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Everyone who has witnessed the growth process of a child from the
moment of birth on sees clearly that before language is known, before the
identity of caretakers is recognized, babies respond to affectionate care. Usually
they respond with sounds or looks of pleasure. As they grow older they respond
to affectionate care by giving affection, cooing at the sight of a welcomed

caretaker.

Affection is only one ingredient of love. To truly love we must learn to mix

various ingredients—care, affection, recognition, respect, commitment, and




trust, as well as honest and open communication. Learning faulty definitions of

love when we are quite young makes it difficult to be loving as we grow older.

When we understand love as the will to nurture our own and another's
spiritual growth, it becomes clear that we cannot claim to love if we are hurtful
and abusive. Love and abuse cannot coexist. Abuse and neglect are, by

definition, the opposites of nurturance and care.

Often we hear of a man who beats his children and wife and then goes to
the corner bar and passionately proclaims how much he loves them. If you talk

to the wife on a good day, she may also insist he loves her, despite his violence.

An overwhelming majority of us come from dysfunctional families in which
we were taught we were not okay, where we were shamed, verbally and/or
physically abused, and emotionally neglected even as were also taught to
believe that we were loved. Too many of us need to cling to a notion of love that
either makes abuse acceptable or at least makes it seem that whatever

happened was not that bad.

One of the most important social myths we must debunk if we are to
become a more loving culture is the one that teaches parents that abuse and
neglect can coexist with love. Abuse and neglect negate love. Care and
affirmation, the opposite of abuse and humiliation, are the foundation of love. No

one can rightfully claim to be loving when behaving abusively.

Embracing a love ethic means that we utilize all the dimensions of love—
care, commitment, trust, responsibility, respect, and knowledge—in our

everyday lives.
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