MY BELOVED, MY FRIEND
All of us desire love. We celebrate having it, and mourn it when it’s gone. And all of us, I
bet, have a certain idea of what love is. Take a minute, and on a card write down what
love is to you. When you are done, please fold it up and set it aside.
In fact, I’d like you to set aside every thing you think you know about love. Set aside the
saints. Set aside Christopher West. Set aside Shakespeare and Nicholas Sparks. Set aside
every Walt Disney movie ever made. Set it all to the side. We are going to reflect on what
God reveals about love in Scripture, so that when we return to what we set aside, we can
contemplate these notions with fresh eyes.
In the beginning, we were created for love, by love, and in love. How do we know this? It
says so, right in the beginning of Genesis! This is how our shared love story begins.

“…then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of life; and man became a living soul. And the Lord God planted a garden in
Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed…The Lord God took the
man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it…Then the Lord God said, ‘it
is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.’ So out of

the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the air, and
brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called
every living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and to the
birds of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for the man there was not found a
helper fit for him. So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while
he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord
God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the
man said, ‘This at last is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called
Woman, because she was taken out of Man.’”
Sounds very familiar, right? Let’s linger for a few moments on the last verse: “…this at
last is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she
was taken out of Man.”
Consider first Adam’s words “at last.” If you read the verse correctly, the emphasis is put
squarely on these two words: “this AT LAST is bone of my bones…” Up until that
moment, as we read, Adam was living in Eden, alone. God knew that this was not good.
But God chose to let Adam discover a few things gradually. So first, he gave Adam all of
the animals as helpers. Adam came to understand each one—their nature, their strengths,
and their weaknesses, and so on—and from that knowledge gave them a name. By
naming each creature Adam created a relationship, a way to call on this “other” and
interact. Imagine the time and care it took for him to complete this task with every single
creature! Yet as he builds this knowledge of, and relationship with, all creatures, he
realizes two important things. For one, he has built up knowledge of himself by the
process of knowing and naming other creatures. He knows that, unlike the elephant, he
walks on two legs. He knows that, unlike the hawk, he has hands without talons. He has
hair, like the gorilla and unlike the rabbit—but not as much hair as the gorilla! Secondly,
he realizes that, in some way, he is still alone. He remains separated from all other
creation by an unknown quality. He has no helper fit for him. This mysterious being, yet
to be found, is meant to help Adam discover the unique quality within himself that he is
unable to encounter alone.
Knowing this, the emphasis on Adam’s “at last” makes sense. He is overcome by a
profound sense of joy and relief because, finally, there is a creature that truly fits him. AT
LAST, he has a being that gives him a sense of completeness. AT LAST, he can be at
peace because he is no longer alone.
Do you have an “AT LAST” moment?
Immediately after exclaiming his joy and relief, Adam tells us why he is so happy. This
unique “other” is “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh…” This statement is
deceptively simple. On the surface, you can read it as acknowledging that Adam
recognizes the basic biological similarities and potential that this “other” attractively
presents, but there is a much deeper meaning.
Jewish people, at the time, did not have a precise distinction between a person’s body and
soul, so the phrase “bone of my bones” was a frequent reference to sharing the same
essential nature. As St. John Paul puts it: “being of my being.” What Adam was getting
at, what the source of his happiness was, was that when he looked at this particular

“other” Adam could see and understand her entire self in a profoundly new way: her
form, but also her value and purpose—everything—because in this “other” he recognized
himself. Adam’s joy and relief stem from the fact that because this “other” is who she is,
he now has a complete vision of his own self. It works both ways: Adam and the “other”
can look at each other and say, “I see you, and in you I now truly see myself.” This
reciprocal seeing and knowing is a comfort to them, a source of joy and relief, of course,
but also a sense of needing and having a sanctuary, even in paradise!
When you look at your spouse, your child, your parents, your siblings, your friends and
co-workers, what do you see? What about them resonates—for good or bad—with who
you are? Think about that for a minute.
Ok, let’s look at the last part of the verse: “she shall be called Woman, because she was
taken out of Man.” I hate to break it to you if you don’t already know this, but this
passage does not condone man’s “ownership” of women, or a woman’s “lesser” status
than men. Not in any way, shape, or form. Adam’s choice to name this “other” “Woman”
is a result of recognizing her vital role in his own self-completion. She has the code to
unlock the full meaning of he, as he does for her. More importantly, this announcement
identifies two complementary ways of being human. Neither one is better than the other,
because both give life and meaning to the other, and together they reveal the fullness of
being human.
Putting all of this together, what does the entirety of Adam’s exclamation in Genesis 2:23
say to us? First, it says that the primordial source of human joy, peace, and fulfillment is
found in that unique cycle of seeing and knowing another, and being seen and known by
that “other.” This is called the “reciprocal gift of self.” Adam gave himself, literally, to
his “other.” She received him and at the same time gave Adam the gift of her own self.
Second, because this is the climactic point of creation, it is logically recognized to be the
intended outcome of God’s purpose for creating us: “let us make man in our image,
according to our likeness.” God created us to be in His likeness, to reveal Himself in our
very nature!
Do you ever stop to think about the implications of God saying, “let us…in our image?”
He is speaking as the Holy Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. They, as one,
specifically created us to be as they are: individual yet inseparable, eternally giving
themselves and receiving the other. Our reciprocal gift of self—our cycle of giving and
receiving—gives explicit witness to the greatest mystery of our faith, the communion of
Persons in the Blessed Trinity. This is why I said that we are created for love, by love,
and in love. God, by his own loving nature and in the loving relationship of Father, Son,
and Spirit, created us to give living witness to Love itself through our gift of self. This
explains our universal need and desire for love in our life.
It also affirms that there are two sides to the human story, with both being necessary for
the story to be told in its full beauty and grandeur. Consider this before we move on. The
first two chapters of Genesis both focus on the creation story. What if this was done
purposefully, to illustrate human complementarity? When you can, go back and read both
chapters. The first chapter takes a decidedly linear, almost scientific approach to
describing the process of creation. The second chapter is more evocative, descriptive, and
artistic in its presentation of creation. Both tell the exact same story, but each offers a

perspective that compliments the other, providing a holistic understanding of the
beginning of life.
In Genesis 3 we see Adam and Eve fall, and fall hard. Original Sin did a lot of bad things,
but considering what we just explored in Genesis 2, the second-worst thing to happen
was the decimation of our created purpose to reveal God’s Trinitarian nature through our
own loving gift of self. I don’t have to rehash the Old Testament dramas for you to prove
this. The fact that each every one of us yearns for love and can still think of dozens of
times that love has left us disappointed, confused, angry, or broken is proof that
something went wrong, and we need to get right, somehow. That is where Jesus comes
in.

Jesus says a lot, and does a lot. More than can be contained in one set of Scriptures, as St.
John tells us. Love is a frequent topic, but Jesus seems to cushion it in its fruits of fidelity
and obedience. Love, in the Gospels, is not sexy. It feels more familial; intense but
cleansed of messy, romantic passion. And it feels that way on purpose.
Imagine love as a drop of rain and the rippling circles it makes on the surface of a lake.

To Jesus, we look and act like we are on the very last ripple made by the raindrop. We
cling to that final, small ripple as if it is everything, when really we are trying to start at
the end. Jesus’s earthly life is our wake-up call: we are meant to be the raindrop! And the
amount of love we cultivate in our self determines how far and wide our ripples reach out
into the world.

As I said, Jesus says a lot, and does a lot. To begin cultivating our own interior reservoir,
let’s first consider Jesus’ command to love: “I give you a new commandment, that you
love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this
everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”
Everyone knows this one! But…do we really know what Jesus is saying? Let’s dig in a
bit more.
Jesus starts with, “I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. FULL
STOP, end of sentence. “Love one another.” There are no qualifying categories here. No
“love your family,” no “love your friends,” no “love the poor,” not even “love your
enemies.” If you want to get grammatically nerdy, “love one another” can be broken
down as “love…one to the other.” YOU are the one being commanded to love, and every
person that enters into your life is “the other.” It doesn’t matter how long the “other” is in
your life; your gift of love is what matters. On the other hand, Jesus does not say that we
must love every “other” in exactly the same way. That would be ridiculous, and
exhausting, not to mention impossible in certain situations. Love does have a heirarcy:
God before neighbor, family before friends, friends before strangers, local before global
community. And, to cover our bases, people before animals.
It’s also important to note that Jesus is speaking in both the singular and plural. He says,
“I give you…that you love…” We know he is speaking generally; all people in every age
receive this message in addition to the great crowds hearing Christ’s words in person.
What matters is that his words are equally forceful as a personal message: I give YOU a
new commandment…YOU love one another. Jesus speaks directly to each of us with
these words.
Neither does let us wonder how we are supposed to love. Jesus is blunt with his
expectation: “Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.” We will circle
back to this in a moment, but first let’s look at the conclusion of Jesus’ profound
pronouncement: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love
for one another.” Jesus gives us the command (“love one another”), how it should be
carried out (“just as I have loved you”), and now tells us why we should act as he
commands: giving love to our “others,” as Jesus does for us, is a form of evangelization!
When we love rightly, the gift of self we give others simultaneously bears the gift of
Christ Himself.
In addition to this, Jesus’ use of “my disciples” is meant to be reassuring. His
possessiveness of us as his disciples is just like when we see our spouse or child or parent
do something great, or say something that makes us proud, we’ll think, “That’s MY
spouse/child/parent!” Jesus is the same way with us. When we evangelize through our
loving gift of self, he is right there, supporting us and cheering us on. And there is no
place that you will hear him louder than in the Sacraments of Reconciliation and Holy
Communion—so don’t be a stranger to Mass and the confessional!
There are two more details we should not overlook in our consideration of Jesus’
concluding statement. He says, “if you have love.” Emphasis on the word “have”. This is

deliberate! By using the word “have,” Jesus conveys the sense that love is a tangible
thing—something that is physical and recognizable by the visible eye. “Have” also
reinforces the gifting nature of love: when you have something, that something can be
given or received. That is, if you choose to give or receive it.
Jesus also qualifies this part. The “if” in “if you have love for one another” makes it clear
that Jesus respects the role free will in our life. God will never force us to love Him, or
force us to love each other. We have the freedom to choose what we do with our gift of
self. Will we use it for the good of others, or just our self? Or will we use it for the good
of others, but only after we take care of our self? This “if” also serves as a warning. The
choice to “love, one to the other” as Jesus loves you, is entirely yours, but if you choose
against this path you will be a witness to something other than Christ. There is no timequalifier, either; the choice to give the gift of your self to your “others” is one that must
be made constantly, every day of your life.
OK, circling back to Jesus’ expectation, “Just as I have loved you, you also should love
one another,” we find that we are called and commanded to use Jesus as our reference
point in all things, especially with authentic love. And not just Jesus, but Jesus as he
relates to others. He wants us to internalize how he loves, first, and then turn outward to
do likewise. To do this, we must look at his relationships with others, and we must
consider the relational dynamics with great care, because Jesus is equally blunt with his
direction here: “Just as I have loved you, you also should…” There is no allowance for
half-measures, no “ish” to imitating Christ in our own relationships.
For our purposes, there is no better relationship of Jesus’ to contemplate here than that of
the Holy Family. There are three instances in Scripture where Jesus converses with Mary
and Joseph, or at least with his mother. These brief exchanges and the circumstances in
which they take place offer us a precious glimpse into Jesus’ personal experience of love,
and how it gave life and light to his message and ministry.
The first instance is at the Wedding of Cana (Jn 2:1-11).

There is so much to unpack in this story that is beneficial for our contemplation on
authentic love, but for now I want to highlight one particular takeaway. The story ends
with the bridegroom (and by extension his bride) receiving credit for the miraculous refill
of wine. John concludes with, “ This, the first of his signs…Jesus did…and manifested

his glory…” This ending and explanation feels abrupt, but is actually a master-class in
subtle messaging. What is the last image you have of the story? The bridegroom (and
again, by extension his bride) being praised for what we know is a miracle, but what
looks to everyone else like a remarkable—and counter-cultural—generosity. What are the
first words? “Jesus…manifested his glory…” The image of human love and generosity.
The announcement of divine glory. John fuses these two, leaving us with a clear, startling
conclusion: the particular character of this bridegroom and bride gives visible witness to
a deeper, more intimate cooperation with God’s invisible power. There is a way of life
where we become the miracle, and through us, others can see Christ.
When you look at others, do you see Christ in them? Do you think others see Christ in
you? How or how not?
The next instance to look at is the finding of Jesus in the Temple, recounted in Luke 2:
41-52.

This story is counted among the Joyful Mysteries of the Holy Rosary, and we have to
wonder why. What is so joyful about your pre-teen running off and your frantic search to
find him? What is joyful about the agony of that search, about wondering if your child is
hurt or dead? And what in the world is joyful about finding your child, only to have him
give you a smart-mouth nonchalance about the whole matter? The answer to that lies in
the context of verses 48 and 50-51.
First, consider the implications of verse 48, which says, “And when they saw him they
were astonished; and his mother said to him, ‘Son, why have you treated us so? Behold,
your father and I have been looking for you anxiously.’” If Mary and Joseph are looking
for their son “anxiously,” this is a good indication that they care about him. The first
point of joy, then, is simply that Jesus has parents who love him. We all know stories of
parents who just don’t care about their kids. Twitter and blogs are filling up with stories
of moms and dads who admit that they hated their child when her or she was first born, or
that they straight-up regret being a parent. There is a heightened awareness and education
for anyone who works, in any capacity, with children on the signs of child abuse and
neglect. Loving parents are a joy that must not be taken for granted, and the wisdom of
their witness provides much to meditate on.

The second point of joy we find in verse 48 is in the supportive bond that Mary and
Joseph have with each other. It says, “and when they saw him…” Jerusalem is a big
place. Normally if someone went missing you’d think that splitting up and covering more
ground separately would be the smart thing to do. But the verse doesn’t say that one
found Jesus and went back to look for the other to bring everyone together again. No,
Mary and Joseph found Jesus, together. They did not leave each other’s side in their
search for their son. They left their possessions, we can assume with someone they
trusted, but they would not leave each other.
Now let’s consider verses 50-51, which says, “And they did not understand the saying
which he spoke to them. And he went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was
obedient to them…” Mary and Joseph obviously love each other, and they love their son.
But they don’t understand him, not really. There have been signs, and strange sayings to
them about Jesus. As people of faith, Mary and Joseph cooperate with God’s will and
trust that He knows what He is doing, but it is all very confusing. And that is scary. They
are afraid. But they have placed their love and their trust in God, in each other, and in
their son. The joy that we find in these verses is the fact that Jesus returns to Mary and
Joseph all the love and support and fidelity they gave to God. He goes home with them:
to love them, to support them, to be faithful to them. He does not break that cycle of
giving and receiving of his self with his “others.” He does not deny the most fundamental
element of our spiritual DNA.
The final instance to look at is the most difficult one to contemplate. It requires us to face
the most uncomfortable demands of giving our self fully and authentically. We need to
look at the last time Jesus speaks with his mother, while he hangs crucified.

The ornamental crucifixes we are familiar with do not do the reality of Jesus’ suffering
justice. The cross was designed for torture. Hanging lead to broken bones, ripped flesh,
and painful asphyxiation. Jesus died before his bones broke, but only because he was
brutally tortured before being brutally tortured and put on display. Christ on the cross is
the original torture porn.
It is in this horrid state that Jesus and Mary are together for the last time on earth. Mary
can only weep. Jesus looks upon his beloved mother. He knows the hell of widowhood at
that time, especially for widows without male children to support them. It is a life of

poverty, shame, abuse, and loneliness. What does Jesus do in this moment? He reaches
out, past his own suffering, to ease his mother’s. He gives her a new son, the beloved
disciple John, who in turn receives a new mother.
This is the price of authentic love and the gift of self: we cannot allow our own suffering
to make us indifferent to the suffering of others. We must tear through our own
brokenness and find a way, any way, to help others. Sometimes all it may take is a smile
when you don’t feel like smiling. It could be listening when you don’t want to. There are
endless ways to rise above and reach out.
Alright, let’s finish our considerations on authentic love with a return to Genesis, and the
idea that the creation story identifies two complementary ways of being human.
Complementarity means forming a balanced whole. Everything in the world functions on
this principle. Nature is complementary: land and sea, earth and sky, animals and plants.
Our bodies are complementary: ears, eyes, nose, lungs, heart, hands, feet, legs, stomach,
liver, nerves, and brain all working together. Even math contains the principle of
complementarity in its logic: it means mutually exclusive and exhaustive. Generally,
complements are meant to be functional: land is dry and barren without bodies of water
feeding it, and when a body part fails, the whole body suffers and cannot function.
The creation story in Genesis recounts the gradual buildup of complementarity in the
natural world.

Man, who is the last and highest of God’s creation, marks a shift in the dynamics of
complementarity. Before man, all of creation had equal dignity. The land was not lord of
the sea, the sky was not lord of the earth, and animals were not lords of the plants. But
man? Man was created with a unique dignity, designed to govern and care for the earth,
the sea, the sky, and every thing in between. And while man is a perfect complement to

nature, nature is an imperfect complement to man. This is expressed in Adam’s ability to
name every creature, and his simultaneous realization that he is alone in the world. His
unique dignity—being made in the image and likeness of God—requires a unique
complement.
What do I mean by “man is a perfect complement to nature, but nature is an imperfect
complement to man?” In Adam, we see a creature that shares the same functional
characteristics as other creatures: working physical parts, a need to feed and hydrate, the
ability to reproduce, and a basic, sensory awareness of “others.” Everything that the
created world has, Adam also has. This makes him a perfect complement to nature,
because Adam’s characteristics bring balance to the whole of creation. On the other hand,
nature cannot bring balance to the whole of Adam’s being.
We understand that man is created in God’s image and likeness, and has the purpose of
reflecting and imitating the mysterious communion of Persons in the Holy Trinity, but
what is it specifically about man that uniquely expresses this reality? It is in the ability to
reason. No other created thing can reason as we do. And reason, used rightly, elevates
every aspect of our person. With reason we don’t merely function—we live. We are the
only creatures that walk with a spring in our step when we are happy, as if joy could
make us fly. We are the only creatures who make sense of the world, and who can give
names and meanings to the things we see and feel.
No thing in nature can match man’s ability to reason. This is why woman became the
perfect complement to Adam, as his “AT LAST” testifies. Adam wasn’t looking for
someone to simply work with, and have sex with, and to eat with. He wanted an “other”
who would join him hand-in-hand to transform the ordinary into something
extraordinary. Beginning with his self.
But, why female? Why not another male? From what we read in Genesis, Eve seems
almost exactly the same as Adam. And the modern world has made great strides in
testifying to the fact that there is much more commonality between the sexes than not.
Misguided gender stereotypes are rightly being shown false. For example, men aren’t
supposed to show emotion. Or girls can’t be good at math. Or that grace and meekness
are “feminine” qualities and strength and intelligence are “masculine.” These are human
qualities. Everyone, male and female, has the ability to do these things, and be these
things.
So what is left to “being female” that complements Adam’s “being male?” The obvious
answer is sex; the ability to unite and reproduce. But this answer is reductionist. This
answer says that we are God’s creature, not God’s created image and likeness. It explains
the way to make humans, but not the ways to be human. It does not tell us how we make
the ordinary, extraordinary.
To do that, we need to look again at the impact that the ability to reason has on human
nature. Our intellect gives us our less obvious, but more accurate answer to the

complementarity of male and female. Earlier, I briefly pointed out that the first two
chapters of Genesis present the same creation story using different narrative styles. I
made the suggestion that this was done to exemplify the complementarity of man as male
and female. Let’s dig into this, and see what we find.
Genesis 1 is very structured. The story follows a chronological pattern: “in the
beginning…on the first day…on the second day…” and so forth. We find many sentences
are repeated, over and over: God said something, God did something or God “called”
something, God found something good, “and there was evening and there was morning,
the Nth day.” The descriptions of creation are also noticeably…functional. This thing
goes here so it can do that; that thing goes there so it can do that thing.
Genesis 2 takes the very last part of Genesis 1 and gives it context, character, and color.
Here’s a perfect example: in Chapter 1 it says, “plants yielding seed of every kind, and
trees of every kind bearing fruit with the seed in it.” In Chapter 2, it says, “God made to
grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food.” Each version (and the
chapters they represent) has a commonality: both explain what is happening. Each also
brings a unique quality to the story: one explains how what is happening, is happening,
and the other explains why what is happening matters. If you notice, neither version
suffers because it doesn’t have one of the unique qualities. Chapter 1 is not lacking as a
story because it doesn’t tell us why creation matters. Neither is Chapter 2 lacking because
it skimps on the details of how creation progressed. The chapters do not complement
each other to correct a deficiency. Each takes the entirety of the other, and elevates it.
We see this same complementarity in Adam and woman. In his solitude Adam names all
the creatures, based on his knowledge of them and how they work. The creation of
woman completes Adam’s knowledge of his self, and gives it purpose. Both have a
commonality (being human), and each brings the unique quality of how and why to the
meaning of being human.
Human complementarity means forming a balanced, whole picture of man: what we are,
how we are the way we are, and why we matter. And as creatures created in the image
and likeness of God, that whole picture includes a semblance of our creator. Male and
female, given in the reciprocal gift of self, allows us to imitate and glimpse the most
intimate aspect of God: the Father who eternally gives Love, the Son who eternally
receives Love, and the Spirit, who is Love itself—that which is given and received
forever. This is the front line of evangelization, the first encounter with who God is and
who he will be to us, possibly for the rest of our lives.
You don’t need fancy tools or a special degree to be powerful witnessed to God and His
Gospel message. The theme of our conference is, “Pack Light and Go,” and the truth is,
everything you need to go preach is already attached to you: your body, and your soul.
Use them well, wherever you are in your life, and your ripples will be felt for
generations.

