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On Christian Love 
 

Perhaps these excerpts from Pope Benedict XVI’s  
first encyclical, Deus Caritas Est,  

www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/encyclicals/docu
ments/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20051225_deus-caritas-est_en.html,  

will encourage you to read the entire document. 
 
“We have come to know and to believe in the love 
God has for us (1 Jn 4:16).”  We have come to 
believe in God’s love:  in these words the Christian 
can express the fundamental decision of his life.  
Being Christian is not the result of an ethical choice 
or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a 
person, which gives life a new horizon and a 
decisive direction.   #1  
 
So great is God’s love for man that by becoming 
man [in Jesus Christ] he follows him even into 
death, and so reconciles justice and love. #10 
 
Marriage based on exclusive and definitive love 
becomes the icon of the relationship between God 
and his people and vice versa, God’s way of loving 
becomes the measure of human love. #11 
 
Eucharistic communion includes the reality both of 
being loved and of loving others in turn.  A Eucharist 
which does not pass over into the concrete practice of 
love is intrinsically fragmented.  #14 
 
Love of neighbor is a path that leads to the 
encounter with God, and closing our eyes to our 
neighbor blinds us to God.   #16 
 
[The Lord] encounters us ever anew, in the men 
and women who reflect his presence, in his word, in 
the sacraments, and especially in the Eucharist.  In 
the Church’s Liturgy, in her prayer, in the living 
community of believers, we experience the love of 
God, we perceive his presence and we thus learn to 
recognize that presence in our daily lives.  He has 
loved us first and he continues to do so; we too, 
then, can respond with love.  God does not demand 
of us a feeling which we ourselves are incapable of 
producing.  He loves us, he makes us see and 
experience his love, and since he has “loved us 
first,” love can also blossom as a response within 
us.     #17 
 
 “If you see charity, you see the Trinity,” wrote 
Saint Augustine…The entire activity of the Church 
is an expression of a love that seeks the integral  

 
good of man…Love is the service that the Church 
carries out in order to attend constantly to man’s 
sufferings and his needs, including material needs.
     #19 
 
The exercise of charity became established as one of 
[the Church’s] essential activities, along with the 
administration of the sacraments and the 
proclamation of the word:  love for widows and 
orphans, prisoners, and the sick and needy of every 
kind, is as essential to her as the ministry of the 
sacraments and preaching of the Gospel.   #22 
 
The Church’s deepest nature is expressed in her 
three-fold responsibility:  of proclaiming the word of 
God (kerygma-martyria), celebrating the sacraments 
(leitourgia), and exercising the ministry of charity 
(diakonia)…Without in any way detracting from the 
commandment of universal love, the Church also has 
a specific responsibility:  within the ecclesial family 
no member should suffer through being in need…“So 
then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to all, 
and especially to those who are of the household of 
faith” (Gal 6:10).     #25 
 
The pursuit of justice must be a fundamental norm of 
the State and the aim of a just social order is to 
guarantee to each person, according to the principle 
of subsidiarity, his share of the community’s goods.   
     #26 
 
The just ordering of society and the State is a central 
responsibility of politics…Justice is both the aim and 
the intrinsic criterion of all politics.  Politics is more 
than a mere mechanism for defining the rules of 
public life:  its origin and its goal are found in justice, 
which by its very nature has to do with ethics.  The 
State must inevitably face the question of how justice 
can be achieved here and now.  But this presupposes 
an even more radical question:  what is justice?  The 
problem is one of practical reason; but if reason is to 
be exercised properly, it must undergo constant 
purification, since it can never be completely free of 
the danger of a certain ethical blindness caused by the 
dazzling effect of power and special interests… 
Catholic social doctrine has its place:  it has no 
intention of giving the Church power over the State.  
Even less is it an attempt to impose on those who do 
not share the faith ways of thinking and modes of 
conduct proper to faith.  Its aim is simply to help 
purify reason and to contribute, here and now, to the 
acknowledgment and attainment of what is just.  The 



Church’s social teaching argues on the basis of 
reason and natural law, namely, on the basis of what 
is in accord with the nature of every human being.  It 
recognizes that it is not the Church’s responsibility to 
make this teaching prevail in political life.  Rather, 
the Church wishes to help form consciences in 
political life and to stimulate greater insight into the 
authentic requirements of justice as well as greater 
readiness to act accordingly, even when this might 
involve conflict with situations of personal interest.  
Building a just social and civil order, wherein each 
person receives what is his or her due, is an essential 
task which every generation must take up anew.  As a 
political task, this cannot be the Church’s immediate 
responsibility.  Yet, since it is also a most important 
human responsibility, the Church is duty-bound to 
offer, through the purification of reason and through 
ethical formation, her own specific contribution 
towards understanding the requirements of justice 
and achieving them politically.  The Church cannot 
and must not take upon herself the political battle to 
bring about the most just society possible.  She 
cannot and must not replace the State.  Yet at the 
same time she cannot and must not remain on the 
sidelines in the fight for justice.  She has to play her 
part through rational argument and she has to 
reawaken the spiritual energy without which justice, 
which always demands sacrifice, cannot prevail and 
prosper.  A just society must be the achievement of 
politics, not of the Church.  Yet the promotion of 
justice through efforts to bring about openness of 
mind and will to the demands of the common good is 
something which concerns the Church deeply. 
     #28 
 
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.  So they cannot relinquish 
their participation “in the many different economic, 
social, legislative, administrative and cultural areas, 
which are intended to promote organically and 
institutionally the common good.”   The mission of 
the lay faithful is therefore to configure social life 
correctly, respecting its legitimate autonomy and 
cooperating with other citizens according to their 
respective competences and fulfilling their own 
responsibility.      #29 
 
Concern for our neighbor transcends the confines of 
national communities and has increasingly broadened 
its horizon to the whole world…True humanism 
acknowledges that man is made in the image of God 
and wants to help him to live in a way consonant with 
that dignity…The building of a better world requires 
Christians to speak with a united voice in working to 
inculcate “respect for the rights and needs of 
everyone, especially the poor, the lowly and the 
defenseless.”    #30 

What are the essential elements of Christian and 
ecclesial charity?...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…Christian charitable activity 
must be independent of parties and ideologies.  It is 
not a means of changing the world ideologically, 
and it is not at the service of worldly stratagems, 
but it is a way of making present here and now the 
love which man always needs…Charity, 
furthermore, cannot be used as a means of engaging 
in what is nowadays considered proselytism.  Love 
is free; it is not practiced as a way of achieving 
other ends…A Christian knows when it is time to 
speak of God and when it is better to say nothing 
and to let love alone speak.  He knows that God is 
love and that God’s presence is felt at the very time 
when the only thing we do is to love. #31 
 
Practical activity will always be insufficient, unless it 
visibly expresses a love for man, a love nourished by 
an encounter with Christ.   #34 
 
[The]  proper way of serving others also leads to 
humility.  The one who serves does not consider 
himself superior to the one served, however 
miserable his situation at the moment may be. 
     #35 
 
Prayer, as a means of drawing ever new strength 
from Christ, is concretely and urgently needed…It is 
time to reaffirm the importance of prayer in the face 
of the activism and the growing secularism of many 
Christians engaged in charitable work. #36-37 
 
Faith, hope and charity go together.  Hope is 
practiced through the virtue of patience, which 
continues to do good even in the face of apparent 
failure, and through the virtue of humility, which 
accepts God’s mystery and trusts him even at times 
of darkness.  Faith tells us that God has given his Son 
for our sakes and gives us the victorious certainty that 
it is really true:  God is love!...Love is the light – and 
in the end, the only light – that can always illuminate 
a world grown dim and give us the courage needed to 
keep living and working.  Love is possible, and we 
are able to practice it because we are created in the 
image of God.    #39 
 
Holy Mary, Mother of God, you have given the world 
its true light, Jesus, your Son – the Son of God.  You 
abandoned yourself completely to God’s call and thus 
became a wellspring of the goodness which flows 
forth from him.  Show us Jesus.  Lead us to him.  
Teach us to know and love him, so that we too can 
become capable of true love and be fountains of 
living water in the midst of a thirsting world.  
     #42 


