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Abstract

While some of Anders Nygren's critics supplant agape with eros or philia,
we may best correct the false simplicity of Nygren's account through a
scriptural retrieval of agape itself. | suggest what this textual turn may
impart by discussing agape in passages from Lxodus, Leviticus, Hosea,
f.uke, and John. Agape in these texts reflects motivations as disparate as
passionate desire, parental longing, committed dutifulness, and protective
seclusion --depictions at odds with Nygren’s atemporal portrayal of agape as
unmotivated and spontancous. We may be called at times to heed one of
these scriptural strains more than another, but to say cither that inpassivity
(Nygren) or any one of these motivations represents the apex of love is
misfcading. T suggest that we resist the urge to condense our intentionally
enigmatic canon.

Introduction

Gene Outka opens his own explication of Christian love by referring to
Anders Nygren's impact on subsequent study: “His critics have been legion, but
few have ignored or been unaffected by his thesis . . . (O]ne may justifiably regard
[Nygren’s] work as the beginning of the modern treatment of the subj(‘cl,”l I
believe that Nygren'’s method, as well as his thests, il inforins much of the present
conversation concerning agape. That Nygren's stark depiction of agape continues
to influence discussion is evidenced by the Spring 1996 issue of the Journal of
Religious Isthics, 10 name one venue, in which Edward Vacek, Carter Heyward,
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Gene Outka and Colin Grant contend concerning Nygren’s truth or error. With his
critics, I agree that Nygren is in substantive ways myopic about the nature of
Christian love. Yet cven when we disagree with Nygren's characterization, the
form and technique of his argument influence the manner of our disagreement. In
particular, we continue to search for the single, most accurate epitorne of Christian
love. 1 wish here not only to complicate Nygren's particular account of agape, but
also to complicate the understanding of God’s command that we love our
neighbor. 1 comnmend a return to Scripture itself as a polyphonic, disturbing text
with which we must grapple when attempting to elucidate love.

The methodological trajectory Nygren set six decades ago, of distilling agape
to produce the vital essence or “motif” of Christianity, oversimplifies the
comp[cxi?/ of Scripture. To reuse the words of Hans I'rei, Nygren eclipses biblical
narrative.” While I'rei does not deal specifically with Nygren's work or method of
“motif-research,” I'rei’s cntique of “mythophiles” and others is applicable to
Nygren. Describing hus work as a “type of scientific analysis,” Nygren asserts that
witlt his motif-method we may detect the fundamental undercurrent of Christian
love. 1le goes on to offer an account of agape that is “indifferent to value” and
thus reliable.’ We might excuse his assertion as quaint, but in doing so we may
overlook the legacy Nygren has left us as we ourselves attermpt to encapsulate
Christian love. Writing against those who would similarly offer a “central
ideational theme”” within Scripture, [ans [rei suggests:

{biblical meaning] is not illustrated (as though it were an intellectually
presubsisting or preconceived archetype or ideal essence) but constituted
throngh the mutual, specific determinations of agents, speech, social
context, and circumstances that forin the indispensable narrative wcb.d

l'rei argues that to “paraphrase by a general statement” the truth of Scripture is to
“reduce it to meaninglessness.” Taking this cue from I'rei, [ suggest that cthicists
heed the intricate and vast array of “agents, speech, social context[s], and
circumstances’ in order to [ind ourselves judged anew by biblical ugape.5

This paper is in part my effort to stir up and question our current quest for
clarity. I do not intend here to find apt consolation in the text—a friendly
correspoudence between our wishes, aims, and needs and biblical themes---but
rather to remind us of Scripture’s ability constantly to provoke and judge our
vartous wishes, aims, and needs. In our efforts to unearth a reliable summation of
Christian love, we undermine Scripture’s use as a *“‘continually disconcerting”
text, as a book that “honors ambiguity, acknowledges complexity, and
presupposes indclcrminacy.”(’ Ilere [ am indebted to many scriptural scholars and
biblical ethicists who through their work recall us to the enigmatic character of the
biblical text. Their work prompts our recognition ol Scripture’s multifaceted
depiction of love. What Wayne Mecks wrote in the 1988 Annual of the SCE
regarding the “‘polyphonic ethics of Paul,” we may expand to inform our work on
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agape in Scripture as a whole.” Rather than viewing Scripture as conveying a
unified and discernible theme, cthicists may hear the “multivocal” strands of
biblical narrative as God’s atternpt to judge and instruct anew a church that is
often original in the way it strays. Because we are tetnpted like Marcion (and his
modern admirer, Nygren) to construct an agape to which we may confidently
attest, we are appropriately chastened by the varied and even conflicting strands
of scriptural agape.

In the edition of the Joumnal of Religious Ethics to which | alluded, Colin
Grant defends Nygren against Carter Heyward's attempt to supplant agape with
eros, Edward Vacek’s more careful call to philia, and Gene Outka’s suggestion
that Christian love need not focus “entirely on normative dedication to others."™
While cach of these inheritors of Nygren's demarcation of agape and eros
instructively broadens our understanding of faithful love, a turn to Scripture itself
is a corrective preferable to supplanting or even supplementing agape with eros or
philia. Agape is used for many different forms of engagement in Scnpture, and a
narrative, textual turn is more faithful to those different forms than searching for
the most accurate term or principle o encapsulate a supposed overriding emphasis
in Scripture. By arguing for a return to Scripture, I presuppose with Grant God's
otherness, our sinfulness, and our need for revelation if the church is even to
approximate God's will. In this presupposition, [ may follow a trajectory entirely
different from Heyward’s, but perhaps not finally incompatible with Vacek’s or
Outka's. The conversation to determine such congruence is beyond what | intend
to broach here.” Rather, T wish to sugges! what a turn to agape in its scriptural
varicty might impart for our understanding of agape. | recount briefly portions of
Scripture from the Pentatench and Hosea, both of which Nygren dismisses, the
gospel of Luke, which Nygren distorts, and the gospel of John, which Nygren
expurgates. 1 hope in this short essay to prompt some to begin and encourage
others 10 continue a turn to the texts themselves in the scholarly conversation
concerning Christian love.

The method I here commend challenges not only the aim but also the content
of Nygren's project. In this effort, I do affirm, with Nygren and Grant, that biblical
agape is inextricably theological, sell-giving, and enduring. But I also claim that it
is inherently relational and invested, embedded in a shared complex of narrative
memory and hope even when embracing those who are outside the covenant. The
texts I recall here challenge especially Nygren's atemporal portrayal ol agape as
unrnotivated and spontaneous. Grant himsel{ makes something of my case against
Nygren in his insistence that “the reality of agape is identificd only through the
horizon of theological conviction and sustained through the apparatus of
religion.”'" The *“horizon of conviction™ that informs biblical and present agape
presupposes the temporal sequence of a continuing story whereby what we do is a
response (o what has occurred. In his characterization of agape as “the divine
extravagance of giving” that motivates us to love beyond measure, Grant vivifics
Nygren's mechanical depiction of human love devoid of memory, affection, or
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self. And the necessary “apparatus of religion” to which Grant refers, the
worshiping community, is a more biblical setting for agape than the individual
acting as an isolated conduit of gracc.” Grant thereby anticipates some of what [
wish here to discuss by setting the discussion within the church’s shared
memorics, hopes, and motivations. Precisely because the church’s affective
imagination is shaped by a varied narrative wherein God and God's people love
passionately, determinately, protectively and with sheer delight, even in the midst
of anger and at times only with considerable effort, we do well to resist Nygren's
cefllort to condense and clarify the perplexing canon that motivates us.

The Memory and Tenacity of Old Testament Love

‘To consider the Old Testament an indispensable reference for agape is to resist
fundamentally Nygren's methodological and rhetorical trajectory. 1 would hope
that his dismissive link between the Old Testament, a “nomos type” of spurious
love, and Judaism 1s now notorious. But we who {ollow in his wake are still
tempted to {focus on the Greek New Testament, perhaps because agape is a Greek
word and, by Nygren's account, a New Testament coneept. (One would think that
we cthicists in general read only those little green Bibles which include only the
New Testament and the Psalms, given our lack of attention to the [irst two-thirds
of the Scriptures.) We do well to remember that the Hellenistic Jews who
translated the Tiebrew Scriptures into the Greek Septuagint overwhelmingly chose
agape as the Greek word to replace Hebrew words [or love, thus rendering agape
an Old Testament word as well.'> The importance is not purcly semantic. The
lamilial, sexual, legal, royal, covenantal, and marital imagery and assumptions in
the Old ‘Testament narratives not only inform but also provide the network of
descnptors for Christian Jove. Nygren hardly begins to address the relation
between love in the testaments when he concedes that the Old Testarnent
anticipates the New. Bruce Birch, Joseph Allen, Iidward Vacek, and others have
attempted to redirect our attention to the meaning of faithful love in the Old
Testament, seeking to show how God's love for Isracl and the people’s care for
kin and stranger are more than shadowy precursors to New Testament love."?

Agape in the Septuagint, as a translation of words reflecting multiple facets of
affection and commitinent, not only narrates more fully Nypren's version of
agape as God’s wholly gratuitous love, but also widens our purview to include
other features of divine and hurnan love. God’s sell-stated motives run the gamut
from maternal ferocity (Hosea 13:7) to resolute loyalty (Dewteronomy 7:8) to
sensuons longing (Song of Songs), and the command that we love our neighbor
accordingly draws upon divergent metaphors and relational commitments.'*
Much of this variety is lost if we simply interpose Nygren's translation of New
Testament agape onto agape in its Old Testament usage. In the Septuagint, agape
translates words as disparate as ahav, often a form of intimately passionate love;
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rechem, related to the Hebrew word for womb, a poignantly physical attachment
cliciting mercy toward another; and dodh, which indicates a joyful delight in
another.”” The biblical writers paired agape with Greek versions of hesed, an
abounding loyalty often linked to forgiveness; faseq, to be bound or attached to
another; and rasali, being pleased with another - all Hebrew words which shade
the meaning of agape in context. Agape is used in these instances both for God's
love and our responsive stance toward God and neighbor, creating an inter-textual
complex of meanings and memories regarding faithful love.

It would be a worthy task in itself to consider Septuagint agape in its many
forms, locations, and contexts, but here § will endeavor merely to intimate how
agape in the Old Testament might inform our language about God’s and our
corresponding love by looking at a few texts, beginning with Exodus.'® Here, in
the text that originates what Nygren deems the heart of Old Testament error — an
cmphasis on covenantal law- we find God's unequivocal attachment to the
people of Isracl. God’s love here does differ from Nygren’s declared apex, and the
lixodus narrative shapes the meaning of agape throughout the Pentateuch. As
Katherine Doob Sakenfeld notes in her extensive study of fiesed (which is linked
in Eixodus to agape and is translated as eleos in the 1. XX and steadfast love in the
NRSV), those redactors who wove together the different narrative strands in
{ixodus placed the Mosaic covenant, with its contingent words of b[cssin%’,’ curse,
and demand, within a framing narrative of mercifully abiding love.”” Both
Sakenfeld and Bruce Birch call our attention to the context of God's supposedly
conditional legal covenant. Coming afler God's extravagant promise to Abraham,
Sarah, and their grandchildren, and followed by the story of Isracl bowing to a
shimmering calf, only a myopic reader would deem the covenant on Sinai to
describe God's provisional engagement with God’s people. God's love is steadfast
cven while the people are stiff-necked; law is framed narratively by God’s work
for and loyalty to Isracl. The book of Exodus opens with God’s salvific act of
liberation from Ligypt, and immediately preceding the ten commandments God
reminds Isracl of his liberatory work ‘I am the Lord your God, who brought
you out of the Tand of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” - - emphatically linking
the surminons to obedience with God's prior acts on their behall (Exodus 20:2-3).
Exodus closes by reminding Israel that, even with their constant disobedience,
God was and is physically present “before the eyes of all the house of Isracl at
cach stage of their journey” (Iixodus 40:38).

This quality of God’s love to abide and remain steadfast indicates
unconditionality but cannot be described as unmotivated or spontancous, as
Nygren characterizes New ‘Testament agape. While God s not required to act on
behalf of Isracl, to say that God's actions toward Israel are spontancous misses the
temporality of the namative and threatens to isolate each of God's acts and
commands as arbitrary moments of divine whim. Temporality need not mean
causality, but it does imply memory, motive, and affective connection." Exodus
opens with what Birch deetns one of the most ominous chords of the Old
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Testament, “Now a new king arose over Lgypt who did not know Joseph”
(I'xodus 1: 8). Isracl has been living well as an alien people, but her position is
precarious. God's knowledge (yada) of Isracl is in stark juxtaposition to the
Fgyptian king's ignorance. The phrase in God’s revelation to Moses, ““1 know
their sufferings,” relates more than that God is cognitively aware of Isracl’s
torment. Rather, the Ilebrew word yada “indicates an experiencing of and
cutering into that which 1s known ™"’ Following on God’s enduring promise to
Abrabam and his intimate struggle with Jacob, God’s hearing people’s cry is a
deepening, of engagement with Israel, an intensification that effects what Birch
strikingly calls God's vulnerability.

Throughout the ixodus narratives there is a tension between God’s freedom

and God’s willingness to know and become involved with Israel. The memory of

Gaod’s choice to be with Israel in her liberation and throughout her wilderness
rebellion returns continually in Leviticus and Deuteronomy as the basis for
Isracl’s hope. The grandchildren of Jacob, Rachel, Moses, and Miriam are
reminded continually 1 subsequent narratives of God's own willingness to
remember them:

It was not becanse you were more numerous than any other people that
the Lord set his heart on you and chose you- for you were the fewest of
all peoples. It was because the Lord lovedd you and kept the oath that he
swore to your ancestors, that the Lord brought you out with a mighty
hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery. (Deuteronomy 7:7-8;
NRSV).

In this passage one finds a salient strand that runs through the Pentateuch: God's
tove is extrtavagant and unmerited, but in that love, God has chosen to become
genuinely telated in time to this particular people. In choosing to love an old
woman and her wizened husband, in choosing to struggle with the more

treacherous twin, in choosing to know an enslaved people, God becomes a part of

a narrative pattern that God and the people recall and out of which God and the
people act. In his attempt to stiess the sheer gratuity of God’s love, Nygren calls
God’s love “spontancous, unmotivated, and indifferent to value,” but thereby
dismisses the particular context and memory enacted by God's free choice.”’ In
characterizing God’s love in this way, Nygren discounts the textual assumptions
of and warrant for kn()wing, God as increasingly and tenaciously related to a
specific cormmunity of faith. !

Nygren in fact disparages love in the Old Testament as “exclusive and
pnrlicul:lnslic."u Because Old Testament love “preserves its limits,” Nygren
explains, love of neighbor in the Old Testament means primarily love of those
within the covenant. In one sense he is right, in that Isracl’s actions toward those
who are outcast and without kin, whether Israclite or alien, are to arise out of the
very paticular memory of Isracl’s own experience as an alien people. Yet it is
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precisely this particular and distinctive memory of God's work in Iixodus that is
to shape the moral imagination of the descendants of Abraham, thus prompting us
in Leviticus and Deuteronomy to see anew those who are also strange. Without
recourse to such memory, God’s commands elsewhere in the Pentateuch
(Leviticus 19:34) that “the alien who resides with you shall be to you as the
citizen among you,” and that “you should love the alien as yourself” would be
isolated declarations. God comumands the people of Israel to recall the story of
their ancestry, and from that story to determine the proper stance toward those
who are similarly vulnerable: “for you were aliens in the land of Ligypt.” They are
to show the agape God has shown them to any who f{ind themselves unknown,
whether they be aliens, widows, or orphans (Tixodus 22: 21-22). In both Exodus
and leviticus God links Israel by empathy and gratitude to those who are
vuluerable. Israel “knows the heart of an alien,” given that the people lived
precariously in Lgypt (Iixodus 23:9), and has known the extravagant love of a
God willing to claim them. Thus, with the narrative memory of lixodus comes
moral obligation. Those whose voices God has known and to whom God has
responded are continually to recall that God will similarly act on behalf of those
who cry out against Israel’'s own oppression (Exodus 22:23). While Nygren is
correct in noting that Israel is not called here to turn a fresh cheek to their enemy
during battle, the prior and lasting relationship with God is supposed to cffect an
intentional love for the foreigner as well as the neighbor.

By uprooting agape from its Old Testament context, Nygren loses the
memory on which the prophets (and later, Christ) play when they remind God's
people of the nnique call to love the stranger and to live as a beacon to the nations.
We who seek to elucidate nuances of love for the Christian community should
avoid similarly truncating Scripture, lest we exacerbate the scriptural amnesia
already prevalent in the church. To mention briefly two related facets that require
us to adjust our assumptions, covenantal fove in the Pentateuch attests both to the
need for intentional, collective remembering and to God’s command that
Christians, as a people, assist those who are vulnerable. Both a pietistic and
evangelical emphasis on the faith experience of the individual, embedded within
our increasingly individualistic society, may contribute to a limited understanding
of God’s love and God's command, becoming watered down into a baptized
version of that bumper-sticker directive: God has performed random acts of
kindness on my behalf, so will I commit random acts of kindness on behalf of
others.”’ By retrieving these passages in the Pentateuch, Christians may remind
themselves  that they are called as God’s beloved community to  resist
systematicafly the oppression of others and to attend corporately 1o those who
wander without shelter or manna. Further, we are taught in these passages that
such advocacy and attention are dependent upon our collective (fiturgical)
rehearsal of God’s loyalty to the generations before us.

Hosea reminds us that our love for those to whom we are closest and whose
memories we share is often more difficult to sustain than our commitment to love
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the outsider. With the love and memory that make up intimacy come also the
potential for particularly acute betrayal. Again Nygren misses a crucial facet of
agape in the Old Testament: God’s love and command entail fidelity even in the
midst of such betrayal and fierce anger. Because the God that Nygren describes is
determinately impassive, granting love apart {rom rather than together with divine
indignation, there is no room in Nygren's account for the intensity of the prophetic
fury and summons. The recurrent theine of God's implacable love for Israel in the
Pentateuch is carried into the prophetic writings and is in these texts intertwined
with God's anguish and rage over the people’s perpetual transgression. In Hosea,
God's stance toward Israel is one of profound memory and investmeunt; because
God's agape is genuinely tied up with God'’s ongoing history with his people,
God’s anger is particular, passionate, and vengeful. The prophet Hoscea intensifies
the memory of God’s abiding covenant with Israel, portraying God's tesolute love
as that of a mother scorned by her own children and of a husband deceived by his
beloved wife. In cach case, God’s intimate knowledge of the people makes their
sins atl the more unbearable.

The metaphors Hosea uses for God quite clearly work against Nygren's
rendition of agape as remote and impartial, speaking instead to the intensity and
peril of relational agape. As is the case in Isaiah and Jeremiah, Hosea's densely
layered metaphors draw from the intensity of a parent’s love for her small,
disobedient children, from a lover’s vulnerable, intense connection to his intimate
beloved, and from a husband's shame. Because God has known the people from
conception, heard their cries in Egypt and held them as they toddled shakily
toward maturity, God cannot ignore their present rebellion (Hosea 11: 1-4).
Because God has known the people intimately when they accepted God’s
summons with grateful, youthful, abandon, God cannot turn away as the people
seek other tovers (ITosea 2:15). Admonishing a people who have not merely
forgottenn whose they are but rather have actively sought out more exotic options,
God reminds the unfaithful that, as God was their liberation, so can God return
them to slavery (1osea 9:6, 13:4). As Gaod tended their young and made Isracel
fruitful, so can God with one word render the people barren (1losea 4:6). Yet that
saine shared memory that makes distant regard impossible also leads God to
coutinue summoning God’s children, reminding them that they are God's own: It
was I who fed you in the wilderness,” “It 1s [ who answer and look after you”
(Hosea 13: 5, 14:8). Hosea overlays cach metaphor with divine meaning,
passionately suinmoning Israel to seek again her parent, lover, and spouse.

[osca is a text wherein God’s memory, judgment and steadfast love entwine,
resulting 1n a portrayal of God's love as resolved even in the midst of extreme and
intimate betrayal. This word of judgment and hope may speak more accurately
than Nygren’s portrait of a distant and dispassionate agape, particularly to those
who have radically rebelled against God’s commands or who have found their
own love for another betrayed. Lirst, regarding our own rebellion against Gaod,
once a people who have seen themselves closely related to a giving God repent
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for a deep transgression against that covenant, their stance before God may be
more appropriately prompted by Hosea's account of God's agape. White southernt
Protestants, for example, may not find themselves either accurately convicted or
forgiven within Nygren’s schema of God's relation to us, but rather may require
Hosea’s word to prompt our confession and hope. In [losea’s context we may see
ourselves as having placed God’s very covenant in jeopardy and may pray that
God will stemn his justified anger against us. The experience of the Afrikaner
church belore God may similarly require that we recall and retrieve 1losea’s
passionate account of God's agape toward his people.

Second, regarding the betrayal of our love by another, a people who worship
such a God must also imagine, like Hosea himsell, that we are called in our own
intimate engagements to hunger for reconciliation even as we rage. Abraham
Joshua Heschel notes of Hosea’s passion for his iniquitous wife and of God's for
Isracl, *“I'he pathos of love, expressed first in the bitterness of disillusionment,
finds its climax in the hope of reconciliation.”” While Jewish and Christian
commentators have found Hosea’s marriage and remarriage to an adulterous
woman “‘morally repugnant,” that is what God calls Hosea to do. Tosea is to
invest himsel{ intimately with one who will betray him, and he is to reclaim her
and cherish her (not merely forgive her) even while she is in the midst of her
adultery, just as God reclaims Israel while they pant after hittle gods and raisin
cakes (Hosea 3:1). In Hosea, God's agapic covenant with his beloved Israel seems
scandalously foolish and even indecent. We who worship such a God may
similarly be called to embrace, not merely to tolerate, those who betray our deep
alfection and our trust. Nygren's call for us to be mere vessels for God’s own
indiscriminate agape misses this facet of Scripture and may allow some of us to
remain distantly engaged to those whorn we are instead vulnerably 1o cherish.”®

Some Varied Tones of Agape in the New Testament

Because the use ol agape in non-Jewish literature is scarce prior to the New
Testament, and the word seems semantically to convey little more than approval
or condescending affection in those contexts, scholars have been tempted to see
agape as a uniquely Christian term, taken up by the g()spcl writers so they could
invest a “cool, colorless word” with new mcaning.2 An extra-biblical semantic
study of agape’s prior meaning misses the variegated use of the word in the Greek
translation of the Old Testament, the version with which the New Testament
authors were familiar. When those who wrote the gospels use agape, they carry
over its multi-faceted character from the Septuagint, and the New ‘Testament
meaning of agape cannot accurately be condensed any more than is the case with
Ol Testament love.” Agape and 1its various forms had already been given
narrative context in the Old Testament, where agape conveys God’s intensely
passionate relation to Istacl as well as God’s universal benevolence toward
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creation, and where agape for one’s neighbor demands involved, imaginative
empathy as well as impartial good-will. In both of the gospels 1 here consider,
there are echoes of the many Old Testament uses for the term, as well as particular
textual meanings that shade the writers” use of this word for God’s and our love.
In turning to agape in the New Testament, we enter more frequently traversed
territory, and [ by no 1eans offer an adequate summary of what has been written
on the matter. [ hope merely to encourage cthicists to return to the New Testament
texts themselves and to consider bricfly how this retrieval may complicate our
attempts to epitomize agn[m)'(

Nygren elevates agape in the New Testament over agape in the Old for many
less than adequate reasons, but it is hard to differ with his point that the New
Testament writers emphasized to a much greater extent love specifically for one’s
enemy. In both Matthew and Luke Jesus makes explicit that those who worship
the God of Israel, who has been and continues to be “kind to the ungrateful and
the wicked,” must likewise love their enemics; in doing so, they show themselves
to be “chifdren” of the one who has maintained mercy even in the midst of
cursing, rebellion, and deep transgression (Matthew 5:23, Luke 6:35). While
Nygien reads Jesns' command as a completely new rendition of love and as
totally distinct from any Old Testament sense, Jesus may rather be read in Luke as
playing on scrip(l;(r)nl memory to ground what is indeed a significant expansion of
agape’s purview.” in Exodus and 1eviticus, Abraham’s and Moses’ descendants
arc to remember with gratitude the mercy God has shown them even while they
were wandering and murmuring, and they are thus to identify with and show
mercy to the stranger. So here in Luke Jesus renmnds his hearers of their position
before a forgiving God but comnmands that even enemies be brought within the
scope of Isracl’s resulting stance of mercy.

Given that Jesus’ followers, friends, and listeners, especially as depicted in
Luke, are often people who have been previously considered beyond the scope of
the covenant (whether as prostitutes, tax collectors, Samaritans, or gentiles),
Jesus” words to recall God’s mercy may have a more immediate salience as well:
those to whom God has shown extravagant grace in Jesus must also love those
who we would otherwise exclude. Nygren's depiction of love for enemies in the
New Testament as “spontancous, unmotivated” and commanding “the precise
opposite” of what one would “reasonably” expect in the midst of persecution,
renders Jesus’” words here as almost nonsensical.”’ While 1 agree that Jesus’
comunand is radical, even without precedent, his summons is not without warrant.
By stripping Jesus’ command of its Old ‘Testament echo and its immediate
natrative context, Nypren does in fact present an agape without motive.

Another feature of Lukan agape that may be lost in Nygren’s or anyone else’s
distillation of the command is a particular emphasis on Jesus® ministry to sinners
and the outcast, what Willard Swartley deems an outrageous extension of the
banquet tradition to those who previously were seen as unlfit to invite to the table
(lL.uke 14:16 24).!2 We who are on the inside may be tempted, like Nygren, to
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miss this aspect of scriptural agape. By characterizing God's love primarily as
that of the houscholder toward casual workers in the parable of the vineyard
(Matthew 20: 1-10), Nygren sets up agape as a standardized wage given
indiscriminately to all. Universality or unconditionality is undoubtedly a facet of
New ‘lTestament agape, but the vineyard parable does not narrate the
compensatory attention given in Luke to those who have been lost. Again playing
on an Old Testament theme, that of God’s scarching for those who are scattered
(as in Lizekiel 34), Luke’s Jesus sets up God as one who spends a disproportionate
amount of tine longing for those who are figuratively “in the wilderness” (Luke
15:4) whether duc to oppression or their own rebellion ™ In parable, Jesus depicts
the outsider as the unique recipient of God’s interest as well as, shockingly, the
maodel for our emulation of God’s love. While the parable of the nameless man on
the highway is truly about our call to love indiscriminately, the fact that it is a
Samaritan who neets [sracl’s prophets’ call to love readjusts the biblical vision to
place the outsider again inside God's covenant (Luke 10:29-37)* In Luke’s
parables of the lost sheep and coin (Luke 15:4-7, 8-10), Jesus™ inquisitors, those
who are superior 10 mere shepherds and who are certainly more stately than a
woman with a broom, are forced to consider God’s love for and even resemblance
to the marginalized.

When bricfly discussing Jesus® parable of the lost son, Nygren describes the
father's love as an example of agape because, yet again, the father is
“spontancous and unmnotivated™ in his rcgard.l5 As one who “sows broadcast in

’

the carefree manner of love,” the father displays agape. 1 believe that this
misrepresents the form of agape inJesns' parable. What Nygren overlooks here is
crucial for understanding the Lukan version of God’s love and our response: the
distinguished patriarch runs to embrace his son, who is still literally recking of his
transgression, symbolically declares him as royalty, and puts on a wild celebration
precisely because *'this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was
lost and has been found™ (1ukel5:1 1432).](' Jesus begins this series of parables
saying “there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over
ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance’” (Luke 15:7). The Lukan
parables do indeed recast God's and our agape as that which abides in spite of
transgression, but it does more than that: the one who is lost, either by self or
societal declaration, is the unique rcciq};icnl of God’s preferential concern, and
when found, a cause for God’s dclighl.]

The Gospel of John, in a different way than luke’s Gospel, belies the
generality that God always acts as a carefree sower of agape. When Nygren turns
to agape n the Johannine corpus, he sceks to rid the texts of what he calls their
“doubleness.”” As he describes it, “just when the Agape motif is brought to its
highest expression it 1s also in a peculiar way weakened down."*® The Johannine
community does not liturgically recall Jesus' command to love the enerny, but
instead, turns in upon itself to concentrate on Jesus' “new commandment,” that
they “love one another™ as Jesus has loved thein (John 13:34, 15:12-106).
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Although Nygren deems John's elevation of agape into God’s very being and
refation with Christ to be an aptly Chnstian “metaphysic,” he sees the
community’s concurrent particularisin as a betrayal of agape itsell.” In the
Johannine cornmunity, God’s agape toward Chuist and thus for those who confess
Christ’s name is inextricably connected to God's creation, through the Word, who
“becamne {lesh and lived among us,” and who attested that the Father himself wills
that the confessing community be known by their agape toward one another. In
John, God’s agape in Christ is explicitly linked to the order of the universe, but
the form of agape that is thereby elevated is, by Nygren's estimation, a tainted
version. 1f God has a particular love for Christ, and the Father has a specific
knowledge of and concern for those who confess the son, then Johannine agape
diverges from the universally distributed, unmotivated, and spontancous love
Nygren sees as the core of Christian doctrine.

I will admit some sympathy for Nygren here. If we are honest, many agapists
agree that the gospel of John is problematic in its scctarianism, hatred of the
world, and, to be Trank, seemingly smug assurance of the truth. tn Luke, God’s
agape inay be in some sense partial, but toward those who are lost. In John, God's
love and the corresponding love commanded are specific to those who know
themselves as found. Given my allirmation, with Nygren, that scriptural agape
does most often convey both God’s abiding love for those who least merit it and a
surmnons for us to love in kind, John throws a wrench into much of what 1 too
wish to confess and advocate. But David Rensberger’s well-received research on
Johannine faith and discipleship may serve as a reminder that those who formed
the canon were more directly inspired than we who presently grumnble about
canonical discord.*!

Working from the now widely-accepted hypothesis of Louis Martyn, that
“John was written late in the first century in a community of Jewish Christians
who were in the process of being marked ofl and expelled” from the synagogues
and their own neighbors, Rensberger suggests that John's extreme Chrislol()g};,
urgent believer/world dualism, and selective love commandment are of a piece.™
It is the community’s confession and liturgical celebration of Jesus as the Christ
that brings them up against the scorn of and ultimate expulsion from their kith and
kin, and “the love that those who abide in Jesus have for one another is the
necessary concomitant of their alienation from those outside.”™ It was only by
Joving one another and supporting one another in the precarious truth that the
world itself is ultimately under God's rule in Christ that those who were
persecuted could endure.™ If we ourselves find this version of agape morally
dubious, it may be that confessing Christ no longer requires such a community,
given that such a confession no longer evokes persecution. Or perhaps it is rather
the case that the version of Christ to which we attest has become bland enough to
allow us to bypass Jesus’ command that we love one another. Because we who
worship comfortably an innocuous savior are not the only ones called to the text,
we should resist Nygren’s and our own attempts to bowdlerize the sectarian agape
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of John's gospel. John's narrative portrayal of God’s love and command may even
serve to prompt the presently comfortable to recognize that loving discipleship is
often tied inextricably to the existence of an abiding, accountable, confessing
cominunty.

Cursory Conclusions

Although T have largely used Nygren's version of agape with which to
contrast agape in these select texts, Scripture may similarly correct those of us
who follow in his methodological wake, who seck to articulate an over-arching
principle, metaphor, or aflective stance that accurately characterizes the apex of
Christian love. 1t is in part my Protestant agreement with Anders Nygren and
Colin Grant regarding our intense need for revelation and the resilience of our
dubious motives that leads me to resist a common tendency on the part of
overwhelmed ethicists to summarize and simplify Scripture. In Nygren's case, the
resulting depiction may not be casily achieved (who among us can claim to be a
selfless channel of God’s love?), but it limits the scriptural account of love
nonetheless. 1t may be in fact that Nygren's call to a sell-less, un-invested,
unmotivated, spontancous and universal form of agape is not the summons most
apt for a Swedish academic, or for many of us. While Nygren offers ‘an apt
corrective to those who would reshape agape into eros, leaving our neighbor
neglected and our loved ones potentially exploited, his depiction may leave some
ol us inadequately chastened. We may instead be called to see God as hearing our
crics in the wilderness, as anguished over our deep betrayal, as scarching for the
lost or advocating for the rightcous. You and 1 may be commanded to remember
saliently our time as wandering, nameless nomads, to rage and passionately long
for a loved one who has forsaken us, to seek out in particular those who are
deviant, or to {ocus on those within the fold. By submitting ourselves continually
to the strange world of Scripture, we may deepen our moral imaginations to hear
God’s disquicting and complicated command to love.

The many redactors, writers, pastors and bishops who pulled together the
baflling canon we call our own left us with numerous narrative strands of agape
in part, I believe, because we are as a church and as individual disciples called to
envision God’s love for us and call to us differently, depending on our current
contexts and particular temptations. If this latter claim is true, we will do well to
reacquaint ourselves repeatedly with texts that unsettle our expectations of God’s
love and our calling. During the discussion following the presentation of this
material at the Jannary 1999 meeting of the Society of Christian Lithics, Stanley
[Harakas helplully likened the complexity of Scripture to the many liturgical icons
present within a sanctuary. I would extrapolate several suggestions from
Harakas's felicitous metaphor. Lirst, if we find ourselves as a community or as
individuals focusing exclusively on one image, we are likely receiving an
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impoverished impression of God's love and our required response. 1 would
suggest that we often commit this error within the church and as scholars.®’
Second, 1 nay, as an cthicist, atternpt 1o clarify for another the import of one
particular image, but the conversation will most ideally take place with the
complex image before both of us, lest cither of us mistake my summary [or the
object itself. I believe that we oo often seek clarity by substituting some core
concept for the passage itself. (1 have undoubtedly done this myself in my hasty
treatment of the passages above.) Finally, while I do believe that we may as
ethicists may help others better perceive nuances of image or narrative, something
crucial is lost in my second-hand description either of a sanctuary adorned with
holy icons or of a Scriptural story. I will both ineluctably oversimplify the array
and be incapable of accurately conveying with descriptors what is best conveyed
in the fine strokes ol hue and glimmer, setting and character. [ believe that we who
write on agape should ideally commend Scripture itself to our readers rather than
offer even the best approximation of the “concepts” therein. While this may blur
the line between scholarship and homiletics, writing about agape without an cye
toward drawing others to the texts themselves is, [ believe, equally problematic.
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