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What is love?

13D consultant, Dr. Stephen G. Post, has spent decades studying love across
clinical, academic, and philanthropic settings, and offers a definition worth
sitting with: love is present when another person’s well-being and security
matter to you as much as your own, and sometimes more. Not the love of
chocolate or designer shoes, but something both other-regarding and self-
regarding, since love of self remains the standard against which love of others is
measured.

Well-being, in Post’s framework, means being fulfilled in the core ways that
constitute a full life. Security means the basic safety, the certainty of a meal
and a roof, that everyone needs simply to get along. In some relationships,
particularly parent-child ones, concern for the “other” outweighs concern
for self, though Post is careful to note this is not a requirement of love itself,
only a common feature of it. He has little use for “selflessness” as a virtue in its
own right, seeing it as an exaggeration of ordinary unselfishness rather than
something higher.

What interests Post more is how love takes different shapes depending
on what a person actually needs in a given moment. His old friend M.
Scott Peck, the psychiatrist who wrote The Road Less Travelled, coined the
term “carefrontation” for a form of tough love every therapist, and arguably
every leader, eventually needs: reminding people of their own values and
commitments without wounding them. It is a demanding form of love, and an
essential one, precisely because it resists the easier path of simple affirmation.

In clinical settings, where suffering runs deep, love often takes the form of
compassion, which Post distinguishes from sympathy on the grounds that
compassion is not only a feeling but an activity. As the Dalai Lama reminds
us, compassion includes alleviating the cause of suffering, if possible. It is a

10F4 13D RESEARCH & STRATEGY, 13D.COM | PRINT ONCE - DO NOT FORWARD - DO NOT COPY



WHAT I LEARNED THIS WEEK
August 6, 2026

willingness to act on the suffering one feels for another, not merely to register
it. Forgiveness, mirth, kindness, listening, celebration, loyalty, respect, and
creativity round out the register. Each is a distinct expression rather than a
diluted version of some single, uniform love, which is part of why Post resists
collapsing the concept into a single sentiment.

Post treats this as more than sentiment. In his account, it is a practice that has to
be built into a daily schedule rather than left to spontaneous feeling. He begins
each morning in quiet reflection, connecting with what he and his late friend
and supporter Sir John Templeton referred to as “ultimate reality,” and uses the
time to consider, in advance, what form of love the people he will encounter
that day might actually need, whether that is patience, encouragement, or
simply attention. The point is not the meditation itself but the priming it does.
Love, in his view, has to be transposed into a practical discipline of leadership,
deliberately set as an intention before the day begins, rather than assumed to
arise naturally once the day is already underway.

Post is realistic about the limits of human love. It tends to be myopic, fixed
too narrowly on the nearest and dearest. It fluctuates in intensity and
reliability. It can even be unwise: a loving mother, by example, can teach her
children to love only those who look and sound like themselves, passing down
an inherited narrowness alongside the affection itself.

The sociologist Pitirim Sorokin once proposed ranking love on a scale of one
to ten, placing what he called “the Supreme” at ten and Gandhi, perhaps, at
eight, while most people hover around three or four. The scale is not meant
as a moral scorecard so much as an acknowledgement that love, like any
capacity, exists on a spectrum and can be cultivated.

Which raises the harder question underlying Post’s work: what is divine love?
Studies of near-death experience, drawn from research Post has been involved
with, describe a soft, magnificent light carrying a depth of love unlike anything
previously known to those who report it. A national survey found that 80% of
American adults reported at least one experience of divine love, and within
that group, a meaningful share reported feeling a daily sense of oneness
with something like Pure Love. Whatever one makes of the metaphysics, Post
treats the consistency of these reports across a very large sample as data worth
taking seriously rather than dismissing as anecdote.
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Post’'s most personal connection to this research runs through Sir John
Templeton, the investor and philanthropist who spent much of his later life
funding scientific research into questions of spirituality and love. Before his
death in 2008, Templeton asked Post to write a final book on the subject he had
spent decades funding others to study, a project that became Is Ultimate Reality
Unlimited Love?

The book closes with a compilation of Templeton’s own letters, including one
line Post has carried with him since: “Don’t just study human love, but the
love that made humans.” It is a fitting closing thought for a body of work that
treats love not as a private sentiment but as something closer to a subject of
serious inquiry, one Post believes deserves the same rigor typically reserved
for other, more conventionally “objective” fields of study.

Post’s institute, The Institute for Research on Pure Unlimited Love, founded
with Templeton’s backing in 2001, continues that inquiry, positioning love
and compassion not as soft or peripheral concerns, but as measurable
forces with real consequences for health, leadership, and the durability of
institutions built on trust.
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