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War is as old as mankind itself. We have killed over resource, territory, and ideology for as long as we have existed. Unfortunately, recent advances in technology have rendered human beings disturbingly proficient in killing. The indiscriminate and mechanized death that ravaged the 20th century is, as Michael Lerner puts it, a “visible symbol of a world increasingly radical and out of control” (23). In the eyes of many, the unprecedented violence of recent past is characteristic only of a society on the verge of its own destruction.

The idea that we are a species whose technological progress has far surpassed its spiritual growth is one echoed by many religions. The unfortunate reality is that while our capacity for destruction continues to increase at an alarming rate, our ability to show compassion towards those different from ourselves remains stunted. This “compassion”—alternatively identified as a recognition of human sanctity, respect of the soul, a “reverence” for life—has a much simpler name: Love. In a world growing evermore cynical and self-estranged, the value of Love has faded and it’s meaning diluted. 

Love is the sort of universal human capacity whose power to unite is praised throughout both secular culture and religious tradition. Love, in all its diverse manifestations, is the common denominator among every religion’s “blueprint” for a prosperous and peaceful existence. And, as evidenced by the volume of both religious and secular literature in its support, mankind’s ability to love is linked inextricably to its survival.

A New Age of Violence
The fascination and pride with which we took to our scientific achievements this past century have easily trumped our commitments to religion or other cultivations of the soul. The 20th century was a time of unprecedented technological growth for mankind. Unfortunately for us, this “enormous increase in knowledge, in technology, in control over the physical forces of the outer world” comes without what Brother Mitrananda (1999) of the Hindu faith would identify as a “corresponding increase in inner control, in self knowledge and self-discipline” (228). 

Science has shown us concrete and observable progress. Albeit subconsciously, this has loosened our faith in more discarnate human values: our ethics, our spirituality, our morals. Mitrananda treads about the subject gently when he says that the results of this imbalance “have been a tremendous complexity in our lives, a tremendous stress that we have been ill-equipped to handle” (228). Humanity lacks the spiritual maturity to deal not only with the “complexity” of our lives, but the moral implications of our medicine, and, especially, the ferocity of our weapons. While certain advances in technology have done so much to alleviate suffering in our world, its ubiquity has stripped us of a degree of humanity. Fredrick Franck calls this “split between thinking and feeling … the bane of our scientism” and identifies “the idolization of technology” as that which "distances—estranges—us from all emotional and ethical constraints” (1). This “split” renders us ever more willing to abuse our immense destructive potential and exact violence on the bases of cultural belief or religious allegiance. One can ignore neither our efficiency nor eagerness in killing.
What is … Love?

As a result of increased globalization, we find ourselves in a time where distance is no longer criteria for “proximity.” Michael Lerner describes us as living “in one world … we are increasingly interconnected with everyone, and the forces that lead people to feel outrage, anger, and desperation eventually impact our own daily lives” (25). Disparate cultures come into contact with one another more frequently, and, as the nature of man would dictate, we are far more eager to underscore our differences than our similarities. 

A number of authors have called this inability to “identify" with our fellow man the essence of our struggle. That which we lack—this sort of spiritual deficiency—is exceedingly difficult to capture in language. It’s something far more easily experienced than explained. Though they might differ in semantics or articulation, the fundamental nature of what each author describes is consistent throughout. Michael Lerner addresses the issue as follows:

The increasing tendency to resort to violence to solve global political problems poses a real challenge for those of us who see the central problem of our times in a very different way; the growing global incapacity to recognize the spirit of God in each other —what we call the sanctity of each human being. (24)

What we as humans so often fail to acknowledge is the inherent beauty and value of all human life. The idea that human life is sacred is one to be accepted by all people, be they devoutly religious or firmly atheistic. Though the word “sacred” carries a strong religious connotation, is it so unthinkable for an atheist to hold what Fredrick Franck refers to as a “passionate awe for the mystery called life” (4)? Excluding God, is it unthinkable for an atheist to revel in the sheer improbability of their own existence, and to recognize this rarity in others? And, in essence, is the justification of any such appreciation for human life of the slightest importance? Whether this appreciation is founded on the “spirit of God” or a simple celebration of life’s evanescent beauty, it is Love, the foundation upon which all human decency is built. Franck locates this basic appreciation within those who are “still unestranged from their basic human sanity, their capacities for insight, empathy, compassion still intact, and who have not given up on what is human in others” (2). 

Love is Compassion
The power of these qualities holds strong evidence in Brother Mitrananda’s account of Paramahansa Yogananda’s life and visits to the west. The practice of “unconditional” love, for which Yogananda was so celebrated, is indivisible from either Lerner’s or Franck’s concept of recognizing others’ “sanctity”—what Mitrananda similarly refers to as a “respect for one another as souls” (224). According to Mitrananda, “Paramahansaji always related to people at a level deeper than their outer roles and positions” (224). In his meetings with various political figures and press correspondents, Yogananda was noted for his “tremendous aura of love.” He saw not a politician or journalist, but simply, a soul (224). It was this disarming personal presence that enabled him to successfully overcome the barriers of religion in spreading his teaching. The acceptance of what was no doubt a very strange philosophy to western minds speaks volumes in support of Love’s power to transcend cultural divides and bridge gaps in ideology.

Fredrick Franck’s article celebrates Albert Schweitzer’s “Reverence for Life”— another manifestation of Love working towards a world free of suffering. Schweitzer held a deep-seeded respect for the sacred core of all human beings, and did everything in his power to protect the rights and lives of those he saw as oppressed, “forced to assume the burden of a foreign, technological culture” (4). In his humanitarian efforts in Africa, Reverence for Life propelled Schweitzer to pursue the “avoidance of inflicting unnecessary suffering on any living being and the alleviation of suffering with all the medical and human means at his disposal” (3). Franck identifies the simple presence of such an appreciation for the innate worth of every human within all the “great prophets of human solidarity … Gandhi, Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther King” (4). He praises Love’s ability to unite people in opposition to the “posthuman barbarism” (7) so characteristic of our time.


Michael Lerner sees empathy as playing a vital role in the global struggle for peace. His description of such resonates with this broad definition of love in that it requires the concession of humanity in those we often hate and dehumanize. In discussing the conflict between Palestinians and Israelis, he calls for a heightened spiritual maturity in admitting that neither side is without rationality in their action:

The only way things will change is when both sides of this struggle are able to articulate the other side’s story in a compassionate way. Building that kind of open-heartedness and generosity can’t be done solely through traditional politics; it takes a new kind of spiritual awareness, a recognition of the sanctity of all humans, and a capacity for atonement and forgiveness. (32)

How often have we heard either side of this very conflict refer to their adversaries as “monsters?” When cultures clash as violently as these two have, they often find themselves demonizing one another—stripping their enemy of human qualities in an effort to ease the strain of their hatred. Without the sort of love that Lerner describes, it would be impossible to consider what it is “in the way that we are living, organizing our societies, and treating each other that makes violence seem plausible to so many people” (24). Such empathy only follows a realization of what is human in others—human desires, emotions, motivations and impulses—even in those who have hurt us in the past.

In discussing the human situation, too often do we find ourselves seeking what’s referred to as a peaceful “coexistence.” However well founded, this goal is misled. Its errancy lies within the division of humanity into the separate parts of a whole. We should celebrate the vibrant and diverse nature of human life, but always without cultural or religious isolation. We must identify with one another solely on the grounds that we are human. The recognition of humanity as one is central to this view of Love. We must not be satisfied with “tolerance.” The gap between a peaceful “coexistence” and simply, a peaceful existence can only be bridged through a genuine appreciation for the sanctity of walks of life.
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