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THE JOY OF LOVE. THE CHURCH AS THE GUARDIAN OF HUMAN LOVE  

Maryvale, 21 May 2016 

 

What We Talk About When We Talk About Love. Raymond Carver asks this question in the title of his 

well-known book1 and it is the same question that we should keep in mind when reading the latest 

document from Pope Francis, the Apostolic Exhortation, Amoris Laetitia (The Joy of Love). This 

document comes at the end of a journey through two synods on marriage and the family held in 

2014 and 2015. The title – The Joy of Love - declares love as the key word for a reading of the 

document and it also indicates the newness it seeks to offer. It should not escape our attention that 

beginning the document by speaking of love in marriage, the Pope – having offered a synthesis of 

the Church’s teaching on marriage and the family - observes that unless we speak about love it is not 

possible to express the newness of the Gospel message on love. 

 

It is useful to remember that this emphasis on human love is a recent development in the Catholic 

Church. It is a development that began around the second half of the twentieth century and it has 

produced a truly new and original reflection. The time has long since past when the predominant 

thinking viewed the institution of marriage as a corrective for the turmoil of romantic love. (de 

Rougemont) 

 

If we look more closely, then, with The Joy of Love Pope Francis responds to the question many 

people have asked in the last two years: why has the theme of marriage and the family been restored 

to the centre of the life of the Church?  In fact this has been the case at least since the Second 

Vatican Council and most especially during the pontificate of John Paul II, declared the Pope of the 

Family by Pope Francis himself. 

 

LOVE AND THE CONTEMPORARY ANTHROPOLOGICAL QUESTION 

The response to this question invites us to take – even if in a brief manner – a long term look at this 

period. 

 

In recent decades, there has been a gradual and increased awareness on the part of the Church that 

the experience of human love ought to be recognized as the most significant place in which the 

contemporary anthropological question (that is, who man is) finds expression.  This conviction 

                                                           
1  This book inspired the famous R. Altman’s movie Short cuts (1993). 
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about the experience of human love has been demonstrated in two stages. 

 

The first stage is identified with the period of the so-called sexual revolution, beginning in the first 

half of the 1960’s. This had dramatic consequences, first of all in the Church herself. It is enough for 

us to recall the crisis of Humanae vitae and the extent to which this spread among Christians. It 

quickly became clear that it was necessary to go beyond the proposal of moral norms, often 

presented in a schematic way and without making clear the reasons for them and their relevance for 

the whole experience of faith, especially to the young generation.  With this moralistic emphasis on 

the norms – particularly in this area of sexual morality - the experience of belonging to the Christian 

faith, beginning with the Second World War, took on a formal and indifferent character in an 

increasingly secularised West. 

 

It is important to remember here the wonder provoked by the teaching of St. John Paul II on the 

body and sexuality in his famous Wednesday Catechesis known as the Theology of the Body. In this 

teaching, he re-proposed the place of human love in the Divine plan. From within the Church, he 

brought to light a fascinating journey which would offer to all the reasons for and the engagement 

with what he himself called a ‘beautiful love’. 

 

However, with the passage of time, something strange has happened. Frequently, the originality of 

this teaching has been received in a way that led at times to an emphasis on, “a far too abstract and 

almost artificial theological ideal of marriage, far removed from the concrete situations and practical 

possibilities of real families.” (AL 36) If the confused sensibility of today seems to lean towards 

forms of a post-romantic understanding of human love, fluctuating between narcissism and 

emotional or affective relationships that refer only to self, something similar has happened in certain 

places within the Church. Here we encounter a singular romantic renewal which claimed to proceed 

seamlessly from the echoes of the trinitarian communion in the life of the married couple … to the 

obligation to use natural family planning, and all this with an ease as much lacking in foresight from 

a cultural perspective as it has been unproductive on a pastoral level. 

 

Things are further complicated when, from the beginning of the 1990’s, the issues at stake intensify 

and become more complex. These issues include the ideology of gender, the recognition of 

homosexual unions, and grave bioethical questions regarding the most diverse techniques of genetic 

manipulation and artificial insemination. 
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In such a context, an abrupt change of direction was inevitable, one which again placed ethical 

questions at the centre; questions formulated according to reason and natural law. These questions 

were seen as providing the only defence capable of addressing the issues at stake as well as offering a 

means of transmitting a universal claim for the understanding of the Christian life and of human 

love; both already undermined in light of the ethical demands as well as disfigured at the 

anthropological level. 

 

HUMAN LOVE: AN EXPERIENCE IN TIME 

The combination of these facts has led to a disconcerting outcome: the daily lived experience of 

men and women who marry and have a family has gradually been pushed into the background.  

Such men and women are called to freely undertake a project that is at once fascinating and 

complex, one made up of different stages, successes, weaknesses, limits and difficulties.  And all this 

is within a social climate that objectively conspires to instil doubts and fears which undermine the 

goodness of this project. 

 

With this background in mind, we are able to grasp the overall contour - at once both new and 

actual - of The Joy of Love (Amoris Laetitia).  This document, in fact, expresses the will to correct both 

the imbalance arising from an idealized model of family – one that is spiritualist and sentimental - 

and the rigid moralism that has not perceived the degree to which, according to Pope Francis, «the 

edifice of the Church’s moral teaching risks becoming a house of cards, and this is our greatest risk. It would mean 

that it is not the Gospel which is being preached, but certain doctrinal or moral points based on specific ideological 

options» (EG 39) 

 

The Apostolic Exhortation offers a response to this imbalance by privileging two factors: 1) the 

concrete lived experience of the family (in the here and now) and 2) the primacy given to the 

historical dimension of the experience of human love.  In other words, the ‘forever’ that belongs to 

human love from the beginning, reveals itself – above all, to those who love each other – in a 

journey, that unfolds in stages and paths that we cannot predetermine beforehand (apriori). What 

each couple asks is to be accompanied on their journey, aware that «Each must set aside all illusions and 

accept the other as he or she actually is: an unfinished product, needing to grow, a work in progress» (AL 218). With 

great originality, Pope Francis underlines this point saying that the love between a man and a woman 

is ‘handcrafted’, using the image of a craftsman who creates a work of art (AL 221). 
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In this way, the Pope addresses himself to the many different stories of love without ever placing in 

brackets the concrete reality of the effort involved, the crises, the contradiction and sin.  The appeal 

to the pastoral centrality of Mercy has nothing to do with a superficial condescension, nor even less 

does it diminish the heightened dramatic awareness that – also in a relationship of love – evil generates 

evil; indeed it makes possible a full awareness of this fact. For these reasons, the document’s insistent 

reference to the Face of Mercy, Christ crucified and risen, identifies a space in which, through grace, 

the unconditional love of the Father reaches and transfigures every concrete story of love, precisely 

when this story measures itself according to all the small and great experiences that shape its 

journey. In the first paragraphs, Pope Francis invites us to “keep our feet on the ground”. It is 

beginning precisely with this attitude that the whole span of the document reveals just how 

convincing and realistic is his call: «Let us make this journey as families, let us keep walking together. What we 

have been promised is greater than we can imagine. May we never lose heart because of our limitations, or ever stop 

seeking that fullness of love and communion which God holds out before us» (AL 325). 

 

THE REALISM OF MERCY 

A well-known American writer, Jonathan Franzen, has dedicated a great deal of his writing to a 

reflection on family relations. Reviewing the Italian edition of his latest novel entitled Purity, M. 

Missiroli begins, “Dear Franzen, seriously, what is wrong with the family? This is the nagging 

question for anyone who reads Purity.” Missiroli’s question goes beyond the author’s intentions. 

Rather it cuts across many different, urgent needs which are also reflected in the attention invested 

in the family by the Church in recent years now brought together in Pope Francis’s latest document, 

Amoris Laetitia. 

 

The emphasis this document places on love and the joy of love may point to a great distance from 

Franzen’s work and perhaps the two cannot be brought together, even in light of the grave crisis 

experienced by the family that Pope Francis’ document identifies and examines with great attention. 

In Amore laetitia there is in fact something much higher than this at stake.  What exactly this is can be 

grasped in the recurring attention given in the document to imperfection which emerges as the 

dominant theme.  The reason for this attention to imperfection is – as we have already seen - that 

when one looks at love, “one needs to set aside all illusions and accept the other as he or she actually is: an 

unfinished product, needing to grow, a work in progress.” (AL 218) 
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Where, then, is the root of this incompleteness or imperfection so that is can be acknowledged with 

the realism it deserves? Is it at the level of the ‘grave crisis’ in the family? 

 

Leaving aside the romantic illusory notion of a perfect love in the perfect fusion of lovers – a love 

that at the same time is unable to take account of the historical nature of human freedom - it is not 

difficult to acknowledge that the story of every love is, in fact, the space where in various ways men 

and women encounter first-hand, struggle, contradiction and misunderstanding, in a word, evil. 

 

Certainly it is true that to love is to will the good of the other and of oneself but this does not 

exclude the possibility that those who love each other can hurt each other and it is a hurt that is all 

the more difficult to bear because it does not come from an enemy but from a friend, the one whom 

we love.  This experience frees us from the temptation to offer well-reasoned arguments which 

would confirm what has been said. What remains is for us to ask ourselves whether or not it is at 

this level that we find – without seeking easy solutions – the nodal point that links together the 

complex threads of the relationships of those who love one another. 

 

Seeking to keep a distance from reflections of a simple, albeit attractive, romantic shortcuts, it is 

worthwhile turning our attention to the challenge of otherness, a reality we cannot escape in any 

personal relationship. For sure, love demands the gift of oneself to another but precisely here we 

need to acknowledge, without diminishing the fact, that to give oneself hurts. According to the 

Gospel, we are called to lose ourselves in order to find ourselves, but – if we want to avoid being 

simply rhetorical - the risk of surrendering of oneself to another simply cannot reveal in advance the 

desired outcome. The exception to this is the risk of faith. Certainly the dynamism of human love is 

such that through the mutual gift of self each finds in the relationship with the one they love the 

fullness of their being as persons. At the same time, this does not mean, we repeat it again, that we 

can neglect the fact that this gift of self hurts. 

 

Love changes life.  No one remains the same after he or she has surrendered himself to this reality 

which is at once elusive and captivating. For this reason, we can understand why the Greeks saw in 

love something of the divine. Love ‘tears us’ away from ourselves and we are changed: «I don't know 

what I am any more, or what I'm doing»2; as Cherubino sings when he discovers love for the first time. 

                                                           
2  «Non so più cosa son, cosa faccio» (WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART, Marriage of Figaro, Act I, n° 6 , Aria). 
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All the efforts that make up loving relationships are gathered in this refrain and they resist being 

reduced to a theoretical schema, just as they cannot be captured by any set of instructions for their 

correct use.  In light of this, one can grasp the importance of the choice made in Amoris Laetitia (The 

Joy of Love) to focus on Mercy.  

 

As we have already seen, this pastoral centrality of Mercy has nothing to do with a superficial 

condescension, nor even less does it diminish the heightened dramatic awareness that – also in a 

relationship of love – evil generates evil.   On the contrary this focus makes possible a full awareness of 

this reality and at the same time prevents the painful experience of hurt from being the final word 

and in doing so prevents the loss of hope.  The wisdom of the Christian life teaches us that man is 

able to contend with evil only when he is forgiven and embraced by an unconditional love.  In this 

way, this appeal to Mercy is not just a strange exception to the rule but rather the condition through 

which the promise of love is not betrayed, despite our inevitable betrayals.  

 

 

 

 


