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A thought that has been echoing around my head all week was put there on Monday by Radio 4’s 
Thought for the Day. The presenter, Clifford Longley, suggested that one of the biggest dangers for 
religion is that it gets itself mixed up, not with politics, but with ideologies. Longley was referring to 
something that Pope Benedict had said on his Middle East trip, that whereas there is often a case to 
answer when people accuse religions of being responsible not for peace for but violence, it must also be 
recognised that it is the ideological manipulation of religions that causes tension, division and communal 
violence. He went on to suggest, and I quote: The most common ideology that tries to take over religion 
is nationalism, and the moment the two fuse together to make up ethnic and cultural identity, you've got 
trouble. As a son of the West of Scotland, growing up with our cultural identities totally bonded to 
religious affiliation, leading to blatant sectarianism, I well knew what Longley was describing. Bigotry 
and prejudice are never far away and so easy to indulge, even for good people. Attitudes can become so 
ingrained that it is often no longer possible for people to distinguish what is true and good from what is 
tainted and very possibly sinful. As Jesus suggested in John’s Gospel, you can really only make a decent 
go of being a disciple in the world if you are consecrated to the truth! You need to develop a discerning 
heart and that’s not so easy when an ideology such as nationalism has taken root. 

For Jesus, love was everything. It was the controlling principle of everything he said and did; it was the 
basis for his understanding of God and therefore the basis of his self-understanding. Jesus said in the 
Gospel – “if you love me you will keep my commandments”. Notice carefully what he says here and what 
he doesn’t say. For Jesus, with love at the core of everything, it’s automatic – if you love me you just will 
keep my commandments, you won’t be able to help it. There is no compulsion about it; he didn’t say 
“you must keep my commandments” for love cannot be forced. When he said, “love one another as I 
have loved you” he didn’t mean “because I’ve loved you”; he meant participating in the same selfless 
love. When you become a friend of Jesus, you participate in his love, which the Father has for him and 
which spills over to everything he has created. As St. Thomas Aquinas pointed out, we can only talk 
about God in a limited way because our language, and our thought, is too limited; human language can 
never fully capture the utter mystery of God. John’s Gospel, which does not distinguish sharply between 
the Father and Jesus, talks of God as love and in doing so tries to express something of the infinite 
quality of God, the true nature of God. This is the reality of God and it’s the closest we will ever get in 
this life to God’s reality, by participating in God’s love and sharing it. 

Does this mean a flight from the world, a retreat into the religious sphere where we can hide away from 
the nasty reality out there, surrounded only by like-minded people who will never disagree with us? Of 
course not – one manipulation of religion, or perhaps it’s an accommodation, a watering-down, would 
be to suggest that religion will protect us from the world, from that reality. Catholics are just as prone to 
that way of thinking as any other people of faith. Dorothy Day once said: “don’t call me a saint; I don’t 
want to be written off that easily”. Religion, spirituality, faith will never lift you out of human history. 
Every Christian knows that they have two basic activities that they must attend to: keeping the reality of 
Jesus alive in their hearts and continuing the ministry he began. The first points inwards, to our own 
hearts, our own souls. The other points outwards, to the world, the world that still needs, even more 
than ever, the message that Jesus brought. Keeping the memory of Jesus alive means loving him and 
loving what he has shown to us. Those who love him will love the movement he began which should be 
changing the world and is nothing other than love in action; as St.Ignatius was fond of saying, love 
always shows itself in action more than in mere words. As Jim Wallis tells us: God intends to reproduce 



the incarnation in the world through a people--a people who have been called out of the world, called 
into relationship with God and to one another, and then sent back into the world. 

The first Christians, facing the question of how to continue what Jesus had begun, were remarkably like 
us. They knew from recent testimony that he had been visibly killed and then that he had been reported 
visibly alive for a few short weeks, even though by the time today’s Gospel was written down there 
would have been no eye-witnesses left. They were coming to terms with his invisible presence, a 
presence-in-absence, just as we must. The community formed by Jesus were sure that the power of love 
is stronger than the power of hate. They dedicated themselves to the ideal of love as the great 
motivating force, so powerful that it extends even to enemies. Its ideal is self-giving, selfless love, 
because it is defined by the love that Jesus showed for us. We too know that we are placed in world with 
a specific mission, rooted and founded in Love.  We need to be very wary, as Thought for the Day 
pointed out on Monday, of how that mission can get entangled with ideologies, which are never the 
same as the biblically-inspired struggle for justice and human dignity.  

But these high ideals are beyond our human capacity unless we get some help. The Holy Spirit, the 
“other advocate,” Jesus promised is the continuing presence of God, doing for the church what Jesus 
himself did during his earthly ministry. As the end of the Easter Season draws near, we look forward to 
Pentecost in the power of that Spirit, the Spirit of truth of the God of love. 

 


