Divine Love and The Means of Acquiring It

Introduction

Editor’s Note: This short text was published at the end of
Alphonsus’s time as bishop of St. Agatha of the Goths, 1775. He
was in his middle seventies when he composed it, after a period
of severe illness and constant worries about whether he was
obliged to remain as bishop in charge of his diocese. The themes
are familiar and encapsulate the essence of his thought. An early
commentator on his spiritual writings, Professor Candido
Romano, correctly describes this work as the summa of Alphon-
sus’s spiritual teaching, with its definite emphasis on practical
application.

* * *

1. God, who is so good, loves us very much and wishes to be
loved by us. Not only has he repeatedly invited us to love him, as is
clear from so many examples in the scriptures, not only has he
bestowed upon us individually and on the whole family so many
gifts and favors, but he has also wished to oblige us, as it were, to
love him, by an express command to do so. He has promised
heaven to those who love him and threatened those who do not
with hell. As is clear from the teaching of Saints Peter and Paul, he
wishes everyone to be saved and that no one should be lost: “Who
wills everyone to be saved” (1 Tm 2:4); “He is patient with you,
not wishing that any should perish but that all should come to
repentance” (2 Pt 3:9). But if God wishes everyone to be saved,
why then has he created hell? He has created hell not to see us
damned but to be loved by us! If he had not created hell, how
many would have loved him? Even as it is with the existence of
hell, the greater part of the human race choose to be damned
rather to love God. And so I repeat, if there were no hell, how
many would choose to love God? And so the Lord has threatened
those who do not love him with the prospect of eternal suffering
solely for the purpose of securing that those who do not love him
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out of their own good will would be compelled to do so from fear
of going to eternal perdition.’

2. My God, how greatly do those consider themselves for-
tunate who are invited by their king to love him: “Love me
because I love you.” A king would regard it as a considerable
humiliation if he were to condescend to ask his subjects for their
love. But God, who is infinitely good, Lord of all, all-powerful,
all-wise, a God who, in a word, merits eternal love, a God who
has enriched us with so many spiritual and temporal benefits,
does not disdain to ask us for our love, He exhorts us and com-
mands us to love him. And yet, in spite of everything, he does
not succeed. The only thing he asks of us is that we should love
him. “And now, Israel, what does the LoRrbp, your God, ask of you
but to fear the Lorp, your God, and follow his ways exactly, to
love and serve the LoRrb, your God, with all your heart and all
your soul” (Dt 10:12)? For this purpose the Son of God came to
be with us on earth: “I haye come to set the earth on fire, and
how I wish it were already blazing!” (Lk 12:49). Note the words
“and how I wish it were already blazing!” It is almost as if God,
who possesses in himself infinite happiness, declares that he
would not be fully content unless he saw himself loved by us.?

3. We cannot doubt, therefore, that God loves us and loves
us greatly. So much, indeed, does God love us that he wishes us
to love him with all our hearts. He says to each of us: “There-
fore, you shall love the Lorp, your God, with all your heart” (Dt
6:5). And then he adds: “Take to heart these words which I
enjoin on you today....Speak of them at home and abroad,
whether you are busy or at rest. Bind them at your wrist as a sign
and let them be as a pendant on your forehead. Write them on
the doorposts of your houses and on your gates” (Dt 6:6-9). The
important aspect of these words is the desire that the Lord has,
the very hunger, as it were, that he experiences, that he should
be loved by each one of us. He wishes that the words “we should
love him with all our hearts” should be imprinted on our hearts.
And so that we should never forget them, he wishes that we
should reflect on them whether resting or engaged in activity, as
we retire to rest and as we begin our day. He wishes that we should
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have them always with us to remind us of our obligation no mat-
ter where we are or what we are engaged in. The Pharisees,
according to St. Matthew, carried out these instructions to the
letter (Mt 23:51).

4. St. Gregory of Nyssa wrote: “Blessed is the arrow which
brings God, the Archer, into one’s heart.” This was the saint’s way
of saying that when God directs an arrow of love into one’s heart,
namely, an inspiration or a special grace of illumination, which
leads us to realize the goodness of God, the love he bears us and
his desire to be loved by us, at that very moment, God himself
comes to us. In other words, God is both the archer and the love
which the arrow brings. “For God is love,” as St. John tells us (1 Jn
4:8). And just as an arrow remains fixed in the heart it has
wounded, so God, who wounds a heart with love of himself,
remains united with that heart. Oh, that we could all realize that
only God has true and genuine love for us all. The love of parents,
of friends, and of all those who say they love us (with the excep-
tion of those who love us in and on account of God himself) is not
really true love since there is always some element of selfinterest
mixed with it. Yes, my God, I fully realize that only you genuinely
love me, not from any self-interest on your part, but purely out of
the love for me which comes from your infinite goodness. And I
am so ungrateful that despite your love for me, I have displeased
you and caused you more bitterness than I have to anyone else.
Do not permit me, Jesus, to be so ungrateful to you in the future.
You have genuinely loved me and now I wish to love you genuinely
for the rest of my life. I wish to say to you in the words of St.
Catherine of Genoa, “My love, do not allow me to offend you
again. My only wish is to love you and with this I am happy.”

5. According to St. Bernard, a soul who genuinely loves
God can only wish what God wills. Let us then pray that the Lord
will wound us with the arrows of his love since souls who are
wounded by these arrows are incapable of wishing for anything
other than what God wills. They rid themselves of all vestiges of
self-love. To this they add the total offering of themselves to the
Lord and it is this to which the Lord refers when he declares in
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the Song of Songs that he has been wounded by those who love
him: “You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride” (Sg 4:9).

6. St. Bernard beautifully expresses this whole idea when
he says: “Let us cast our hearts up to God.” When souls give
themselves unreservedly to God, they in a certain sense cast their
souls like javelins toward God, who in his turn expresses himself
as being completely captivated by those who give themselves to
him. Casting their hearts up to God then is an apt description of
those who, in their prayers, give expression to their desire to give
themselves wholly to him. As they pray, they make use of the fol-
lowing or similar short prayers: “My God and My All; My God, 1
want you alone and nothing more; My Lord, I give myself wholly
to you and if I do not know how to give myself completely to you
as I should, do you please take me to yourself.”

Jesus, my love,

I want nothing but you:
To you I give myself

Do with me as you wish.*

7. Souls who can genuinely say in the words of the Song of
Songs “My lover belongs to me and I to him” (Sg 2:16) are
extremely fortunate. My God has given himself totally to me and
I have given myself totally to him. Souls who are able to pray like
this from their hearts are ready, in the words of St. Bernard, to
accept all the pains of hell (if they could do this without losing
God) rather than be separated from God for even an instant.
What a wonderful treasure is the grace of divine love; happy
those who possess it. Let them do everything in their power, let
them take all means necessary to preserve and increase it. And
those who are not yet in possession of it should make every effort
to acquire it. Accordingly, let us reflect on the means that are
necessary to acquire and preserve this treasure of divine love.

8. The first means of acquiring it is to detach oneself from
human attachments. There is no place for the love of God in
hearts that are full of earth; the more there is of earth the less
there is of the reign of the love of God. This is the reason why
those souls who wish to have hearts totally possessed by the love
of God should devote themselves to ridding their hearts of earthly

60

DIVINE LOVE AND...ACQUIRING IT

attachments. To achieve holiness of life one must imitate St. Paul
who, to gain the love of Jesus Christ, considered all the goods of
this world as valueless: “I even consider everything as a loss
because of the supreme good of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.
For his sake I have accepted the loss of all things and I consider
them so much rubbish, that I may gain Christ” (Phil 3:8). So let us
pray to the Holy Spirit that he would inflame our hearts with his
holy love that we would be able to despise and regard as useless,
mere vapor and dirt, all the riches, pleasures, honors, and digni-
ties of this earth in search of which so many lose their souls.

9. When the love of God takes possession of souls, they no
longer consider of any value those things the world esteems
highly: “Were one to offer all he owns to purchase love,/he
would be roundly mocked” (Sg 8:7). St. Francis de Sales writes
that when the house goes on fire all its contents are thrown out
the window, which is another way of saying that when souls burn
with the love of God they cast out from their lives all earthly
things such as honors and riches in order to love nothing but
God. This is what the love of God in their hearts achieves; they
do not need the urging of sermons nor the promptings of their
spiritual directors. St. Catherine of Genoa said that she did not
love God for his gifts to her but that she loved the gifts of God in
order to love him more.

10. Gilberti writes that those who love God find it at the
same time painful and intolerable that their love should be
divided between God and the things of this world.’ In the same
strain, St. Bernard declares that the love of God is intolerant,
meaning that the love of God does not tolerate other loves in the
hearts of those who love him. God wants the heart wholly for
himself. Some may object that God’s demands are excessive
when he requires us to love nothing but himself. God, who is infi-
nitely good and deserves infinite love, can rightly demand that
he should have all the love of souls whom he has created specifi-
cally for the purpose of loving him. Moreover, in order to
achieve this purpose, he has sacrificed himself totally for those
souls. “You have given yourself totally for me” wrote St. Bernard
as he reflected on the love which Jesus Christ has shown him.
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Each one of us can well say the very same thing and indeed we
should do so as we reflect on the fact that Jesus Christ has given

ment of the Altar so that he could be the food and drink of our
souls and so that we could be united with him.

11...8¢; Gregory the Great considers those souls intensely
h'flppy who find unattractive anything which is not connected
with God, whom they love above everything else. We should then
be on our guard that, when we give our affection to creatures, we
do not, by that same fact, withdraw part of our love from God
who wants it all for himself.® And even though our love for others
may be above reproach, such as the love we have for relations and
frlc?nds, at the same time, we should not forget the warning of St.
Philip Neri that very often the amount of love we give to crea-
tures is taken from the love we should have for God.

12. We should make of ourselves “a garden enclosed,” to

that Jesus Christ is so little loved throughout the world is due to
our neglect and ingratitude in not reflecting, at least from time

62

DIVINE LOVE AN D...ACQUIRING IT

to time, on the sufferings which Jesus Christ has borne for us
and the love with which he suffered. St. Gregory asserts that it
seems to be the height of madness that a God would wish to die
Lo save us miserable creatures. And yet it is an article of our faith:
“Christ loved us and handed himself over for us as a sacrificial
offering to God” (Eph 5:2). And he willed to shed his blood to
wash us clean from our sins: “To him who loves us and has freed
us from our sins by his blood” (Rv 1:5).

14. St. Bonaventure exclaimed: “My God, you have loved me
so much that it would appear that for love of me you were prepared
to hate yourself.” You even wished that you should become our food
in Holy Communion. And taking up this theme, St. Thomas, the
Angelic Doctor, states that God has humiliated himself for us as if
he were our slave and each one of us his God.®

15. No wonder then that the Apostle could say: “For the love
of Christ impels us” (2 Cor 5:14). St. Paul says that the love which

Jesus Christ has shown toward us forces us, indeed virtually com-
pels us, to love him. My God, what will we not do for the love of
others when they show us affection? And how is it that we return
so little love to a God of infinite goodness, of infinite beauty, who
has died for each of us on the Cross? Should we not follow the
example of St. Paul who has said: “But may I never boast except in
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14). What greater glory
can I hope to possess in this world than to have a God who for love
of me has given his life’s blood? Each one of us who possesses the
gift of faith should repeat these same words. And if we possess this
faith, how can we love anything other than our God? My God, how
is it possible for souls who contemplate Jesus crucified, hanging
nailed to a cross through his hands and feet, and dying of intense
suffering out of love for us, not to feel drawn and even forced to
love him with all their strength?

16. The third means of attaining to the perfect love of God is
to unite oneself in everything to the divine will. St. Bernard used to
say that one who loves God perfectly can only will what God wills.?
There are many, of course, who profess with their lips that they are
totally resigned to whatever God wills. But when they suffer some
small misfortune, some unpleasant illness, they are disconsolate.
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The reaction of those souls who are genuinely united with the will
of God is quite different. They say in the words of St. Bonaventure:
“Whatever pleases my beloved, pleases me. Everything is sweet to
those who love.” They realize that whatever happens in this world is
either permitted or willed by God. So, no matter what happens,
they accept it humbly from the hands of God and are perfectly at
peace. And even though the Lord does not will that we should suf-
fer persecution and misfortune through the actions of others, he
nevertheless wishes us, for his own very good purposes, to bear our
sufferings and misfortunes patiently.

17. St. Catherine of Genoa once declared that if God had
placed her in the depths of hell she would have said, in the words of
scripture, “It is good for me to be here” (cf. Mt 17:4). This was the
equivalent of saying: “It is sufficient for me that I am where my love
would have me to be. He loves me more than anyone and knows
what is best for me. It is good for us to be at rest in God’s hands.”"

18. The result of one’s prayers should be to conform one-
self to God’s will. This is the summit of perfection, according to
St. Teresa of Avila. We should repeat constantly the prayer of
David: “Teach me to do your will,/for you are my God” (Ps 143:9).
O Lord, since you wish me to save my soul, teach me always to do
your will. The most perfect act of love toward God which a soul
can make is that which St. Paul made on his conversion: “Lord,
what will you have me do?” ([ed.] Acts 9:6). Lord, tell me what you
wish of me since I am ready to do what you want. This prayer is
worth more than a thousand fasts and corporal penances. To do
the divine will, then, should be our intention in all our actions,
desires, and prayers. For this purpose we should pray to Our
Lady, our patron saints, and our angel guardians so that they
would obtain for us the grace to carry out God’s will. And when
certain things happen which are not to our liking, we shall be able
to gain abundant treasures of merit by our acts of resignation. We
shall be able to repeat the prayer which Jesus Christ has taught

us by his example: “Shall I not drink the cup that the Father
gave me?” (Jn 18:11). “Yes, Father, such as been your gracious
will” (Mt 11:26). In other words, “Lord, I accept whatever is
pleasing to you.” And we should frequently repeat with Job; “The

64

DIVINE LOVE AND...ACQUIRING IT

LORD gave and the LORD has taken away;/ blessed be 'the name of
the Lord!” (Jb 1:21). The Venerable Master of Avila declared
that one “Blessed be God” in trials and sufferings is worth much
more than a thousand expressions of thanks when all goes well.
And so to sum up, it is a wonderful grace to be able to be at
peace, accepting whatever comes to us from the hands of God.
The words of the Spirit of God are verified: “No harm befalls the
just” (Prv 12:21).11 ! .

19. The fourth great means of acquiring the love of God is
the practice of mental prayer. The great eternal t.ruths are not
perceived by the eyes of the body as are the tangible tl}lngs of
this earth; they are perceived only by means of reflection and
meditation. So, if we do not dedicate time to reflect on the eter-
nal truths and, above all, on our obligation to love God on
account of all the gifts he has lavished on us and for the great
love he has shown us, we will only with great difficulty detach
ourselves from creatures and give all our love to God. It is during
the time of prayer that the Lord permits us to realize t}?e' passing
nature of human things and the value of heavenly reabtles.. And
it is in prayer that he inflames souls who do not resist his call
with love for himself."

Many souls complain that they devote time to prayer but
that they do not find God in it. The reason is that they go to
prayer with their hearts full of earth, as it were. Detacb your
hearts from creatures, says St. Teresa; seek God and you will flr.ld
him. The Lord is good to all who seek him. To find God in
prayer, then, we must detach ourselves from thiggs of earth and
God will speak to us accordingly: “I will lead her into the desert/
and speak to her heart” (Hos 2:16). In order to find God we need
not only physical solitude but, according to St. Gregory the
Great, the solitude of ours hearts as well. Our Lord made known
to St. Teresa of Avila his willingness to speak to many hearts but
that the world made such a din in their hearts he was unable to
make his voice heard. On the other hand, when souls who are
detached devote themselves to prayer, the Lord speaks to them
and lets them know the love he has for them. Consequently,
those souls are on fire with love for God, and in that silence
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which is well called the silence of love, they say more to God than
all human eloquence is capable of. Their every sigh reveals their
desire for God. They repeat again and again the words of the
Song of Songs: “My lover belongs to me and I to him” (Sg 2:16).

20. The fifth means of acquiring the love of God is prayer.
We are poor and in great need but, if we pray, we become rich
and lack for nothing since God has promised to hear all those
who pray to him. “Ask and it will be given to you” (Mt 7:7). What
greater proof of affection can one give to another than to declare
“Ask of me whatever you wish and I shall give it to you”? This is
what the Lord says to each one of us. God is the Lord of all. He
promises to give us whatever we ask of him. So if we find our-
selves poor we have only ourselves to blame because we do not
ask for the graces and favors we need. Mental prayer is morally
necessary for us all because when we are involved in worldly
affairs we give little thought to our souls if we neglect to pray. But
when we do give ourselves to prayer, we come to realize the
needs of our souls and we then ask for the graces we need.

21. The lives of the saints have been lives of meditation and
prayer and all the graces which they received to enable them to
sanctify themselves have come to them through prayer. If we,
then, wish to save our souls and to sanctify ourselves, we too
should stand as mendicants before the gates of the divine mercy
praying and begging God for all the graces we need. If we need
humility, let us ask for it and we shall become humble. If we need
patience in suffering and tribulation, let us ask for it and we shall
obtain it. If we need the love of God, let us ask for it and it shall
be ours. “Ask and you shall receive” is one of God’s promises in
which we can never be deceived. And to increase our confidence,
Jesus Christ has promised that whatever favors we ask from the
Father in his name or out of love for him, or through his merits,
will certainly be granted to us: “Amen, amen, I say to you, what-
ever you ask the Father in my name he will give you” (Jn 16:23).
In another place he assures us that whatever we ask from himself
in his own name he will grant: “If you ask anything of me in my
name, I will do it” (Jn 14:14). This is an article of our faith since
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Jesus Christ who is the Son of God can do whatever his Father
13
' d;é. No matter how cold souls are in their love for G.od I
cannot see how they are not able to feel themselves .constralr.led
to love Jesus Christ if they would only reflect, even in a_f leeting
manner, on what the scripture tells us about the love which Jesus
Christ has shown us in his Passion and in the Most Holy Sac_ra-
ment of the Altar. As regards the Passion, the prophet Is?uah
wrote: “Yet it was our infirmities that he bore,/our sufferings
that he endured....He was pierced for our offenses,/ Crush.ed for
our sins” (Is 53:4-5). So our faith assures us that]e.sus Chr.lst has
wished to take upon himself the pains and sufff:rl_ngs which we
should have borne. And why did he will to do th.1s, if not to show
us the love he had for us? St. Paul says: “Christ loved us and
handed himself over for us as a sacrificial offering to God” (Eph
5:2). St. John says: “[Jesus Christ] who loves us and has freed u;
from our sins by his blood” (Rv 1:5). As regards the SaFrar.rler}t o.
the Eucharist, Jesus himself says to us in the words of institution:
“This is my body that is for you” (1 Cor 11:24). And in anoth'er
place he tells us: “Just as the living Father sent me and I h.ave life
because of the Father, so also the one who feeds on me will have
life because of me” (Jn 6:57). How then is it posmble. for anyone
with faith to read these words and not feel constra'lnffd to love
our Redeemer who has sacrificed his blood and h'15 life out of
love for us and, even more than that, has left us himself in the
Blessed Sacrament as the food of our souls and our constant
ion?
COInP;;“} conclude with another reflection on the Passi(?n of
Jesus Christ. We see him nailed to a cross with n'alls that pierce
his hands and feet, with blood pouring from his woun.ds, and
agonizing in the throes of death. Why was it tl}at]esus wished us
to see him in such a pitiable condition? Was it Perhaps that we
should have compassion for him? No. It was not in order that‘we
should have compassion for him but that we should love him.
And it should be more than a sufficient motive for eagh o£ us to
love him to know that he has loved us from all eternity: Wlth
age-old love I have loved you” (Jer 31:3). When the Lord realized
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. hat he has for us. And so we ha
e).cplanatlon of the words of St. Paul: “Christ loved us and ha:ll(zizg
himself over for us as a sacrificial offering” (Eph 5:2).14
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Conformity to the Will of God

Introduction

Editor’s Note: This short treatise was first published some-
time during 1755 as an appendix to the sixth edition of Visits to
the Most Blessed Sacrament, etc. On 2 November of that year
Alphonsus sent a copy of the new printing of his Visits to one of
his penitents, drawing her attention to the “trattato della volunta
di Dio” at the end of the work. He suggested that she use this lit-
tle work as a meditation book, reading it slowly and reflecting on
it. He pointed out to her at the same time that conformity to the
Will of God was the secret of perfection: “mentre qui consiste
tutta la perfezione” (Lettere Vol.1.309).

The work soon took on a life of its own and was published
both separately and in conjunction with other devotional works
of the saint. There were innumerable Italian editions. Within
fifty years of the saint’s death the work is to be found in all the
main European languages. The style is simple, almost conversa-
tional. Questions and answers help to impress on the reader the
clear message of the joyful acceptance of God’s will in all the
happenings of life. Nowhere else does Alphonsus show his mas-
tery of the use of the exempla technique as convincingly as here.
This was one of the devotional works that most enraged the
Jansenists in the second half of the eighteenth century.

The work marks an important stage in the evolution of
Alphonsus’s devotional thought, which reached its full develop-
ment with the publication of The Practice of the Love of Jesus Christ
some fifteen years later.

* * *

Our whole perfection consists in loving God who is so deserv-
ing of our love: “And over all these put on love, that is, the bond of
perfection” (Col 3:14). The perfection of the love of God consists
in uniting our will with this most holy will, since the principal effect
of love, as St. Denis the Areopagite says, is so to unite the wills of
those who love each other that they both seem to have but one and
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