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work, Agape and Eros. Nygren's main target was what he took to be the 
infiltra tion of Greek into Christianity via Augustine's" Christianized" eros. 
Lofty eros, Nygren claims, persists in sinful self-seeking as much as hedo­
nistic eros does and neither has any place in the unmerited love commanded 
by Jesus. True agape gives itself away and is completely unmotivated by 
its object's goodness or beauty. This dualist interpretation of Luther's two 
kingdoms was thoroughly critiqued and rejected by generatjons of Christian 
ethicists, but the typology was nevertheless retained, even by Nygren's crit­
ics. Thus, despite its inadequacies in enriching the Christian scriptures and 
significant streams of the Christian tradition, Nygren's position continues to 

influence Christian theology by providing the framework within which the 
discussion typically takes place. This is understandably, but lamentably, also 
the case with Deus caritas est. 

Benedict certainly intends to oppose the kind of radical dualism of agape 
and eros advanced by Nygren, but unfortunately his encyclical actually 
shows the influence of the dualist paradigm it intends to critique. It is true 
that while Nygren sharply opposed agape and eros, Benedict, like his Catho­
lic forebears in this debate, insists that agape and eros ultimately form a 
complementary and harmonious relation to the extent to which the former 
purifies the latter so that it serves the other and not just the self. Eros left to 
itself is corrupted by original sin and stands in need of grace. Benedict takes 
the Song of Songs to show that human love can move from being "insecure, 
indeterminate, and searching" to an orientation focused on "real discovery 
of the other, [and] moving beyond the selfish character that prevailed ear­
lier" (DCE no. 6). Purified eros culminates in exclusive and permanent love 
expressed in marriage. 

Benedict acknowledges that eros has been subjected to multiple interpre­
tations based on quite disparate human experiences and textual traditions, 
and he concedes the difficulty of identifying which of these interpretations is 
most appropriate. Eros has been used to refer to sexual attraction to another 
person, to "falling in love," to yearning for psycho-sexual union with an­
other person, etc. Deus caritas est speaks of eros in at least five ways: (1) as 
paradigmatically the love between a man and a woman (no. 3); (2) as a desire 
for happiness developed by the Greeks into religious intoxication (no. 5); 
(3) as "worldly" love, in contrast to the kind of love that is "grounded in 
and shaped by faith" (no. 7); (4) as "ascending" love, as opposed to the 
"descending" love (no. 7); and (5) as "receiving" from others, rather than 
as "giving" to others (no. 7). The encyclical treats these traits as more or 
less interchangeable. 

One level of difficulty emerges with the question of whether self-gift is 
the natural outcome of the development of eros or made possible only by 
the influence of grace. Eros is described as desire that is naturally oriented to 
moral development: it starts out seeking the good in a self-centered way but 
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gradually moves to caring for the other for his or her own sake: "Even if eros 
is at first mainly covetous and ascending ... [over time it] increasingly seeks 
the happiness of the other, is concerned more and more with the beloved, 
bestows and wants to 'be there for' the other" (DCE no. 7). Yet an ambiguity 
is introduced when it is said 
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love" can inspire greater virtue in the administration of civil agencies (DeE 


