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Toward a Spirituality
of the Sacred Heart
Valentine cards are normally covered with hearts,
leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind that the heart is
a symbol of love. In Shakespearian times however,
love was thought to reside in the liver. Things
change; originally, Santa suits were green. However,
in our day the heart symbolises love like no other
image. When Dr. Christian Bernard performed the
very first heart transplant, on Louis Washkansky, I
remember reading in the newspaper that Louis’ wife
was concerned he would not
Dr. Barnard's first heart love her anymore after he got
transplant patient, Louis
Washkansky, lived only 18 his new heart.
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days, though his second,
Dr. Philip Blaiberg, lived
more than 19 months. The
development of more
powerful antirejection
drugs has made heart
transplants common; an
estimated 100,000 around
the world.

The image of the Sacred Heart
likewise is a symbol of love. It
symbolises the love of Jesus
radiating out towards us. We
know this love to be genuine,
because, he laid down his life
for us; “no greater love
has a man than to lay
down his life for an other”
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He sacrificed himself so that through the cross we may find our way to the Father,
God so loved the world he sent his Son…Jn 3: 16. Jesus’ hope is that we
become friends with him so that he can draw us into the life of the Trinity. In this,
a female image comes to mind that Jesus himself used, how I long to gather
them like a hen gathers her brood. This image exudes love, warmth and
protection. Under the wing of Jesus, we experience the warmth of his love which
is an assuring quality that leads to contentment and a feeling of safety.
Loving relationships are developmental, and in the Gospel we see the developing
relationship between Jesus and
the disciples. The disciples at
first were very loosely attached
to Jesus and he merely invited
them to come and see!
Hang around with me.
After accepting Jesus’ invite
some went their own way and
others stayed with him. Over
the next three years the stayers
intensified their relationship
with Jesus and at the Last
Super he says to them I no
longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his
master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything
that I learned from my Father I have made known to you, Jn 15:15.
The heart of Jesus beckons us and invites us to become friends like the disciples.
To come to know him and the one who sent him. It requires an open mind
because if we rigidly hang on to the notions we gleaned from our childhood we
will never really get to know him. Those seeking unity with the heart of Jesus, will
have to be prepared to have all their preconceived notions shattered. This happens
so that we learn how to accept him on his terms, not ours.
In following Jesus, we seem to get close to him at times and become distant at

other times. This yo-yoing is common in the spiritual quest. Through little
epiphanies we understand the Lord more and he is more meaningful to us, but,
because we are not ready to receive him fully on his terms, we are eased away for
further growth. The spiritual masters talk of this in terms of consolation and
aridity. Consolation is felt as we get close to the Lord and encourages us to keep
going. Aridity is when it almost seems as if the Lord has abandoned us, a dry time.
It too encourages to go deeper. This oscillation is a good thing for it means there is
growth in our spiritual life. However, some want to stay at the happy-clappy stage
found at the beginning of starting the spiritual quest. But if we stay at this
beginning stage we might feel good but there will be very little spiritual growth.
It is only when we completely empty ourselves that he can fill us with his love. The
Heart of Jesus calls us to
meet him at the cross for it was
on the Cross that the
Father found in Jesus someone
who had truly emptied
himself. The Father filled this
emptiness so completely
with his love that a new
creation resulted. The
Cross is the doorway to life
after life.
St Teresa of Avila asks the
question; if you have three
vessels of varying
sizes, how full can you fill
them? The answer is to their capacity. How much can Jesus fill us with his love?
To the extent that we empty ourselves of all that is not of God. We have to empty
ourselves of our prejudices, our hankering for the false trophies of society (money,
prestige and power) and respond to love of God by the self-donation of self to
caring for our neighbours. In this way we can fulfil our purpose on earth as
defined in the old catechism to know him, love him and serve him in this

life and be happy with him in the next…
Those who establish a relationship with Jesus are challenged to turn their values
upside down. Privilege wealth, power and status are all invisible to God. The only
thing that catches God’s eye is the quality of how well we love. Indeed, the milliondollar question that we all have to answer at the Last Judgment is did you love
the least of these brothers of mine…? The least of his brothers are those

invisible to society, or those society pretends not to see or don’t want to see.
This is indeed a challenge because the narcissistic imperfection of our nature
attracts us more to the false lights of power, wealth, status and prestige which veil
the true light of the Kingdom. And just as Jesus struggled with his temptations in
the desert we too have a life long struggle with these false lights which, like fancy
tinsel, forever catch our eye. Tom Marsh describes this process accurately;

One can express this perspective today in terms of another biblical
concept, in terms of idols. Man abandons and ceases to relate to the
true centres of his being and gives himself to the false centres which
thus become his false gods, his idols. In serving these empty
objects, which can return no creative, fulfilling influence, man
becomes closed in on himself, imprisoned in his own selfishness,
incapable of love, openness and giving. He becomes a slave to his
idols and ultimately is destroyed by them.

Accepting the invitation of The Sacred Heart to come closer we find there are two
components involved. First, like any relationship there has to be constant
communication (prayer). Second, he sends us out on little errands to take his love
to someone who needs it (mission).
Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth
but yours. Yours are the eyes through
which he looks compassionately on this
world. Yours are the feet with which he
walks to do good. Yours are the hands
through which he blesses all the world.
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet,
yours are the eyes, you are his body. Christ
has no body now on earth but yours.”
Teresa of Ávila
This is the essence of Eucharistic living. In receiving the Eucharist we intimately

become one with the Lord. We are then dismissed by the priest to share the love
we have received with all we encounter. It was no accident that Jesus washed the
disciple’s feet at the Last Supper. To this day these two elements are intrinsically
joined. When I was in Holy Cross parish in Bedford, England, a neighbouring
Christian parish had the washing of the feet at every celebration of the Eucharist.
Maybe it is something we should do and not just Holy Thursday night.

Prayer
Adoration is an expression of our love of God
Petitionary prayer is an expression of our love of neighbour

How should I pray to the Lord? Shut up and be still. Prayer is all about listening.
If we keep rabbiting on and on, then from the Lord’s perspective it is like trying to
have a conversation with a television set.
There are probably more books written on prayer than any other aspect of
Christianity. Praying is like riding a bicycle, no matter how much theory we take
in, there is absolutely no substitute for the practical experience. Prayer is patient
time wasting in the company of the Lord. It is contrary to the hyper-activity
expected in today’s world and to the non-religious industrialist it must appear
totally non-productive. However,
those in the tradition of prayer
understand it to be the most
productive human work there is for it
creates moments of openness to the
transforming power of God. This
paves the way for “reparation’; the
healing of a broken and wounded
world.
The grammar of prayer is stillness,

and silence is God’s first and foremost language. Stillness is not easy and Henri
Nouwen has observed that for many it is an awful desert because people
become uneasy about their emotions and their inner feelings and so
they just want to get away from that place. The beginning of Luke’s
Gospel tells of many people who were waiting in stillness; Zechariah and
Elizabeth, Mary as well as Simeon and Anna. And those waiting in hope on the
Lord hear the words Do not be afraid, I have good news. So, from these
opening passages in Luke we learn that those who wait on the Lord do so with a
sense of hope and promise.
Prayer is about learning to be still so that we
can hear the silence of God. Regarding this
Hans Urs von Balthasar in his book Prayer
has made the following observations: What we have to do is first listen to
God’s word and then through his word
learn how to answer. God’s word is his
invite to us to enter into the truth and
abide there with him.
There at the centre one is spoken to; it
is there that one receives the truth
about one’s life. God communicates
what one is to strive for.
The word of God may well require of
me today something it had not
demanded yesterday; consequently, in
order to perceive this demand, I must in the depths of my being be
open and attentive to his word.

However, despite the importance of wasting time with God, Karl Rahner has
pointed out that there is no compulsion to pray. We can freely decide to

pray or not to pray. Or as more often happens, activity tends to fill our day and
thus our prayer time gets squeezed until it imperceptibly fades away. Prayer is
necessary and to neglect it is to starve the Soul. In Ireland the Great Famine left
an indelible impact on the nation. Today, despite living in a land of plenty and
abundance, Ireland is still a famine country. As in the days of the Great Famine,
the lack of real food, wasted the nation by the thousands. Likewise, today’s diet of
consumerism, monetarism, secularism, and all their side menus fail to offer any
real spiritual nourishment. Ivan Illich’s caustic sneer at the consumerist society is
incisive – they have turned thirst into need for Coca-Cola.
Prayer feeds the soul, but prayer is not easy, and into the darkness we must
whisper, Lord teach me to pray. It is necessary to ask the Holy Spirit two things:
1. To pray for us and 2. To teach how to pray. For Thomas Merton prayer in
earnest begins when we no longer desire great things from it. Prayer simply makes
us conscious of God as well as an awareness of one’s inner self.
Many people ask me what can prayer do
for me? Wrong question. The real question
is what can prayer do for God? The author of
the Cloud of Unknowing advises those who
reckon they ought to hear, smell, see, taste, or
feel spiritual things in external visions or in
the depth of their being, are seriously misled.
The senses are there to gain knowledge of the
outward, material world, not things spiritual
(p. 145).
So, what can prayer do for God? It allows
God to be himself in the human heart. Prayer
is like the force which opens the rose bud and
once opened it has the possibilities of new life; but closed it remains sterile.
Prayer opens the soul to the life giving, transforming enriched, graces of God and
the impact of God’s love on our inner self will have an outer effect too. The
transformation of God’s love can be as dramatic as the change in Dickens’

Scrooge. It does this because, as Julian of Norwich has pointed out, prayer
unites us with God’s will and work. God needs people to unite with him in
continuing his mission in this world. And so, the more individuals who pray the
more God can enter this world and the more transformation there will be. John
Chrysostom says that if you find the door to your heart you will find there, the
door to the kingdom of heaven.

Today we are learning about the techniques of stillness from the East where the
practice of prayer is nearly five
thousand years older than Christianity.
Yoga was not developed as an exercise
programme as it is popularly portrayed
in the West. Yoga was developed
initially as an aid to prayer by
positioning the body in such a way that
it would not be distracted during
prayer. Yoga is about being still,
centred and free from any body
distractions which enables the person
to enter into prayer.
It is good to evaluate different methods
of praying to find which is the most
efficient for our own inward journey.
But no matter how good a technique may be the weightier component of prayer is
quite simply making time for it; we make and share our time with those who are
important to us. Lovers enjoy wasting time with each other. The Lord is a jealous
lover who wants us to spend as much time as possible with him and thus prayer as
described by John Henry Newman is cor ad cor loquitur (heart speaks to heart).
Prayer is the work of the Holy Spirit welling up within us drawing us evermore
into that calm centre of our being where God dwells. The Holy Spirit gently
guides us towards the Godhead and Baptism is the signal for the Holy Spirit to
begin the germination of this mustard seed. Thomas Merton in his book What is

Contemplation? writes:
The seeds of this sublime life are planted in every Christian at
Baptism. But seeds must grow and develop before you reap the
harvest. There are thousands of Christians walking about the face
of the earth bearing in their bodies the infinite God of whom they
know practically nothing. They are themselves children of God
and are not aware of their identity. Instead of seeking to know
themselves and their true dignity, they struggle miserably to
impersonate the alienated characters whose "greatness" rests on
violence, craftiness, lust and greed. ... God does not manifest
Himself to these souls because they do not seek Him with any real
desire. ... But desire is the most important thing in the
contemplative life. Without desire we will never receive the great
gifts of God.
The gift of the Spirit helps us with all aspects of our Christian life, especially
prayer. Prayer is an articulation of our lives and intimately connected with what I
do about the Kingdom of God. If we are not concerned with the needs of our
neighbour then our prayer is merely self-indulgence. Indeed those who want a
quiet unchallenged life should not pray for to pray seriously is to deliver ourselves
into the hands of the Lord and for him to do what he likes with us; because in
prayer we echo Jeremiah’s Here I am Lord…

Love of Neighbour
The heart is a universal symbol of
love and the Sacred Heart shows that
God’s love for us is so great it cannot
be contained within himself but
bursts through into our world. The
pierced Heart of Jesus reminds us of
the self-sacrificial aspect of God’s
love that conquers and triumphs. It is
an unconditional love for every single
person as expressed by the parable of the Lost Sheep. Psalm 139 also spells out
how close God is to us. Everyone is precious to God, our names are carved on
his hands, but our prejudices and tribalisms blind us to this.
The scope of God's reign is inexhaustible and Jesus revealed that it embraces
lunatics and lepers, sinners and scribe, rich and poor alike. And because God is
good he is just in his dealings with everyone; he is not swayed by anything
which might turn a human head. God reigns justly and talk about the

Kingdom of God is therefore a way of speaking about God's
relationship to humanity says Donald J. Goergan. God’s reign is tempered
with love and goodness and this in turn calls us to go further than just acting
justly for Jesus commands his followers Love one another….
Now when I was at school some text books had the answers in the back and so
looking at the answers provided a way to approach the problem. How do I apply
this to the question how do I love my neighbour? Well, Matthew’s Great
Judgment Scene Mt. 25:25f is “the answer at the back of the book” Whenever
you did it to the least of these my brothers… Now we just have to work
out how to arrive at the answer.
Indeed the heart of Jesus goes out to the least in the world around us for he is
forever raising the lowly and pulling down princes , The Magnificat.

Jesus' attraction for the poor is not a glamourising affinity but a down to earth
concern for the condition they find themselves in. The harbinger of God's
kingdom was not content with just offering tea and sympathy on the contrary he
launches an assault of the forces of evil which bind them in their misery.
Matthew assure us that He attacks all the forces which undermines

and lessens human dignity and vocation to restore full humanity
before God and man.
Working for the kingdom is working to transform the structures which
discriminate and alienate. Walter Wink in Naming the Powers maintains that
the Principalities and Powers of this present age always seek to
incarnate themselves in
ideologies and their
associated structures. The
struggle is not therefore just
against flesh and blood alone
or spiritual forces alone. It is
a struggle against spiritual
weakness in high places.
Jesus is concerned with all the
situations which diminish humanity
and finds them offensive. Raymond
Brown shows that in Jesus’ day the
prevailing world view was that Satan
ruled nature and bound up people with diseases, ailments and infirmities. Jesus’
healing miracles demonstrated that he had the power to break Satan’s shackles.
The spirit of evil is still at work today imprisoning people in inhumane situations.
We are therefore called to address these situations and work to liberate the
oppressor as well as the oppressed. We cannot preach the gospel and turn a blind
eye to our suffering neighbours. Love of neighbour is a praxis not a theory.
The prophets time and time again admonished Israel about the welfare of the
vulnerable: often they expressed this in terms of widows and orphans. Now the

symbol of the Heart expresses this aspect of God’s loving care for all especially the
Least. Love by nature is centripetal, radiating out, making the person consider
more than themselves. Turning the other cheek and loving enemies is only
possible with God’s grace.
Now since it is accepted that Love of neighbour is Love of God, and vice versa,
surely then it is logical to apply our energies equally to both sides of this divine
coinage. The practical daily living out of this is found in the Eucharist for at The
Last Supper, the event of great Christian
inspiration, designates Washing Feet as a high
priestly prayer.
The Eucharist is a missionary activity and
Monica Hellwig writes that the Eucharist is

the assembling of people for action.
And this action is supposed to make a
difference, to bring about a change. This
echoes Enda McDonagh’s belief that prayer
without praxis is tantamount to dancing around
totem poles. The Eucharist is indeed missionary
for by establishing relationship with Jesus it
enlists those present to be fishers of men which
reflects the traditional yearning of the Heart of
Jesus for the lost souls. During his ministry,
when the “good” Jews complained about Jesus
mixing with undesirables he retorted vigorously
with the parable of the Lost Son which reflects
the joy in heaven when a wayward son is returned to the People of God.

Indeed the greatest service that can rendered on God’s behalf is to bring the lost
sheep back into the People of God. Hence Jesus’ mission statement concluded
with and the poor have the good news preached to them.

Conclusion
The heart is also a universal symbol of generosity and in turn invites a generous
response. It is best given by self-donation to Jesus’ cause. The self-donation is
generous in three ways:First, devoting time and energy to the services of the kingdom. Second, the symbol
of the heart reminds us of the ordinary generosity of sharing what we possess. As
St. Thomas Aquinas said Poverty is there to make us magnanimous. We embrace
poverty not to see how great at penny pinching we can be but to see how best, out
of our resources, we can help those in need. It should not be seen exclusively in
terms of money for it is a pooling of all resources to share with those who need it.
Lastly, we donate our will and self-determination to the service of God; Thy will
be done… The Cross reminds us of the total self-giving of Jesus to the Father’s
will, and our relationship with Jesus draws us into this self-sacrificing love of the
Father.
Schweizer has described how disciples get to know Jesus;

Those who follow after Jesus get to know
him by walking with him, eating and
drinking with him, listening to what he
says and to see what he does. They are
invited into homes and hovels or
turned away with him. They are not
called to great achievements, religious
or otherwise. They are invited as
companions to share what takes place
around Jesus. They are called not to
attach much importance to themselves
and what they accomplish or fail to
accomplish but to attach great importance to what takes place
through Jesus and with him.

