God Is Love: Perspectives on developing an appropriate spirituality for peacemaking

Session 3 CHIPS Fellowship Weekend 18-19 Nov 2006

If violence, hatred and aggression are a poison – what is the antidote?

What about ‘non-violence’, something ‘peace people’ often talk about being committed to?  This idea is indeed very useful in many ways.

However, rather than talking in the ‘negative’ here we are going to focus on the positive concept of ‘LOVE’ and the transforming role it can play as a focus for our spirituality.

What is Spirituality?

Group work

Q: What does the word spirituality mean to you?

A: “More than the material, new age, attitude/perspective, orientation, in tune with God, connectedness to divine/others/creation, truth, disciplines, holiness, transformation/renewal.”

Spirituality is not easy to define – it is not simply the opposite of materiality.  Spirituality involves developing:

· a central, pivotal theme in our lives which holds together our beliefs and our actions in the world we live in,

· the way we relate to the world God has created and to our fellow human beings.

Our spirituality informs and develops an integrated personality that helps us to relate to all kinds of people and cope with every situation in life.  When we consider spirituality we are concerned about growth - the development of all aspects of our lives into an integrated whole.  It is both an exciting and sometimes a painful process.

To divide

· sacred from secular

· faith or belief in God from everyday life in society

· theory - Bible Study and theology - from practise and social action

is to misunderstand or deny the very nature and purpose of God in the natural world.

You may have experienced one or more of the following types of spirituality.

A.
A spirituality which is centred on faith in Christ without an awareness of the all-pervading love of God, may become brittle, judgmental, and may be simplistic and tend towards inner striving and guilt, and the coercion of others to believe as we do.

B.
On the other hand, a spirituality which is wholly centred on “acts of human kindness” results in little more than a humanitarian approach.  It lacks awareness of the Source of love, but without it the world would be a harsher and very selfish place.

C.
Those for whom Church is the heart of Christianity rely heavily in clergy or priests and on the traditions and customs of the Church.  For some, individual spiritual life and growth may be restricted.  Flexibility and initiative may also be limited.

In peacemaking we are concerned for the reconciliation of all things as well as for people (Col 1:20) and as such we need a spirituality that will enable us to view the world through the eyes of the Creator, with the Father’s love and therefore to be responsible for His world in a Christ-centred way.  Jesus’ summary of the commandments, “to love God and to love your neighbour as yourself”, means that they are two halves of one whole, inseparable, the one arising because of the other.

What is love?

Group work

Q: What does the word love mean to you?

A: “Affection, disciplining, protection, unifying, hope, joy, life-force, creation, sacrifice, freedom, hard work, honesty, passion, caring, mum (parents), security, human nature, covenant commitment, fun, liking, trust, unending, patient, kind, forgiving, truth, faith.”

Some possible definitions:”

• noun 1 an intense feeling of deep affection. 2 a deep romantic or sexual attachment to someone. 3 a great interest and pleasure in something. 4 a person or thing that one loves. 5 (in tennis, squash, etc.) a score of zero. apparently from the phrase play for love (i.e. the love of the game, not for money). 

• verb 1 feel love for. 2 like very much. 3 loving showing love or great care.

Compact English Dictionary Definition

The core definition of what (agape) love is could be summarised as follows:

“This sort of love works for the highest good of others whatever the cost”

“Bible Studies in Peacemaking and Reconciliation: God is Love, 1 John 4:7-21” by Roy Calvocoressi p.8

The Movement of Love (20 min)

1 John 4: 7-21 indicates a flow or movement of love beginning with God as the source, with His desire to see love flowing through us to the rest of creation.

God Is Love (v8&16)

This can be said glibly as though it is obvious. However:

“We should not take it for granted that God is Love.  In some ways it is a startling conclusion to reach and it is only John, writing later that other New Testament authors, who does so.”

“Bible Studies in Peacemaking and Reconciliation: God is Love, 1 John 4:7-21” by Roy Calvocoressi p.1

 “It is the end result of a process of human discovery which constitutes a slow and complete subversion from within of any other conception of God.”

“The perception that God is love has a specific content which is absolutely incompatible with any other perception of God as involved in violence, separation, anger or exclusion.”

“Living in the End Times” by James Alison p.48

All love flows from God (vs7&8)

Anyone who loves, knows God.  Our ability to love is thus a barometer of our knowledge of God.

We are loved by God (v10)

We may even be liked too!

Note there is no room for fear or punishment if we know the love of God – is this to do with fear of God or others or something else?

We are called to love (v11&21)

‘Love of God, love of neighbour’ (Matt 22 34-40) summarises the law and the prophets.  Jesus went further still – love of enemy in Matt 5 – and love as I have loved you in John 13:34.  What a calling!

The function of love (10 min)

Group work

Q: How can love be the antidote to violence both personally and corporately?

A:

· “love builds up, joins together, is long term, and can be difficult whereas violence separates, destroys, is short term and can be ‘easy’

· love is an accessible and inherent resource

· perhaps it would be truer to say that love is a proof against violence rather than an antidote to violence

· love is not the same as non-violence and so love and violence could co-exist

· love is imaginative and opens up new possibilities”

Q: Why might a love based spirituality be appropriate for a peacemaker?

A:

· “love recognises the value of everyone and thus doesn’t take sides

· love can cut off enmity and be a first step towards reconciliation

· love gives hope

· love needs to be modelled”

Love can transform our own tendency for violence.  Knowing deeply an unconditional love gives us the security we need to live in a dangerous world without:

· crippling ourselves with strategies of self protection – behaviour which leaves us without resources to love, or sacrifice ourselves for, others,

· building identities for ourselves based on group behaviour of who’s ‘in’ and who’s out (behaviour which leads to the scapegoating of others, often violently).

Love can enable enmity to be borne.

Love can enable reciprocity to be broken and forgiveness to be put in its place.

Love can break down animosity and hatred and give trust the space to grow.

Love can surprise, disarm and de-escalate a situation.

How to grow in love

Group work

Q: What stops us loving?

A: “tiredness or other physical needs, fear of rejection, selfishness, tendency for flight, riches, prejudice, difference, busyness, misunderstanding, deception about others, not knowing God, expectations, ignorance hurt.”

Q: How can we increase our capacity to love?

A: “practice, nurturing ‘knowing’ God, receiving/refuelling/feeding on God/love, choosing not to spread ourselves too thinly – quality not quantity, developing understanding/empathy/compassion, going outside comfort zones/pushing boundaries, creativity – proactive practical actions, discover what makes others feel loved, persistence- keep loving – long suffering, supporting each other.”

A practical CHIPS perspective

 “What you are speaks so loud that they can’t hear what you say” – we must earn the right to speak

In many instances hostile people don’t want rational arguments but love can be disarming.

Some stories from CHIPS projects.

“Go and preach the Gospel. Use words if you have to.”  St Francis of Assisi
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