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Abstract

:

Current studies show that the Christian faith is still robust in Philippine society and culture despite the global health crisis. This study investigates how select Filipino Christian youths intuited God’s benevolent love in the time of “social distancing” and how their experience of God’s benevolence helped them to carry on despite the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors administered open-ended survey questions about God’s love to select Filipino Christian youths. The responses were analyzed using thematic analysis and categorizations. Using contextual analysis, the researchers critically reflected upon the respondents’ notions of God’s love and religious experiences from the two poles of Filipino culture and Judeo-Christian tradition. According to select Filipino Christian youths, God is present and faithful. God’s “kagandahang-loob” (benevolent love) for human persons is evinced in the care and kindness of family members and neighbors. God also enables human persons to prevail over challenges in life, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, God is the ultimate source of Christian hope. This hope is firmly anchored in Jesus Christ and the Church. Furthermore, God is forgiving and merciful. He continues to bless and give graces to human persons despite their sinfulness. These contemporary conceptualizations of God’s perfect interior goodness helped the select Filipino Christian youths cope with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1. Introduction


Current academic studies revealed that there is a significant relationship between context, religion, and the COVID-19 pandemic (Hammer and Swartz 2021). A study among select countries from the Global North (where secularization is rapidly growing) showed that the COVID-19 outbreak has bolstered the religious faith of some people (Pew Research Center 2021). Yet, this phenomenon remains to be seen among countries in the Global South. As such, this article contributes to the discussion by providing a local case study from the Philippines.



The Philippines is a predominantly Christian country. Around 80% of Filipinos are Roman Catholics, and 8% belong to other Christian denominations (Philippine Statistics Authority 2019). Macaraan (2019) asserts that “[many] Filipinos’ sociocultural normative and lifeworld is deeply imbued with Catholic cosmologies and expressions” (p. 106). In one of his pastoral visits to the Philippines, John Paul II (1981) declared, “The rich geographical and human diversity, the various cultural traditions, and the people’s spirit of joy and sharing, together with the fruits of the missionary efforts, have successfully blended and have shaped, through periods which were sometimes not devoid of shadows and weaknesses, a clear national identity that is unmistakably Filipino and truly Christian” (p. 2).



Among the estimated 100 million Filipinos, 28% are youths aged 10 to 24 years (UNFPA Philippines 2020). Current studies on the religiosity of Filipino youths by del Castillo et al. (2021) revealed that many Filipino Christian youths are not “nominal Christians” but religious. They “have a profound religious life, and the Christian faith plays a central role in their life” (p. 10). Moreover, del Castillo and Alino (2020) discovered that many Filipino Catholic youths employ a pattern of positive religious coping. During difficult times, they “ask God for the forgiveness of sins”, “try to see how God might be trying to strengthen them in the situation”, “seek for God’s love and care”, and “look for a stronger connection with God” (p. 10).



The Philippines has suffered the world’s longest COVID-19 related lockdown (Guido 2021). To a certain extent, the prolonged community quarantine contributed to the nation’s bottom ranking in the list of COVID-19 resilient countries (Calonzo 2021). Moreover, the mobility restrictions and social distancing implemented by the Philippine government have significantly altered the country’s religious landscape (Agence France-Presse 2020). Despite this, many Filipino Christians assert that faith in God is vital in the fight against COVID-19 (Patinio 2020). During difficult times, numerous Filipino Christians have found comfort in the abiding presence of the divine, have asked for God’s help (Rilveria 2018), and collaborated with God in problem-solving (del Castillo and Alino 2020).



God is “pure positivity” (Schillebeeckx 1980) whose unconditional love and benevolent kindness are at the heart of the divine intent towards a quality life for humankind and the rest of creation (cf. John 3:16). This unconditional, gracious, and winsome love of God was fully and definitively fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth (cf. Col. 1:15). Such is the singular expression that ascertains a dependable God whose love for humanity is true and wills only the fullness of life for all (cf. John 10:10); however, such articulations of faith were put to the test during the COVID-19 pandemic. As of this writing, the virulent disease has taken more than 5.3 million lives worldwide (WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard 2021). The emergence of SARS-CoV-2 variants, the rising number of COVID-19 infections (COVID-19 Data Explorer 2021), and the long-term health and societal impacts of COVID-19 (Saladino et al. 2020) had detrimental effects on the mental (Kumaravel et al. 2020), physical well-being (Mattioli et al. 2020), and spiritual health (del Castillo 2020) of many people.



Objectives of the Study


Kagandahang-loob is a concept which implies all that is good in a person and, as such, is ideal for Filipinos; it connotes pure positivity experienced in one’s relationships with others. Since this is a quintessential value, it is accorded to a person only after time-tested kindness and authentic acts of goodness have been observed (de Mesa and Cacho 2017). Instead of translating God is love to Diyos ay pag-ibig, which is the conventional expression of the phrase in the Christian churches, the paper proposes that the articulation, Diyos ng kagandahang-loob, is a more dynamic equivalent of the said faith statement because it does not only highlight the agapeic character of God’s benevolent love but it also brings to the fore the cultural underpinnings of the concept which are more intelligible and meaningful to lowland Filipinos.



Likewise, we hope to explore how faith in a loving God (Diyos ng kagandahang-loob) affected people’s coping skills in facing the negative repercussions of the pandemic. In this way, we intend to contribute to the ongoing reflections and knowledge achieved by analyzing the impact of faith in God on the overall health and wellness of young people. Providing space for the faith perspectives that communicate how human resilience and convictions in God’s kagandahang-loob (benevolently loving God) were sustained may offer insights on how negative occurrences could in reality pave the way for renewed passion or commitment to promoting quality life for all.



Against the background presented above, this paper takes a closer look at the selected Filipino youth’s perspectives on God as kagandahang-loob (God is love) based on their experiences during the pandemic. In particular, it hopes to answer the following questions:




	
How is God’s kagandahang-loob (benevolent love) understood and experienced within the cultural context of selected Filipino youth?



	
How are the perspectives of selected Filipino youth resonate with the characteristics of kagandahang-loob based on the cultural analysis made?



	
What are the implications of God’s kagandahang-loob for the faith-life of selected Filipino youth during the COVID-19 pandemic?








It is noticeable that there are emerging perspectives on how young people cope with the pandemic and its negative implications for human well-being. Research works, reflections, and correspondences are mostly focused on this phenomenon. While medical, psychosocial, economic, and political initiatives proliferated, the religious perspectives and faith narratives of young people may also shed light on this issue. Likewise, to clarify the concept of kagandahang-loob (benevolent love), a cultural analysis will be presented to highlight its potential to re-interpret an aspect of Christian faith and understand the current human experiences through the lens of the culture of Filipinos.





2. Review of Related Literature


2.1. Religious Coping during the Pandemic


When people are confronted by crisis or debilitating situations such as the present pandemic, they turn to different coping mechanisms to manage stress and difficulties. In the study conducted by Fatima et al. (2020) among selected respondents in India and Nigeria, it was found that a significant number of people made use of religious measures to overcome the difficulties brought about by COVID-19. Likewise, the study of del Castillo and Alino (2020) indicated that many Filipino Catholic youth used positive religious coping methods more frequently than negative strategies. This means that positive religious activities among people were preferred as a means to solve the problems they encountered. Turning to God for strength, hope, and consolation with faith in divine benevolence instead of getting angry with God was noted to provide better means of coping with stress or counter depression. In a similar study conducted by Zarrouq et al. (2021), it was noted that Moroccan patients who became depressed and anxious during the pandemic made use of religious coping mechanisms to help them overcome fear, loneliness, and anxiety. This validated the “widespread belief that religiosity provides a source of attitudes that can reframe negative events into less stressful frames” (Zarrouq et al. 2021).



Among the healthcare workers in Portugal, Prazeres et al. (2020) concluded that the “delivery of out-of-hours online religious and spiritual support for healthcare workers may be a viable solution” (p. 9) to help them cope with their fears of COVID-19. It was noted that stronger expressions of support from their significant relationships provided them psychological strength and a resilient attitude, especially when they dealt with their COVID-19 patients. The study found out that a number of factors derived from the pandemic and psychosocial factors like gender, financial constraints, fear of being infected, constant exposure to bad news about COVID-19, and use of negative religious coping, were associated with a greater risk of depression and worsening the anxiety of people.



In similar research done by Thomas and Barbato (2020), it was found that Muslims who showed less dependence on religious coping during the pandemic manifested high levels of depression which exacerbated their previous psychological disorder. It was also noted that “a younger age and less reliance on religious coping were associated with poorer mental health” (Thomas and Barbato 2020). While the study compared how Christians and Muslims in Saudi Arabia were helped by positive religious coping during the pandemic, the results showed that the Muslims were more reliant on religious coping mechanisms to lower depression tendencies. This was attributed to the restrictions implemented against Christian services in a country where the majority religion is Islam.




2.2. God’s Benevolent Love


Love is at the core of the Christian Faith. Jesus Christ summoned his disciples to love one another in the same way he loved them (cf. John 13:34); he further reiterated that it is through love that true discipleship may be realized or singularly recognized. Love is the mark of a faithful Christian (cf. John 13:35). Biblical perspectives on God highlight the same theme as gleaned from the Old Testament (cf. Nehemiah 9:17; Isaiah 43:1–3; Isaiah 54:10) and the New Testament passages (cf. 1 John 4:7–8; Romans 8:37–39; Ephesians 2:4–5). The collective Christian experience of God in Jesus Christ is summed up in the affirmation that “God is love” (cf. 1 John 4:8, 16). The invisible love of God became visible in Jesus Christ (cf. 1:15) who went around doing good (cf. Acts 10:38; Mark 7:37). As such, when the Christian Tradition talks about the active providential love of God, it necessarily sets its sight on Jesus and regards him as “the shepherd with a beautiful self” (cf. John 10:11).



Current studies show that God’s benevolent love is relevant in these contemporary times. First, there is a significant link between a person’s positive image of God and finding purpose in life. Stroope et al. (2013) assert that for some people, the notion of a loving God facilitates a hope-filled vision of life despite difficult situations. Second, religious experiences such as feeling the loving presence of God can help a person prevail over a certain level of discontent. Zahl and Gibson (2012) note that for some Christians, positive “experiential God representations are more meaningful than doctrinal God representations” (p. 219). Such positive religious experiences contribute to a person’s satisfaction with life. Third, the belief in a God who cares for human persons strengthens the marital bond and quality of parenting for some Christian couples. Moore et al. (2018) claim that the Scripture and prayers assure Christian believers that God intimately cares for human persons. This belief positively shapes how some Christian couples approach family relationships. Fourth, select young people who subscribe to a loving image of God usually exhibit positive behavior. Shepperd et al. (2019) discovered that for some adolescents, “emphasizing a loving God may be an effective means of encouraging desirable behavior” (p. 400). Fifth, religious engagements that originate from a positive image of God can contribute to better regard for self and foster life-giving relationships. Schieman et al. (2017) claim that religious faith anchored in a supportive and loving God helps develop self-esteem. Lastly, belief in God’s benevolence helps create positive emotions and leads to positive behaviors for some people. Exline et al. (2017) note that when “people see God as all-powerful but benevolent in intention toward people (e.g., suffers with us; intends suffering for our growth; helps us to overcome suffering), such beliefs could foster positive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors involving God” (p. 507).




2.3. Exposition of the Vernacular Term “Maganda” (Beautiful)


The root word of the Filipino term "maganda” is “ganda” which means beauty. Many Filipinos gravitate towards what is beautiful and seek it (Tan 2007). The Filipino term maganda is often used in local talk to refer to people, objects, or events that are attractive, elegant, and pleasing, among others. Maganda is used by Filipinos to describe the general experience of harmony in life when everything seems to be in order (Almario 2010).



For many Filipinos, people who are inherently kind and generous are deemed to possess “magandang kalooban” (i.e., a beautiful person on the inside) (de Mesa and Cacho 2017). Deeper human realities can also be assessed as to whether they are maganda or not; for example, relationships are maganda when people relate with sincerity and reliability. The same can be said when kindness is spontaneously extended, or when individuals join hands to accomplish a common task regarded as important. When Filipinos are positively touched by behavior or events, they refer to them as maganda. They evaluate what they see and observe as well as weigh the import of their experiences as a whole by judging them as maganda or hindi maganda (ugly, bad, unpleasant), thereby suggesting that this value is used as norm or standard by Filipinos (Padilla 2017). Based on these considerations, the term maganda stands for a delight-bringing “totality”. Jocano (2001) notes, maganda is “not a mere aspect of a social, intellectual, and material reality but the total of katangian (traits) associated with anything” (pp. 135–36). This is why Filipinos consider pleasant physical appearance as insufficient in what they would call maganda if there is no corresponding goodness in character. Hence, the term maganda exhibits both breadth and depth. It can characterize the whole of life, relationships, a person’s being and disposition, the natural environment, or any object of admiration (English 1986).



Three ethical expressions of maganda can be highlighted for a holistic understanding of this indigenous concept. First, “maganda ang mabuti” (there is beauty in gracious goodness). This refers to the winsome goodness intended for genuine beneficence or well-being of people (de Mesa and Cacho 2017). The kind of goodness shown stems from the goodness of one’s heart and a pure desire to extend kindness to another. Second, “maganda ang maayos” (there is beauty in orderliness) implies harmony and proper ordering or organization of things and relationships in society (Miranda 1992). It includes the Filipino concepts of “maaliwalas” (spaciousness) and “maayos na samahan” (congenial relationships) which are highly desirable for many Filipinos (Padilla 2017). As such, the Acts and Decrees of the Second Plenary Council of the Philippines (1992) articulated that “[…] in the depths of the Filipino spirit is a longing for kaayusan [order] out of chaos […]” (PCP II, # 257). Third, “maganda ang totoo at walang daya” (there is beauty in truth and guilelessness). This refers to all “that is true, real and without a cover-up” (de Mesa and Cacho 2017, p. 22). Therefore, for beauty to be real, there must be authenticity without any hint of hidden agenda or selfish gain for extending kindness to another person. Maganda, as a value, challenges people’s truthfulness and integrity.




2.4. “Kagandahan-Loob”—Agapeic Character of God’s Benevolent Love


The Filipino term maganda implies anything that charms, edifies, and brings delight. This finds resonance to what the French philosopher Jacques Maritain (2010) expressed on the impact of beauty: “a delight which superabounds and overflows” (p. 30); de Castro (1999a) notes that maganda may be regarded as “a central concept in Philippine ethical discourse because it is a basic component of morally worthy behavior” (p. 39). Besides this usage, however, maganda also implies the authentic relational goodness of a person coupled with what is ethically good. As such, de Mesa and Cacho (2017) asserts that maganda calls our attention to the beauty that is found in our deepest and “most authentic relational self, ang kagandahan ng loob [or] the beauty within” (p. 24).



Many Filipinos are aware that to speak of the vernacular term loob (the most authentic relational self) is to converse about their most genuine relational self whence feelings, thoughts, and behaviors are found and proceed towards (Alejo 1990). To talk about the beauty within the realm of the loob, then, is to refer to the beauty that is not only genuine but relational. As loob is the relational self of Filipinos, what is found in the truest and deepest self is discoverable only in relationships with God, with fellow humans, and with the rest of creation (de Mesa and Cacho 2017). It may also be understood as a “symbolic interior” which is at the “core” of humanity (Miranda 1992).



In terms of what is yearned for and the highest standard of one’s being, kagandahang-loob (beauty within) is “the quintessential Filipino value” (Miranda 1992, p. 182). For many Filipinos, there is no greater beauty than kagandahang-loob. It is the paramount value and, when attributed to a person, it is the most supreme compliment. No greater honor can be given to a person in the Filipino context than to be regarded as a person whose loob is truly maganda. de Mesa and Cacho (2017) said, “ganda is beauty with a touch of charm; it combines true goodness and heartwarming allure. The maganda is an interweaving of what is ethically and aesthetically positive. It is our term for what is deemed ethically good” (p. 25). Moreover, kagandahang-loob is winsome goodness since it combines ethical goodness and aesthetic charm. It is untainted goodness or “pure positivity” (Schillebeeckx 1980) that captivates and wins people over. Hence, relating kagandahang-loob to God is a more dynamic faith statement because it highlights the agapeic character of God’s benevolent love. It shows the cultural underpinnings of the concept which are more meaningful to Filipinos.



As such, “God is love” which is conventionally expressed in the Filipino vernacular as “Diyos ay pag-ibig” is dynamically translated in this paper as “Diyos ng kagandahang-loob”. It brings to the fore the salvific value of God’s love, which transforms, heals, and comforts those who suffer (cf. Isaiah 38:17; Luke 6:19; Matthew 11:28–30; 2 Corinthians 1:3; Jeremiah 17:14).





3. Methodology


God’s love sustains a culture of life, brings hope and wholeness to believers despite periods of trial and tribulation. As such, this paper’s methodological process is counter-cultural since it explicitly opposes the culture of death, messages of hopelessness, and feelings of brokenness brought by the COVID-19 pandemic.



Using a descriptive research design, this study investigates how “kagandahang-loob ng Diyos” (God’s love) is conceptualized and experienced by select Filipino Christian youths during the global health crisis. Creswell and Creswell (2018) assert that a descriptive research design involving five to 25 respondents as sample size can shed light on current trends, attitudes, or opinions in a given population.



Informed by the research theories on lived religious experiences and gleaning from current studies on God’s love and youth religiosity, the researchers asked two open-ended survey questions to unpack “kagandahang-loob ng Diyos” among a group of Filipino Christian youths during the global health crisis. The questions are:




	
How will you describe God’s love?



	
How did you experience God’s love during the COVID-19 pandemic?








Convenience sampling was adopted in the present study. A total of 24 Filipino youth aged 18–22 years old participated. The respondents were all Christians. The answers to the open-ended survey questions were analyzed using thematic analysis and categorizations. The survey questions were administered online through Google forms. After answering the informed consent and the required demographics, the respondents answered the survey. The only personal data collected from the respondents were religious affiliation, age, and gender.



The responses of the select Filipino Christian youths were analyzed using thematic analysis and categorizations. The researchers gleaned the first-order constructs from the texts and then synthesized them into second-order constructs. Using contextual theology, the researchers critically reflected upon the second-order constructs from the two poles of Filipino culture and Judeo-Christian tradition.



The cultural analysis of kagandahang-loob involved a hermeneutic of appreciation. The study followed the following principles: (1) assumption of a given perspective, (2) awareness of one’s cultural presuppositions, (3) use of the insider’s point of view, (4) going beyond the cultural stereotypes, and (5) use of vernacular as a key to understanding the culture (de Mesa 2016). The narratives or verbatim remarks subjected to a hermeneutics of appreciation revealed the themes of kagandahang-loob experienced by the respondents (Resurreccion 2007).




4. Results


4.1. Notions of God’s Love by Select Filipino Christian Youths


Table 1 shows the notions of God’s love by select Filipino Christian youths. The majority of the female respondents said that God’s love is faithful. A respondent wrote, “God is present in every moment of my life and continues to be in every experience, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant it may be”. Many of the male respondents conceptualize God’s love as kind and caring. An interlocutor said, “I feel God’s soothing kindness and care”. Moreover, God’s love is a source of hope; a male respondent wrote, “God can heal and give me hope and a future”. Lastly, God, who is love, is merciful and forgiving. One female respondent said, “My savior has ransomed me and showed how forgiving and merciful God is regardless of the sins I have committed”.




4.2. Experiences of God’s Love by Select Filipino Christian Youths during the COVID-19 Pandemic


Table 2 shows how select Filipino Christian youths experienced God’s love during the COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of the respondents reported that they experienced God’s benevolent love during the global health crisis through the care of their family and neighbors. One respondent wrote, “I was able to feel God’s love and presence through my family members. My dad and grandma are both very religious people, and every night I can see my dad pray for me and my family before he goes to bed”. Interestingly, some Filipino Christian youths discovered and felt God’s presence in “pagsubok sa buhay” or trying times. An interlocutor said, “I was at the lowest point of my life because I had just cut off ties with one of my closest friends. I was so lost in my ways that I would engage in vice and have a negative outlook towards life; however, God’s love met me there, all the way through my struggles”. Further, all the female interlocutors in this study believe that God’s benevolent love is made palpable by Jesus Christ and the Church. One respondent said, “I deeply feel God’s presence in my life through Jesus Christ”. Another one wrote, “I feel God’s love when I am praying or in church”. Lastly, despite the many challenges brought by the global health crisis, there are Filipino Christian youths who acknowledged God’s benevolence through the many “biyaya” or blessings that they have received. As one respondent attested, “I find myself reflecting and contemplating on the blessings that I received, and I feel the love of the Lord”.





5. Discussion


5.1. Cultural Analysis of Kagandahang-Loob vis-à-vis the Notions and Experience of God’s Love by Select Filipino Christian Youths


The dogmatic form of analysis is the most common way of understanding the Christian faith in the Philippines. Anchored on indoctrination—albeit using foreign concepts—it is the form of evangelization that has been popularized by missionaries from the West (Bevans 2003). Instead of using the lens of culture in understanding present experiences or the prevailing phenomenon, cultural analysis was relegated to the fringes of theological discourses because it was believed to be ineffective in addressing social ills (de Mesa 2016). It was through the Synod of Bishops (1974) and Pope Paul VI’s (1975) Evangelii Nuntiandi that cultural analysis was retrieved and recognized as central to the task of evangelization. In understanding the current experiences of believers, the cultural context is necessary, but this does not discount the wisdom which could be derived from the Faith Tradition they embraced. Mutual interaction between these two poles would render a more contextualized theological reflection that is intelligible to the present generation of Christians. In particular, the specific anthropological approach being employed highlights the positive and life-giving elements of the cultural experiences which may engender more meaningful and relevant reflections on how faith in a loving God (which is central to Christian Tradition) nurtures and sustains the Filipino youth as they grapple with the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.




5.2. Qualities of Kagandahang-Loob (Benevolent Love)


Kagandahang-loob may be gauged for its authenticity through time and space. Constancy and repetition over time could validate the genuineness of such quality in a person: de Mesa (2016) asserts, “The truth about the loob cannot be discovered in an instant. A reasonable length of time is required to ascertain if the loob of the other we are probing into is beautiful or ugly, good or bad” (p. 307). While initial experiences of another person’s goodness signal their kagandahang-loob, only time and changing situations may attest to the truthfulness of this quality, which may be inherent in a person. The study of Resurreccion (2007) on kagandahang-loob among select Filipinos categorized the important value into three domains: (1) malasakit (compassion), (2) pakikipagkapwa (shared humanity), and (3) malinis na kalooban (genuine goodness of one’s person). Thus, kagandahang-loob implies all that is authentically virtuous in a person.



The results of the current study align with the findings of Resurreccion (2007); however, the new contribution of this paper is that its respondents are dealing with an unprecedented global health crisis. As such, the interlocutors in this study articulated other cognates of the concept. For select Filipino Christian youths, God’s love—kagandahang-loob—is present and faithful, kind and caring, forgiving and merciful, and a source of hope. These qualities describe a God of pure positivity. Such positive beliefs can increase positive emotions and help reduce emotional disorders (Koenig 2012). This is important during trying times like the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, the notions of God’s love by some Filipino Christian youths reveal that they somewhat practice “religious coping”. Pargament et al. (2011) mentioned that “positive religious coping methods reflect a secure relationship with a transcendent force, a sense of spiritual connectedness with others, and a benevolent world view”.




5.3. Experiences of Kagandahang-Loob ng Diyos (God’s Benevolent Love)


First, the select Filipino youth view of God’s kagandahang-loob is perceived as an eminently relational experience. They see, feel and experience God’s benevolent love in their family, neighbors, Jesus Christ, and the Church. People may only be known to possess kagandahang-loob through their relationship with others. It cannot be experienced apart from fellow human beings but is demonstrated through loving-kindness extended to others (de Castro 1999a). Second, kagandahang-loob originates from the personal initiative of the one acting. An act of kagandahang-loob is graciously free (Resurreccion 2007). Forced or manipulated kagandahang-loob is not authentic. The Filipino expression “bukal sa kalooban” (welling up from the most authentic inner self) suggests that the kagandahang-loob being manifested is truly in harmony with the most authentic in the person, and could be likened to spring from an unadulterated and pure source (de Mesa and Cacho 2017). Third, kagandahang-loob is directed towards the well-being of the other. It is intended for the person to flourish humanly and attain a quality life. Because it is not self-oriented, it has the other in mind rather than the self. “A deed lacks nobility if it is motivated by self-interest and not by a sincere desire to help. Hence, actions calculated to derive public recognition or material reward do not have the purity that is essential to kagandahang-loob even if they are truly beneficial to others” (de Castro 1999b, p. 39). The person who is the “object” of kagandahang-loob is related to and dealt with as a person worthy of respect. Because of this other-directedness of kagandahang-loob, it does not seek for anything in return in the concerned reaching out towards that other. Any manifestation of kagandahang-loob which is ultimately based on a do ut des (Latin for “I give so that you will give”) mentality falsifies its real meaning (de Mesa 2016). Fifth, kagandahang-loob is not self-seeking and does not look for a “return of the favor”. As a quality of a person, kagandahang-loob is also characterized by its tendency to what may easily be construed as an “excessive” manifestation of goodness and generosity. The kagandahang-loob shown goes beyond the usual limits of necessity, duty, or sufficiency and may even go further than what is specified or expected, considered proper or just (de Mesa and Cacho 2017).



Many people rely on religious beliefs, and practices to cope with life’s difficulties, challenges, and stressors (Abu-Raiya and Pargament 2015). Exline et al. (2017) observed that difficult circumstances can deepen a person’s faith in a benevolent God. For some Filipino Christian youths, it is in these challenging times that they have come to realize the kagandahang-loob of God. Moreover, some Filipino Christian youths interpreted God’s blessings as expressions of his benevolent love during the COVID-19 pandemic. This agrees with the teachings of the Catholic Church. Pope Francis (2016) said that God’s love is boundless and that we could get a glimpse of this in the many blessings that we receive in life. A benevolently loving God wills only the happiness of human persons and the experience of the fullness of life offered freely in Christ (cf. John 10:10).





6. Strengths and Limitations


This study of contemporary notions and experiences of God’s benevolent love by select Filipino Christian youths during the time of COVID-19 pandemic provides some evidence on how an essential Christian doctrine helped some people to cope with the global health crisis.



More importantly, this paper takes into account the Filipino context to provide an academic explanation of God’s benevolent love, “our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” (cf. Ps 46:1). Privileging the Filipino cultural voice (de Mesa 2018), the researchers put forward “kagandahang-loob ng Diyos” as the indigenous appellation for “God’s benevolent love”. Kagandahang-loob in Filipino culture is inextricably linked with saving presence, faithfulness, acts of kindness, and human compassion. As such, kagandahang-loob profoundly expresses the salvific character of God’s benevolent love.



Admittedly, the number of respondents in this study is limited. It brings to the fore the voices of select Filipino Christian youths who struggled with the challenges brought by the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, it highlights a particular indigenous concept—kagandahang-loob—to re-cast God’s benevolent love. As such, the results in this paper cannot be generalized for all Christians. However, a study can be pursued by other researchers using a larger sample to investigate how Christian beliefs support the overall sense of well-being of adherents struggling with a major life stressor.




7. Conclusions


This study showed how God’s kagandahang-loob was understood and experienced within the cultural context of select Filipino Christian youths. God is present and faithful. God’s “kagandahang-loob” (interior goodness) for human persons is evinced in the care and kindness of family members and neighbors. God also enables human persons to prevail over challenges in life such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, God is the ultimate source of Christian hope. This hope is firmly anchored in Jesus Christ and the Church. Furthermore, God is forgiving and merciful. He continues to bless and give graces to human persons despite their sinfulness. These contemporary conceptualizations of God’s perfect interior goodness helped the select Filipino Christian youths cope with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Table 1. Notions of God’s love by select Filipino Christian youths.
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	Notions
	Male
	Female
	Frequency
	%





	Present and faithful
	1
	8
	9
	37.50%



	Kind and caring
	8
	1
	9
	37.50%



	Source of hope
	3
	1
	4
	16.67%



	Forgiving and merciful
	1
	1
	2
	8.33%



	Total
	13
	11
	24
	100.00%










[image: Table] 





Table 2. Experiences of God’s Love By Select Filipino Christian Youths During the COVID-19 Pandemic.
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	Concepts
	Male
	Female
	Frequency
	%





	God’s love is evinced by family and neighbors
	7
	3
	10
	40.74%



	God is with us during life’s challenges
	5
	3
	8
	33.33%



	God’s benevolent love is made palpable by Jesus Christ and the Church
	0
	4
	4
	15.81%



	God, who is love, gives us blessings in life
	1
	1
	2
	10.11%



	Total
	13
	11
	24
	100.00%
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