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#52 Loving
David's Desk is my opportunity to share thoughts and tools for the spiritual journey. These letters are my personal insights and opinions and do not necessarily reflect the sentiments or thoughts of any other person in Lorian or of Lorian as a whole. If you wish to share this letter with others, please feel free to do so; however the material is ©2011 by David Spangler. If you no longer wish to receive these letters please let us know at info@Lorian.org. Previous issues of "David's Desk" are posted on www.lorian.org.

Most spiritual practices of which I am aware share a common thread of asking us to love.   In the Christian tradition, for example, we are told to “love our neighbors” and to love those who hurt or misuse us.  Other religions and philosophies have similar injunctions.  There is no question that when we are able to do this, transformations and miracles take place.  It’s the doing of it that’s the challenge.


Not that it’s hard to be loving in the abstract.  I can love people all day long when I’m by myself. It’s when I meet other folks that the challenge begins.  As Linus, the blanket-toting little philosopher in Charles Schulz’s comic strip Peanuts, says, “I love humanity.  It’s people I can’t stand.”  


When we think of love, we think of an emotion that manifests warmth, attraction, acceptance, even approval and affection.  It is an emotion—and an action—that connects us in some manner.  We may think of love as bonding, like a kind of psychological or spiritual glue.  But we all know that we meet people with whom we don’t wish to bond and encounter situations with which we don’t want to be connected;  at such times, we don’t feel acceptance, attraction, or approval, much less warmth and affection.  How, then, to fulfill the call to love?  

As I say, it’s a challenge.  When we feel we can’t summon up what we think is the kind of unconditional love that spirituality demands of us, then we may feel guilty.  We judge ourselves for not being loving enough, and that self-judgment can itself become a barrier to discovering a truly loving heart and mind within us.


Part of the problem is that we have an image of what love is supposed to be like, particularly unconditional love.  We may think of love as if it were one thing, one kind of emotion, one kind of action or response.  Then, when we don’t live up to that particular image, we are left with no choice but to think of ourselves as unloving.  It’s like saying that a light bulb is either on or off, either glowing or not.  But some lights have a dimmer switch that allows them to shine with varying degrees of intensity from very bright to hardly noticeable but not altogether off.  Love is like that. It also exists along a spectrum.  It has stages, too, from dim to bright.


Before discussing these stages, though, let me offer my definition of love.  After all, the quality of light that a bulb gives off is the same however the dimmer switch is set.  Dim light is no different from bright light in its “essence of light”; dim and bright light are both comprised of photons in motion.   In an analogous way, there is a quality to love that is the same wherever the expression of it is along this spectrum; there is an “essence of love.”  What is that?


I think this deep quality of love isn’t an emotion; it’s not about attraction, acceptance, approval, or even affection.  Rather, I think of it as an act of nourishment, a way of holding another so that that other’s unique character and identity can find its wholeness and an empowering expression of that wholeness in a collaborative connection with creation as a whole.   It empowers participation as an individuality in the essential sacredness of creation.  

Love is freeing, not binding, but it is an act that empowers connection:  connection with oneself, connection with others, connection with the world, connection with possibility and potential, connection with the Sacred.  This connection is one in which each participant can thrive and unfold in safety within themselves, in their relationships, and in what they offer to the world.  It is a partnering connection in which each is a gift to the other demanding nothing in return. As such, love reveals and expresses the ultimate Gift through which the Sacred gives itself that the universe may exist and unfold.  Each act of love replicates to some degree that primal Gift.

With this in mind, we can now look at different degrees of loving, understanding that each of them offers this nourishment in one way or another.

The first act of love is perception.  At one level this is as basic as seeing that another exists at all.  By perceiving, I am drawing that person into the field of my consciousness and awareness. I am saying inwardly, “I’m not shutting my eyes on you.”  I may not like the person or what he or she is doing or stands for, but as an act of love, I’m not blanking them out and saying he or she doesn’t exist.

This act of seeing goes beyond a simple perception that someone or something is there.  It is an act of deliberate, mindful awareness of the unique characteristics of the person who is seen.  You are drawing them out of the background smear of perception, out of the abstraction of “humanity,” and seeing them as a specific person.  You may not like them.  You don’t have to like them.  You may wish them to go away or for you to go away so that you have nothing to do with each other.  At this stage of love, that’s ok.  But if you do move away from each other, you do so having seen the other.

To see another is the opposite of ignoring the other.  You are not treating the other as if he or she were not there at all, as if, like Cellophane Man in the musical Chicago, this person had no existence worth noting.  You may not like that existence, but you are seeing it.  If love is a way of valuing someone or something, you have to see that person or that thing is there before any value can be assigned.

When someone says to me, “I just can’t love this person,” my response may be to say, “Well, don’t try to be loving.  Be perceptive.”  Taking the time and making the effort to see another may be the step that begins to open the heart and thus turn up the dimmer switch on your lovingness.

A further stage is acknowledgement.  This is very similar to perceiving, and the two can blend into each other, but I find it helpful to distinguish between them.  To perceive is to say, “You exist.”  Just that simple statement can be more nourishing, more connective than to say its opposite, “I don’t see you and you don’t exist for me.”  To acknowledge is to say, “You have the right to exist.  I see that you are here in the world with me and you have a right to be here in the world with me.”  

We all see things in the world that we don’t feel have a right to be here.  When we see someone behaving in violent, abusive, and hurtful ways, we are right to say we don’t want that kind of behavior to exist.  But this is different from saying we don’t wish the person to exist.  If someone exists, he or she has the possibility of changing and transforming.  If we take that existence away, no change is possible. My earlier definition of love includes connection with possibility.  I don’t have to accept, like, approve of, or otherwise endorse negative behavior, but love acknowledges and empowers connection to possibility—the possibility of change, redemption, growth, and blessing.  Love in the form of simple acknowledgement holds forth and nourishes the potential for this possibility.

A third stage is what I call honoring.  Honoring is saying, “You have a right to exist and to be different from me.”  Honoring is a form of perception and acknowledgement, but one that goes a bit further.  Honoring as I use the term is not the same as either liking or approving, much less affection. It is a further form of perception and acknowledgement, but this time one that honors and accepts differences.  

This is where love as we usually think of it begins to show itself, for when we can acknowledge and accept differences, we are coming to where we can value the individuality of the other which is the basis of a healthy loving relationship.  Love is all about valuing and nourishing a person’s uniqueness, enabling that individuality to thrive and discover itself as well as enabling it to find appropriate ways of connecting to the rest of the world.  If I deny you the ways in which you are different from me and I try to change you  to be more like me, then I am not loving you in an honoring manner.  I am denying you your individuality.

There is nothing about honoring that prohibits anyone from changing in order to better connect with another; it simply says that this is not necessary in order to be loved.

From honor grows appreciation.  This is closer to the kind of affection and acceptance we often think of as love, though I can certainly appreciate someone without particularly liking him or her.  I think of appreciation as being open to knowing you and through that knowing, valuing you.  Appreciation in this context for me is saying, “I see you, you exist, you have a right to exist and to be different from me, and I am open to going past those differences to knowing you as you are.”  And as I do come to know you, one effect is that ways can emerge in which our differences can work together and become co-creative.

In short, as we turn the “dimmer switch of love” up towards increasing “brightness,” we shorten the psychological and spiritual distance between ourselves and the person (or object) we are considering.  We begin with “I see you but I don’t necessarily want to know you or have anything to do with you,” and move towards, “I appreciate you and am open to knowing you and having something to do with you.”  We are moving increasingly towards the kind of manifestation and relationships that we think of when we think of love.

There are further stages I could identify, but all of these are arbitrary and based on my own experience and thinking.  If you think this through, you can come up with stages of your own, I’m sure, and they might be different from my own (and if so, I love you anyway!) My point here is not really to create and go through a whole “love-spectrum” like a kind of electromagnetic spectrum of the heart.  My point is that we can be loving in a variety of ways that don’t always look like the stereotypical images of “spiritual love” or “unconditional love” but which still embody the essence of the Sacred’s primal gift.  Of course we may strive for that kind of unconditional and compassionate love that we imagine is the province of saints, adepts and spiritual masters of one kind or another.  But if love is a spectrum, then we don’t have to have the dimmer switch set to “brightest” in order to express love, and that means we don’t have to beat ourselves up, consider ourselves unworthy, or sit in judgment on our spiritual nature if the best we can muster is “well, ok, I see you and acknowledge you exist and have a right to do so It is unloving to ourselves to beat ourselves up for our failure to be saintly!  

What I have experienced over the years is that if I accept that “dim love” is better than no love at all, it doesn’t leave me satisfied with that dimness but it doesn’t leave me critical of my performance either.  I accept what I can offer in a particular situation to a particular person in the moment, and that acceptance becomes a seed in my heart from which a fuller expression of love can grow.

The fact is that even mustering the effort and energy to perceive, to acknowledge, to honor, and to appreciate can be challenging and can exercise our “love-muscles” and contribute to opening our hearts more fully.  We all start somewhere.  Even winners of multiple Olympic gold medals started by crawling.  


I’d like to end with a thought about unconditional love.  This is a term that is much used in spiritual circles and held up as our objective.  We are enjoined to learn to love unconditionally.  But I think this term can be misleading.  What I think people who use this term are really trying to say is that we want to love without reservation, without holding back or making our love dependent on something external to ourselves.


The phrase “unconditional love,” on the other hand, can be interpreted to mean “love that ignores and is not bound by conditions” and thus is the same for all people in all situations.  But the fact is that we are conditioned beings; we embody specificity and particularity, not universality.  To this end, love can be without reservation but it still needs to pay attention to conditions and configure itself appropriately.


If I have two friends, and one enjoys reading while the other enjoys playing games, I may love both unreservedly, but in expressing my love, I want to get the one a book while giving the other a board game.  In short, I am aware of and honoring the specifics—the conditions—of their lives.  To do otherwise is really not to be loving at all.  I can say that it doesn’t matter what I give them as it’s the loving thought that counts, but if I took the time and energy to see them, acknowledge them, honor them, and appreciate them, I would understand that it’s the differences that count as well.  If I ignore them, if I ignore the conditions of their lives that make them different, how can I say I really know and love them?


Love, to be effective and appropriate, is often bound by conditions, but it can be unreserved as well.  I do not have to limit my love in order to shape its expression to the limits and conditions I find around me.  If I may speak esoterically for a moment, I find this all the time in dealing with subtle beings from the higher order worlds.  Such beings are pure embodiments of love, yet they do not come blasting in to my life, blinding me with their radiance and overwhelming me with their presence and their love.  They pay attention to who I am and where I am in my spiritual development.  They are respectful of my boundaries and limitations.  They give me what I can endure and integrate and perhaps just enough more that I will stretch and grow.  They are unreserved in their loving, but they are not unconditional.


So perhaps two other stages of love I can mention are paying attention and paying respect.  If we pay attention to what and who are around us and are respectful of their nature, then we are more likely to see, acknowledge, honor, and appreciate.  We are more likely to love in ways that truly foster growth and align with the great Gift from which we all emerge.


With this in mind, I wish you all a good and loving month, one filled with blessings.

