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Within	the	heart	is	an	unfathomable	depth.	
—The	Macarian	Homilies		

	

Le Point Vierge 
	 In	 the	 experience	 of	 almost	 everyone	 there	 have	 surely	 been	 certain	 texts—passages	 in	 poetry	 or	
prose—which,	 once	 heard	 or	 read,	 have	 never	 been	 forgotten.	 For	 most	 of	 us,	 these	 decisive	 texts	 are	
probably	few	in	number;	but,	rare	though	they	may	be,	they	have	permanently	altered	our	lives,	and	they	
have	 helped	 to	 make	 us	 what	 we	 are.	 One	 such	 text,	 so	 far	 as	 my	 own	 life	 journey	 is	 concerned,	 is	 a	
paragraph	 on	 le	 point	 vierge,	 “the	 virgin	 point”,	 in	 Thomas	 Merton’s	 Conjectures	 of	 a	 Guilty	 Bystander	
(definitely	my	firm	favorite	among	his	many	books):		

At	 the	 center	 of	 our	 being	 is	 a	 point	 of	 nothingness	 which	 is	 untouched	 by	 sin	 and	 by	
illusion,	a	point	of	pure	truth,	a	point	or	spark	which	belongs	entirely	to	God,	which	is	never	
at	our	disposal,	from	which	God	disposes	of	our	lives,	which	is	inaccessible	to	the	fantasies	
of	our	own	mind	or	 the	brutalities	of	our	own	will.	This	 little	point	of	nothingness	and	of	
absolute	poverty	is	the	pure	glory	of	God	in	us.	It	 is	so	to	speak	his	name	written	in	us,	as	
our	poverty,	as	our	indigence,	as	our	dependence,	as	our	sonship.	It	is	like	a	pure	diamond,	
blazing	with	the	invisible	light	of	heaven.	It	is	in	everybody,	and	if	we	could	see	it	we	would	
see	these	billions	of	points	of	light	coming	together	in	the	face	and	blaze	of	a	sun	that	would	
make	all	the	darkness	and	cruelty	of	 life	vanish	completely.	 .	 .	 .	 I	have	no	program	for	this	
seeing.	It	is	only	given.	But	the	gate	of	heaven	is	everywhere.		

	 	Here	Thomas	Merton	is	seeking	to	elucidate	the	moment	of	disclosure	which	came	to	him	on	18	March	
1958,	and	which	he	recorded	in	his	journal	on	the	following	day:	“Yesterday,	in	Louisville,	at	the	corner	of	
4th	and	Walnut,	suddenly	realized	that	I	loved	all	the	people	and	that	none	of	them	were	or	could	be	totally	
alien	 to	me.	 As	 if	 waking	 from	 a	 dream—the	 dream	 of	my	 separate-	 ness.”	 It	 is	 noteworthy	 that,	 when	
attempting	 later	 on	 in	 his	Conjectures	 to	 understand	what	was	 clearly	 for	 him	 an	 experience	 of	 intense	
visionary	insight,	Merton	makes	use	of	a	term,	le	point	vierge,	which	he	had	derived	from	Sufi	sources.	He	
had	 come	 across	 this	 phrase	 in	 the	 writings	 of	 the	 renowned	 French	 Orientalist	 Louis	 Massignon,	 with	
whom	he	had	been	in	correspondence	during	the	year	 '1960.	Massignon	in	his	turn	employed	the	phrase	
when	expounding	the	mystical	psychology	of	 the	 tenth-century	Muslim	saint	and	martyr	al-Hallaj,	whose	
custom	it	was	to	say,	“Our	hearts	are	a	virgin	that	God’s	truth	alone	opens.”		

	 	Significantly	 al-Hallaj	 refers	 in	 this	 context	 to	 the	 heart.	 This	 word	 does	 not	 actually	 occur	 in	 the	
passage	 quoted	 above	 from	Conjectures	 of	 a	 Guilty	 Bystander;	 but	Merton	 is	 in	 fact	 describing	 precisely	
what	 the	Christian	East	 has	 in	View	when	 it	 speaks	 in	 its	 ascetic	 and	mystical	 theology	 about	 the	 “deep	
heart”	 (see	 Psalm	 63:7	 [64:65]).	 By	 “the	 virgin	 point”	Massignon,	 interpreting	 al-Hallaj,	means	 “the	 last,	
irreducible,	secret	center	of	the	heart”,	“the	latent	personality,	the	deep	subconscious,	the	secret	cell	walled	
up	[and	hidden]	to	every	creature,	the	‘inviolate	virgin’	”,	which	“remains	unformed”	until	visited	by	God;	to	
discover	 this	virgin	point	 is	 to	return	to	our	origin.	Thus	 le	point	vierge	or	 the	 innermost	heart	 is,	 in	 the	
words	of	Dorothy	C.	Buck,	the	place	“where	God	alone	has	access	and	human	and	Divine	meet”;	it	embodies	
“the	sacredness	hidden	in	the	depth	of	every	human	soul”.		

	 	This	 is	exactly	what	 is	signified	by	the	“deep	heart”	 in	 the	neptic	 theology	of	 the	Orthodox	Church.	St	
Mark	 the	 Monk	 (?	 fifth	 century),	 for	 example,	 speaks	 of	 “the	 innermost,	 secret	 and	 uncontaminated	
chamber	of	the	heart...	the	innermost	and	untroubled	treasury	of	the	heart,	where	the	winds	of	evil	spirits	
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do	 not	 blow”.	 According	 to	Mark	 the	Monk,	 it	 is	 to	 this	 hidden	 temenos	 that	 Christ	 is	 alluding	when	 he	
states,	“The	Kingdom	of	God	is	within	you”	(Luke	17:21),	and	when	he	talks	about	“the	good	treasure	of	the	
heart”	(Luke	6:45)	.7	A	similar	understanding	of	the	heart	is	beautifully	expressed	by	the	Roman	Catholic	
Benedictine	Henri	le	Saux,	who	wrote	under	the	name	Swami	Abishiktananda,	when	he	terms	it	“the	place	
of	our	origin	.	.	.	in	which	the	soul	is,	as	it	were,	coming	from	the	hands	of	God	and	waking	up	to	itself”.	In	
the	words	of	another	Roman	Catholic	author,	the	Dominican	Richard	Kehoe,	“The	‘heart’	is	the	very	deepest	
and	truest	self,	not	attained	except	through	sacrifice,	through	death.”		

	 	It	 is	 immediately	 apparent	 that	 St	 Mark	 the	 Monk,	 al-Hallaj,	 and	 Merton	 share	 in	 common	 an	 all-
important	conviction	concerning	the	character	of	 this	deep	or	 innermost	heart.	For	all	 three	of	 them	it	 is	
something	pure,	inviolate,	inaccessible	to	evil;	and	specifically	for	this	reason	it	can	rightly	be	described	as	
“the	 virgin	 point”.	 Thus	 Mark	 says	 of	 the	 “secret	 chamber	 of	 the	 heart”	 that	 it	 is	 “uncontaminated”,	
“untroubled”,	a	hidden	sanctuary	“where	the	winds	of	evil	spirits	do	not	blow”.	For	al-Hallaj	it	is	opened	by	
“God’s	 truth	 alone”.	 Likewise	Merton	 insists	 that	 it	 is	 “untouched	 by	 sin	 and	 by	 illusion,	 a	 point	 of	 pure	
truth,	a	point	or	spark	which	belongs	entirely	to	God”.	While	the	outer	levels	of	the	heart	are	a	battleground	
between	 the	 forces	 of	 good	 and	 evil,	 this	 is	 not	 true	 of	 the	 innermost	 depth	 of	 the	 heart.	 As	 “the	 virgin	
point”	the	deep	heart	belongs	only	to	God.	It	is	pre-eminently	the	place	of	Divine	immanence,	the	locus	of	
God’s	indwelling.		

	 	It	is,	then,	at	the	level	of	the	deep	heart	that	we	experience	our	human	personhood	as	fashioned	in	the	
image	and	likeness	of	God	(Genesis	1:26-27);	it	is	at	the	level	of	the	deep	heart	that	we	become	“partakers	
of	the	Divine	Nature”	(2	Peter	1:4),	that	we	encounter	the	Uncreated	in	a	meeting	face-to-face,	that	we	are	
“oned”	with	the	living	God	in	a	transforming	union	of	love.	When	the	Fathers	of	the	Christian	Church,	both	
Greek	and	Latin,	understand	salvation	 in	 terms	of	 theosis	or	 “deification”,	 they	are	 referring	 to	a	process	
which	certainly	embraces	the	totality	of	our	personhood,	yet	which	comes	to	 its	ultimate	 fulfillment	only	
within	the	“virgin	point”	of	the	deep	heart.		

	 	The	heart	is	in	this	way	a	pivotal	concept	in	the	spiritual	teaching	both	of	Sufism	and	of	Christianity.	As	
Thomas	Merton	correctly	observes,	“Sufism	looks	at	man	as	a	heart.	 .	 .	 .	The	heart	 is	the	faculty	by	which	
man	knows	God”,	 and	so	 the	supreme	aim	 in	Sufism	 is	nothing	else	 than	 “to	develop	a	heart	 that	knows	
God”.	 In	 the	words	 of	Rumi,	 “I	 have	 looked	 into	my	own	heart;	 it	 is	 there	 that	 I	 have	 seen	Him;	He	was	
nowhere	 else.”“	 This	 leads	Martin	 Lings	 to	 observe	 in	 his	 book	What	 is	 Sufism?,	 “What	 indeed	 is	 Sufism,	
subjectively	speaking,	if	not	‘heart-wakefulness’?”.	Illustrating	this,	he	quotes	al-Hallaj:	“I	saw	my	Lord	with	
the	Eye	of	the	Heart.	”‘	The	Hesychast	tradition	of	the	Orthodox	Church,	 for	 its	part,	speaks	repeatedly	of	
“prayer	of	the	heart”,	of	the	“discovery	of	the	place	of	the	heart”,	of	the	“descent	from	the	head	to	the	heart”,	
and	of	the	“union	of	the	intellect	(nous)	with	the	heart”.		

	 	“The	heart's	a	wonder”,	exclaims	J.M.	Synge	in	The	Playboy	of	the	Western	World.	But	the	time	has	come	
to	ask	more	specifically	what	is	meant	by	the	heart.	Are	we	speaking	literally	about	the	physical	organ	in	
our	 chest,	 or	 is	 the	heart	 a	 symbol	 of	 certain	 spiritual	 realities?	 Is	 it	 perhaps	both	 these	 things	 at	 once?	
Moreover,	how	do	we	enter	into	the	deep	heart,	and	what	do	we	find	when	we	have	entered?	

	

The Fox, Ochwiay Biano, and the Bible 
 

	 	Some	years	ago	the	Duchess	of	Windsor—Wallace	Simpson,	the	wife	of	King	Edward	VlII—issued	her	
memoirs	under	the	title	The	Heart	has	its	Reasons.	This	was	of	course	a	quotation	from	Pascal:	“The	heart	
has	 its	 reasons,	 which	 the	 reason	 knows	 nothing	 of.”‘	 What	 Pascal	 meant	 by	 the	 heart	 is	 a	 complex	
question;	 but	 it	 is	 clear	 from	 the	memoirs	 of	 the	 Duchess	 of	Windsor	 that	 she	 understood	 the	 heart	 to	
denote	 the	 feelings,	 emotions,	 and	 affections—in	 her	 case,	 I	 fear,	 somewhat	 wayward	 emotions	 and	
affections.		

	 	Is	this	in	fact	the	true	and	full	meaning	of	the	heart,	or	should	we	look	further?	A	vital	clue	is	provided	
by	 a	 book	 much	 loved	 by	 my	 own	 spiritual	 father,	 a	 priest	 of	 the	 Russian	 emigration,	 Fr	 George	
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Cheremetiev.	He	used	to	repeat	the	farewell	words	of	the	fox	in	Le	Petit	Prince	by	Antoine	de	Saint-Exupéry:	
“‘Goodbye,	said	the	fox.	‘And	now	here	is	my	secret.	It	is	very	simple.	It	is	only	with	the	heart	that	one	can	
see	 rightly.	What	 is	 essential	 is	 invisible	 to	 the	 eye.”’	On	ne	 voit	 bien	 qu’avec	 le	 Coeur:	 here	 the	heart	 no	
longer	signifies	merely	the	emotions	and	affections,	but	it	is	regarded	as	the	organ	of	inner	vision,	the	place	
of	insight	and	understanding.		

	 	Let	us	turn	from	France	to	North	America.	With	the	remark	of	the	fox,	let	us	compare	the	words	of	an	
American	Indian,	Ochwiay	Biano,	recorded	by	C.	G.	Jung	in	his	book	Memories,	Dreams,	Reflections:		

“See,”	Ochwiay	Biano	said,	“how	cruel	the	whites	look.	Their	lips	are	thin,	their	noses	sharp,	
their	faces	furrowed	and	distorted	by	folds.	Their	eyes	have	a	staring	expression;	they	are	
always	seeking	something.	What	are	they	seeking?	The	whites	always	want	something;	they	
are	 always	 uneasy	 and	 restless.	We	do	not	 know	what	 they	want.	We	do	not	 understand	
them.	We	think	that	they	are	mad.”		

I	asked	him	why	he	thought	the	whites	were	all	mad.		

“They	say	that	they	think	with	their	heads,”	he	replied.		

“Why,	of	course.	What	do	you	think	with?”,	I	asked	him	in	surprise.		

“We	think	here,”	he	said,	indicating	his	heart.		

	 	Evidently	Ochwiay	Biano	agrees	with	the	fox.	In	his	conception	of	the	human	person	there	is	no	contrast	
between	head	and	heart.	The	heart	is	not	only,	and	not	primarily,	the	locus	of	the	feelings	and	emotions,	but	
it	is	the	place	where	we	think,	the	focal	point	of	wisdom.		

	 	Coming	 now	 to	 the	 Bible,	we	 find	 that	 beyond	 any	 shadow	 of	 doubt	 it	 agrees	with	 the	 fox	 and	with	
Ochwiay	Biano	rather	than	with	the	Duchess	of	Windsor.	In	the	Old	and	New	Testaments	there	is	no	head/	
heart	dichotomy.	In	Hebrew	anthropology,	as	 in	that	of	the	American	Indians,	the	heart	 is	the	organ	with	
which	we	 think.	 For	Biblical	 authors,	 the	 heart	 does	 not	 signify	 the	 feelings	 and	 emotions;	 for	 these	 are	
located	lower	down,	in	the	guts	and	the	entrails.	The	heart	designates,	on	the	contrary,	the	inwardness	of	
our	human	personhood	in	its	full	spiritual	depth.	The	word	is	to	be	interpreted	in	a	wide-ranging	sense:	the	
heart	is	the	primary	center	of	the	total	person,	the	ground	of	our	being,	the	root	and	source	of	all	our"	inner	
truth.	It	is	in	this	way	a	symbol	of	the	unity	and	wholeness	of	our	personhood	in	God.		

	 	In	 Ephesians	 3:16-17,	 for	 example,	 the	 “heart”	 is	 treated	 as	 equivalent	 to	 the	 “inner	 man”	 (ho	 eso	
anthropos)	or	“inner	being”:	“May	God	grant	that	you	may	be	strengthened	in	your	inner	being	with	power	
through	his	Spirit,	and	that	Christ	may	dwell	in	your	hearts	through	faith.”	Here	“heart”,	as	the	inner	self	in	
its	 totality,	 is	manifestly	 far	more	 than	merely	 the	 affections	 and	 feelings.	 It	 denotes	 the	 human	 person	
viewed	as	a	spiritual	subject,	as	is	clear	from	the	often-quoted	words	of	Christ	in	the	Sermon	on	the	Mount:	
“Where	your	treasure	is,	there	will	your	heart	be	also”	(Matthew	6:21).	The	heart	is	in	this	way	the	place	
where	we	formulate	our	primary	hope,	where	we	express	our	sense	of	direction,	our	purpose	in	life.	 It	 is	
the	moral	center,	 the	determinant	of	action,	and	so	 it	corresponds	 in	part	 to	what	we	mean	today	by	the	
conscience.	It	is	the	seat	of	the	memory,	understood	not	just	as	the	recollection	of	things	past	but	as	deep	
self-awareness	 at	 the	 present	 moment.	 So	 it	 is	 said	 of	 the	 Holy	 Virgin,	 after	 the	 birth	 of	 Christ,	 “Mary	
treasured	 all	 these	words	 and	pondered	 them	 in	her	 heart”	 (Luke	2:19;	 cf.	 2:51).	 The	heart,	 then,	 is	 the	
faculty	with	which	we	ponder,	the	place	of	reflection	and	self-knowledge.		

	 	Throughout	 the	 Bible,	 the	 heart	 is	 generally	 understood	 in	 an	 inclusive	 sense.	 Just	 as	 there	 is	 no	
head/heart	 contrast	 in	 Scripture,	 so	 there	 is	 no	 separation	 between	 body	 and	 soul.	 The	 heart	 does	 not	
denote	the	body	to	the	exclusion	of	the	soul	or	the	soul	to	the	exclusion	of	the	body,	but	it	embraces	both	of	
them	 together.	 “Cardiac	 anthropology”	 is	 in	 this	 way	 holistic:	 the	 human	 being	 is	 envisaged	 as	 a	
psychosomatic	totality,	an	undivided	unity.	The	heart,	that	is	to	say,	is	at	one	and	the	same	time	a	physical	
reality—the	 bodily	 organ	 located	 in	 our	 chest—and	 also	 a	 psychic	 and	 spiritual	 symbol.	 Above	 all	 it	
signifies	integration	and	relationship:	the	integration	and	unification	of	the	total	person	within	itself,	and	at	
the	same	time	the	centering	and	focusing	of	the	total	person	upon	God.		
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	 	Interpreting	 the	heart	 in	 this	 comprehensive	 sense,	we	are	enabled	 to	give	a	 fuller	meaning	 to	many	
familiar	 Biblical	 sayings.	 When	 the	 prophet	 Ezekiel	 speaks	 of	 the	 “stony	 heart”	 within	 us	 that	 is	 to	 be	
replaced	by	a	“new	heart”	or	a	“heart	of	flesh”	(Ezekiel	11:9,	18:31),	he	is	referring	to	the	conversion	of	our	
entire	self,	to	a	fundamental	spiritual	renewal	and	reorientation.	When	our	Lord	exhorts	us,	“You	shall	love	
the	Lord	your	God	with	all	your	heart”	(Matthew	22:37;	compare	Deuteronomy	6:5),	he	means	“with	the	
totality	of	 yourself”.	When	 it	 is	 said	by	God,	 “My	 son,	 give	me	your	heart”	 (Proverbs	23:26),	 this	 implies	
“give	me	your	whole	self”.	Likewise,	when	we	are	told,	in	a	text	constantly	repeated	in	Orthodox	spiritual	
writings,	“Guard	your	heart	with	all	vigilance”	(Proverbs	4:23),	this	is	to	be	interpreted,	“Keep	watch	over	
the	entirety	of	your	inner	life.”		

	 	Because	of	our	personal	sinfulness,	and	dwelling	as	we	do	in	a	fallen	world,	the	human	heart	is	deeply	
ambivalent,	a	battle-field	between	good	and	evil	forces.	The	heart	is	thus	the	arena	in	which	we	come	face	
to	 face	with	 the	power	of	 sin.	 “Out	of	 the	heart	 come	evil	 intentions,	murder,	 adultery,	 fornication,	 theft,	
false	witness,	slander”,	Christ	warns	us	(Matthew	15:19);	and,	referring	to	the	contemporary	pagan»world,	
St	Paul	states:	“God	gave	them	up	to	uncleanness	through	the	lusts	of	their	hearts”	(Romans	1:	24).	At	the	
same	time,	however,	the	heart	is	the	place	where	we	come	face	to	face	with	the	Divine:	“God	searches	the	
hearts”	(Romans	8:27).	It	is	more	specifically	the	locus	of	the	indwelling	presence	of	God	the	Holy	Trinity:	
“God	has	sent	the	Spirit	of	his	Son	into	our	hearts,	crying,	‘Abba!	Father!’”	(Galatians	4:6;	compare	Romans	
8:15-16).	The	heart	is	in	this	way	the	point	of	self-transcendence,	where	my	human	personhood	is	taken	up	
into	the	Divine	life;	it	is	the	meeting-place	of	the	created	and	the	Uncreated.	It	is	in	and	through	the	heart	
that	the	believer	is	enabled	to	affirm,	not	in	a	sentimental	and	imaginary	fashion	but	with	strict	literalness,	
“It	is	no	longer	I	who	live,	but	it	is	Christ	who	lives	in	me”	(Galatians	2:20).		

	 	It	is	now	possible	for	us	to	appreciate	more	fully	the	true	dimensions	of	the	saying	that	we	have	already	
quoted	from	the	Psalms,	“The	heart	 is	deep”	(6327	[64:6]).	Along	with	Proverbs	4:23,	this	 is	another	key	
text	in	Orthodox	neptic	theology.	It	means	that	the	human	person	is	a	profound	mystery,	that	I	understand	
only	a	very	small	part	of	myself,	that	my	conscious	ego-awareness	is	far	from	exhausting	the	total	reality	of	
my	 authentic	 Self.	 But	 it	 signifies	more	 than	 that.	 It	 implies	 that	 in	 the	 innermost	 depths	 of	my	 heart	 I	
transcend	 the	 bounds	 of	 my	 created	 personhood	 and	 discover	 within	 myself	 the	 direct	 unmediated	
presence	of	the	living	God.	Entry	into	the	deep	heart	means	that	I	experience	myself	as	God-sourced,	God-
enfolded,	God-transfigured.	Although	sinful	and	unworthy,	I	am	yet	enabled	to	say	with	humble	confidence,	
“His	life	is	mine”.		

	 	This	 brings	 us	 back	 to	 the	 theme	with	which	we	 began,	Massignon’s	 and	Mertons’s	 “virgin	 point”,	 le	
point	vierge,	the	“point	of	nothingness”	which	“belongs	entirely	to	God”	and	which	is	his	“pure	glory”	within	
us.	 This	 is	 precisely	 what	 Orthodox	 spirituality	 means	 by	 the	 “deep	 heart”,	 understood	 as	 the	 place	 of	
Divine	 indwelling.	 There	 are	 two	 ways	 in	 which	 this	 indwelling	 is	 interpreted	 in	 the	 theology	 of	 the	
Christian	East.	Some	authors,	such	as	St	Mark	the	Monk	(already	cited),‘7	hold	that	it	is	specifically	through	
the	sacrament	of	Baptism	that	Christ	and	the	Holy	Spirit	come	to	dwell	within	“the	innermost,	secret,	and	
uncontaminated	chamber	of	the	heart”.	This	presence,	according	to	Mark,	is	inalienable:	however	careless	
and	sinful	our	subsequent	life	may	be,	the	baptismal	indwelling	of	Christ	and	the	Spirit	continues	to	remain	
“secretly”	 (mystikos)	 within	 us,	 but	 if	 we	 do	 not	 fulfill	 the	 Divine	 commandments	 we	 shall	 not	 become	
consciously	aware	of	their	presence.”		

	 	There	is,	however,	a	second	approach,	which	insists	that	this	secret	presence	of	God	in	the	“deep	heart”	
is	to	be	found	in	every	human	person,	whether	baptized	or	not,	for	all	alike	are	created	in	the	Divine	image	
and	 likeness	 (Genesis	 1:26-27);	 as	 Merton	 says,	 “It	 is	 in	 everybody.”	 Support	 for	 this	 “universalist”	
standpoint	can	be	found	in	St	Paul’s	speech	to	the	Athenians	on	the	Areopagus,	as	recorded	by	St	Luke	in	
the	Book	of	Acts.	Speaking	to	the	unbaptized,	who	as	yet	know	nothing	of	Christ,	Paul	affirms:	“God	is	not	
far	from	each	one	of	us,	for	in	him	we	live	and	move	and	in	him	we	exist;	as	even	some	of	your	own	poets	
have	said,	‘For	we	too	are	his	offspring”	(Acts	17:27-28).	It	is	significant,	however,	that	having	affirmed	this	
universal	presence	of	the	Divine	in	every	human	heart,	Paul	then	goes	on	at	once	to	speak	specifically	of	the	
Resurrection	of	Jesus	Christ.		

	 	The	same	“universalism”	is	expressed	in	the	prologue	to	the	Fourth	Gospel,	which	refers	to	Christ	the	
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Logos	as	“the	true	light	that	enlightens	everyone	who	comes	into	the	world”	(John	1:9).	In	similar	terms,	the	
second-century	 Apologist	 Justin	 Martyr	 sees	 Christ	 as	 the	 cosmic	 Sower	 who	 has	 implanted	 logoi	
spermatikoi,	 seeds	 of	 the	 truth,	 in	 the	 hearts	 of	 all	 human	persons	without	 exception;	 thus	 Socrates	 is	 a	
Christian	 before	 Christ.”	 It	 was	 this	 “universalist”	 vision	 of	 Justin,	 which	 inspired	 and	 guided	 the	
nineteenth-century	Russian	Orthodox	mission	in	Alaska	under	St	Innocent	(Veniaminov).	In	his	preaching	
of	Christ	to	the	native	peoples,	he	always	sought	points	of	contact	between	the	Christian	message	and	their	
existing	beliefs.	In	so	doing	he	never	fell	into	any	syncretistic	compromise,	but	displayed	on	the	contrary	a	
true	spirit	of	catholicity.		

	 	The	 two	 approaches	 can	 perhaps	 be	 combined	 together.	 Christian	 believers	 may	 affirm,	 with	 Justin	
Martyr,	that	Christ	the	Logos	is	present	in	every	human	heart;	and	then	they	may	go	on	to	maintain,	with	St	
Mark	 the	 Monk,	 that	 this	 universal	 indwelling	 of	 the	 Divine	 is	 confirmed	 and	 deepened	 through	
sacramental	Baptism	in	the	Church.		

	 	Such	in	brief	outline	is	the	Biblical	understanding	of	the	heart.	It	is	an	all-embracing	concept,	a	symbol	
of	 wholeness	 and	 integration.	 The	 heart	 includes	 the	 body,	 for	 it	 is	 a	 physical	 organ;	 but	 it	 is	 also	 the	
spiritual	center	of	our	personhood,	the	means	whereby	we	think,	make	moral	decisions,	and	attain	wisdom.	
But	this	is	not	all.	Advancing	inward,	penetrating	through	the	many	different	levels	of	the	heart	where	good	
and	evil	confront	each	other	in	conflict,	eventually	by	God’s	grace	and	mercy	the	seeker	attains	the	“deep	
heart”,	 which	 is	 the	 Divine	 spark	within	 us,	 the	 innermost	 sanctuary	where	 God	 the	 Trinity	 dwells,	 the	
point	 of	 encounter	 between	 time	 and	 eternity,	 between	 space	 and	 infinity,	 between	 the	 created	 and	 the	
Uncreated.		

	

“All Things are There” 
 

	 	How	far	is	this	rich	and	many-sided	Biblical	understanding	of	the	heart	preserved	and	developed	in	the	
Early	Church,	especially	in	the	Christian	East?	There	are	certainly	many	Greek	Fathers	from	whose	writings	
the	 distinctive	 Hebraic	 meaning	 of	 the	 heart	 is	 largely	 absent.	 Such	 authors	 tend	 to	 adopt	 a	 Platonist	
scheme,	contrasting	heart	and	head.	They	make	little	use	of	the	term	“heart”;	when	it	does	occur,	it	is	either	
associated	 with	 the	 feelings	 or	 else	 treated	 as	 an	 equivalent	 to	 “intellect”	 (nous),	 but	 in	 both	 cases	 the	
fullness	of	 the	Biblical	usage	 is	 lost.	This	 is	broadly	true	of	writers	such	as	Origen	(d.	c.	254),	Evagrios	of	
Pontus	(d.	399),	and	St	Dionysios	the	Areopagite	(fl.	c.	500).		

	 	There	 are,	 however,	 other	 Patristic	 authors	 who	 continue	 to	 use	 the	 word	 “heart”	 in	 its	 strong	
Scriptural	sense,	as	denoting	the	spiritual	center	of	the	total	person.	This	is	the	case,	for	example,	with	St	
Mark	the	Monk,	St	Diadochos	of	Photiki,	and	Abba	Isaias	in	the	fifth	century,	with	St	Barsanuphios	and	St	
John	 of	 Gaza	 in	 the	 early	 sixth	 century,	 with	 St	 John	 Klimakos	 and	 St	 Isaac	 of	 Nineveh	 in	 the	 seventh	
century,	and	with	St	Hesychios	of	Batos	in	the	eighth-ninth	century.	Typical	of	the	standpoint	of	this	second	
group	 of	 writers	 is	 the	 concise	 affirmation	 of	 St	 John	 Klimakos,	 ascribing	 to	 the	 heart	 the	 inclusive	
significance	that	it	possesses	in	the	Bible:	“‘I	cried	out	with	my	whole	heart,’	says	the	Psalmist	(Psalm	118	
[119]:145):	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 with	 my	 body,	 soul,	 and	 spirit?”	 Typical	 also	 is	 the	 statement	 of	 St	 Isaac	 of	
Nineveh	(Isaac	the	Syrian),	assigning	to	the	heart	a	focal	and	mediating	position	in	our	personhood:	“The	
heart	is	placed	as	the	mediator	between	the	soul’s	senses	and	those	of	the	body”;	it	is	“in	the	middle”.		

	 	A	 particularly	 eloquent	 expression	 of	 the	 full	 meaning	 of	 the	 heart	 is	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 “Spiritual	
Homilies”	 of	 Makarios,	 a	 Greek	 text	 dating	 from	 around	 370-390,	 traditionally	 attributed	 to	 the	 Coptic	
monk	Makarios	of	Egypt,	but	in	fact	Syriac	in	background.	Here	the	heart	is	most	emphatically	regarded	as	
the	axial	point	and	the	center	of	unity	within	the	human	person	as	a	whole:		

The	heart	governs	and	reigns	over	 the	whole	bodily	organism;	and	when	grace	possesses	
the	pasturages	of	the	heart,	it	rules	over	all	the	members	and	the	thoughts.	For	there,	in	the	
heart,	is	the	intellect	(nous),	and	all	the	thoughts	of	the	soul	and	its	expectation;	and	in	this	
way	grace	penetrates	also	to	all	the	members	of	the	body.	
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	 	Let	 us	 try	 to	 spell	 out	 the	 implications	 of	 this	 key	 passage.	 First	 of	 all,	 when	 the	Macarian	Homilies	
speak	 here	 of	 the	 “pasturages”	 or	 “prairies"	 (tas	 nomas)	 of	 the	 heart,	 it	 has	 to	 be	 kept	 in	mind	 that	 the	
circulation	of	the	blood	was	not	clearly	understood	in	the	ancient	world.	Patristic	authors	did	not	think	of	
the	heart	as	a	kind	of	pump,	in	the	way	that	we	might	do	today,	but	they	viewed	it	as	a	container	or	empty	
vessel,	 full	 of	 space	 and	 air.	 This	 needs	 to	 be	 remembered	 whenever	 we	 come	 across	 such	 phrases	 as	
“finding	the	place	of	the	heart”	or	“entering	the	heart”.		

	 	“The	 heart	 governs	 and	 reigns”,	 state	 the	Macarian	Homilies:	 it	 is	 the	 dominant	 element	 in	 our	 total	
human	 structure,	 the	 controlling	 power.	 It	 governs	 and	 reigns,	more	 specifically,	 “over	 the	whole	 bodily	
organism”:	it	is	in	the	first	place	a	corporeal	organ,	located	in	the	chest,	which	acts	as	the	physical	center	of	
the	human	being;	when	our	heart	stops	beating,	we	die.	Yet	this	is	not	all.	The	Homilies	go	on	to	say	that	the	
heart	rules	also	over	the	“thoughts”,	and	that	“there	in	the	heart	is	the	intellect”.	The	heart	is	not	only	the	
physical,	but	the	psychic	and	spiritual	center.	The	Greek	word	used	here	for	“intellect”,	nous,	signifies	not	
only	 the	 reasoning	 brain	 but	 also,	more	 fundamentally,	 a	 higher	 faculty	 of	 intuitive	 insight	 and	mystical	
vision.	Elsewhere	in	the	Macarian	Homilies	it	is	stated	that	the	nous	within	the	heart	is	like	the	eye	within	
the	 body;	 in	 other	 words,	 through	 the	 use	 of	 the	 intellect	 within	 the	 heart	 we	 do	 not	 merely	 reach	
conclusions	by	means	of	discursive	argumentation,	but	the	intellect	enables	us	to	see	the	truth	in	a	direct	
and	unmediated	manner.	The	heart	 in	which	 the	 intellect	dwells	 is	 thus	 the	 faculty	with	which	we	think,	
both	in	a	rational	and	a	suprarational	way.	It	is	both	the	seat	of	reasoning	intelligence	and	also,	on	a	higher	
or	deeper	level,	the	place	of	wisdom	and	spiritual	knowledge	(gnosis).		

	 	As	the	passage	that	we	have	quoted	from	the	Macarian	Homilies	makes	clear,	the	heart	is	not	only	the	
center	of	 the	human	person	considered	on	a	natural	plane,	not	only	 the	point	of	 convergence	and	union	
between	 body,	 soul,	 and	 spirit,	 but	 it	 is	 also	 the	means	whereby	 the	 human	 person	 is	 initiated	 into	 the	
Divine	realm	and	enters	 into	communion	with	God.	 It	 is	 through	the	heart	 that	we	experience	uncreated	
grace	 “when	 grace	 possesses	 the	 pasturages	 of	 the	 heart”.	 The	 heart	 in	 this	 way	 fulfills	 a	 mediatorial	
function,	transmitting	God’s	grace	not	only	to	the	intellect	and	soul	but	also	to	the	body:	“in	this	way	grace	
penetrates	also	to	all	the	members	of	the	body”.		

	 	Developing	this	idea	of	the	heart	as	the	meeting-place	between	the	Divine	and	the	human,	the	Macarian	
Homilies	continue:		

Within	the	heart	is	an	unfathomable	depth.	There	are	reception	rooms	and	bedchambers	in	
it,	doors	and	porches,	and	many	offices	and	passages.	In	it	is	the	workshop	of	righteousness	
and	of	wickedness.	In	it	is	death,	in	it	is	life.	.	.	.	The	heart	is	Christ’s	palace.	.	.	.	There	Christ	
the	King	comes	to	take	his	rest,	with	the	angels	and	the	spirits	of	the	saints,	and	he	dwells	
there,	walking	within	it	and	placing	his	Kingdom	there.	

	 	In	affirming	here	that	there	is	within	the	heart	“an	unfathomable	depth”,	the	Homilies	presumably	mean	
in	 the	 first	place	 that	 the	heart	 includes	what	we	today	tend	to	describe	as	“the	unconscious”.	The	heart,	
that	is	to	say,	includes	those	aspects	of	myself,	which	I	do	not	as	yet	understand,	the	potentialities	within	
myself	of	which	 I	 am	at	present	 largely	or	 totally	unaware.	At	 the	 same	 time	 the	Homilies	underline	 the	
ambivalence	 that	 exists	 in	 this	 “depth”	 of	 the	 heart.	 As	 the	moral	 center	 of	 the	 human	 person,	 it	 is	 the	
battleground	between	God	and	Satan,	between	good	and	evil;	 it	 is	“the	workshop	of	righteousness	and	of	
wickedness”,	 containing	within	 itself	 both	 ‘‘life’’	 and	 “death”.	But,	 despite	 the	presence	of	 evil	within	 the	
heart,	 it	 remains	 in	 its	 fundamental	 essence	 “Christ’s	palace”,	 the	place	of	Divine	 indwelling.	Beyond	 the	
battleground	there	is	le	point	vierge,	the	innermost	temenos,	“where	the	winds	of	evil	spirits	do	not	blow”:	
“there	Christ	the	King	comes	to	take	his	rest”.		

	 	Emphasizing	the	ambivalence	of	the	heart,	the	Macarian	Homilies	state	in	another	passage:		

The	heart	is	but	a	small	vessel;	and	yet	dragons	and	lions	are	there,	and	there	likewise	are	
poisonous	creatures	and	all	the	treasures	of	wickedness;	rough,	uneven	paths	are	there,	and	
gaping	 chasms.	 There	 also	 is	God,	 there	 are	 the	 angels,	 there	 life	 and	 the	Kingdom,	 there	
light	and	the	apostles,	the	heavenly	cities	and	the	treasures	of	grace:	all	things	are	there.		

	 	“Rough,	uneven	paths	are	there,	and	gaping	chasms”:	here	again	we	may	think	of	the	modern	concept	of	
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the	unconscious.	 “All	 the	 treasures	of	wickedness”	are	 there,	but	so	also	are	 “the	 treasures	of	grace”:	 the	
heart	 is	 at	 the	 cross—roads,	 at	 the	 storm-center	of	 the	 cosmic	 conflict	 between	good	and	evil;	 the	heart	
determines	 our	 eternal	 destiny.	 ‘There	 also	 is	 God”:	 the	 heart	 is	 the	 place	 where	 created	 personhood	
becomes	transparent	to	the	Divine,	where	God	the	Holy	Trinity	is	at	work	within	me.	“All	things	are	there”:	
the	 heart	 is	 all-inclusive,	 all-embracing,	 a	 symbol	 of	 wholeness,	 integration,	 and	 totality,	 signifying	 the	
human	 person	 as	 an	 undivided	 unity.	 The	 standpoint	 of	 “cardiac”	 anthropology,	 as	 we	 have	 already	
emphasized,	rejects	any	dichotomy	between	mind	and	matter,	between	soul	and	body,	between	head	and	
heart.	It	views	the	human	being	in	holistic	terms.		

	 	Summarizing	the	Macarian	teaching,	we	may	say	that	the	heart	is	open	both	below	and	above:	below,	to	
the	abyss	of	the	subconscious;	above,	to	the	abyss	of	the	mystical	supraconscious—below,	to	the	forces	of	
evil;	 above,	 to	 the	 Divine	 Light.	 In	 the	 words	 of	 the	 Russian	 philosopher	 Boris	 Vysheslavtsev,	 it	 is	 “the	
absolute	center”:	“the	center	not	only	of	consciousness	but	of	the	unconscious,	not	only	of	the	soul	but	of	
the	 spirit,	 not	 only	 of	 the	 spirit	 but	 of	 the	 body,	 not	 only	 of	 the	 comprehensible	 but	 of	 the	
incomprehensible;	in	one	word,	it	is	the	absolute	center”.	The	heart	is	the	point	of	meeting	between	human	
freedom	and	Divine	grace,	between	image	and	Archetype,	between	the	created	and	the	Uncreated.		

	 	At	the	end	of	the	Byzantine	era,	the	great	Hesychast	master	St	Gregory	Palamas	(1296-1359)	sums	up	
the	 earlier	 Patristic	 teaching	 on	 the	 heart	 in	 words	 that	 directly	 recall	 the	 teaching	 of	 the	 Macarian	
Homilies,	written	nearly	a	thousand	years	earlier.	The	heart,	says	Palamas,	 is	“the	innermost	body	within	
the	body.	.	.	the	shrine	of	the	intelligence	and	the	chief	intellectual	organ	of	the	body”.	The	intellect	(nous),	
the	visionary	faculty	whereby	we	apprehend	the	Transcendent	and	the	Eternal,	is	located	within	the	heart,	
although	 in	 an	 incorporeal	 and	 non-spatial	 sense.	 When	 we	 pray,	 our	 aim	 is	 precisely	 to	 “collect	 our	
intellect,	 outwardly	dispersed	 through	 the	 senses,	 and	bring	 it	 back	within	ourselves—back	 to	 the	heart	
itself,	the	shrine	of	the	thoughts”.		

	 	Such	is	the	wealth	of	meaning,	the	complexity	of	content,	 that	the	term	“heart”	possesses	 in	Scripture	
and	 in	many	of	 the	Fathers.	Once	 the	word	 is	 interpreted	 in	 this	 inclusive	way,	many	key	phrases	 in	 the	
Hesychast	tradition	suddenly	acquire	a	much	more	profound	meaning.	The	phrase	“prayer	of	the	heart”,	for	
example,	when	used	in	an	Orthodox	source	such	as	The	Philokalia,	does	not	signify	solely	“affective	prayer”	
in	the	modern	Western	sense,	that	 is	to	say,	prayer	of	the	feelings	and	emotions,	but	it	denotes	prayer	of	
the	total	person.	Since	the	heart	is	a	bodily	organ	it	means	prayer	in	which	the	body	participates,	-	as	well	
as	 the	 soul	 and	 spirit.	 But,	 since	 the	 heart	 is	 also	 the	 place	 of	 Divine	 indwelling,	 “prayer	 of	 the	 heart”	
indicates	at	the	same	time	those	levels	at	which	it	is	not	merely	I	who	pray,	but	at	which	Christ	and	the	Holy	
Spirit	are	praying	within	me.	It	signifies	the	experience	of	being	“prayed	in	”:	“not	I,	but	Christ	in	me”.	The	
Hesychast	injunctions:	“discover	the	place	of	the	heart”,	“descend	into	the	heart”,	“unite	your	intellect	with	
your	heart”,	are	to	be	interpreted	in	a	similar	way.	They	mean:	enter	into	relation-	ship	with	your	deep	self,	
find	God	in	the	profundity	of	your	being,	discover	the	true	dimensions	of	your	personhood	in	God,	realize	
yourself	as	created	in	the	Divine	image	and	likeness.		


