From Self-Love to the Source of Love

From Self-Love to the Source of Love
CHAPTER 7
Religious Frameworks of Self, Dignity and Transcendence:
Convergences and Differences
A comparative extension of the self-love, post-traumatic growth and self-transcendence framework
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Relational identity, limits of control, and the movement beyond self-centrality
The argument developed in the previous sections has remained deliberately psychological and philosophical. It has questioned whether the individual self can realistically function as the final source of worth, meaning, control, and love, and has proposed relationality and self-transcendence as possible extensions of contemporary self-love. Religious traditions become relevant at this point because many of them have addressed these questions for centuries. However, they should not be treated as interchangeable versions of the same idea. Their understandings of the self, human dignity, dependence, moral responsibility, suffering, and transcendence differ substantially. The value of comparison therefore lies not in demonstrating that all traditions ultimately teach the same thing, but in identifying where their conceptual structures converge with the psychological argument of this paper and where important differences remain.
Bhakti and Vaiṣṇava traditions provide the most direct religious parallel to the idea of relational-transcendent identity developed in this paper. A central term is jīva, referring to the individual living being. In the Bhagavad Gītā, the jīva is described as enduringly related to the Divine rather than as a completely self-originating entity. The Bhāgavata Purāṇa places bhakti, or loving devotional participation, at the centre of human fulfilment. Within this structure, the individual does not create the ultimate basis of identity from within the psychological self; identity is relational before it is self-evaluative (Patton, 2008; Gupta & Valpey, 2013; Holdrege, 2015).
Several terms are important here. Bhakti refers to loving devotional orientation towards the Divine; sevā refers to service; and śaraṇāgati refers to surrender or taking refuge. These concepts should not be translated too quickly into psychological language because each carries theological assumptions that psychology does not share. Nevertheless, there is a clear structural similarity to the distinction made earlier in this paper between autonomy and sovereignty. In Vaiṣṇava thought, surrender does not necessarily imply the disappearance of the individual; rather, it alters the position of the individual within a relationship understood as more fundamental than personal control (Haberman, 1988; Schweig, 2005).
This resembles the argument developed in the previous chapters that mature agency does not require total control. However, the similarity has limits. Psychological relinquishment of impossible control means accepting that a person cannot determine every outcome while continuing to act responsibly within their sphere of influence. Śaraṇāgati makes a stronger metaphysical claim: control is relinquished specifically within a relationship to a personal Divine reality. Psychology can describe possible effects of such an orientation, but it cannot establish the theological claim on which it is based.
The Bhakti framework also differs significantly from models in which self-transcendence requires dissolution of individuality. The individual remains relationally distinct rather than becoming psychologically irrelevant. This is particularly important for the argument of this paper because movement beyond self-centrality does not have to mean destruction of the self. Scholarly treatments of Kṛṣṇa bhakti similarly describe a tradition in which devotion, embodiment, relationship, service, and participation remain central rather than being replaced by an impersonal model of psychological disappearance (Bryant, 2007; Holdrege, 2015; Schweig, 2005).
Christian traditions provide another model in which worth does not originate primarily in self-evaluation. The theological concept of imago Dei, the idea that human beings are created in the image of God, has historically provided one basis for claims about human dignity. In the biblical framework, human identity is located within a created relationship rather than presented as something generated by personal achievement or self-perception (National Council of Churches of Christ in the United States of America, 2021). Contemporary theological accounts of dignity similarly develop human worth as something that precedes social recognition and cannot be reduced to usefulness, status, or personal success (Wolterstorff, 2008).
Christian terminology also introduces agape, usually referring to a form of love oriented towards the good of the other, and grace, which emphasises that relationship with God is not simply the product of human moral performance. This creates a conceptual sequence different from the modern idea that the individual must first generate an adequate supply of love internally before being able to participate in love relationally. The person can be understood as receiving love and then becoming capable of responding to and participating in it. This has a clear parallel with the central argument of the present paper: the self need not function as the ultimate source of love in order to participate meaningfully in love (Volf, 1996).
The difference, however, is substantial. Christian language of sin, grace, redemption, and divine love belongs to a theological account of the human condition rather than a psychological theory of self-esteem. It would therefore be inaccurate to translate grace simply as unconditional self-worth or agape simply as secure attachment. Psychological concepts may describe some experiential consequences, but they do not exhaust the religious meaning.
Jewish thought offers a particularly interesting bridge between dignity, agency, responsibility, and relationality. The human being as created in the image of God provides one traditional foundation for dignity, while rabbinic ethics repeatedly places personal responsibility within a communal and relational context. Hillel's formulation in Pirkei Avot 1:14 holds together responsibility for oneself and responsibility beyond oneself in a way that closely resembles what this paper has called differentiated interdependence (Danby, 1933).
The person does not disappear into relationship, but neither is autonomous self-protection treated as the final goal of maturity. Jewish ethical and dialogical traditions also emphasise encounter, responsibility, and the reality of the other as a subject rather than an object of use. Buber's account of I-Thou relationship is especially relevant here because it frames personhood as something disclosed and deepened in genuine relation rather than as a completed individual entity that merely chooses whether to connect (Buber, 1970).
At the same time, the similarity should not be overstated. The language of mitzvah, covenant, communal responsibility, and divine command belongs to a religious and historical framework different from therapeutic concepts of values-based action. Where counselling may ask what values a client chooses, a covenantal tradition may understand some responsibilities as already binding rather than individually authored. This directly challenges the contemporary assumption that mature agency necessarily means that all meaningful obligations must originate in personal choice.
Islam provides another important comparison because it holds together human agency, moral responsibility, dependence on God, and limits of control. Several terms are particularly relevant. Fitrah refers to the created human disposition or original orientation; raḥma refers to mercy; tawakkul refers to trust in God, particularly after responsible human action has been taken; taqwā refers broadly to God-consciousness or moral-religious attentiveness; and nafs is a complex term referring to the self or soul in different contexts (Abdel Haleem, 2004; Rothman & Coyle, 2018).
The relationship between action and tawakkul is particularly relevant to the distinction developed earlier between agency and control. The Qur'anic structure combines deliberation and decision with trust in God rather than presenting trust as a substitute for action. Human beings act, choose, seek help, and take responsibility, while the final outcome is not treated as fully theirs to control (Abdel Haleem, 2004). This closely resembles the psychological formulation used earlier in this paper: relinquishment of impossible control while retaining responsibility.
Islamic concepts of mercy also provide an important comparison with stable non-abandonment. A person can acknowledge wrongdoing without assuming that wrongdoing has made restoration impossible. Psychologically, this allows moral evaluation without requiring global self-condemnation. At the same time, Islamic thought does not reduce dignity to unconditional positive self-evaluation. Moral and spiritual orientation remain significant, creating a structure closer to the distinction developed earlier in this paper between stable human dignity and reasons for respecting one's character (Abdel Haleem, 2004; Rothman & Coyle, 2018).
Buddhism represents the most important metaphysical contrast to the relational-theistic models discussed above. The doctrine of anattā, or anātman in Sanskrit, rejects the idea of a permanent, independent self as the ultimate structure of personhood. Early Buddhist texts analyse bodily and mental processes without treating them as a permanent essence, while later Buddhist traditions develop different accounts of emptiness, interdependence, compassion, and liberation (Bodhi, 2000; Gethin, 1998; Harvey, 2013).
This position has an obvious point of contact with the critique of self-centrality developed in this paper. Buddhism also questions attachment to fixed representations of identity and treats excessive self-reference as a source of suffering. Mettā, loving-kindness, and karuṇā, compassion, extend ethical concern beyond the isolated individual. Buddhist thought therefore provides a strong example of self-transcendence without requiring a transcendent personal source of value (Gethin, 1998; Harvey, 2013).
This is also where one of the strongest differences appears. Bhakti, Christianity, Judaism, and Islam can ground human identity through relationship with a reality beyond the self. Buddhism does not need such a move. Rather than relocating the foundation of the self into a divine relationship, it questions the assumption that a permanent self requires such a foundation at all. The movement beyond self-centrality therefore occurs through insight into impermanence, interdependence, and not-self rather than through belonging to a personal Divine source.
This difference is crucial for the central argument of the paper. The phrase Source of Love cannot be assumed to have the same meaning across religious traditions. In a theistic tradition it may refer literally to God as the ontological or relational source of love. In Buddhism, compassion does not require this metaphysical structure. It can arise through cultivation of insight and through a reduction in attachment to the self-other distinction. Yet the psychological consequence may partially converge: the individual no longer needs to organise the whole of life around protection, affirmation, and enhancement of a fixed self.
Sikh thought provides a further model particularly relevant to the problem of self-centrality. Recent philosophical work identifies hukam, haumai, and truthful living as central concepts in Sikh ethics. Hukam refers to the wider order within which life exists, while haumai describes a distorted form of self-centredness or exaggerated I-am-ness in which the individual treats the self as singularly important. Ethical development involves living truthfully within the fundamental interconnectedness or Oneness of existence rather than allowing self-centred consciousness to organise perception and conduct (Mandair, 2013; Singh, 2026).
This framework connects closely with several arguments developed earlier in this paper. It challenges the idea that the self should function as the final organising centre of value, links development with conduct rather than self-perception alone, and emphasises participation and service rather than self-preoccupation. Yet Sikh thought should not simply be absorbed into Bhakti or Buddhist categories. Its concepts of hukam, haumai, and Oneness are philosophically distinctive, and recent scholarship specifically cautions against translating these terms too quickly into Western equivalents such as ego, divine command, or self-interest (Singh, 2026).
Across these traditions, several structural similarities can therefore be identified. Human value is rarely presented as something the autonomous individual simply invents. Moral or spiritual maturity usually involves some reduction in self-centrality. Love or compassion expands beyond the individual self. Character and conduct remain important even where human worth is not reduced to performance. Dependence is not automatically treated as failure, and control is generally understood as limited. These themes resemble the distinctions developed throughout this paper between dignity and self-approval, agency and control, autonomy and sovereignty, self-protection and relational maturity, and empowerment and orientation.
The differences are equally important. Bhakti preserves an enduring relational self whose fulfilment lies in loving participation with the Divine. Christianity and Judaism ground dignity within creation and relationship with God while maintaining strong ethical and communal dimensions. Islam integrates created nature, responsibility, mercy, and trust in God with explicit moral accountability. Buddhism questions the permanent self that the other traditions generally assume. Sikhism challenges self-centred consciousness through an ontology of Oneness and truthful participation. These are not minor theological variations; they represent different answers to the question of what a human being ultimately is.
For counselling, this means that spiritual language cannot simply be translated into psychological language and treated as equivalent. Śaraṇāgati is not merely emotional acceptance. Tawakkul is not simply reduced anxiety about outcomes. Anattā is not low self-esteem or self-negation. Haumai is not identical to the Western psychological ego. Agape is not simply secure attachment. Each term belongs to a larger system of meaning. Spiritually integrated psychotherapy therefore requires curiosity about the client's own framework rather than reducing religious language to familiar clinical categories (Pargament, 2007).
At the same time, understanding these systems can expand the conceptual vocabulary available to counselling. They demonstrate that psychological health does not have to be imagined only through increasing internal self-sufficiency. A person may develop through relationship, obligation, compassion, service, disciplined conduct, trust, or participation in a wider meaning system. In different ways, these traditions challenge the assumption that maturity culminates when the individual self becomes capable of supplying itself with everything it needs.
This also has direct relevance to post-traumatic growth. Trauma often destabilises precisely the qualities through which the person had previously organised identity: competence, independence, control, physical capacity, relationship status, or social belonging. Religious frameworks may provide additional identity structures that do not depend completely on these conditions. For some clients, this can support continuity of personhood after profound loss. For others, religious beliefs may create pressure, guilt, passivity, premature forgiveness, or interpretations of suffering that increase distress. Research on religious coping similarly shows that spiritual frameworks can function as resources or as sources of struggle depending on how they are organised in the person's life (Pargament, 1997).
Counselling does not need to determine whether any of these metaphysical claims are true in order to work responsibly with them. It can examine their psychological and relational consequences while respecting that, for the client, they may represent much more than coping strategies. A spiritual worldview can be explored in terms of whether it supports agency, responsibility, grief, compassion, relational capacity, and tolerance of uncertainty, while also remaining alert to interpretations that justify abuse, erase personal boundaries, or demand meaning before meaning has genuinely emerged (Pargament, 2007).
The comparison therefore strengthens rather than replaces the argument developed throughout this paper. Contemporary self-love may be an important corrective to shame, self-neglect, and coercive relational systems. Religious traditions show, however, that protection of the self does not have to become the final theory of the self. Human dignity can be understood as received rather than manufactured, character as formed rather than merely affirmed, agency as real but limited, and love as something in which the person participates rather than something the isolated self must continuously generate.


References
Primary texts and academic sources used for the comparative religious framework
Abdel Haleem, M. A. S. (Trans.). (2004). The Qur'an. Oxford University Press.
Bodhi, B. (Trans.). (2000). The connected discourses of the Buddha: A translation of the Saṃyutta Nikāya. Wisdom Publications.
Bryant, E. F. (Ed.). (2007). Krishna: A sourcebook. Oxford University Press.
Buber, M. (1970). I and Thou (W. Kaufmann, Trans.). Charles Scribner's Sons.
Danby, H. (Trans.). (1933). The Mishnah. Oxford University Press.
Gethin, R. (1998). The foundations of Buddhism. Oxford University Press.
Gupta, R. M., & Valpey, K. R. (Eds.). (2013). The Bhāgavata Purāṇa: Sacred text and living tradition. Columbia University Press.
Haberman, D. L. (1988). Acting as a way of salvation: A study of Rāgānugā Bhakti Sādhana. Oxford University Press.
Harvey, P. (2013). An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, history and practices (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press.
Holdrege, B. A. (2015). Bhakti and embodiment: Fashioning divine bodies and devotional bodies in Krsna bhakti. Routledge.
Mandair, A.-P. S. (2013). Sikhism: A guide for the perplexed. Bloomsbury Academic.
National Council of Churches of Christ in the United States of America. (2021). New Revised Standard Version Updated Edition. Friendship Press.
Pargament, K. I. (1997). The psychology of religion and coping: Theory, research, practice. Guilford Press.
Pargament, K. I. (2007). Spiritually integrated psychotherapy: Understanding and addressing the sacred. Guilford Press.
Patton, L. L. (Trans.). (2008). The Bhagavad Gita. Penguin Classics.
Rothman, A., & Coyle, A. (2018). Toward a framework for Islamic psychology and psychotherapy: An Islamic model of the soul. Journal of Religion and Health, 57, 1731–1744. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-018-0651-x
Schweig, G. M. (2005). Dance of divine love: India's classic sacred love story: The Rasa Lila of Krishna. Princeton University Press.
Singh, K. (2026). Sikh ethics. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009452311
Volf, M. (1996). Exclusion and embrace: A theological exploration of identity, otherness, and reconciliation. Abingdon Press.
Wolterstorff, N. (2008). Justice: Rights and wrongs. Princeton University Press.
6

6
image1.png




