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Doug Kindschi   Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Love God and love your neigh-
bor. This is often called the 
Great Commandment, but 
what does it have to do with 
Valentine’s Day?

The holiday also is called St. Valentine’s 
Day, which gives a hint to its origin as a reli-
gious feast day in honor of St. Valentine, 
who lived in the third century and died 
Feb. 14 as a martyr. Tradition has it that he 
was performing marriages between young 
Christians to escape conscription, during a 
time when Christians were persecuted by 
Emperor Claudius II. There was no evidence 
that the Feast of St. Valentine had any con-
nection to romantic celebrations until one 
of Geoff rey Chaucer’s poems in the 14th cen-
tury made a reference to the day as a day 
when humans (and birds) sought a mate.

Love has so many meanings both in reli-
gion and in common parlance. We talk about 
loving God and loving neighbor. But we also 
say we love football, love spaghetti and loved 
last evening’s sunset. When I say I love my 
wife, it doesn’t have the same implication as 
when I say I love my parents, or my sister or 
my teacher.

The Greeks had many diff erent words to 
distinguish these various kinds of love.
    › Storge (family love) describes the kind 

of love that parents have for their chil-
dren or love between siblings. It might 
also extend to grandchildren, cousins or 
in-laws.

    › Philia (friendship love) can apply to any-
one. I might affi  rm that I love everybody 
in my community or my school.

    › Eros (romantic or passionate love) doesn’t 
always involve sexual activity. It might 
refer to strong attraction, to falling in love 
or to being in love.

    › Ludus (playful love) is loving to dance, 
loving music, loving golf or loving to walk 
on the beach. When young children enjoy 
playing together, we call them “play-
mates.”

    › Pragma (abiding love) is a deep mature 
closeness that develops over time that 
involves patience, tolerance of another’s 
faults and willingness to forgive. For cou-
ples, it is often apparent as their relation-
ship matures and draws them even closer 
together.

    › Philautia (healthy self-love) involves 
liking and respecting oneself. It is out 
of such self-respect that one can love 
another person. It is the opposite of an 
unhealthy narcissism.

    › Agape (unconditional love) goes beyond 
the other forms of love and is all-

embracing. It is selfless and altruistic. 
It is often used for the love God has for 
us and as the model for how our love for 
God should be.
Nearly all religions have love as a central 

component of their writings and message. 
Many religions have diff erent terms for the 
various forms of love. The commandments 
to love God and love your neighbor, and even 
the stranger, are clear in the Hebrew Scrip-
ture. Jesus identifi es these commandments 
when asked what is the greatest command-
ment. Other traditions emphasize compas-
sion and love and often have special terms 
to identify the unconditional love from God, 
which we are to emulate.

In contemporary times, we heard the call 
for the power of love in the statement by 
Martin Luther King Jr. “We must discover 
the power of love, the redemptive power of 
love. And when we do that, we will make 
of this old world a new world, for love is the 
only way.”

More recently, the presiding bishop of 
the American Episcopal Church, Bishop 
Michael Curry, delivered the sermon at the 
royal wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan 
Markle. For hundreds at St. George’s Chapel 
at Windsor Castle and for millions watching 
on television, Curry preached the power of 
love, saying:

“Oh there’s power, power in love. Not 
just in its romantic forms, but any form, 
any shape of love. There’s a certain sense in 
which when you are loved, and you know it, 
when someone cares for you, and you know 
it, when you love and you show it — it actu-
ally feels right.”

He continued, quoting the Christian 
Scripture, “Beloved, let us love one another, 
because love is of God, and those who love 
are born of God and know God. Those who 
do not love do not know God. Why? For God 
is love.” (1 John 4:7)

Curry saw the power of love as “heal-
ing when nothing else can,” liberating, and 
showing us the way to live. He continued, 
“Love is not selfi sh and self-centered. Love 
can be sacrifi cial, and in so doing, becomes 
redemptive. And that way of unselfi sh, sac-
rifi cial, redemptive love changes lives, and it 
can change this world.”

He called on all to imagine a world where 
love is the way. What would our homes, fami-
lies, communities, governments and nations 
be like where love is the way?

“When love is the way, then no child will 
go to bed hungry in this world ever again. 
When love is the way, we will let justice roll 
down like a mighty stream and righteous-

ness, like an ever-fl owing brook.
“When love is the way, poverty will 

become history. When love is the way, the 
Earth will be a sanctuary.

“When love is the way, we will lay down 
our swords and shields, down by the river-
side, to study war no more.”

Curry referred to the French Catholic 
priest, scientist, author and mystic Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin, who saw love as the 
energy that drives all development and 
activity. Fire was, according to de Chardin, 
one of the greatest discoveries in human 
history. He believed that if humanity could 
ever harness the energy of love, “it will be the 
second time in history that we have discov-
ered fi re.”

Curry concluded his message by refer-
ring again to King: “Dr. King was right: we 
must discover love — the redemptive power 
of love. And when we do that, we will make 
of this old world, a new world.”

While our society celebrates this commer-
cial season called Valentine’s Day, let us go 
much further to the many forms of love and 
to the redemptive power of love to make “a 
new world.”
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Exploring diff erent kinds of love at Valentine’s Day

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

A reader of Ethics & Religion 
Talk asks, “What does it look 
like to engage in multi- or 
interfaith dialogue?”

Several weeks ago, we 
shared three panelists’ answers to this ques-
tion. This week, we conclude with four more 
responses.

Sharif Sahibzada, the director of 
Islamic Center and imam of the Mosque 
of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Humankind consists of various faiths 
and denominations. Some are God-given, 
some are made by humans and some are 
invented, adopted, updated in accordance to 
self-plans to meet personal desires and ulte-
rior motives.

“Multi- or interfaith dialogue is very cru-
cial to engage in to achieve a positive percep-
tion for humanitarian results. It is a pains-
taking approach to find commonality in 
applying wisdom. A very slight misunder-
standing may create a mishap. Such dia-
logue must be entirely based on a desire to 
cement human communication with open-
ness. One must agree on shared objectives 
for the benefi t of humans and understand-
ing. People, in general, are not aware of it 
and no serious efforts are being made to 
attract them at large scale. Lay persons are 
not familiar with this initiative. They stick 
to the point in their entire life what clergies 
have advised them to behave or they know 
themselves according to the level of their 
study or intellectuality.

“There is no charter for the framework or 
set rules for this issue. Clergy minds must 
come together to create such guidelines.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“In the Roman Catholic tradition, one 
begins by looking at the document nostra 
aetate, Latin for ‘our age,’ of the Second 
Vatican Council. From this document, one 

may fi nd the Church defi ning inter religious 
dialogue as ‘speaking and listening, giving 
and receiving, mutual growth and enrich-
ment. It is based on witness to one’s faith, as 
well as openness to the religion of another. It 
is not a betrayal of the mission of the Church, 
nor is it a new method of conversion to Chris-
tianity.’ 

“To engage in interreligious dialogue 
means one is open to speaking to some-
one of another religious tradition by shar-
ing the tenets of one’s beliefs. In doing so, 
all individuals witness to the presence of 
God in that faith tradition. These individu-
als are not looking to change the other, but 
to learn the truths present. The uncovering 
of similarities and differences then allows 
the people involved in the discussion to cele-
brate those principles held in common while 
working to develop understanding of the dif-
ferences. These discussions are peaceful and 
tranquil because the goal is not to convert 
the other but, instead, to understand what 
another believes and why.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister 
of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 
North America, responds:

“There are at least two kinds of inter-
faith dialogue. One kind that was in vogue 
in the 1960s was an exercise in religious rel-
ativism. Church leaders who questioned or 
frankly disavowed the doctrines of their own 
churches and regarded all diff erences among 
churches as mere idiosyncrasy, reached out 
to leaders in other denominations who were 
of the same mind. These apostles of unbelief 
and indiff erence would sit down and confer 
together, formulate grand declarations, and 
go home feeling satisfied. These exercises 
generated few positive results and involved 
great expense to the churches these persons 
claimed to represent.

“The other kind of dialogue is one in 
which most of us engage on a daily basis, as 
we interact with neighbors who diff er from 
us in some, if not many things. It requires 
humility, patience and self-control. We 

should listen to what others have to say, and 
allow them to speak freely and honestly. We 
should claim to the same privilege, while 
affi  rming our commitment to live at peace 
with our neighbors and do them good. Our 
life and conduct should commend our faith 
and morals to others; if not, we should be 
silent until we have learned the ‘more excel-
lent way’ commended by the Apostle Paul in 
I Corinthians 13.”

My response:
I believe that the multiplicity of religions 

in the world represent diff erent paths toward 
the same God. I engage in interfaith dia-
logue in order to learn how and why I think, 
behave and believe diff erently than follow-
ers of other faiths and practices.

I do not engage in interfaith dialogue in 
order to learn about what I have in com-

mon with others. This is a common mis-
understanding of the purpose of such dia-
logue and leads to insipid conversations.
The goal of dialogue between people of dif-
ferent religious traditions is not to identify
a set of common beliefs and practices, lead-
ing toward a unifi ed world in which all peo-
ple think and act alike. In fact, a world which
sees difference as something to be erased
frightens me. Such a society would be repres-
sive and totalitarian, intolerant of the small-
est deviation from the norm. Better to learn
to celebrate diff erences.

Therefore, the goal of interfaith dialogue
is to celebrate the fact we are diverse and to
learn how to live with people who are very
diff erent than ourselves, and to ask questions
like, “How is your faith diff erent than mine?”
“What can I learn from the diff erence?” and
“What is it in your faith that I admire?”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Respect and self-control are needed for interfaith dialogue

Michigan’s fi rst “LOVE” sculpture from artist Robert Indiana was unveiled in May 2018 on 
Louis Campau Promenade in downtown Grand Rapids. What does it mean to love God and 
love your neighbor?   MLive.com fi les

“We must discover the power of love, the redemptive power of love.”
Martin Luther King Jr.
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