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A Love That Embraces the World
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Many people find it beautiful and inspiring that love should occupy a central place in reality. But often this can seem like a nostalgic belief – although certainly the world would be a better place if we were all guided by this principle. The experience of evil, of injustice, of the imperfections in this world, seem to make love more of an ideal we need to strive for rather than the very foundation of reality. “Indeed, most people nowadays would not think about love as related in any way to truth. Love is seen as an experience associated with the world of fleeting emotions, no longer with truth.”[1]
The Christian faith, in contrast, sees in the origin of the universe a Love that is both personal and infinitely creative – a Love that has even gone to the extent of entering into creation as one more person there, to save it. I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you (Jer 31:3). Many people who dream of improving the world recognise the greatness of this vision, but are incapable of leaving aside the notion that a personal and eternal being – a being preceding the world – stems from a way of thinking that is “mythical and opposed to the way things really are.”[2] They see it as foreign to a rational framework we can share based on our common experience of the world. Having reflected in a previous article on the creation narratives in the book of Genesis, we can once more ask the question: in what sense is it rational today to speak about creation?
Where is God?
Even among people with faith, one often hears the claim that, while science bases its affirmations on sound proofs, the idea of God is based on traditions and unverifiable suppositions. At first glance, it may seem hard to object to this view. But if one takes into account that “sound proofs” equates here to “empirical evidence,” one can understand that the scope of this certainty is limited by science itself, which deliberately focuses on the empirical and measurable aspects of reality. This strategic decision has allowed science to grow exponentially. But it also implies that empirical science cannot address the entire spectrum of reality, or at least it cannot rule out that this spectrum may be wider than its reach. On the other hand, experimental science, like all scientific disciplines (including theology), has presuppositions that it cannot itself demonstrate. One of them is the existence of the very reality that it studies, which necessarily requires a different kind of rational reflection. Therefore Christian revelation does not attempt to question the method of science or its evident successes; rather it precedes it and opens wider horizons for it.
Certainly, the way in which God is present in the world can make it hard to recognise him. Saint Augustine wrote: “There is nothing more hidden and nothing more present than He; it is difficult to find where He is and even harder to find where He is not.”[3] This paradox, this intermixing of yes and no, which can seem at times like a short-circuit, points instead to the need to open rationality to another level.[4] God is not a reality like others in this world, nor does He necessarily intervene in natural processes in empirically verifiable ways. God acts on a much deeper level, sustaining the very being of creatures, making things be. When we speak about Him, even to deny his existence, our language always goes beyond the boundary of the rigour proper to experimental science, and avails itself of a different language that science itself presupposes, and that has its own rigour: philosophical or metaphysical language. Therefore a “god” who is obliged to reveal himself through instruments of scientific observation would not be the true God, but his caricature. And the true God does not interfere with the working of science, because He is situated on a level of reality prior to science itself. God does not fit into the laws of physics; rather it is the laws of physics that “fit” in Him.[5]
The contribution of science has been decisive in making us aware of the immensity of the universe and its laws and its evolutionary trajectory, which forms a kind of biological prehistory of the appearance of homo sapiens on earth. Nevertheless, science cannot fully explain the origin of the universe because this event does not simply link two “states” of the same reality. To explain the “law” underlying the leap from nothing to the first embryonic form of the universe goes beyond the possibilities of science because what is nothing escapes any scientific representation. Every cosmological theory assumes a space-time structure as a starting point, and nothingness in a radical sense, that is, non-being, always falls outside this structure: the threshold that separates being and nothingness is metaphysical.[6] Thus one can understand why dialogue between science and theology is not only desirable but necessary, and why it requires the mediation of philosophy, not so much as a referee to keep peace between warring parties, but rather as an interlocutor capable of understanding the scope and possibilities of both disciplines.
At the heart of reality
Even when approaching the very origin of the universe, science always remains on this side of reality, within being. There are many scientists who, in identifying this threshold, realise the need to undertake philosophical reflection on the need for a Creator to explain the origin of the universe. “The very beauty of creation is, without doubt, a great book. Contemplate, look, read its higher and lower parts. God did not write with letters of ink, through which you could know Him. He placed before your eyes the very things that He made. Why do you seek a more powerful voice? Heaven and earth both cry out to you: ‘God made me.’”[7]
Nevertheless, philosophy itself also comes up against limiting questions: Why is there being rather than nothing? Why do I exist? In this regard, the Christian faith contributes “a new image of God, higher than that which philosophical reason could ever forge and think. But faith does not contradict the philosophical doctrine of God ... Christian faith in God accepts the philosophical teaching about God and completes it.”[8] Faced with the question of the purpose and ultimate meaning of existence (a question that at some point in life becomes decisive for everyone), philosophy is silent. The Christian faith then rises up and responds: God was there before the world; He conceived of it and created it out of love.
This simple statement leads, in reality, to the opposite of what the notion of creation is sometimes accused of producing: it demystifies the universe. The understanding of the world as God’s creation is “the decisive ‘enlightenment’ of history … the break-through out of the fears that had oppressed humankind. It placed the world in the context of reason and recognized the world’s reasonableness and freedom.”[9] Although science is able to read an important part of the internal logic of nature, a science without God would not liberate the world from myths, because there would always remain gaps that needed to be filled with other explanations.[10] It is impossible for science, because of its self-limitation to the empirical, to fill in all these gaps. Nor will people stop asking these questions, since the very fact of doing so shows (just as the efforts of science do) that the human being transcends the order of the empirical. The human spirit is manifested among other things by the fact that each of us perceives our personal identity in the face of the world, and that we ask ourselves about these gaps, and even that someone may consider it stupid to ask about them... All this makes it clear that even from a purely philosophical standpoint, and despite being a microcosm sharing the same elements as the universe, we are more than simply a part of the material world.
Personal freedom and self-awareness, by which we perceive ourselves as distinct from the world, are therefore also great “gaps” through which we can glimpse transcendence; they speak to us of a personal God who is even more radically distinct from the world, and who creates it freely. And vice versa, recognising that reality has its origin in this creative Freedom grounds the recognition of human freedom, and therefore of the dignity of each person.[11] This is one of the fundamental senses in which Genesis says that God created man in his image (Gen 1:27): we ourselves are a mirror in which God can be glimpsed. Hence Blessed John Henry Newman pointed to conscience as “our great interior teacher of religion,”[12] a “connecting principle between the creature and his Creator,”[13]
Faith in creation, therefore, does not seek to impose the “world of the spirit” on the material world from the outside. Rather it decisively affirms that God embraces the entire material universe. As Dante’s poetic intuition expressed in immortal words: “God is the love that moves the sun and the other stars.”[14] At the heart of reality God is present, and He loves the world and each person: “Creatures came into existence when the key of love opened his hand.”[15] A recurring idea in the writings of Saint Josemaria provides great theological depth here. He used to say that, when deciding to carry out an action, “the most supernatural reason is: because we want to.”[16] Freedom and love, like the rationality of the world, speak to us of God. Therefore, if Saint Augustine recognized God in the book of nature, he also found him in the intimacy of his soul: “behold, Thou wert within and I was without. I was looking for Thee out there … Thou didst call and cry out and burst in upon my deafness; Thou didst shine forth and glow and drive away my blindness.”[17]
The miracle of the world
The reality of miracles reflects this same priority of God’s freedom, love and wisdom with respect to the world. With his inimitable paradoxical style, Chesterton said: “If a man believes in the inalterability of the laws of nature, he cannot believe in any miracle in any age. If a man believes in a will behind law, he can believe in any miracle in any age.”[18] The three synoptic Gospels recount a leper who approaches Jesus, asking to be healed. Jesus answers: I want it, be clean (Mt 8:3). God heals that man because he wants to, in the same way that he created the world, and he has created each person, because he wants to, out of love. Commenting on another miracle, the healing of a blind man, Benedict XVI observed: “It is not by chance that the people’s last remark after the miracle has been performed is reminiscent of the evaluation of Creation at the beginning of the Book of Genesis: He has done all things well (Mk 7:37). Prayer clearly entered the healing action of Jesus as he looked up to heaven. The power that healed the deaf mute was certainly elicited by compassion for him but it proceeded from the fact that he had recourse to the Father. These two relationships interact: the human relationship of compassion towards a man enters into the relationship with God, and thus becomes healing.”[19]
Miracles, therefore, are not exceptions that call into question the solidity and rationality of the world; rather they point to the very root of that solidity. They reveal the true miracle, which is the very existence of the universe and of life. This true miracle (miraculum, something before which only admiration is fitting) is God’s creation. The opening of reason to this “beginning of the beginnings” not only makes miracles reasonable, but above all it makes the world itself reasonable. “The uniformity and generality of natural laws ... lead us to think that nature is self-sufficient. And yet, there is no break in continuity between creation and the most everyday and banal event. A miracle intervenes to convince us of it.”[20]
It is sometimes said that “we live by a miracle,” to refer to the surprising ways in which certain problems or dangers are solved. In reality, the expression contains a radical truth: every moment of our ordinary life unfolds in the midst of the miracle of a world that exists out of love. “Each one of us, each man and each woman, is a miracle of God, is wanted by him and is personally known by him.”[21] As Saint Paul said to those listening to him in Athens on the Areopagus: in him we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28). Therefore, “in the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the word ‘creation’ has a broader meaning than ‘nature,’ for it has to do with God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value and significance.”[22]
I thank you because I am wonderfully made (Ps 139:14). Faith in creation leads to a profound attitude of gratitude. Despite the presence of suffering and evil in the world, all reality (especially our own existence and that of the people around us) appears to us as a promise of happiness: All you who are thirsty, come to the water! You who have no money, come … Come, without paying and without cost, drink wine and milk! (Is 55:1). Man knows himself defenceless (because he really is) but also the recipient of an infinite generosity that calls him to live, and to live forever. Saint Irenaeus summarized it in a celebrated maxim: “The glory of God is man fully alive; moreover man’s life is the vision of God.”[23]
Seen from this perspective, life is not a mere struggle for success or survival, even in the most extreme conditions: it is a space for gratitude, for adoration, in which we find our true rest.[24] “How wonderful is the certainty that each human life is not adrift in the midst of hopeless chaos, in a world ruled by pure chance or endlessly recurring cycles! The Creator can say to each one of us: Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you (Jer 1:5). We were conceived in the heart of God, and for this reason ‘each of us is the result of a thought of God. Each of us is willed, each of us is loved, each of us is necessary.’”[25]
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