
1 
 

  To Love as God Loves: Conversations with the Early Church  (Roberta Bondi, 1987)
  
 If we assume with our culture that the goal of human 
life is individual self-development, how does this leave space 
for love that might thwart that development? How does the 
need for assertiveness in a world that despises the weak fit 
with the Christ who did not count equality with God a thing to 
be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant 
(Phil. 2:6-7)? How does an ethos of productivity fit with the 
image of the cross? 
 Love is the goal of the Christian life and humility is 
what it takes to bring us toward it. Only as we learn to love 
God and others do we gain real freedom and autonomy in a 
society in which most people live in a state of slavery to their 
own needs and desires. This is to be a dialogue between our 
agenda and men and women from the past. Many careers were 
then closed to Christians--such as serving in the army, being a 
schoolteacher or an actor or actress because they somehow en-
tailed supporting, teaching, or depicting pagan mythology. 
 When they heard the commandment to "be perfect" 
they understood it to be another way of phrasing the Great 
Commandment, You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind ... 
[and] your neighbor as yourself. To love is human; not to love 
is less than human. An ability to love is the very goal of the 
Christian life, and if love is its goal, humility is the way to it. 
Humility meant to them a way of seeing other people as being 
as valuable in God's eyes as ourselves. It was an attitude of 
heart without which the virtues had no Christian context. Hu-
mility makes it possible to distinguish between legalism and 
love. It makes us flexible. It puts heart into truthfulness. 
 What Jesus asked of those who took up His life was 
perfect love. The very desire to love and be loved is part of 
human nature. It is part of the image of God. God has come to 
us and still comes to us in Jesus to restore our wounded and 
distorted humanness. This was the inspiration for the move-
ment that became monasticism. 
 When we give the term "perfection" a meaning, op-
posing it to change, we are using it as the pagan philosophers 
did. Movement toward God necessarily moves us closer to 
other people. “The job of the church and its clergy is to save 
souls, not meddle in secular affairs [heresy].” Christians who 
believe this do not believe that God is the metaphorical center 
of creation, drawing all things to that center. There is a whole 
generation of schizophrenic Christians who have 2 personali-
ties, one for God and the church, and another for the everyday 
world of science and common sense. Many people reject 
Christianity precisely because they have only known some 
world-repudiating version of it, so that they associate being 
Christian with being insensitive to human suffering and need. 
We are made in the image of God, and this means that we can-
not love God without at the same time loving God's image. 
 Love of God entails love of the whole of God's body, 
myself included. We are able to begin to seek our own salva-
tion not out of self-hatred, but out of a love of our own life. 
Day-to-day love has to be learned and exercised even toward 
the people we find it easy to love. How much more true it is of 
the difficult people in our lives we want to love! These 2 kinds  
 

of love-emotion, and the long-term attitude of heart which 
must be learned, seem quite different from each other, but we 
confuse them, often dangerously, all the time. Perhaps it is be-
cause we so rarely think of our long-term committed loves as 
chosen loves. The distinction between a temperament and a 
disposition is instructive at this point. We are more or less 
born with our temperament.  
 "Disposition" has to do with a chosen and cultivated 
long-term attitude of heart. Love is the goal of the Christian 
life. Love is a goal like being a doctor or a minister or a 
mother is a goal. As a goal it serves to shape your present, as 
you make decisions, cultivating in yourself behaviors, atti-
tudes, and habits that help you become more and more what 
you want to be. It is a way of seeing habitually and responding 
to the real, separate, individual needs of each of the people we 
encounter in our lives every day. 
 When the 2 are weighed against each other, the skill 
of a captain seems very small compared with the contribution 
of the wind. The wind represents God's help and grace. God 
will not change our hearts without participation on our part. 
Grace, as they understood it, is simply God's help in seeing 
and knowing the world, ourselves, God, and others in such a 
way that love is made possible. Another source of grace was 
other people. Foremost were teachers, who held their position 
by virtue of their own ability to teach by example and word. 
Grace does not come just once to open our eyes. It comes 
again and again as we continue to respond to it and act upon it 
so that there is a spiral of synergism, as grace and human ef-
fort come together leading us deeper into love, farther into the 
restoration of the image of God.  
 Appetites only seem to grow greater as they are satis-
fied--appetites for money, possessions, prestige, food. The 
process of growth in love was a cultivation of a deep Christian 
attitude of heart that could make love possible. Their name for 
this attitude was humility. Living-out of the conviction that all 
human beings, every man, woman, and child are creatures of 
God. Out of such a fundamental attitude of heart for the 
women and men of the desert could flow a whole way of 
Christian living. Humility could become not only the attitude 
out of which this way of life would come but also the means 
by which such living might become possible.  
 Humility has nothing to do with a low self-image. 
One reason the monastics left ordinary life in their own culture 
was that they were trying to establish a new model where eve-
ryone was on the same footing, where loving service was the 
model for everybody. Real humility brings freedom and love 
to its recipients, not guilt and resentment. 
 The man or woman who lives "rationally" at the ex-
pense of the heart is a wounded being who wounds others. 
Only with reason in control of "the cycle of desire" [between 
good and evil] are the 2 basic energies good for us rather than 
hurtful. We see people as they really are only when we see 
them through the tender and compassionate eyes of God. 
 Gluttony meant overeating and unnecessary variety 
in food. Sloth meant restless boredom that makes our ordinary 
tasks seem too dull to bear. Do not give your heart to that 
which does not satisfy the heart. Vainglory meant, whatever 
your skills, it is essentially you selling yourself to others. Pride 
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manifests itself as a devaluing of others as we compare our-
selves to those around us. 
 Prayer is the fundamental activity of the Christian; to 
be in the image of God means to communicate with God. We 
pray, first of all, to be with God. Secondarily we pray knowing 
that God has promised us good things which we can expect 
through prayer. The starting point of prayer in the early church 
was the Book of Psalms. Their understanding of God and 
God's ways also changed and developed, and all of this is re-
flected in the literature of the Bible, including the psalms. The 
ancient Hebrews, for example, over a period of centuries go 
from believing that their God was the greatest among the gods 
of the individual nations to believing that their God was the 
only God. 
 Our 4th-century Christian ancestors, however, did not 
believe in any kind of progressive revelation. The God Abra-
ham and Sarah knew had the same characteristics for them as 
God had for the psalmist. God is God, always the same, al-
ways trustworthy and loving. Whatever contradictions or in-
consistencies, whatever unworthy characteristics were as-
cribed to God by scripture, must have this logical explanation 
whenever all of scripture is true, and-meant-to be useful to us. 
Scripture is the accumulated repository of our ancestors in the 
faith over a long time, and we see that faith develop and 
change throughout the Bible. The author of Psalm 137 really 
was probably asking God to kill his enemies' babies. Scripture 
is for worship and for growth in the life of God. Prayer is a 
process that needs you to let the images speak to your heart 
before they reach your head. Prayer is a gift, a being in the 
presence of God, not an exercise in analysis. 
 Learning the names for God and their consequences 
for us is a lifelong enterprise. Naturally enough, God and our 
parents ran together a bit in most of our minds, even though 
we never chose to make the connection. When we are dealing 
with a specific problem, one way to go about learning the 
names of God in our heart is to be introspective. Go into your 
prayer time with a question in your mind based on what you 
find when you look inside yourself. Ask Christ for an explana-
tion. We relate to God in 2 ways: by what we know, that is, by 
"naming God," and by what we cannot know. God is both 
knowable and unknowable. All human beings share this dou-
ble quality.  
 God made our universe in such a way that everything 
created is attracted to God its creator and lover. Nothing exists 
whose deepest being is not turned toward God. “Our hearts are 
restless till they find their rest in you.” Only in this movement 
toward God is there rest. Each of us moves with that attraction 
in a different way according to the variety of God's universe. 
We all are moving together into an ever-increasing love not 
only of God, but of all that is. Love will not come to you with-
out your own choosing. Love must be sought and cultivated in 
yourself. God loves us too much to wish us passively to re-
ceive whatever life sends. God will not cram even love down 
our throats unless we choose it, seek it, learn it. The love of 
God is particular. It is like the sun which shines on everyone, 
the good and bad alike, but it also comes to us, if we are will-
ing to receive it, in a way exactly suited to each of us, as we 
are able to thrive on it.  
 All of God's dealings with us are marked by his hu-
mility we see so amazingly in the incarnation itself. How can 

we respect a God who takes us more seriously than we take 
ourselves, and yet is not impressed with all our accomplish-
ments? Who loves us equally well, whether we succeed or 
fail? We never know in what form we will meet God's stead-
fast love. God's love was primary; out of God's love for us 
flowed all other love. In God's communities they were the 
body of Christ. Being a Christian means learning to love with 
God's love. 
  
 [Only as we learn to love God and others do we gain 
real freedom and autonomy in a society in which most people 
live in a state of slavery to their own needs and desires. Move-
ment toward God moves us closer to others. Grace is God's 
help in seeing and knowing the world, ourselves, God, and 
others in such a way that love is made possible. Vainglory is 
essentially you selling yourself to others. Prayer is the funda-
mental activity of the Christian; to be in the image of God 
means to communicate with God. Prayer is a process that 
needs you to let images speak to your heart before they reach 
your head.] 
  


