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From my general observations, the Abrahamic religions today tend to be pulled in two

directions – toward love or toward vulnerability. The first often motivates an 

obedience to law, and the second often motivates either the inflicting or evasion of 

violence in an effort at self-defence. Neither perspective would seem to escape 

problematic myths which block our exposure to giving and receiving true ‘neighbour-

love’, a form of love which ought to be shared by Jews, Christians and Muslims. Let 

us assume for the sake of argument that ‘myths’ are, as Mary Midgley explains: 

‘symbolic stories which play a crucial role in our imaginative and intellectual life by 

expressing the patterns that underlie our thought.’1 I propose that myths in our 

imaginative and intellectual life need to be explored openly and critically for their 

impact on  the place of love in religion. 

1. Love and religion

Opposing perspectives concerning love in Judaism, Christianity and Islam are 

recognizable in the conceptions of, on the one hand, ‘a personal God’ of love, whose 

followers have access to ‘their’ God’s words, derived from the law of the prophets, 

and, on the other hand, a distinctively ‘mystical God’ of love, who is imagined not 

through words or laws, but felt as a mysterious, incomprehensible gift of gracious 

love. For adherents to the latter, love comes directly from God. But when we think 

critically about these images, the former, a personal God, can become a grave liability

for a persons in the Abrahamic religions, insofar as their God is limited by the very 

fact of being treated as ‘a person’. For instance, this God would be limited by a man’s

projection of his own gender onto God as a divine person.2 Moreover, the supposed 

guidance of a personal God who apparently condones acts of atrocities in the name of 

Christianity, Judaism or Islam obscures any concrete practice of love across religions. 

On the other hand, recognizing the dangerous limitations of human projections of 

God as a person (‘He’), the Abrahamic religions have at times attempted to transcend 

any personal conception of divine love by turning to a ‘mystical God’ of infinite and 

ineffable love. Such a God, however, would be able to give no cognitive guidance for 

the practice of love in religion.

I have thus found both of these personal and mystical conceptions of ‘the one 

God of love’ inadequate for practices of neighbour-love; each ‘myth’ falls short of 

other contemporary accounts of human affections and spiritual practices by moral and

evolutionary psychologists, neuroscientists and affect theorists. Actual contemporary 
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religious practices of love are what I would like to explore: we need to discover how 

love might be performed openly and creatively, and how love is (or has been) 

imagined in the myths we live by.

From my present standpoint, it is difficult to imagine what our contemporary 

global world might look like, if the Abrahamic religions actually shared – in current 

practice – the two love commandments and the one God who is love itself. In Mark 

12:28-31 it is written,

“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart [affection], with all your soul 

[conation], with all your mind [cognition] and with all your strength 

[vital force].” This is the first commandment. And the second, like it, is

this: You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” There is no other 

commandment greater than these.

In his essay ‘The “Rule of Law of Love”’, the Islamic philosopher, HRH Prince Ghazi

bin Muhammad of Jordan, quotes these verses from the Gospel of Mark, as well as 

similar statements of the two love commandments in Matthew and Luke, while 

referring back to their Old Testament source in Deuteronomy 6, Leviticus 19 and 

other relevant biblical verses.3 Prince Ghazi argues that the two love commandments, 

when combined with the ‘Golden Rule’ (‘Do to others what you want them to do to 

you’ Luke 6:31), offer common scriptural ground for love in Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam. If we follow these love commandments, then we will (at least) have in 

mind the relationships which God creates by way of the prophets. The central 

concepts for analysis in the three Abrahamic religions, are ‘shall’ (obligation), ‘love’, 

‘neighbour’ and ‘yourself’. Conceptual and theological differences between religions 

are reflected in the patterns which underlie thinking about this obligation: ‘you shall 

love your neighbour as yourself’.4 The second-person references in ‘you shall love…

your God with all your heart… soul…mind…and all your strength’ also imply human

capacities for love.

Action-guiding concepts, as well as human capacities, are given different 

meanings depending on how we understand our religion and our relationship to ‘the 

Lord our God’. These differences raise serious questions concerning our ability to 

communicate with other religions, using the same words which have significantly 

different religious significance for guiding practices of neighbour-love. So, it becomes

obvious that love in Judaism, or love in Islam, is not always understood as ‘love’ is in 

Christianity; furthermore, within each religion, there will be different understandings 

of love. In the light of these conceptual difficulties, I turn in our present day context to
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consider one practice which offers occasion for love, but which also has a problematic

myth informing it, no less than love in religion. 

2. Vulnerability and love 

In recent months, I have been researching the use of ‘vulnerability’ and its portrayal 

by our social, or as I prefer to say, our ‘philosophical’ imaginary. Let us imagine 

vulnerability as the wound-ability of heart, soul, mind or strength, which will affect 

our overall capability for love, for good or for bad. I have made the ambitious 

proposal to change our philosophical imaginary when it comes to certain mythical 

patterns of thought – and concepts – we currently live by. In particular, this would 

mean re-imagining vulnerability by transforming an exclusively dark myth of fear and

violence, which dominates our social imaginary, into (re)new(ed) concepts for love 

and vulnerability. This would make a contribution, I believe, to the human project for 

enhancing life. The dark myth has penetrated the philosophical concepts which 

structure our argumentation about ‘the vulnerable’ on religious, political and ethical 

matters. 

The problem (as I see this underlying pattern of thought) is that the myth 

immediately associates vulnerability with violence; and this creates a pattern for 

human relations where vulnerability generates fear, which in turn, generates violent 

forms of self-protection and/or self-other control; eventually, terror turns nations in on

themselves and escalates the global conflicts which will (unwittingly) eliminate ‘the 

weak’. One damaging response has been to name marginalized groups of people who 

are devalued and, often, excluded ‘the vulnerable’; this marginalization involves a 

projection of vulnerability onto an inferior other by an imaginary belief that the 

invulnerable have a superior life. It is, then, simply assumed that fear – as in terror - 

undermines the real goal in political, religious and ethical life, which is 

invulnerability.  We can surely see this myth personified on the political landscape 

around us, whether in the USA or the UK. 

The critical question is, what exactly motivates people to respond to vulnerability 

by closing themselves off, and using violence for protection, instead of an openness to

love and loving efforts for mutual affection? Why do we, as human, allow an open 

wound to bleed rather than to care for it? After all, wounds can be openings for 

healing relations. The dangerous message that we need to overcome vulnerability at 

all costs is simply counterproductive, since it leads to interminable violent separations

and conflicts as seen in global terrorism. Of course, charitable organisations and 

health-care professions readily focus on caring for the vulnerable; yet a dark social 

imaginary continues to stigmatize those needing to be cared for as a drain on an 
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economy, carefully separating ‘the cared for’ from those who are thought to be ‘in 

control’ of their lives and of the world. As the political myth suggests, ‘we’ do not 

want too many of ‘them’, for example migrants and refugees.

3. Conclusion: vulnerability and the two love commandments

As I began by observing, we might take the view that love is shown in the personal 

relationship of a prophet to his or her personal God. That might also involve (as it 

often has), concluding that showing love to other persons – for instance, in doing to 

others what you would do to yourself – is a mere human portrayal of divine love. In 

sharp contrast to these conclusions, we might conceive divine love as mysterious, 

ineffable and, in the end, unknowable, and yet this can make ‘love’ too vague, and 

‘neighbour’ too broad a category to guide our religious practices.

Nevertheless, in venturing to bring together Christians, Muslims and Jews in a 

shared love of the one God, it is assumed that a common thread (of love) exists to 

unite the Abrahamic religions with ‘their’ God. There seems to be some hope in the 

air that we can be united in love and, especially, by the two love-commandments 

which the three religions share. We need to give attention to actual practices of love, 

and renewing our social imaginary of vulnerability may then enable us to clarify our 

concepts of love and to assess the myths of love we live by. 

If we return to the scriptural passage from Mark 12:28-31 quoted above, we 

might find four ingredients for true neighbour-love. First we need to show how love 

means both caring for and caring about the wound (vulnus) which opens us up to the 

possibility of mutual affection (‘your heart’). Second we need to strive to know a one 

God whose love reveals the world as it actually is (‘your soul’). Third, we need to 

show that shared, or collective knowledge in religion is a knowing who to love as the 

neighbour, and how to love that person (‘your mind’). Fourth, we need to discern how

we have the capacity for this love (‘your strength’). With these needs as a guide, we 

can return again to the two love commandments and create an opening for a 

transformed myth of love and vulnerability.

Note: Professor Pamela Sue Anderson sadly died on 12 March 2017, after 
experiencing the personal vulnerability of terminal cancer for two years. She was 
Professor of Modern European Philosophy of History in the University of Oxford, 
and Fellow in Philosophy at Regent’s Park College, Oxford. She was a Co-
Investigator in the Project for the Study of Love in Religion. 
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