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All You Need Is Love

And now abide faith, hope, charity, these three: but the greatest of these is charity. 
(1 Corinthians 13:1–13)

Christmas and Epiphany have given us a time of great joy and wonder as 
we bathed in the light of the knowledge of our God and of His Christ. 
Now, as we approach the great fast of Lent, it is time to bring to a close our 
feasting on the glorious provision of our God and begin to prepare 
ourselves for the fasting of the coming season. This will culminate in the 
events of Holy Week. Today’s readings encourage us to reflect upon the 
virtues necessary to develop that holiness of life which our heavenly Father 
has prepared, for all those who love Him and want to walk in communion, 
or fellowship, with Him. 

What do we mean by virtues? Quite simply, a virtue is a good habit, just as 
a vice is a bad habit. A virtue can be more precisely defined as the settled, 
established disposition of a power of the soul to act properly and well, 
what we can call a virtuous habit. Some virtues relate only to the operation 
of the intellect, while others relate to the mind as it guides our power of 
choice. These are called moral virtues because they make our acts righteous 
in God’s eyes. There are four cardinal or principal moral virtues: they are 
prudence, courage, temperance, and justice. They are not unique to 
Christians. They were well known and pursued in the ancient world. They 
are acquired virtues, that is ingrained in the soul by disciplined practice, 
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just like physical training for a sport. But, no matter how noble, they are 
strictly natural. They have only to do with human happiness in this earthly 
life. 

There are other virtues, supernatural ones, which Christians receive in 
baptism into Jesus Christ. These are virtues which cannot be obtained by 
human effort. They are called infused virtues because the Holy Spirit plants 
and nurtures them in the souls of those who are in Christ. The object of 
these virtues is our supernatural happiness and eternal blessedness. The 
chief infused virtues are Faith, Hope, and Charity. They are called 
theological virtues in recognition of their divine origin. It is through these 
virtues that the Holy Spirit gives Christians an ability to achieve holiness of 
life. But this potential for holiness must be worked out on a daily basis. To 
do so, the theological virtues express themselves through the cardinal 
virtues of prudence, courage, temperance, and justice. 

The subject of today’s readings is Love, or more properly Charity. Our 
English word is derived from the Latin caritas (caritá It., caridad Sp., charité 
Fr.) which translates the New Testament Greek agape. In everyday speech, 
Charity now means only alms-giving or good works. This has always been 
its most visible expression, but its fuller meaning for Christians is an 
intentional love of God and one’s neighbor for God’s sake. Love or Charity 
is the last and the greatest of the Theological Virtues, the very spirit of our 
relationship with God our Father, and it contains all the other virtues and is 
the fulfillment of the Old Testament Law. For this reason, it is a good idea 
for us to use the technical name Charity rather than the ambiguous modern 
word “Love” which has multiple meanings in English. For example, Love 
is usually characterized by an element of emotion and originates in natural 
instinct. Charity is a virtue whose source is God’s grace. It is not a feeling; 
rather it is dependent on free acts of the will. So, the saying, “Love is a 



decision” is good to call to mind as we begin each new day. The motive of 
Love is the possession of a created good, but the motive of Charity is the 
unselfish giving of oneself to God. The object of Charity is the love of God 
for himself, and of his creatures, as images reflecting his infinite being. 

The command to love God is fundamental to Judaism and is spelled out 
clearly in the Old Testament: 

“Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God is one LORD: and thou shalt love the 
Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 
might.” (Deuteronomy 6:4–5) 

Jesus deliberately endorsed this precept: He called it “the first and great 
commandment” (Matthew 22:37; Mark 12:29–30; Luke 10:27–28). God, then, 
has commanded us to love Him; not just to think about Him or to argue 
about Him, but to love Him. So, the intentional expression of Charity, this 
self-giving, agape love, which God plants in our hearts so that we can 
return it to Him, should be the fundamental activity of the Christian. 
Charity places the love of God above all created things (Deuteronomy 5:8–
10), and it requires the concentration of all the powers of the soul. The 
Hebrew word translated “heart” in the King James and later translations 
really means “understanding”. The Hebrew word for “soul” means the 
spiritual part of man, which bears God ‘s image, but it is also the seat of the 
emotions. This is important because it means emotions are God-given, not 
just animal instincts, as the materialists would have us believe. For this 
reason, they belong to the realm of Charity. “Might or strength” stands for 
the whole soul powered by the will, so that the Charity we are commanded 
to give to God is the action of the whole personality: heart (understanding), 
soul (spirit and emotions), and strength (a well-directed soul). 
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In today’s Epistle, St. Paul says that Charity is the greatest of the virtues (1 
Corinthians 13:13). The Church Fathers elaborated on this idea. 
Ambrosiaster, for instance, tells us that, “Love is the greatest because while 
faith is preached and hope belongs to the future life, love reigns.” (ACCS, 
Vol NT VII, p. 136) And Cyprian tells us that, “Charity is the bond of 
brotherhood, the foundation of peace, the steadfastness and firmness of 
unity. It is greater than both hope and faith. It excels both good works and 
the suffering of the faith. As an eternal virtue, it will abide with us forever 
in the kingdom of heaven.” (ibid., p. 137) All this is true because Charity 
never ends (v. 8). It is by Charity that we shall enjoy God eternally. 
Consequently, even now Charity fulfills all the other virtues; as St. Paul 
tells us, “Love is the fulfilling of the Law.”  (Rom. 13:10) It directs the soul 
towards union with God, which is the great end of the Christian religion. 
That union is the personal relationship God seeks with us and we with 
Him.  

Let’s take a look at the law of Charity as outlined by St. Paul in today’s 
Epistle. First, all our speech is only meaningless noise if spoken without 
Charity. Nothing we say in any language can be ascribed to any merit of 
our own but is subject to the glory of God. Second, the great spiritual gifts 
of prophecy, the understanding of mysteries and all knowledge, and even 
Faith itself are worthless without Charity. Third, the most extreme sacrifices 
are also of no worth without Charity: for instance, giving away all that one 
possesses, or even being willing to give up one’s life, gains us nothing if 
not motivated by Charity. Intentions really do count!

What is the character of Charity? St. Paul tells us that it is patient and kind. 
It does not envy; it does not promote itself; it does not behave in an 
unseemly fashion; it is not self-seeking; it is not easily provoked; it does not 
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think evil; it does not rejoice in iniquity, but rather rejoices in the truth; it is 
long suffering, believes, hopes, and endures. Charity never fails.

The Apostle was addressing the Corinthians’ pride in their spiritual gifts: 
prophecy, tongues, knowledge. This pride had led to competition amongst 
them which was rooted in self-love rather than the love of God and 
neighbor. Our Lord has commanded us to love one another, but it is all too 
easy to give in to our natural antipathies towards others and deny them the 
very rights we claim for ourselves. The truth we sometimes ignore is that 
they have as much right to consideration as we do ourselves.

Rash and unbalanced judgments, particularly with regard to another’s 
motives, frequently lead to a loss of Charity. If we take a distinct dislike to 
another person, there is nothing that he or she can say or do that is right. 
We are perpetually on the look-out for faults on their part, because we are 
allowing ourselves to be swayed by our own instinctive self-love. I am 
talking here about the selfish variety which demands that our wishes be 
fulfilled before all others. The insistence that my will be done.

Another sin against Charity is scandal in all its forms, whether it consists of 
evil-speaking which is true, half-true, or untrue. Whether it be idle gossip 
or jesting at another’s expense. Whether intended or not, they all result in 
damage to the reputation of another. Obedience to the divine precept to 
love our neighbors as ourselves requires the greatest effort in the discipline 
of the judgment and the tongue. It also requires great generosity in the 
pardoning of real injuries received. The Lord demands that we forgive 
those who injure us. St. Stephen provides a classic case, as do the lives of 
many of the saints. Its supreme expression is the forgiveness our Lord 
asked of His Father for those who unjustly crucified Him.



Above all, we must learn to love supernaturally and give ourselves 
generously to our fellow-men because we love God. We will always have to 
contend with natural attraction and repulsion. But they can be overcome by 
the deliberate exercise of Charity. In other words, we may really dislike 
someone, but we can, and should, seek to act with Charity toward him or 
her, seeking to be Christ to him. Never forget Love is a decision!

True Charity is pro-active (prevenient). We must not wait to be loved first, 
but rather to take the initiative to reach out to others. True Charity is 
compassionate. We suffer with others as Jesus suffered for all. True Charity 
is also generous. The Parable of the Good Samaritan demonstrates godly 
generosity. It would have been easy for the Samaritan to have justified to 
himself passing by the injured man without taking the time to get involved. 
Instead, he gave all in his power to ensure the healing of this man. This is 
the business of all who love Jesus, not just clergy, or members of religious 
orders, or missionaries. All of us!

To summarize: Charity is a duty laid upon us by God (Matthew 22:34–40; 
John 13:34,35). Its performance is a matter of obedience (John 15:10). 
Therefore, Charity is anything but an emotion or sentiment. It is an act of 
will guided by faith and prudence. It is unwavering esteem for the 
goodness of God and a resolute determination to do his will. Faith, Hope, 
and Charity work together, blended, in a single act, in which we say “yes” 
to God with our whole heart: intellect, will, and desires. (How to Be Holy, 
Peter Kreeft, paraphrasing Jean Pierre de Caussade, p. 86)

While Charity expresses itself principally in love to God. It is also 
expressed as a merciful regard for the wellbeing of others, as a fixed 
disposition of the will to help others attain what is God’s best for them, 
with reference always to their eternal good. It is easy when you allow 
yourself to be filled with, and share, the godly Love called Charity.
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Let us pray.

Lord God, the source of all goodness and truth, we humbly beseech thee to 
pour into our hearts thy most excellent gifts of faith, hope, and Charity, but 
above all the gift of Charity, the very bond of peace, the chief object of the 
Lenten fast for which we thy servants are now preparing. In the Name of 
thy Son our Savior who suffered and died that we might become thy 
beloved children.  Amen.
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