stroke in 1622, was canonized by Pope Alexander VII in 1665 and declared a Doctor of the Church by Pope Pius IX in 1877. In 1923, Pope Pius XI proclaimed him a patron of writers and journalists because he extensively used his books to convert thousands of Calvinists. He is also the patron of the Sisters of St. Joseph, the Paulist Fathers and the Society of St. Francis de Sales (also known as the Salesians of Don Bosco).

The spirituality of Francis de Sales in his two main books had a profound effect on St. Vincent de Paul, and in the 19th century many religious communities adopted his spiritual approach: The Missionaries of St. Francis de Sales, the Oblate Sisters of St. Francis de Sales and the Oblates of St. Francis de Sales for men.




 

 

HOW THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN

While I was not yet bishop, having more leisure and less fears for my writings, I dedicated my little works to princes of the earth, but now being weighed down with my charge, and having a thousand difficulties in writing, I consecrate all to the princes of heaven, that they may obtain for me the light requisite, and that if such be the Divine will, these my writings may be fruitful and profitable to many. Thus, my dear reader, I beseech God to bless you and to enrich you with his love.

–Francis de Sales, Preface to Volume I of the Treatise on the Love of God.

H H H

I first read the Treatise in the 1980s. However, over the course of many years, in the process of buying hundreds of books and moving three times, somewhere in the shuffle I lost the two volumes of the Treatise. I searched everywhere on my bookshelves but could not find them.

One day in 2016 I felt the urge to reorganize my home office and decided to get rid of some old boxes full of books that were stored behind a couch. There at the bottom of one of the unpacked boxes was the Treatise.

I picked up the two volumes and turned them over and over in my hands, staring at them like two invaluable jewels, like treasure hidden in a field.

I opened Volume One and noticed that it was first published on July 31, 1616. To me this date was significant and seemed like some kind of sign from God as it was exactly 360 years to the day before my wedding on July 31, 1976 to my dear wife Grace, without whom I probably would not have any faith at all. God drew me into the faith through Grace and it felt like God’s grace was going to draw me deeper now through the Treatise.

I also realized that 2016 was exactly 400 years since the Treatise’s original publication, a lot has happened since then, and I believed the Treatise needed updating.

De Sales’ magnum opus was written pre-science. For example, it is rather amusing to learn that he believed clams formed pearls by opening themselves to dew dropped by God from heaven. Also, as another example of the prevailing mentality, in 1615, one year before the Treatise was published, the Roman Inquisition concluded that Galileo’s heliocentrism (sun-centered solar system) was “foolish and absurd in philosophy, and formally heretical since it explicitly contradicts in many places the sense of Holy Scripture.”

However, in spite of the never-ending rise of science and the gradual decline of religion in North America and Europe, faith has not gone away. Islam is burgeoning and Pentecostalism and Catholicism are exploding in various parts of the world. Philip Jenkins, an expert on world religions, wrote in the March 2017 issue of Christian Century magazine in an article titled “The Catholic Surge in Africa” that, “If current trends continue, as they show every sign of doing, then by 2040 there will be some 460 million African Catholics, a number greater than the total world population of Catholics in 1950.” Contrary to what is happening in Europe and North America, on the world stage religion is not disappearing, it is gathering momentum.

I have written God’s Ecstatic Love mainly for Europeans and North Americans in the hope of sparking new growth there as well.

The growth of religion in other parts of the world is not surprising since the direction of evolution on our planet has become increasingly spiritual as God’s love continues to drive the whole evolutionary process. Matter intrinsically heads toward spirit. That is God’s plan and the way God set things up.

Planet Earth has evolved from rocks and water (matter) to plants (life) to animals (sensitivity) to humans (thought) to the spread of the great world religions across the globe (spirit). Evolution has always headed in a spiritual direction: from matter to life to sensitivity to thought to spirit. And love is the perfection of spirit.

Christians and Muslims already make up about 54% of the seven billion people on Earth: in 2019 there were 2.4 billion Christians and 1.9 billion Muslims. If those numbers keep growing and you add in Hindus, Buddhists, Jews and those who are “spiritual but not religious” (which includes many atheists who are interested in spirituality), eventually the entire globe will be covered over with the final layer of spirit, love and divine love.

Perhaps from all of this a “meta-religion” will evolve, a higher religion that everyone, even atheists, can agree on. If we focus not on our differences but on the major themes or values in all religion and spirituality: wisdom, joy, trust, patience, kindness, respect, justice, truth, compassion, nonattachment and of course love, then the ancient tradition, the united way will emerge that Aldous Huxley wrote about in his 1945 book The Perennial Philosophy.

In any case, the process of writing went like this: in 2016 I started reading the Treatise again and scribbling notes a couple of hours a week. In fact, I wrote 330 pages of double-spaced notes from which I made an 18-page outline as the foundation for reconstructing the Treatise for our postmodern age.

I wrote it over the next two years and then asked seven clergy persons from six major Christian denominations to edit it. I received very helpful feedback from a Catholic seminary rector, two United Church of Canada ministers, a Presbyterian professor, an Anglican dean, a United Methodist minister, an Evangelical Reformed pastor and the Executive Director of the Canadian Fellowship of Christian Spiritual Directors (see Acknowledgements). In response to their insights, I have completely revamped the manuscript seven times.

If at times the book feels a little archaic in its tone and in the words I use, it is because I intentionally wanted to capture the spirit of de Sales’ original work and wake our contemporary minds up to the brilliance of a 400 year old masterpiece. For example, de Sales uses the words “complacence” and “benevolence” a lot. While in our century we may interpret these words a certain way at the surface level, de Sales gives them a much deeper spiritual meaning and I wanted to preserve the integrity of that.

The Treatise was written in twelve “books” (really minibooks). The book and chapter headings in my book follow those of de Sales. However, in addition I added the 99 Names of God on pages 21-24, the forty qualities of God on pages 238-243, and the Ninety-Nine Names of Jesus on pages 244-247.

Although culture has changed, human nature is basically the same as in de Sales’ time. The first four “books” in God’s Ecstatic Love focus on de Sales’ “science” of the love of God, that is, an explanation of how God has evolved us in such a way that, whether we acknowledge it or not, human beings are naturally drawn to God. These chapters include a description of how divine love is generated within us, the progress and perfection of this love, as well as how this perfect love can decay and be ruined.

Following de Sales’ outline, books five to twelve describe how to apply his science to loving God, that is, the practice of divine love. In these chapters we will examine the two chief exercises of divine love according to de Sales: complacence and benevolence; the exercise of holy love in prayer; the soul’s union with God perfected in prayer; the  love of conformity which unites our will to the will of God; the further uniting of our will to God’s will through the love of submission; the command to love God above all things; the supreme authority of love over the soul; and final counsels on holy love.

This is an intellectual/devotional work, not an academic one. Many of the ideas in it have come from my vast reading. Often another author wrote something profound that stuck in my heart, soul and memory and I include it here, but years later I was often not able to identify the exact page number where I read it. I came across much of what is included here long before I was thinking of writing this devotional book, and so I did not take careful academic notes at the time. However, a “Heart, Mind, and Soul Bibliography: Books to Stimulate Loving God with Passion, Intellect and Depth” is included beginning on page 262. Many of the books in this bibliography are the sources of the ideas here.

Also, while writing I recorded the chapter and verse of key Bible verses, so this book is solidly and extensively rooted in scripture. There is an index of scripture verses cited on pages 256-258. The only footnotes with exact page numbers in the book are ones from de Sales’ Treatise and are cited on pages 259-261. Everything in this book is either quotes from de Sales at the start of each chapter, or passages of scripture, or my reflections on both.

I have been influenced by so many outstanding thinkers of the 20th and 21st centuries as well as centuries before that. I cannot name them all, but some of the key ones have been Reinhold Niebuhr, Paul Tillich, Thomas Merton, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Carl Jung, Joseph Campbell, Anthony de Mello, William Johnston, Henri Nouwen, Ronald Rolheiser, Thich Nhat Hanh, Pema Chodrun, Ilia Delio, Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, Matthew Fox, Robert Barron, Rob Bell, Ken Wilber, and most of all Richard Rohr, a well-known Franciscan priest, theologian and mystic. I have been Rohr’s disciple for over thirty years, but in addition to his influence, the “flavor” of all these thinkers, if not the outright mention of them, will hopefully be felt throughout this book in my 21st century reflections on de Sales’ 17th century thought.

If we are going to have a passionate and intelligent faith, one that can match the challenges of the 21st century, we need both de Sales’ passionate love of God and a commentary on his text that takes into account all the important intellectual advances since he wrote his Treatise. That is what I have humbly attempted to offer here.
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BOOK ONE

PREPARATION FOR THE REST OF THE BOOK: THE SCIENCE OF LOVE




CHAPTER ONE

WE NATURALLY LOVE THE GOOD

Love being the first complacency which we take in good, as we shall presently show, it of course precedes desire; and indeed what other thing do we desire, but that which we love? It precedes delectation, for how could we rejoice in the enjoyment of a thing if we loved it not? It precedes hope, for we hope only for the good which we love: it precedes hatred, for we hate not evil, except for the love we have for the good: nor is evil evil but because it is contrary to the good. And, Theotimus, it is the same with all the other passions and affections; for they all proceed from love, as from their source and root.​1

(Important note: Throughout the Treatise, de Sales addresses his teachings to a disciple named Theotimus, which means “God-fearer.” As Psalm 111:10 says: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” “Fear of the Lord” means “absolute respect for God.”)

In short, Theotimus, the will is only moved by her affections, amongst which love, as the primum mobile and first affection, gives motion to all the rest, and causes all the other motions of the soul.​2

Now these affections which we feel in our reasonable part are more or less noble and spiritual, according as their objects are more or less sublime, and as they are in a more eminent department of the spirit: for there are affections in us which proceed from conclusions gained by the experience of our senses; others by reasoning from human sciences; others from principles of faith; and finally there are some which have their origin from the simple sentiment of the truth of God, and acquiescence in his will.​3

H H H

Humans naturally love the good because we are foundationally good. This may not be readily apparent, because anyone who follows the news knows of the many horrendous breaches of the good that occur on a daily basis.

However, in the first chapter of the first book of the Bible, God said “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (Genesis 1:26) and “God saw everything that God had made, and indeed, it was very good” (Genesis 1:31).

Humans are foundationally very good. Evil is always a corruption of something that was originally good. So, good is always primary, evil always secondary.Because we are primarily very good, we love the good.

However, we tend to love things that everyone assumes are good—wealth, health and longevity. But these are false gods our culture tells us are good for us, but which let us down. How many times have wealth, health and longevity failed and then people did not know what to do?

This is where Ignatius of Loyola comes in. The founder of the Jesuit order believed that we need to learn the virtue of ‘holy indifference,’ that is, indifference to ourselves and what happens to us.

Ignatius taught that the main Christian virtue was total compliance with the will of God—to praise God whether God gives us wealth or poverty, health or sickness, a long life or a short one.

The teaching of Ignatius is similar to the idea of submission to the will of God in Islam. And, as we will see later, it is similar to what Francis de Sales taught. Whenever there is a coherent and repeated teaching across different religions, it is a sign there is a deep human truth founded on divine truth.

Beyond what the culture brainwashes into our minds and hearts, there are virtues that are truly good in all circumstances, such as patience, kindness, wisdom, joy, peace, fortitude and so on.

What the world needs now is a return to virtue.

Capitalism and communism have both failed us. With capitalism we are heading towards consuming ourselves out of existence. As has been said many times—if everyone in the world consumed the way the First World countries do, we would need four planets to survive. And pure communism—the rule by the people for the people—has always ironically ended in dictatorship of one form or another—as demonstrated by Stalin and Mao. The present Communist Party of China is promoting a strange blend of atheistic communism and capitalism that may succeed materially but may also kill the souls of a billion Chinese.

What is necessary is to locate happiness in virtue for its own sake. We pursue riches and fame because we are told they will make us happy. However, how many so-called ‘stars’ struggle with relationship difficulties, addiction or mental health challenges?

As a holy man said: “Do not pray for wealth and power and success, pray for wisdom and patience and hope when you are poor, weak and failing.”

We need a kind of meta-religion of happiness, a realization that it is virtues like wisdom and compassion that bring happiness. ‘Meta’ means ‘higher,’ so what we need is a higher religion.

Jesus was teaching this meta or higher religion in the Beatitudes: beyond any religion we are only blessed (happy) when we are humble, pure in heart, peaceful and just.

All these virtues are found in every major world religion. So again, what we need is a higher religion that goes beyond any individual religion and focuses all it does on these virtues. This is what not only Jesus taught, but also Buddha, Confucius, Lao Tzu and Mohammed. As the Dalai Lama recently said, “My religion is kindness.” We know in our depths that these virtues are what are truly good for us.

However, would that include all people? Many atheists, although they are not interested in God per se, have shown an interest in spirituality since they realize scientific materialism and reason, while very helpful, become dry and sterile when they leave out the human spirit.

Einstein believed the virtues of awe, wonder and curiosity are the true drivers of science. If all atheists believed this too, they would feel comfortable with a meta-religion of virtue, although they would probably prefer to substitute the words “value-system” for “meta-religion.”

Whether one calls it a meta-religion, meta-value-system or meta-humanism, it is the same thing. It is a recognition that humans are naturally drawn to the good, we naturally love what is good for us, and it is virtues like wisdom, peace and love that are truly good for us.




CHAPTER TWO

THE GREATEST GOOD IS GOD

The affections of the supreme degree are named divine and supernatural because God himself spreads them abroad in our spirits, and because they regard God and aim at him, without the medium of any reasoning, or any light of nature.​4

These supernatural affections are principally three: the love of the mind for the beautiful in the mysteries of faith, love for the useful in the goods which are promised us in the other life, and love for the sovereign good of the most holy and eternal divinity.​5

Divine love is indeed the last begotten of all the affections of man’s heart, for as the Apostle says: That which is animal is first; afterwards that which is spiritual – but this last born inherits all the authority, and self-love, as another Esau is deputed to his service; and not only all the other motions of the soul as his brethren adore him and are subject to him, but also the understanding and will which are to him as father and mother. All is subject to this heavenly love, who will either be king or nothing.​6

Divine love is a child of miracle, since man’s will cannot conceive it if it be not poured into our hearts by the Holy Ghost. And as supernatural it must reign over all the affections, yea, even over the understanding and will.​7

Ah! What a union of our hearts shall there be with God there above in heaven, where, after these infinite desires of the true good never assuaged in this world, we shall find the living and powerful source thereof.​8

So our soul panting with an extreme thirst for the true good, when she shall find that inexhaustible source in the Divinity, – O good God! what a holy and sweet ardour to be united and joined to the plentiful breasts of the All-goodness, either to be altogether absorbed in it, or to have it come entirely into us!​9

H H H

Before we launch into this chapter, some things need to be clarified and explained. This explanation is necessary because the chapter (and indeed the rest of the book) contains many declarative statements about “God.”

However, “God” is a loaded word for some people.

For some, it conveys images of an angry old man in the sky. Atheists refuse to believe in this God and most believers do not believe in this god either.

Some may conceive of God as the “Great Spirit,” “Absolute Bliss Consciousness,” the “Ultimate Holy Mystery,” the ”Higher Power,” the “Ground of Being,” the “Depth Dimension of All Things,” the “Eternal Now,” or whatever else is meaningful to them.

Reference to “God” in this book means all these possible dimensions and more, but for the sake of conciseness and consistency the word “God” will be used as shorthand.

Also, the declarative statements about God that follow are made as if we know all these things for sure about God. However, they are really faith statements about God.

As St. Augustine wrote “Faith is to believe what you do not see; the reward of this faith is to see what you believe.” And as scripture says: “We walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7); the things of the Spirit are “spiritually discerned” (I Corinthians 2:14) and “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1).

Thus, believers do not know for sure any of these statements about God, but they believe them because they spiritually discern them to be true. The statements just make spiritual sense: if there is a God, this is what God must be like, or at least, this is what a healthy discernment of God tells us what God must be like.

In the life of faith, there are “converging probabilities,” that is, if you believe God is loving and forgiving, it is probable therefore that God is also patient and personal. These are faith-based extrapolations about what God is like.

God is ultimately mystery, but believers have made faith statements about God throughout history. There have been distorted views of God at times down through the ages, but Francis de Sales is offering us his healthy discernment of what God must be like.

Hopefully, this is enough clarification that we can now speak freely about de Sales’ view of God.

The virtues that we discussed in the previous chapter, and that we recognized as our true good, are what God is.

Christians are fond of saying “God is love,” but God is also the virtues of wisdom, peace, joy, patience, kindness, generosity, forgiveness, humility, justice and so on.

God is all these virtues to the maximum. God is unimaginably holy, true, beautiful, creative, free, trustworthy, merciful, kind, personal, joyful, healing, life-giving, helpful, understanding, faithful, comforting, gentle and non-violent as well as loving.

God is the greatest never-ending good. God is thus infinitely lovable. We should love God before all things.

However, there are still higher forms of loving God than just loving God before all things. Loving God before all things simply means that we make God our absolutely number one priority. We value God and place God before all things. However, a higher form of loving God is to love God in all things and all things in God.

God is in all things, so, while loving God before all these things, we also love God in all these things. We highly value all these things, not more than God, but because we see God in them all. Everything is a facet of the face of God, and we keep seeing new aspects of God by contemplating all these things. We learn more and more about God and fall deeper and deeper in love with God by contemplating all God’s faces. Just as a lover cannot get enough of contemplating his or her beloved’s face, so the devout cannot get enough of seeing God’s infinite faces.

Why would anyone love anything before God? God literally and irrevocably has it all. All the galaxies, stars and planets belong to God. In 2017, scientists estimated that there may be as many as two trillion galaxies and we now know there are hundreds of billions of stars in most galaxies, and that on average each star has six planets spinning around it. Then there are the moons of these planets. In just one solar system, our own, Jupiter has 67 and Saturn has 62 confirmed moons.

The point is that God has created all of this—all galaxies, stars, planets, and moons. And in God’s generosity, God gives them all to each of us. As St. Chrysostom wrote “God asks little of us but gives us everything.”

Our true inheritance is not some piece of earthly real estate or thousands of dollars given to us by our parents. Our true inheritance, if we have eyes to see it, is the unlimited, never-ending wealth of the entire universe we receive from God.

Beyond anything material, God is our true inheritance (Deuteronomy 10:9). And God is an inheritance that will never pass away and is given to all of us fully and equally, so there can be no sibling rivalry over who gets the bigger share of the inheritance!

Why would anyone love anything before God? Everything else is passing away—galaxies, stars, and civilizations all had a beginning and eventually will end. They may be replaced by others, but only God is permanent, reliable and the Eternal Rock as scripture says, the everlasting foundation of all things (I Corinthians 3:11).

God is the only steadfast reality. Everything else has merely relative reality because it is passing away. And even this relative reality is given to things by God’s grace.

God is the source, sustenance, and goal of all things. Our only purpose as human beings, our one true goal, is to become divinized, that is, to become filled with God (Ephesians 1:23, 5:18). We cannot be filled with God unless God loves us, and God does love us with an infinite love. So, why would we love anything more than God?

God is infinitely creative and beautiful. God’s beauty and creativity come to us through mountains, waterfalls, goldfinches, peacocks, kangaroos, leaping dolphins, shimmering tropical fish, and the dancing ghosts of the aurora borealis.

God’s creativity goes particularly wild with insects: fireflies, honeybees, iridescent butterflies, stick and stink bugs, thousands of types of ants.

God’s power is displayed through hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, volcanoes, lightning and thunder, tsunamis, and through sun flares that burst forth for millions of miles.

Everything was created by God to induce awe and wonder in us mere mortals.

There is the awesomeness of human conception, pregnancy and birth from a totally cramped, dark and silent place in the womb into a world full of light and sound, the love of smiling parents and a mother’s breast to suck on, feed and comfort us.
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