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LISTEN UP WITH AN OPEN HEART 
(January 31, 2022) 

Long ago, St. Francis de Sales wrote about how “the heart and ears talk to each other” (Introduction 
to the Devout Life, III:21). Last week, Pope Francis published a message entitled “Listening with the 
ear of the heart” (for World Communications Day 2022). 

The namesakes seem to have an odd sense of anatomy!  But their metaphorical grasp on the make-up 
of human beings invites further consideration in terms of our interactions with one another. 

 

Nowadays, those interactions are characterized, more often than not, by arguing. It seems endemic 
to politics, education, even religion. It appears inevitable, for whenever two or three are gathered, 
perspectives will clash. 

The rhetorical trope of heart and ears talking to each other points to the experiential truth that what 
we hear makes an impact on us. The saint uses the image to advise being on guard against “foul words” 
spoken by supposed friends, whether as false flattery or suggestive immorality. The pope adopts the 
image, instead, to prompt us to listen more. 

On the one hand, his message acknowledges that communications today are hampered by too much 
speaking.  Amid the polemics of social-political debate and an “infodemic” in the digital world, we 
find it hard to know whom and what to believe. As a result, we end up with greater polarization or 
increased indifference.  

On the other hand, relationships also suffer from too little listening. We often engage in a “duologue” 
in which we are “waiting for the other person to finish speaking in order to impose our point of view.”  
As a result, we end up speaking past one another rather than conversing with each other. 

In both cases, the pope writes, the real handicap to communication comes from within, from “an 
interior deafness worse than the physical one.”  When ear and heart don’t speak to each other, 
listening becomes a lost art. 

To resolve this interpersonal and social impasse, Pope Francis exhorts us not only to listen, but to 
listen well:  “It is only by paying attention,” he writes, “to whom we listen, to what we listen, and to 
how we listen that we can grow in the art of communicating, the heart of which is not a theory or a 
technique, but the ‘openness of heart that makes closeness possible’.” 

https://www.comunicazione.va/en/giornata-mondiale-comunicazioni-sociali/gmcs-2022/messaggio-papa-francesco-2022.html
https://catholicphilly.com/2022/01/commentaries/listen-up-with-an-open-heart/


 

Nowhere are these three focuses needed more than in the journey toward synodality, which will soon 
be implemented in the archdiocese by way of various listening sessions. 

Listening well starts with the “who.”  It concerns our perception of the one with whom we are 
interacting. If we presume the other to be in opposition to us, or if we consider the other to be ignorant 
or mistaken, it makes listening to them a challenge, if not an impossibility. We will have already 
predetermined the need to counter or correct whatever they say. 

But if we first decide, in our hearts, that the “other” shares that same image of God that dignifies all 
of us, then the interaction changes. Acknowledging the communion as brothers and sisters in the Lord 
that precedes our conversation, we are more likely to engage rather than enrage. 

Listening well proceeds with the “what.”  With mindsets predisposed to logical analysis, we seek 
clarity and strive for truth. We favor outcomes over processes. Consequently, we have little interest 
in mere opinions and will be quick to object to contradictions. 

But if we open the ears of our heart, we can learn where people are coming from, what they value, 
what matters to them.  Morality necessarily makes clear the difference between right and wrong. But 
reality cannot always be reduced to binary thinking.  Life is messy!  When our hearts lead us to hear 
differing perspectives as just that -- different, not necessarily better or worse -- we put ourselves in a 
better position to bring about the clarity that we all need. 

And listening well flourishes with the “how.”  With our increasing busyness, time appears to be at a 
premium. Conversations without end, like meetings for the sake of meetings, seem to serve no purpose. 
In a world of information overload, patience easily wears thin. 

But if we so choose, we can accept the “martyrdom of patience” it takes to listen. It’s neither easy nor 
expedient. It requires humility in the abnegation of our own interests. It calls for a commitment to 
the other person more than to the confrontation of our differences. When we ““let every person be 
quick to hear, slow to speak” (James 1:19), we practice Christian charity – which is always time well 
spent.  

Charity comes from the human heart, transformed by the outpouring of the Sacred Heart. So, too, 
our communion in the Church depends on anatomy – in communications transformed by listening 
with the ear of our hearts. 

* * * * * * 



 

SAINT MARGARET MARY & ME 
(October 10, 2022) 

 
 
Saint Margaret Mary and me... have nothing in common! She was a Visitation nun, living in a 
cloistered community, in a small town in rural France. I am an Oblate priest, working in an active 
seminary, across the street from the fifth largest city in the USA. She prayed late into the night. At 
my age, I’m fast asleep before the late-night news. She was a mystic. Let’s just say I’m not. 

Why, then, is the celebration of her feast day (October 16) so important to me? Because she is the 
“apostle of the Sacred Heart” – that humble and gentle heart (Mt 11:29) which gives rise to the 
tradition of Salesian spirituality. 

She was invited, literally, to “ behold this Heart” when the Lord appeared to her in three apparitions 
between 1673 and 1675. He also called her to make adoration of His heart universal, which eventually 
led to the annual solemnity each June. 

Saint Margaret Mary saw the Sacred Heart with her own eyes. You and I are not that fortunate. Our 
“beholding” of the heart of Jesus has to happen imaginatively. That’s not to say it’s fake, but that it 
works through the power of images. Here, too, the saint is not like me, because she could draw! 

 

She sketched the image above for veneration by Visitation novices in 1686. It shows an 
interconnection of the heart, the cross, and the crown of thorns, all united around that “charity” that 
is God’s love, that love that God is. 

 

 

https://www.scs.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Gentle-and-Humble-of-Heart-web.pdf
https://www.scs.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Gentle-and-Humble-of-Heart-web.pdf
https://sophiainstitute.com/product/behold-this-heart/
https://www.oblates.org/updates/saint-margaret-mary-and-me


David Morgan calls this an “ideogram” – not a picture of an actual human heart, but a depiction that 
conveys the meaning of Jesus’s own heart. As the saint, herself, explains, from the time it was formed 
in the Incarnation, Jesus’s heart leads to the Cross and to all the suffering He would endure for our 
salvation. 

Saint Margaret Mary shared this image with other Visitation monasteries, so 
that the Sisters could gaze contemplatively upon it and be reminded of the 
“passionate” love of the Savior. Appreciating that divine love, so easily and 
often forgotten amid the throes of this life, is what Jesus wanted to reignite 
through Margaret Mary. As she recounts, the Lord promised that “wherever 
this sacred image would be exposed for veneration He would pour forth His 
graces and blessings.” 

The imagery has evolved through the centuries – in paintings and pictures and statues and 
monuments. But its spiritual power remains the same. Gazing upon an image of the crucified heart 
draws us intimately toward it. Considering it prayerfully transports us into the vital center of Jesus 
himself and the grand mystery of God’s sacrificial love for us. 

That spiritual perception is the saint’s gift to us. When we truly “see” the Heart of Jesus, the image 
has a way of acting upon us. In a certain sense, it looks back at us, does something to us, and even 
challenges us to become what we perceive. In simple Salesian terms, it inspires us to “Live Jesus.” 

That’s what Sister Margaret Mary Alacoque did, in a heroic way. That’s why she’s a saint, quite 
different from me. But with gratitude for the gift of her devotion to the Sacred Heart, I’ll keep gazing, 
in the hope that one day, God-willing, we’ll share that sacred sight in common. 

 

* * * * * * 

 

 

  



 
AT SEASON’S END, RESURRECTION AWAITS 
(November 7, 2022) 

 
“It breaks your heart. It’s designed to break your heart.”   

So says former baseball commissioner Bart Giammati, in a classic essay about our national pastime 

He reminds us that a season begins in the spring, when nature emerges new again, then blossoms in 
the summer; but with the darkness of fall, “just when the days are all twilight, when you need it most, 
it stops.”  

The season fosters an illusion that there is something abiding, something enduring amid the corrosive 
course of life. It elicits hope until the very last out. But then it ends, as it did for Phillies’ fans on 
Saturday night.   

Win or lose, the end comes every year. It’s meant to break your heart.   

 

It’s true. (Everything is true of baseball.)  And it’s life.  Its end can break our hearts. 

That’s why the Gospel story proclaimed on what should have been the day of game seven of this year’s 
World Series matters even more. 

What’s going on there is not simply an academic debate between Jesus and the Sadducees. As a group, 
they deny the resurrection; for them, there is no real life after this one. Their question about seven 
husbands and one wife tries to show the absurdity of thinking that this life continues beyond death. 

In one sense, they are correct:  this life does not continue unabated beyond the boundary of death.  
Where they go afoul, however, is in thinking that this life is all there is. 

Jesus insists there is a next life, a resurrected life beyond our familiar experiences here and now.  The 
reason: because the Almighty is “not God of the dead but of the living.” After all, if death brings 
human existence to its end, then God would have no one to be God for, and they would have no reason 
to believe in God.  

https://thinkbluela.com/2016/10/baseball-it-breaks-your-heart-it-is-designed-to-break-your-heart/
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/110622.cfm
https://thedialog.org/opinion/at-seasons-end-resurrection-awaits-for-fans-of-the-phillies-and-all-the-rest-father-thomas-f-dailey-osfs/


Jesus preaches convincingly that God is God of the living. 

Jesus proves it personally when He, Himself, is raised from the dead. 

Jesus promises boldly that “to (God) all are alive.” 

But none of that matters unless fans of faith actually believe it. It makes a difference only when we 
can say that this God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, this God and Father of Jesus, is OUR God, too.  

That faith remains the key to our existential game.  When we decide, now, to embrace the truth of 
the resurrection embodied in Jesus, everything in this season of life changes. Instead of breaking 
hearts, the design of resurrection enlivens and emboldens them  

Pope Francis explains this powerful change of perspective at the 
core of Christian faith:  “It is not this life that will serve as a 
reference point for eternity ...  rather, it is eternity – that life – which 
illumines and gives hope to the earthly life of each one of us!” 

From our perspective, the season of life seems to move from 
beginning to end, from life to death.  But Jesus upends that outlook.  
As a result, says the pope, death stands behind us, not ahead of us. 
“Before us is the God of the living.”      image: CNS photo/Vatican media 

Beyond the recurring season of defeat, of sin and of death, the God of the new and eternal covenant 
awaits us with “the beginning of a new time of joy and of endless light.”  And, thanks to the grace of 
the Holy Spirit, “already on this earth, in prayer, in the Sacraments, in fraternity, we encounter Jesus 
and his love, and thus we may already taste something of the risen life.” 

The pope’s conclusion assuages the void in our experience. “God’s love is eternal, it cannot change! It 
is not only for a time: it is forever! It is for going forward! He is faithful forever and he is waiting for 
us, each one of us, he accompanies each one of us with his eternal faithfulness.” 

The pope may not know baseball.  He may not realize that it breaks our hearts, because it is meant 
to do so.  He doesn’t have to wait with us until next season to cheer again. 

But he does know that people of faith don’t have to wait for God.  For we who believe, the God of the 
living is still with us, really present to us in His holy Word and in the blessed Sacrament each time we 
come together at Mass.  There we joyously ring the bell – to celebrate the resurrected One who will 
bring us home eternally. 

 

* * * * * * 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/angelus/2013/documents/papa-francesco_angelus_20131110.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8hI1ZyUm8xM
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