Loving Kindness

The heart of all religion

Most people who speak of love today tend to focus on the sensual and romantic love of novels and soap operas. That understanding of love has dominated lately, but it is only part of the story. The Greeks identified that type of love as ‘eros’, erotic love and it is one of a quartet of words that they used to describe love in its fullness. The other words they used were storge,(family love) philia (friendship love) and agape (loving kindness). These aspects of love have been overshadowed by the emphasis in our culture on romantic and erotic love. In approaching the vocation of teaching this short book attempts to explore the practical implications of agape, loving kindness in the teaching role, especially for the class or form tutor who accompanies a registration group through their academic year. There are no sharp distinctions between these four aspects of love and teachers will live all of them in different ways. However, the vocational nature of teaching awakens a more spiritual (agape) and self sacrificing dimension of love that is best described today as loving kindness.

Loving kindness is a universal spiritual ideal. In Buddhism the concept is expressed as metta. In Islam the idea of loving kindness is expressed as a desiring for others what one would desire for oneself. In a similar way the Gospel asks us to love our neighbour as ourselves. (Matthew 22 39) In the letters of St John loving kindness is described as something in which we ‘abide’, a kind of presence in which we all live and that draws us into compassion and responsibility for one another. To love like this is to be spiritual and to cross over into a mystery of common humanity that points beyond itself to a deeper shared reality. In Christian language that reality is called the kingdom of God, the place in which God is hidden in the ordinary like buried treasure in a field.

Every teacher working vocationally in the field of education is looking for buried treasure. Hidden in relationships, and in the gifts among colleagues and pupils, the teacher will unearth the strands of God’s spirit that point to a loving presence at the heart of each person. In tantrums and in tragedies, in celebrations and shared silence, the same spirit of loving kindness will emerge, slipping into and out of focus in our poor spiritual sight. Now we see only dimly what will later become obvious. Now we need to work with faith that God is with us and that in the vocation to teach we need deeper insight to see that it is well worth going the extra mile.

This booklet is an attempt to sharpen the awareness of the teacher to recognise opportunities for loving kindness. It is reflective in style so that personal experience and spirituality can combine into a personal knowing of the way that loving kindness emerges in the teacher’s own life and their style of working. It is an encouragement to contain negative emotions and take them into prayer and to the support of colleagues. It is an opportunity to recognise more clearly that there are moments for gratitude and celebration scattered throughout each day as teachers work with the young. The book is meant to be used to help evaluate that wider unspoken set of expectations that remain after the more measurable elements of teaching have been recorded and analysed.

Whilst the book is written from within a broad based Christian tradition it owes a large amount to the Salesian tradition of education pioneered by Saint John Bosco. His emphasis on loving kindness was the main focus of his approach to very difficult youth in school in Turin in the mid nineteenth century. He established a world wide system of education which is practised in thousands of schools in over one hundred and twenty different countries. His optimistic approach based on a broad Christian humanism is one that is suited particularly to our western and secularised culture.  More details and other resources can be obtained from Don Bosco Publications whose details are on the cover of this book.
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