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What people are saying about


The Persuasion of Love


If we are willing to do as God has done and risk everything for love, then he may be able to surprise us’ says John Blakely. This book is an inspiring and poetic meditation on love, desire and grief in the context of Christian faith. Using practical insights from personal suffering, from science and scripture, from theology and from his professional musicianship, John Blakely writes beautifully about how our experiences of love challenge us to expand our thinking and doing in response to the love of God.


Read it with joy, risk everything, and be surprised into action by the depths of God’s love in us and for us and for all the world.


The Very Revd Dr David Ison, Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, London


The Persuasion of Love is a companion piece to John Blakely’s first book, God in the Dark, Rebuilding faith when bad stuff happens, published in 2012 by Wild Goose, www.ionabooks.com, under the pseudonym Peter Longson, ISBN 978-1-84952-215-1.


Peter Longson’s God in the Dark is an exquisitely written exploration of the problem of suffering … Longson’s style is relaxed and poetic … The book is utterly honest, and his section on the things we say to people when they have had their world rocked by tragedy is essential reading for any who try to care for those who are suffering … With a mixture of science, theology and philosophy, Longson pulls off an astonishing, deep and coherent argument – by far the best book that I have ever read about the problem of pain. It has a profound conclusion that is deeply satisfying.


Church Times


This book is a valuable addition, from a professional musician, to the theological literature that sees God as an artist or composer, as well as a steady and reliable guide for Christians who genuinely want to take suffering seriously.


Modern Believing


With ruthless logic, deep compassion and a pastoral heart Longson beats a scholarly path through science, theology, philosophy and literature, questioning much of conservative Christian understanding of theodicy. Out of the wreckage he builds something where the world as it is, human life as we experience it and a God of love can reside together. It is essential reading for all who seek to bring the love of God to a world which groans under the weight of suffering and evil.


The Revd Canon Dr John Searle OBE
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Preliminaries


This book is an attempt to play around with the idea that the meaning of the universe is Love. But hubris is an ever-present danger.


As we unwrap this idea and see how it might work out in practice, we shall of course be making many references to the nature and activity of God, and specifically the God who Christians believe is revealed in the person of Jesus. But we’d better be clear: anything we can say is said by mere creatures, and faulty ones at that. Gods we are not, so we’d better not get above ourselves. God, if he is worth knowing, must be allowed to be ultimately unknowable, if that is not too paradoxical a thought. God reveals himself to Elijah as ‘a sound of sheer silence’ (1 Kings 19:12), and Hab 2:20 advises ‘Let all the earth keep silence before him’. And if we do have the temerity to speak, then anything we can say must be provisional and liable to be changed, either by new insights or by the inrush of light that we pray may accompany our transition from this life to the next. In that respect it’s not so different from the way scientists do their work: any theory, however revelatory, is provisional and open to being superseded by new data and new ideas that offer a better fit to the facts.1


But talk of a theory leads to another danger: that of abstraction. Certainly we must first engage and convince our minds; but if it stops there I think we will have been wasting our time. This is not a theoretical exercise, or something to be indulged in by a small group of people with a particular inclination towards the philosophical or theological. Thinking these thoughts is not the password for access to some spiritual club. If it turns out that there is any sense in the idea that ‘the meaning of the universe is Love’, then it must change the way we look at that universe – as creation, as the place where we live together, and as the place where, we believe, God has made himself known. And if we look at it differently we may need to act in it differently.


But as long as we are careful to keep ourselves in our place, to avoid intellectual pride and to make sure that we prefer to be practical rather than merely theoretical, then I think we can risk setting out on this journey. After all, love comes with risk, and if risk is refused, then love is excluded, as we shall see.


In this book2 I hope to show that there is evidence, and some of it in surprising places, for love being the reason for everything, and being in everything. But we have to develop the capacity to see it, and broaden our expectation of what it might be.





1


The Greeks had a Word for It




‘When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to mean – neither more nor less.’ ‘The question is,’ said Alice, ‘whether you can make words mean so many different things.’ ‘The question is,’ said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to be the master – that’s all.’


(Lewis Carroll)1





‘The meaning of the universe is Love’


At first glance, this may seem an obvious truth – more platitude than profundity. And if it is true, then in one sense that’s all that needs to be said, and this would be a very short book. We would have done no more than stating the obvious. But if we scratch the surface, we may find that things are not quite as straightforward as they first look. And we may find that if we really begin to believe it, it may change everything.


It’s not difficult to find plenty of reasons to say that the evidence points in quite a different direction, and we will need to face up to them. And in any case, what are we talking about when we use the word love in such an ambitious context? We may well find ourselves needing to re-evaluate what we mean by it, and it may be that as we pursue this exploration of what we must acknowledge is a dangerously over-used concept, we will be in for a few surprises about what it is and is not, and about where it may or may not be found. And of course it’s already a philosophical and theological leap to say that the universe has a ‘meaning’ at all, and we will need to find some justification for that as we go along.


A hot topic in science over recent years has been the search for a Theory of Everything. Specifically, this would provide a way of reconciling Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity (which deals with how things work on a very large scale) with Quantum Mechanics (which deals with how things work on an unimaginably small scale). More generally, a Theory of Everything would claim to do what it said on the tin: to provide, presumably in mathematical terms, a way of expressing a view of reality such that it could answer every question that could ever be asked. Put like that, we would probably be wise not to hold our breath until someone can articulate it. But even if we settle for the more limited and specific aim outlined above, it’s difficult to avoid the feeling that it may lie forever just out of reach. Stephen Hawking has said that although he used to believe that it might be possible to find it, he has now changed his mind and thinks it cannot be achieved. Doubtless, though, the search for a Theory of Everything will throw up unexpected discoveries, so that even if the search is ultimately fruitless, the attempt will have been worth it for what is discovered along the way.


In this book I want to suggest that the search for a theological Theory of Everything might be similarly productive. Love casts its net more widely than we might imagine, but is of course fundamental to whatever we might want to say about the Christian faith. The trouble is that it’s so much part of the fabric of Christian belief that we may be in danger of not noticing it any more. We have all had the experience of realising that there has been a background noise going on only when it stops. The place of love in Christianity can be like that. If asked, we would say we know it’s there, but most of the time it’s like the background noise, there but not there, while we focus our active attention on some detail or other. But what might happen if we really were to restore love to its central place? Not theories of the Atonement, nor debates about gender, orientation and ministry, nor attitudes to how we use the Bible. These all have their place, but unless love is central to our thinking and feeling and understanding, we may come to conclusions that are skewed away from God’s huge idea. But if love really is what the universe is made of, then that may change everything.


To take a current example. There has been intense debate in the Anglican Communion over issues of women’s ministry, and of the place of the gay community particularly in relation to ordained ministry. These controversies summon up great depths of feeling on all sides. This is fine – we should care. But what has been depressing is the way in which the debate has often, though not always, been conducted. At times, love has been notable for its absence. If the non-Christian world sees us acting and speaking in ways that are not first of all guided by love, then we have no right to expect anyone to listen to the message. As Jesus put it, and succinctly, (Jn 13:34-35): ‘I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.’ The scary corollary of course is that if we don’t love, they won’t know.


But what is this thing that we are, perhaps too easily, calling love? ‘O Tell me the Truth about Love’ wrote W. H. Auden.2 ‘When it comes, will it come without warning / Just as I’m picking my nose?’ Well, Auden had his tongue firmly in his cheek, so we should not look for too much revelation in his rhetorical question. But we had better decide what, in a Christian context, we think we are talking about. ‘In a Christian context’: I laid a trap for myself there. Is the love we are thinking of some special kind of love which is identifiable only when we are talking in ‘Christian’ terms? Is it some special and new manifestation of something we know about from other contexts, but which has been spiritualised, or de-cluttered from all its usual human associations? I want to suggest that that is not at all the case, and that if the meaning of the universe is love, then that is the only love there is. There is no special Christian love, because all love is God’s love. There may indeed be different manifestations of it, and to be sure the first followers of Jesus understood that in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of this man they had been touched in a new and life-changing way by the love of God. And all who have followed him since know that ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only Son’ (Jn 3:16). A new kind of love. But that is not quite right: we are looking not so much at a new kind of love, as at a new manifestation of an ages-old love. A new, and, it turns out, the ultimate, manifestation of love. But the question is: is it so new that it bears little or no relation to anything else we might be talking about when we say the word ‘love’ in any other context? I suggest not. If God is love and has made love the energy of the universe, then there can be no love that does not have God as its source, however hidden it may be, or however marred by human failings. This is a very dangerous idea! We will consider some of those dangers in due course, but first we need to discover whether there is perhaps a linguistic clue in the New Testament that would suggest that indeed ‘Christian love’ is unconnected to other loves. What perhaps points in that direction is the well-known fact that the New Testament writers even came up with a ‘new’ word to use for this ‘new’ love. Well – the word existed already of course, but they used it in a quite new context and to deliver quite new content. But maybe the implications are not exactly what we thought.


The New Testament writers, who had been touched in this new way by the love of God, chose to use the Greek word agape, and words derived from that root, for the vast majority of their references to love. There were in fact four words available in the Greek of the time, and they all had different meanings, or indicated the different contexts in which we might come across love. C. S. Lewis famously wrote about them in his book The Four Loves, identifying them as Affection (storge), Friendship (from the verb phileo), Eros, (eros, which English has taken directly from the Greek), and Charity (agape).3 In the New Testament there are something like 250 uses of agape. There are far fewer words using the root of phileo, which can be understood as friendship, for instance in the context of mutual interest. There are hardly any for storge, which is affection, particularly in the context of family, and there are none at all for eros, which is love in the context of desire, including sexuality.


This accuracy and clarity of the Greek language, which can give us insight into what lies behind the outward appearance, was clearly a wonderful tool for the New Testament writers. In the famous passage in John chapter 21, the risen Jesus is firmly but oh so gently counselling Peter after the disaster of his denial. In most English translations, the painful subtlety gets lost.4 Twice Jesus asks Peter if he loves him (agapas), and Peter, for whatever reasons of shame or perhaps of honesty, can only reply that he loves him with philia love. The third time, heartbreaking in his tenderness, Jesus asks only if Peter loves him with philia love, and Peter has to reply again that yes, that is the only kind of love that he can acknowledge in his broken relationship with his master. But Jesus still continues with his commission of Peter to feed his sheep, and be the first leader of the church. His philia love, which is the best he can do, is good enough for God to work with. Why? Because God is tender, and because God is the source of that love too. He is the source of anything that we can call love. If this conversation is a humiliation for Peter, it is also his salvation, because Jesus is willing to come to him as he is, and where he is, however guilty and remorseful he may be.


Before the New Testament writers got hold of agape, it was in fact, in contrast to the other three rather specific kinds of love, a relatively obscure word with no particular overtones. So it is often suggested that this word was chosen so that it could express a completely new concept of love, the love demonstrated by God in his dealings with us, and by us in our response to that love. The idea would be that there are these four kinds of love, but one of them is new, and different, and special, and belongs particularly to God – and to us when we respond to his love. I think this is the implication of C. S. Lewis’s book, which to be sure is wonderfully insightful in helping us to understand love’s different contexts and manifestations. But the danger is that we put each different love into its own box, and think that they have different sources. And the danger that follows on from that is that we may think that only one kind of love has God as its source, and that only one kind can give us a clue as to his character.


But these demarcations don’t really seem to be appropriate when we experience love. It’s just love, given and received in the context that it happens to live in. So I want to suggest this quite different approach, and I think it is one that makes sense of the passage we were just looking at. The idea, as I suggested a moment ago, is that there is only one kind of love, because there is only one source of love. There is no love that does not, however dimly, ultimately owe its existence to God, who, John tells us in I Jn 4:16, is love. So agape was the word for the writers of the gospels and letters to use, for the very good reason that it comes to us with no baggage. It tells us that there is only one love, though we experience it in widely differing contexts. Jesus, in his interview with Peter, wants him to understand that, even if he is only capable, at this lowest point in his life, of philia love, that’s alright. The love of which he is capable is still a love that has God as its source. By being capable of philia love he is in touch with the God who is its source. Or, better, God is in touch with him. Philia love is a subset of agape love. Or, if you prefer, we could say that in a Venn diagram all those other loves would be contained within the large circle that is agape love. Agape encompasses all the others. But the others are not outside it. They are within its orbit. They are all made of the same stuff.


The New Testament writers certainly wanted to make a point by their use of agape, and they seem to be aware that this was a new way of talking about love. In another story in John’s Gospel, where we see Jesus’ humanity in all its painful vulnerability, he joins in the very public mourning for his friend Lazarus. John’s stark recollection is that ‘Jesus began to weep’ (Jn 11:35). The Jewish mourners then comment ‘See how he loved him!’ They are not, or not yet, aware of the possibilities opened up by the idea of agape, and so John has them saying ‘See what philia friendship he showed towards him!’ The move towards using agape is conscious and measured, and is initiated by writers and thinkers who were beginning to search for the meaning of Jesus, and particularly the meaning of his death and resurrection. They were bringing a new idea into talk of love, and knew what they were doing. For the new wine of God’s love they needed the new wineskin of a new word (Mk 2:22) that would encompass everything.


Perhaps the best-known use of a word from the root of agape in the New Testament is in John’s affirmation that we noticed a moment ago, that ‘God so loved the world that he gave his only Son’ (Jn 3:16). It may be worth keeping something about this very direct and disarmingly simple statement in the back of our minds for later, when we begin to look at God’s relation to the created order. The verse is often glossed as something like ‘God loved everyone so much’. To be sure, the verse continues with good news of eternal life for ‘everyone who believes in him’, but it seems that John is seeing ‘everyone’ as part of something much larger in scope, for the word translated as ‘world’ is the Greek kosmos. English has taken that word directly of course, and while the Greek can mean the world and its people, it can also mean the universe. John is developing a big picture of what the good news may encompass, and we will do well to try to do the same.


Though the compiler of a dictionary will have to make the attempt, it is curiously difficult to define love. This might seem a major snag for a book whose subject this is, but all is far from being lost. Though we may not be able to put it into words, the wonderful thing is that we are instinctively able to recognise it. The point is that we know it when we see it, without needing to sit down and debate or analyse. And we see it and sense it when it moves. John latches onto this with his characteristic simplicity that hides the depth of his thought – the art that conceals art: ‘Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action. And by this we will know that we are from the truth’ (1 Jn 3:18-19). We can only recognise it when it’s doing something. In fact I would go so far as to suggest that it only exists at all when it’s doing something – if we include within the idea of acting the intention or decision to act in a particular way. Agape is not a new kind of love, and certainly not some rarified type that has made an appearance late in the day and rather to our surprise from its home in a disembodied heaven, and towards which we are supposed to ascend by the action of God’s grace. Agape is much more down-to-earth, and is willing to get stuck in. It is love expressed in a new kind of action, or in a different context. ‘God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us’, says Paul in Rom 5:8. Here there is no definition of love as a concept, but two verbs that tell us what it does. God does not tell us about love in abstract words, but shows it to us in action; and in this case the action is ultimate and total self-giving. We know it when we see it. God got his hands dirty doing it.


The same focus on action can be seen in Paul’s famous paean to love in I Cor 13:4 ff. ‘Love is patient; love is kind’, he says. ‘Love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.’ This passage is understandably used as a reading at countless church weddings, and seems to be incapable of being diminished by frequent use. But, again, our translations can easily obscure an important point. In the English translation I have just used, the description uses only adjectives. But in the Greek, Paul uses only verbs. So it’s more a case of ‘love acts in a persevering way, behaves with kindness, does not burn with jealousy, does not put on a display of self, does not inflate itself, does not act in a rude way’. In every one of these descriptions, we know it by what it does or doesn’t do. There is no attempt to say what love is in the abstract. We are told what it will and won’t look like when it’s happening.


So far so good, perhaps. But before we begin to look at what I think are the huge implications of seeing all love as having God as its source, and its only source, we’d better face up to a danger in this line of thought, as I mentioned earlier. Or in fact two closely related ones. The first is that we might run away with the idea that all manifestations of love are equally godlike, or that giving or receiving love can of itself bring us to God. C. S. Lewis is clear about this. He describes the qualities of what he calls ‘our Gift-loves’ – ‘Their joy, their energy, their patience, their readiness to forgive, their desire for the good of the beloved’ and comments that ‘We may say, quite truly and in an intelligible sense, that those who love greatly are “near” to God’. But he warns that this ‘is “nearness by likeness”. It will not of itself produce “nearness of approach”’.5 Clearly it would be ridiculous (and in bad taste, which is worse) to suggest for instance that the ecstasy of sexual love is the same as the love of God, and for God, that we hope to discover when we eat the bread and drink the wine of the Eucharist. And it would be stupid and indecent to suggest that the one could act as a substitute for the other, or that the one could lead seamlessly to the other. And yet, and yet, perhaps a greater danger in rightly seeking to avoid such lèse-majesté is of thinking that there is no correspondence between these loves at all, and that only one is worthy of being mentioned in the same breath as any talk of God.6
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