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INTRODUCTION 

To label any given way of approaching and meditating on the mysteries of faith, 
and the persons in whom those mysteries unfolded, as a 'devotion' (although that, 
essentially, is what a 'devotion' is) seems to be immediately to invite the kiss of 
death. 

This is, I suppose, understandable when, so often, a 'devotion' which originally 
expressed the real sense of the word seems to degenerate into a collection of 
'prayers' and 'practices' — sometimes a veritable Gordian Knot of them, which 
only the sword of the Spirit can cut through. 

If our heeding of our Lord's invitation, 'Learn of me that I am meek and gentle of 
heart' (Matt 11:29), if St John's leaning on the Lord's breast at the Last Supper (Jn 
13:23) and his meditation on the meaning of the later piercing of that breast (Jn 
19:31-37), if St Thomas's touching the side of the risen Jesus and his exclaiming, 'My 
Lord and my God' (Jn 20:27-28) — if these are to be labelled 'devotion to the Sacred 
Heart' then a chilling premonition of formalism is understandable. 

The mysteries of faith are given to us by God for our enlightenment and our 
enjoyment. To come to understanding and to delight, it is necessary that our mind 
and heart be free with that freedom of spirit with which the Spirit endows us. As well, 
however, as an understanding where faith prevails and a will where love reigns, we 
have an imagination — a powerful (albeit in itself non-moral) agent for good or ill, 
depending on how it is used, and, as well, a source of joy or torment to its possessor 
according as it is joyous or hag-ridden. 

In the matter of meditation, the imagination can mediate enlightenment to the 
intellect and rejoicing to the heart. It is, therefore, of considerable importance — 
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an importance acknowledged, for example, in Jesus speaking in parables, and in the 
part played in certain methods of prayer by what is called 'a composition, seeing 
the place'. 

The 'composition, seeing the place' is not simply an exercise of the inventive 
imagination. It is a means of impressing upon ourselves the reality of what we are 
contemplating — that, for example, the events of the life of Jesus, his miracles and his 
teaching, his labours and his passion, all took place in a completely human milieu. 
Because such is its purpose, the actual accuracy or otherwise of one's 'composition, 
seeing the place' does not matter very much since it is not an end in itself. Thus, for 
example, in suggesting 'a composition, seeing the place' for the journey of Mary and 
Joseph to Bethlehem, St Ignatius writes, 

. . . see the road from Nazareth to Bethlehem, considering its length 
and breadth, whether it be rough or smooth, whether it pass through 
valleys or climb steep gradients. 

A conviction of the human reality of the situation, not a paragraph in a guide-
book, is what is looked for. 

It is only a short step from such 'a composition, seeing the place' to the use of 
purely symbolic imagery — and for the same purpose: to enable the imagination 
to mediate understanding to the intellect and delight .to the heart and, to both, a 
sense of the reality of the faith-event being contemplated. In this pamphlet what 
is being contemplated is the Heart of the God-Man, Jesus, as man's 'joy and 
jubilation'. 

Now, it is true that the physical Heart of Jesus is worthy of adoration (as is the 
whole or any part of the sacred humanity of Christ because of its being united to the 
divine Word in the unity of a single Person). Nevertheless, the Heart of Jesus is itself 
a symbol. If one says of another that he is big-hearted one is not referring to a 
physical attribute; one is saying that his natural instincts are biased towards 
generosity, understanding, forgiveness and so on. 

Whatever of other times, other cultures, from the crudest pen-knife cut in the 
bark of a tree to the most exalted of poetry, it is our understanding that the heart 
signifies love. As well, we take it for granted that love is the supreme activity, 
whether of man or of God, and that the heart takes the direction of its affection 
from love. Concerning his own heart, St Augustine writes, 'Love is my bias'; 
concerning the Heart of Jesus, St Francis de Sales writes, 'His love solicits his Heart to 
solicit ours'. 

The Heart of Jesus is, then, in the words of Pope Leo XIII, 'the symbol and 
manifest image of the infinite love of Jesus Christ which itself moves us to love in 
return'. Pius XII writes,  
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Christ the Lord, in showing his most sacred Heart, willed to call the 
minds of men to the contemplation and veneration of the mystery of 
God's merciful love for the human race. 

And again, 

And so, down through the ages, the wound in the most sacred Heart 
of Jesus is the living image of that love, freely bestowed, by which 
God gave his only-begotten Son for the redemption of man, and the 
image also of that love with which Christ loved us all so intensely that 
he offered himself for us as a victim on Calvary. It is, then, by studying 
the Heart of Jesus that we may come to penetrate the meaning of John's 
saying, 'God is love' (1 Jn 4:8). 

The quickest way of coming to know a person is to study that person's heart — 
in the sense of discerning (as Augustine did his own) what is his 'bias'. Similarly, the 
quickest way of coming to understand what man himself is, or could be, is to study 
the Heart of the Man, Jesus Christ. And this, perhaps, is the final reason for 'devotion' 
to the sacred Heart. Thus, is his letter Redemptor Hominis, John Paul II writes: 

Christ, the Redeemer of the world, is the one who penetrated in a 
unique and unrepeatable way the mystery of man, and entered his 
'heart'. Rightly, therefore, does the second Vatican Council teach, The 
truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery 
of man become illuminated' . . . Christ, the new Adam, in the very 
revelation of the mystery of the Father and of his love, fully reveals man to 
himself, and brings to light his most high calling.  

And again, 

The redemption of the world (this tremendous mystery of love in which 
creation is renewed) is, at its deepest root, the fullness of justice in a 
human heart — the Heart of the First-born Son — in order that it may 
become justice in the hearts of many human beings, predestined from 
eternity, in the First-born, to be children of God and called to grace, 
called to love. 

 

1: THE BURNING BUSH 

Abbreviated for our purposes here, Exodus 3:1-14 runs:  

Moses came to Horeb, the mountain of God, and the Lord appeared to 
him in a flame of fire in the midst of a bush. And Moses saw that the bush 
was burning without being consumed. So Moses said, 'I shall approach 
and see this great sight, why the bush is not consumed'. But from the 
midst of the bush the Lord called him and said, 'Moses. Moses.' He 
replied, 'Here I am'. And the Lord said, 'Do not draw near. Remove the 
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sandals from your feet for the place where you are standing is holy 
ground.' And he said, 'I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob'. Moses hid his face for he did 
not dare to look upon God. The Lord said to him, 'I have seen the 
affliction of my people and have heard their cry; and knowing their 
unhappiness I have come down to set them free and to lead them into a 
good land, a spacious land flowing with milk and honey. But come; and I 
shall send you.' And Moses said to God, 'Who am I?' God said to him, 'I 
shall be with you'. And Moses said to God, 'If I am asked your name, 
what shall I say?' God said to Moses, 'I am who I am'. 

For us, that burning bush, burning but not consumed, is an image of the Heart 
of Jesus. 'Flames issued from every part of his sacred humanity,' wrote St Margaret 
Mary (1690) of a vision she had, 'especially from his adorable Heart, which was the 
living source of these flames'. 

As out of that bush God spoke to Moses, so 'in these days he has spoken to us in 
his Son . . . who is the brightness of his glory' (Heb 1:2-3). As he did to Moses, he calls 
to each of us by name when Jesus, Good Shepherd, 'calls his own sheep one by one 
and leads them out' (Jn 10:3). Out of the bush, God made himself known by name; in 
Jesus, we know him to be our Saviour — 'the Lord God of Israel who has come down 
to his people to rescue them' (Lk 1:68). Out of the bush he promises freedom to his 
people; through Jesus we enjoy 'the glorious liberty of the sons of God' (Rom 8:21). 
And his opened Heart is much more than a land flowing with milk and honey since it 
flows with the water that cleanses and the blood which inebriates, and is itself 
both Heaven and the way to Heaven. 

And whereas Moses hid his face, not daring to look upon that burning bush, we 
are so graced that, 'with our uncovered faces reflecting like mirrors the brightness 
of the Lord, the glory on the face of Christ, we all grow brighter and brighter as we are 
transformed into the image we reflect' (2 Cor 3:18;4:6). 

That 'great sight', the revelation of God's compassion for suffering mankind, 
drew from Moses the response, 'I shall approach and see'. In like manner, we should 
promptly heed Jesus' calling, 'Come to me. Know that I am meek and gentle of 
Heart. Herein you will find rest' (Cf Matt 11:28-30). If we do respond, then heart will 
speak to Heart; and if heart speaks truly to Heart then it will, conscious of its own 
nothingness and sinfulness, say as Moses did, 'Who am I?' Then Heart will reassure 
heart (as did the voice from the burning bush) 'I shall be with you — indeed, in you 
and you in me — even to the end of time'. (Cf Matt 28:20; Jn 14:20) 

Only, we must, as Moses did, take off our sandals — that is to say, resolutely 
detach ourselves from anything that would keep us taking our stand in any other 
place than on the 'holy ground' of the Heart of Jesus. 
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2: THE CLEFT IN THE ROCK  

At Horeb, the mountain of the Lord, Moses (so we read Exodus 33:18-23) said 
to the Lord,  

Show me your glory. 

To him the Lord replied, 

You cannot see my face. But see, there is a place by me and you will 
stand on the rock. And when my glory passes by I shall place you in the 
cleft of the rock and will protect you with my right hand while I pass by; 
and I shall take away my hand and you will see my back. My face, 
however, you cannot see.  

To this same mountain came Elijah, in f light from persecution by his 
enemies (1 Kings 19:9-18) who, standing in that cleft in the rock and covering his face 
with his cloak, held converse with God and was consoled. 

But more than that cleft on the mountain of the Lord is the riven Heart of the 
Lord himself the revelation of God's glory and a refuge for men. For that wound in 
his Side is 'the sacred gateway of love through which the just find rest, sinners a 
refuge, the sad consolation, and the weak strength' ('Parisian' Preface). 

Taking our stand, then, in the riven Heart of Jesus, the God-Man, we both look 
upon 'the glory that is his as the only-begotten Son of the Father' (Jn 1: 1:14) and 
converse with him who is the very Word of the Father who was made flesh for us (Cf 
Jn 1:14) and for us permitted his Side to be opened and his Heart to be pierced. For in 
answer to St Catherine of Siena (+1380) asking him, 'Sweet and immaculate Lamb, 
you were dead when your side was opened; why, then, did you will to be struck and 
your Heart divided?', Jesus replied, 

Because my desire towards the human race was ended and I had 
finished the actual work of bearing pain and torment, and yet I had 
not been able to show by finite things, because my love was infinite, 
how much more love I had, I wished you to see the secret of the 
Heart, showing it to you open so that you might see how much more I 
loved that I could, show by finite pain.  

 As well as revelation, the Heart of Jesus is refuge. Hence the hymn, Rock of Ages, 
cleft for me, Let me hide myself in Thee, and St Antony of Padua (+1231) urges us, 
like the beloved dove in the cleft in the rock (Cf Song of Songs 2:14) to build our nest 
in the Side of Christ, and in time of storm, 'flee to the Side of Christ and there hide, 
saying with the Prophet, "Be to me, O Lord, a tower of strength in the face of the 
enemy''' (Ps 60:4). To live in the Heart of Jesus is to come to know that it is the 
treasure laid bare in the lance-ploughed field of his body, to own which a man would 
sell everything he owns, and is the pearl of great price to be prized above all else (cf 
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Matt 13:44). But if that Heart was cleft for us it was our sins which directed the 
thrust of the lance. And so it comes about that even while we take refuge in that 
riven Heart we do so, also, in order to offer reparation for our sins — making that 
'return of love' which Jesus craved of St Margaret Mary. 

Let us then bear in mind the very great love Jesus has shown towards us 
in allowing his Side to be opened wide in order that we might have easy 
access to his Heart. Let us hasten to enter into the Heart of Jesus, bringing 
there all our love and uniting it to his divine love — for in opening his 
Heart he has set ajar the door of everlasting life, since he himself is 'the 
gate of holiness through which the just may enter' (Ps 118:19). 

Ludolph of Saxony +1378 

3: STREAMS FROM THE ROCK  

Chapter 17 of the book of Exodus begins with the Israelites complaining bitterly 
to Moses that there was no water where they had pitched camp. 

Then Moses cried to the Lord, saying, 'What am I to do with these 
people? A little more and they will stone me.' And the Lord said to 
Moses, 'Go ahead of the people, and take with you some of the elders 
of Israel; and take in your hand the staff with which you struck the river, 
and go. Behold, I shall stand before you, there upon the rock of Horeb; 
and you shall strike the rock and water shall flow out of it so that the 
people may drink. In the presence of the elders of Israel, Moses did so. 

A later poet of that people would describe this event so: He split rocks 
in the wilderness and gave them copiously to drink as from streams; 
he enticed streams from the rock, bringing down water in torrents. 

(Ps 78:15-16) 

However, the prophetic element in this action of Moses was revealed only after 
the coming of Christ: 

Our fathers all drank the same spiritual drink since they all drank from 
the spiritual rock which followed them: that rock was Christ, 

(1 Cor 10:4) 

for Christ alone is for all men of all time the only and ever-flowing source 
of all spiritual refreshment — as Jesus himself told the woman at Jacob's 
well in Samaria.  

(Cf Jn 4:1-14) 

From the Heart of Jesus, cleft by and for mankind, flow ceaseless streams of 
grace. These are the springs of salvation joyfully to be drunk from (Cf.Isaiah 12:3) 
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by the deer that yearns for the waterbrooks (Ps 42:1) — the fountains to which our 
Saviour, himself the Wisdom who in the streets calls aloud to men (Cf Proverbs 1:20) 
invites us, saying, 'If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink' (Jn 7:37). 
Hence, St Bonaventure (+1274): 

Rise up, then, soul beloved of Christ! Cease not to keep watch! Place there your 
lips that you may draw water in joy from the fountains of the Saviour. But to 
do so requires that we first experience thirst, making our own the words, 

God, you are my God, for you I seek. 
My soul is thirsting for you; 
my flesh, like a dry, weary land without water, 
is longing for you, 

(Ps 62:1) 

for you give to the children of men to drink from the river of your 
delights, for with you is the Fountain of Life. 

(Ps 36:9-10) 

One who knew such thirst was St Mechtilde (+c. 1298) who prayed, 

Lord, in reparation for all my negligences, I salute your Heart in all its 
divine goodness, for it is the source and fountainhead of all good. I salute 
your Heart in the abundance of grace which thence has been, is being, 
and will be poured out on all the saints and on all the souls of the just. I 
salute the flood of sweetness which pours from your most merciful Heart 
and which, so often flowing, is poured into my heart to inebriate it from 
the torrent of your delights. 

 

4: A FOUNTAIN UNSEALED 

In the prophecy of Zechariah, in chapters 12 and 13, we read: 

On that day, I shall pour out on the House of David and on the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and of prayer. And they will 
look on him whom they have pierced and mourn for him as mourning is 
made for a first-born, and they will grieve over him as grieving is made 
over the death of a first-born. 

On that day, there will be a fountain unsealed for the House of David and 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem for the cleansing of the sinner and the 
defiled. And he will be asked, 'What are these wounds in the midst of 
your hands?'; and he will reply, 'With these I was wounded in the house 
of those who loved me'. 
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John, who at the Last Supper rested his head on Jesus' breast (Jn 13:25) 
noted, also, that 'one of the soldiers opened his side with a spear and, straightway, 
blood and water flowed out' (Jnl9:34) — the blood to inebriate, the water to 
cleanse; for the man who, as lover, cries out, 'Blood of Christ, inebriate me', must also, 
as sinner, pray, 'Water from the side of Christ, wash me'. And even as he joyfully 
draws near to the unsealed fountain in order to be washed clean, he must also grieve 
that it was his sins that caused these openings to be made in the Fountain of Life — 
for love and forgiveness, repentance and reconciliation are all one. (Cf Luke 7:36-50) 

Thus, St Gertrude (+c. 1302) who prayed, 

O most loving Master, by your pierced Heart I pray that you would 
pierce my heart with the darts of your love so that it may no longer 
cherish any earthly thing but be filled only with the power of your 
Godhead, 

also prayed, 

Father, be pleased to wash this soul clean of all its stains in the water 
which flowed from the wound in the Heart of Jesus Christ and, in his 
precious blood, clothe it richly with virtues. 

A verse in an old Latin Hymn addresses the Heart of Jesus so: 

Heart, Altar loftier than the heavens, wider than land and sea: unless 
they be laid on you, God will accept no sacrifices —  

and a psalm gives us the words, 

My offences, truly I know them; what is evil in your sight I have done; a 
heart, brought low through contrition — this is my sacrifice, 

Upon that Altar, then, there to be consumed with a fire that falls from heaven (Cf 1 
Kings 18:20-40), we must lay not only our good works but even our sins: 

Since all good flows from the most sacred Heart of Jesus, you must offer 
back to his Heart all the gifts, graces and blessings which have been 
poured out on you and on all men. Place all your sins in the Heart of Jesus. 
Through that Heart you should ask for grace and pardon . . .  

Dominic of Treves (+1471) 

For our God, who is love (1 Jn 4:8) is also a consuming fire (Heb 12:29) and fire is a 
symbol both of love and of power to cleanse. 

Both profane and sacred literature find in fire a natural symbol of love. 'Love,' 
says the Song of Songs 8:6, is strong as death. The flash of it is a flash of fire. Love 
no flood can quench, no torrents drown.' The Heart of Jesus is the incarnation of 
God's love for man — that fire which he himself says he came "to cast upon the earth 
(Lk 12:49); and if Peter denied Christ it was because it was to the wrong fire that he 
drew near to warm himself. (Jn 18:25) 
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5: CHURCH AND SACRAMENTS 

In John's account of the Passion of Jesus our Lord, the events which begin with 
the laying of the cross on his shoulders and end with Joseph of Arimathea's asking 
for the body of Jesus, take only twenty-one verses to narrate. Of these, seven are 
concerned with the soldier's piercing the side of Jesus with a spear. In explanation of 
this, John quotes two verses from the Old Testament: one to show that Jesus is the 
true Paschal Lamb; the other to show that even the Gentiles (represented by the 
Roman soldier) will come to realize who Jesus was. (Cf Jn 19:36-37) 

But if this piercing of Jesus' side tells us much about who Jesus is, it necessarily 
tells us much, also, about the Church — which is the Body of Christ. And this kind of 
questioning about the meaning of the piercing of the Heart of Jesus in relation to the 
Church is found very early in the Church — long before contemplation of the Heart of 
Jesus becomes an intensely personal thing. 

Thus, for example, the martyred Bishop of Carthage, St Cyprian (+258), writes: 

For Christians, the Law is the holy cross of Christ, the Son of the living God, 
for the Psalmist says, 'Your Law in the midst of my breast' (Ps 40:8). When he 
was wounded in the side of the breast, from his side there flowed out blood 
and water mixed, whence he made for himself a Church in which he wrote the 
Law of his Passion — as he himself said, 'If anyone is thirsty, let him come to 
me and drink and believe in me. As it is written, "Streams of living water flow 
from his breast".' (Cf Jn 7:37-38)  

Already, as it were in passing, Cyprian suggests the Ark of the Covenant as a 
significant image of the Heart of Jesus; but here his chief concern is the Church. The 
water flowing from the wounded side of Christ signifies Baptism; the blood signifies 
the Eucharist. And since these are the Sacraments of spiritual birth and growth, 
together they symbolize the Church itself which comes into being from the side of 
Christ — that is to say, from the self-sacrificing love of Christ (Cf Ephesians 5:23-26) 
proclaimed by his voluntary death and symbolized by his riven Heart. 

Thus, even more explicitly than Cyprian, the great Doctor of the Eastern Church, 
St John Chrysostom (+407), writes: 

Do you wish to learn from another source the power of this blood? See 
whence it began to flow, from what Spring it flowed down from the cross 
— the Master's side. The Gospel relates that when Christ had died and 
was still hanging on the cross, the soldier approached him and pierced 
his side with the spear, and at once there came out water and blood. The 
one was a symbol of Baptism; the other of the Mysteries. That soldier, 
then, pierced his side; he breached the wall of the holy Temple and I 
found the treasure and acquired wealth. 

There came out from his side water and blood. It is from these two that 
the holy Church has been born 'by the washing of regeneration and the 
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renewal of the Holy Spirit', by Baptism and by the Mysteries. Now, the 
symbols of Baptism and the Mysteries came from his side. It was from his 
side, then, that Christ formed the Church, as from the side of Adam he 
formed Eve. 

In this passage, too, as we see from the last sentence, Chrysostom makes more 
explicit the image underlying Paul's words to the Ephesians, quoted above, 
concerning the Church as the Bride of Christ. In Genesis 2:18; 22-23, we read how 
God, wishing to give Adam a helpmate, 

cast a deep sleep over Adam, and, while he slept, he took one of his ribs 
and fashioned flesh for it. And the Lord God built the rib which he had 
taken from Adam into a woman, and brought her to Adam. And Adam 
said, 'Now this is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh. She shall be 
called Woman, for she was taken from Man.' 

And Adam gave his wife the name 'Eve', for she was the mother of all 
the living (Genesis 3:20).  

 And so we have the Church as the new Eve, taken of the new Adam as his 
spotless and virginal Bride. As his Associate in the restoration of man, the Church 
becomes the mother of all who find new life in Christ when she brings the Christ-
life to men through her administering of the Word and Sacraments. How the 
wounded side of Jesus symbolizes all these great mysteries is eloquently 
expressed by St Bonaventure: 

In order that from the side of Christ, as he lay sleeping on the cross, the 
Church might be formed and the scripture fulfilled which says, 'They shall 
look on him whom they have pierced', it was divinely ordained that one 
of the soldiers should open that sacred side with a thrust of a lance. 

In the flowing of the blood and water, the price of our redemption was poured 
out, which, shed from that hidden fountain of the Heart, gave to the Sacraments of 
the Church the power to confer the life of grace and, for those already come to 
life in Christ, was itself a draught of that living fountain springing up to eternal life. 
Devotion to the Heart of Jesus is, then, profoundly ecclesial. 

 

 

6: HEART FOR HEART 

The prophecy of Ezechiel provides more than one of the many Old Testament 
passages commonly accommodated to the contemplation of the Heart of Jesus. 
The most used, perhaps, is Ezechiel 36:26: 

I shall give you a new heart and shall put a new spirit deep within you. 
I shall take that heart of stone from your body and give you a heart of 
flesh.  
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(Thus is answered the prayer of the Psalmist):  

Create a clean heart in me, Lord, and place a new and upright spirit in 
the depth of my being. 

(Ps 51:10). 

The words of Ezechiel quoted above are, clearly, adaptable to expressing a 
soul's desire to live by no other law or to be ruled by no other love than the law and 
love of Jesus. Hence, St Francis de Sales (+1622) writes: 

Would that our Saviour would take away our hearts and put his own in 
their place! However, would he not rather make our hearts completely his, 
wholly and irrevocably his? May our sweet Jesus do so. 

Even if he were not to do so (although he certainly will if we ask him) at 
least he could not prevent us from taking his — since, for this very 
purpose, he continues to open his breast. And if we had to rend open 
our own breast in order to place therein his Heart instead of ours, would 
we not do so? 

There is, in these words of St Francis, an echo of Jesus' own words, The Kingdom 
of Heaven permits of violence, and the violent carry it away' (Matt 11:12). This theme 
of a two-way violence is finely expressed by Gilbert of Hoyland (+ c 1172) in a passage 
which also incorporates another common image of 'touching' the Heart of Jesus, 
based on the incident recorded in 

Matthew 6:20-21. Gilbert's thought is that if the Heart of Jesus allowed the 
violence of its being pierced by the soldier's spear, it will assuredly permit our love to 
seize on it. He writes: Would you not say that that soul is happy which, with its 
expression of love, pierces and penetrates the very Heart of our Lord Jesus Christ? 
What wonder that the Kingdom of Heaven permits of violence. The Lord himself 
bore the wound of violent love. The woman touched the hem of his garment and 
Christ 'felt strength flow out of himself. How much the more so, when he feels his 
Heart not lightly touched but wounded, does he feel grace pour forth from him. 

A fairly rare phenomenon among the mystics is what is called the Exchange of 
Hearts — an experience in which it seems to a person that Jesus fulfills quite literally 
the words of Ezechiel quoted above. The first recorded instance of this is the 
experience of St Lutgardis (+1246) who narrates her experience in quite matter of 
fact language (the 'she' of the narrative being herself). 

God said to her, 'What is it, then, that you want?' She replied, 'What I 
want is your Heart'. And the Lord, 'Even more, it is I who want your 
heart'. She said to him in reply, 'Be it so, Lord, as long as you grant the 
love of your Heart to my heart, and grant that I may possess my heart in 
you — well sheltered and ever under your gaze'. 

Then there took place the exchange of hearts. All this might appear to be 
rather remote from the experience, or even aspiration, of the ordinary person. But 



CANISIUS PRESS - IMAGES OF HIS HEART 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 12 of 16 

even what St Francis says in the quotation from him above and the experience of St 
Lutgardis are, essentially, simply illustrations of an individual's response to St Paul's 
urging us, 

Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus.  
Phil. 2:5-11. 

7: THE TEMPLE AND ITS ARK 

 If we ourselves are, as St Paul says, temples of God's  indwelling (2 Cor 
6:16) how much the more a temple of God is the sacred humanity of Jesus, in whom 
dwelt the fullness of Godhead (Col 1: 19). Concerning the Temple of old, God said, 

I have consecrated this house which you have built and have put my 
name there for ever. My eyes and my heart will be there for all time. 

1 Kings 9:3 

The Temple, then, as well as the symbol, was also the place and moment of God's 
dwelling among men. Even then he was our Emmanuel, the God-who-is-with-us. But 
that Temple and the divine Presence in it were simply a sign of the Temple to be built 
when the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us (Jn 1:14) as our Emmanuel (Matt 
1:23) — at whom we wonder, whom we love, of whom we say, 'I have loved, O Lord, 
the beauty of your House and the place where your glory dwells' (Ps 26:8). 

In prophecy of his own death, Jesus our Lord said to his enemies, 'Destroy this 
temple and in three days I shall raise it up again' (Jn 2:19). They said in reply, 'It has 
taken forty-six years to build this temple; and will you raise it up in three days?' But, 
John explains, Jesus was speaking of the temple which was his body. 

And 'when the soldier pierced his side, he breached the wall of the holy Temple, 
(Chrysostom) and the symbolism of Ezechiel's vision became a reality: 

Then he brought me back to the door of the Temple and I saw that from 
beneath the Temple's threshold water was flowing . . . 

In his account of the crucifixion, Matthew (in 27:51) notes how after Jesus had 
cried out with a loud voice and had yielded up his spirit, 'the veil of the Temple was 
rent asunder from the top to the bottom'. Since the veil served the purpose of hiding 
from the common gaze that part of the Temple which was the Sanctuary, the Holy of 
Holies, its being rent asunder becomes an image of the revelation of the true Holy of 
Holies, the Heart of the God-Man, in the opening of his side. Hence a hymn to the 
sacred Heart: 

Heart — Sanctuary of the new and eternal Covenant, Temple holier 
than that of former days, Veil more fruitfully torn asunder than that 
which hung before the Holy of Holies. 
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With the rending asunder of the veil of the Temple, the Ark of the Covenant 
stood revealed. And since that Ark contained the Law and, in a golden urn, the Manna 
which fed our fathers in the desert, it becomes an apt symbol of the Heart of Jesus 
who gives us the new Law of charity and of love (cf Jn 15:12-17) and who is himself 
the true Manna, the Bread of Angels come down from heaven for the life of the 
world (cf Jn 6:29-51). 

Once more, the hymn quoted above: Heart — Ark which contains the 
Law: not that of ancient enslavement, but one of peace, of pardon and 
of mercy. 

And William of Saint-Thierry (+ c 1200) thus expresses his heart's desire for 
the Heart of Jesus: 

Passionately do I long to approach him, to draw near to the wound in his 
most sacred Side in order wholly to enter and come to the very Heart of 
Jesus — the Holy of Holies, the Ark of the Covenant, the golden urn, the 
soul of our humanity containing within itself the Manna of the divinity. 

The Temple was the place of the worship of God and no worship could be 
more perfect than that given to God by the Heart of Jesus. It is in union with that 
worship that we, too, offer worship — since it is through him (as Mediator) with him 
(as co-Worshipper) and in him (as Head) that we give glory and honour to the 
almighty Father. 

For this purpose, then, we enter into the Heart of Jesus, making our own the 
words of the psalm, 

But I, through the abundance of your steadfast love, will enter your 
House: with reverence I will worship within your holy Temple. 

(Ps 5:7) 

 

8: ARK OF SALVATION 

The Church, in blessing the water with which the Sacrament of Baptism will be 
conferred, recalls, in sequence, the great images of God's creative and saving 
activity which are associated with water — beginning with the Spirit moving over the 
dark waters of the void, recalling the great Flood and the passage through the Red 
Sea, and concluding with the water flowing from the pierced side of Christ our Lord. 
The waters of the great Flood, the Liturgy says, marked an end of wickedness 
and a new beginning of holiness. 

However, more commonly, the surgings of the great Flood are seen as a symbol 
of peril and of the threat of imminent loss, of being overwhelmed by evil or by the 
testing-times so often encountered in our lives. In this respect, this symbolism of the 
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Flood is in continuity with the symbolism of the sea as an agent of destruction 
commonly met with in the Psalms, for example. 

Consequently, the Ark which proved a refuge of safety to men when the Deluge 
was released upon the earth (Genesis 6 to 8) readily became a symbol of the Heart of 
Jesus as a refuge in time of trial, as a safe and peaceful haven from the storms of life. 
As Jesus himself says, 'Those who come to me I will not cast out' (Jn 6:37). 

One verse in a hymn to the Sacred Heart from the Roman Breviary takes up the 
image: 

See, from the riven Heart of Christ 
His holy Church is born: The Heart new Ark, the wound new door, 

To save a world forlorn. In similar vein William of Saint-Thierry writes: 

Like Thomas, that man of desires, (Jn 20:25) I long to see and to touch 
him; and, not only that, but to draw near to the wound in his most sacred 
Side — that door which was opened in the side of the Ark — in order not 
merely to place there my finger or whole hand even (Jn 20:27) but in 
order wholly to enter and to come to the very Heart of Jesus; and the 
Blessed Guerric of Igny (+1157) 

Come, then, faithful soul, enclose yourself in his open Side. For what is 
this sacred wound in the Side of Jesus but the door that was in the side of 
the Ark to give safety amid the waters of the Deluge? Jesus has opened his 
Side to us in order that through that opening the influence of that divine 
Heart may diffuse itself over us. Hide yourself therein. There you will 
be in safety; there you will abound in delights. 

The image of the Ark as a symbol of the Heart of Jesus is, then, one way of 
saying that Jesus is the sole Saviour of mankind who consummated the salvation of 
the human race in his self-sacrificial death on the cross. However, the image has a 
further dimension which emphasises the connection between the death of Jesus 
and his gift of the Holy Spirit.  

In Genesis 8:6 we read that Noah made an opening in the side of the Ark and 
through it released the dove which brought back to the people in the Ark the 
assurance that God's anger was appeased and that God and the human race were 
reconciled once more. In this dove it is easy to see an image of the Holy Spirit who 
assures our spirit that we are indeed children of God, entitled and enabled to call 
him Father. (Cf Rom 8:15-16). 

Now, John, in his account of the events which took place on Calvary (having 
already noted that 'the Spirit had not yet been given because Jesus had not yet been 
glorified — Jn 7:37-39) follows the words of Jesus, 'It is consummated' with the 
remark, 'and, bowing his head, he gave up the Spirit' (Jn 19:30). 

And, subsequently, 'one of the soldiers opened his side with a spear' (Jn 19:34). 
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9: THE BEAT OF THE HEART 

Nature itself, in the succession of seasons, and the Church, in the majestic 
progression of the Liturgical Year, seem to teach us the importance of living our 
lives rhythmically. Our life's exterior needs to be in harmony with its interiority — as, 
for example, in truth, when the spoken word is in harmony with the thought, or as 
when a gesture is in harmony with the love which inspires it. 

The surface 'facts' of our lives, it is necessary, should be given their direction by 
the more deep-set currents of our being — like the sea. And life is a sea — sometimes 
perilous, but, ultimately not so since, as Edith Sitwell writes, 

He is the core 
of the heart of love, 
and he, 'cross perilous seas 
our ultimate shore. 

The reason for this is that God himself is the benign ground of our being; or, as 
the soldier-poet, Joseph Mary Plunket, writes, 

All pathways by his feet are worn, 
His strong heart stirs the ever-beating sea, 
His crown of thorns is twined with every thorn, 
His cross is every tree. 

The perfect rhythm of life is the beating of the Heart of Jesus; and it should be 
ever our chief effort and care to live our lives in harmony with that heartbeat. That 
is to say, our striving must be to have in ourselves that mind which was also in Christ 
Jesus (cf Phil 2:5-11) by allowing his law and his love prevail, to will as he wills, and to 
love, as he loves, our God, our neighbour and ourselves. 

 At the Last Supper, John, the disciple whom Jesus loved (Jn 13:23-25), rested his 
head on the breast of Jesus, and hearing the beating of that human Heart, 
recognized, too, the divine  love whose echo that heartbeat was. Hence, the Liturgy 
says, 

This is the apostle, John, who leaned on the breast of the Lord at the 
supper: blessed is the apostle to whom were revealed the secret things 
of heaven. 

 After an experience in which it seemed to her that she rested upon the breast 
of Christ and heard a double heartbeat, St Gertrude (+1302) wrote this prayer: 

Would that each of the two beats of your Heart, O Jesus, would effect (in 
three-fold fashion) the salvation of man — the salvation of the sinner and 
the salvation of the just.  

 By the first beat of your Heart, Lord, address yourself in the first place to 
God the Father. Pray him (without pause) that he be appeased; and, 
being swayed by his mercy, be gracious to the sinner. Next, address 



CANISIUS PRESS - IMAGES OF HIS HEART 

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 16 of 16 

yourself to all your saints; and, as a father would, excuse the sinner in 
their eyes and urge them to pray for him. Finally, turn yourself to the 
sinner himself and, in your mercy, move him to repentance (while, with 
inexpressible longing, you yourself await his conversion). 

By the second beat of your Heart, Lord, address yourself once more to God 
the Father. Ask him to rejoice with you that you have, in fact, at the cost of 
your blood, achieved the redemption of the just and that for evermore you 
will find in their hearts so many causes for gladness. Then address yourself 
to the whole heavenly host: invite them to share your gladness at the 
admirable lives the just lead; invite them to give thanks for all the graces 
which you have poured out on them and with which you will again grace 
them in the future. Finally, address yourself to the just themselves: 
encourage them with a thousand caresses and renew in them the desire 
to make progress from day to day, from hour to hour.  

Thus finely does Gertrude visualize what St Paul says in 1 Tim 2: 5-6: 

There is one God and there is one Mediator between God and men — the 
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all. 

Whereas St Gertrude sees the heartbeat as the intercessory prayer of Christ the 
Eternal Priest, 'ever-living to make intercession for us' (Heb 7:23-25) it is more usual 
to consider the heartbeat as indicative of the love, both human and divine, with 
which Jesus loves. Thus Pope Pius XII, in his Letter on the Sacred Heart, Haurietis 
Aquas, writes: 

We must, with love, meditate on the pulsations of his most sacred 
Heart. By them, he himself, so to speak, kept on measuring the time of 
his sojourn on earth up to the last moment when, as the evangelists 
testify, 'crying out in a loud voice, it is consummated and bowing his 
head, he gave up the spirit'. 

Then the beating of his Heart stopped, and his sensible love was 
interrupted until he arose from the tomb in triumph over death. 

But after his glorified body was united again to the soul of the divine 
Redeemer, the Conqueror of death, his most sacred Heart never ceased, 
and never will cease, to beat with imperturbable and calm pulsation. It 
will, likewise, never cease to signify the love by which the Son of God is 
bound to his heavenly Father and the whole human race. 
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