(*) This article explores themes from Pope Francis's final encyclical Dilexit Nos
(Latin: “He loved us”. 24 October 2024), which meditates on the human and di-
vine love of the Heart of Jesus Christ. Pope Leo XIV's first apostolic exhortation
Dilexi Te (Latin: “I have loved you”, 4 October 2025) builds explicitly upon Dilexit
Nos, showing how love of the Sacred Heart finds concrete expression in love for
the poor. The phrase "the political rule of the heart" appears in Dilexit Nos — See
Box

What is the Eye of the Heart?

Tony Macelli

How is the concept of ‘heart’ used by Pope Francis in
‘Dilexit Nos’?° And how can we understand this notion
from a somewhat contemplative perspective?

Whenever the word ‘heart’ appears in spiritual writings, we usual-
ly understand that it does not simply mean the seat of the emo-
tions. It points rather to the deepest part of us — the inner place
where together abide love, faith, our sense of right and wrong,
and the divine presence within us. To return to the heart, in this
sense, is to rediscover the centre from which our words, actions,
and relationships draw their meaning. If we are in touch with our-
selves, that is.

Throughout Dilexit Nos, this "heart" remains a living thread. It is
not the heart of fleeting emotion, but the heart that listens and re-
sponds — the place where truth is tasted rather than grasped,
where compassion becomes understanding, and where encoun-
ter with God flows outward as care for others. In one passage, the
Pope speaks of putting all our actions under "the political rule of
the heart," (see Box, Article 13) a striking reminder that love and
discernment are not merely private qualities but can become
forces capable of guiding the moral and social life of communi-
ties.

Why did the Pope use the word "political" here? Perhaps because
we have come to think of politics as the realm of pragmatic calcu-
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Three Paragraphs from Dilexit Nos (He Loved Us), Encyclical
of Pope Francis, Chapter 1 Returning to the Heart

11. If we devalue the heart, we also devalue what it means to
speak from the heart, to act with the heart, to cultivate and heal
the heart. If we fail to appreciate the specificity of the heart, we
miss the messages that the mind alone cannot communicate; we
miss out on the richness of our encounters with others; we miss
out on poetry. We also lose track of history and our own past,
since our real personal history is built with the heart. At the end of
our lives, that alone will matter.

12. It must be said, then, that we have a heart, a heart that coex-
ists with other hearts that help to make it a “Thou”. Since we can-
not develop this theme at length, we will take a character from one
of Dostoevsky’s novels, Nikolai Stavrogin. Romano Guardini ar-
gues that Stavrogin is the very embodiment of evil, because his
chief trait is his heartlessness: “Stavrogin has no heart, hence his
mind is cold and empty and his body sunken in bestial sloth and
sensuality. He has no heart, hence he can draw close to no one
and no one can ever truly draw close to him. For only the heart
creates intimacy, true closeness between two persons. Only the
heart is able to welcome and offer hospitality. Intimacy is the prop-
er activity and the domain of the heart. Stavrogin is always infinite-
ly distant, even from himself, because a man can enter into him-
self only with the heart, not with the mind. It is not in a man’s pow-
er to enter into his own interiority with the mind. Hence, if the
heart is not alive, man remains a stranger to himself”.

13. All our actions need to be put under the “political rule” of the
heart. (emphasis added) In this way, our aggressiveness and ob-
sessive desires will find rest in the greater good that the heart pro-
poses and in the power of the heart to resist evil. The mind and
the will are put at the service of the greater good by sensing and
savouring truths, rather than seeking to master them as the sci-
ences tend to do. The will desires the greater good that the heart
recognizes, while the imagination and emotions are themselves
guided by the beating of the heart.

lation, ideological conflict, and the pursuit of power and profit —
while consigning spirituality to a separate sphere, remote from the
demands of the world. To place our acions under the political rule
of the heart is to refuse that division. It is to ask whether a contem-
platively awakened heart might guide not only prayer, but action;



not only personal virtue, but the
shaping of a more just and merciful
common life. Can the heart — puri-
fied of ego's addictions, trained in
stillness and love — become the
source of an enlightened politics, a
contemplatively motivated engage-
ment with the world? This is the
horizon the Pope quietly opens.

While the language of Dilexit Nos
often turns to justice, poverty, and
human dignity, its foundation is un-
mistakably interior. The call to serve
the poor is not simply a social poli-
cy but the overflow of a heart re-
newed in divine love. This continui-
ty of meaning runs through the doc-
ument: the heart as the spiritual and
relational centre, the organ of inti-
macy and moral vision, the well-
spring of mercy and action.

This article gathers and explores
that vision — tracing how the papal
teaching on the heart resonates
with the Christian contemplative
tradition and with the Sufi and
mainstream Islamic understanding
of the qgalb. Both perspectives see
the heart as the meeting place of
the human and the divine, a space
that must be purified, tended, and
kept awake if it is to reflect the light
of truth. What follows is an attempt
to draw these insights together — to
listen again to what the Pope, the
mystics, and Muslim contemplatives
are saying about the one interior
place where love learns to see.




The Heart in Dilexit Nos: Interiority and Rela-

tionship

In the opening chapter, "Returning to the Heart," Pope Francis
warns that if we devalue the heart, we lose the messages that the
mind alone cannot communicate. The heart, he suggests, is the
place of poetry, memory, and intimacy — the ground of our real per-
sonal history. It is not merely a metaphor for emotion but the deep-

est seat of personhood, where love, freedom, and moral percep-
tion are united.

The Pope's reference to Dostoevsky's Stavrogin captures the exis-
tential cost of heartlessness: a life of intellect without intimacy, of
will without tenderness. "Only the heart," he writes, "creates inti-
macy, true closeness between two persons." This is the moral and
spiritual centre of human life. Without it, one remains "a stranger to
himself."




Therefore, the Pope's appeal to place all human action
"under the political rule of the heart" is not a sentimental
flourish but a call to reintegrate the inner life and the
public sphere. The heart, in his teaching, is both the
contemplative seat of discernment and the engine of
ethical transformation.

The Heart as the Organ of Divine
Encounter

In the Christian mystical tradition, the heart has long
been recognised as the meeting-place of God and the
human person. The Desert Fathers spoke of guarding
the heart; the author of The Cloud of Unknowing urged
the lifting of the heart "with a meek stirring of love" to-
ward God. St John of the Cross described the pure
heart as the "temple of love, where the Beloved rests
and reveals Himself."

This inner work of purification — what the Eastern Fa-
thers called nepsis or watchfulness — polishes the heart
until it reflects the divine light. Evagrius Ponticus wrote
that "a pure heart sees the depths of creation"; and
Isaac of Nineveh taught that when one enters "the treas-
ury within," one glimpses heaven itself.

The Pope's teaching harmonises with this ancient wis-
dom. The mind and will, he writes, must serve the
"greater good that the heart proposes," recognising that
truth is to be sensed and savoured rather than mas-
tered. This is the contemplative knowing that joins
knowledge and love.




Corresponding Voices in the

Qur'an
and Hadith

In the Qur'an, the heart (galb) holds a sim-
ilar dignity. It is the faculty of insight and
faith, the mirror of the divine presence
within. The heart that turns away becomes
blind, though the eyes remain open:

"Truly it is not the eyes that grow blind,
but the hearts within the breasts that grow
blind." (Qur'an 22:46)

The sound heart (galb salim), free from
arrogance and deceit, is the sole measure
of worth before God:

"On the Day when neither wealth nor sons
will avail, except he who comes to God
with a sound heart." (Qur'an 26:88-89)

Prophetic tradition deepens this view. The
Prophet Muhammad said, "There is a mor-
sel of flesh in the body; if it is sound, the
whole body is sound, and if it is corrupt,
the whole body is corrupt. Truly, it is the
heart." (Hadith) And again, "Allah does not
look at your forms or your wealth, but He
looks at your hearts and your deeds."

The classical theologian and mystic al-
Ghazall expanded this teaching with lumi-
nous clarity: "The heart is like a mirror;
lust and anger are like smoke that clouds
it, and heedlessness is rust upon it. When
the rust is removed through remembrance
and reflection, the realities of things are
unveiled."




Parallels Between the Two Traditions

Christian Insight (Dilexit Nos) "If we devalue the heart, we lose the
messages the mind alone cannot communicate."

Islamic Parallel "It is not the eyes that grow blind, but the hearts
within the breasts." (Q 22:46)

Christian Insight (Dilexit Nos) "At the end of our lives, that alone
will matter."

Islamic Parallel "Except he who comes to God with a sound
heart." (Q 26:88-89)

Both traditions describe a moral and mystical centre that joins inner
awareness with compassionate action. Each speaks of purification,
remembrance, and the transformation of perception. The qalb of
Islam and the kardia of Christianity name the same depth-
dimension of being: the interior organ by which love perceives
truth.

There is a striking parallel in the Gospels to the Hadith about the
heart as "a morsel of flesh" that determines the soundness of the
whole body. In Matthew 6:22-23, Jesus teaches:

"The eye is the lamp of the body. So, if your eye is sound, your
whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is diseased, your
whole body will be full of darkness."

Here, the eye symbolises perception, orientation, and intention —
much as the heart does in other sayings. To have a "sound" eye
means to see with simplicity and integrity; to have a "diseased" eye
is to be clouded by greed, envy, or duplicity. The imagery thus per-
fectly mirrors the Hadith: both describe a central inner faculty
whose health determines the moral and spiritual health of the
whole person.

The "eye" looks outward, the "heart" inward — yet both refer to the
same integrating centre of consciousness and intention. In a con-
templative reading, the two images converge. The heart is the inner
eye through which divine light is received. When Jesus says, "If
your eye is sound, your whole body will be full of light," he speaks

of a clear interior vision — the ability to see reality through love ra-
ther than through self-interest.

Mystical writers often interpret this passage as referring to the pu-
rified heart or the single eye of simplicity. St Symeon the New The-
ologian wrote, "When the eye of the soul is illumined, the whole
body is illumined by the divine fire." Meister Eckhart expressed a
profound related insight: "The eye with which | see God is the
same eye with which God sees me."



The Eye of the Heart: A Unifying Vision

The Sufi notion of ‘ayn al-qalb’ (the eye of the heart — in Maltese
this would be ghajn il-qalb) brings together these two great scrip-
tural images — the "heart" as the seat of moral and spiritual integri-
ty, and the "eye" as the organ of light and perception — and inter-
prets them as one unified organ of knowing and loving.

While the term appears in several Sufi writers, Ibn ‘Arabi (1165-
1240) gives it its fullest articulation. For him, the eye of the heart is
that dimension of consciousness capable of perceiving divine reali-
ties beyond the reach of discursive reason. It is not mere imagina-
tion, nor emotion, but a purified faculty of direct perception — what
he sometimes calls basira, inner sight.

In the Futuhat al-Makkiyya, Ibn ‘Arabr writes:

"The heart has two eyes: one of reason and one of imagination.
When both are sound and balanced, the heart sees the truth of
things as they are."

This dual vision corresponds closely to the Christian idea that intel-
lect and affection must be harmonised within the heart for true dis-
cernment. The "eye of the heart" in Ibn ‘Arabr’s thought unites rea-
son's clarity and love's intimacy; it is the meeting-place of
knowledge and union.

In effect, he turns the Gospel's "eye" and the Hadith's "heart" into
one symbol of contemplative wholeness. The "eye" speaks of light
and perception; the "heart" speaks of love and integration. Joined
together, they describe a faculty that knows through love and sees
through purity.

This synthesis also explains why so many Sufis describe spiritual
realisation as a transformation of vision: not an escape from the
world, but a seeing-through of the world to its divine ground. Jalal
al-Din Rami, echoing both Jesus and Ibn ‘Arabi, writes:

"The work of the eyes is done; now go and see with the eye of the
heart. That eye looks not outward, but inward — it beholds the Be-
loved everywhere."

For Christian mystics, this insight finds an almost perfect reso-
nance. St Augustine prayed, "You were within me, and | was out-
side myself; there | sought you." The eye of the heart restores that
inward vision through which the divine light, already present with-
in, becomes visible. St Paul speaks of "the eyes of your heart be-
ing enlightened" (Ephesians 1:18), a phrase that could almost
serve as a bridge between the two traditions.

In both paths, the human being becomes luminous when this inner
eye awakens. The heart that sees is no longer divided; it partici-
pates in the seeing of God.

The mirror of the heart



Returning to the Heart

To return to the heart is to awaken to this
depth. It is to enter the quiet chamber
where divine presence is felt, and from
which justice, mercy, and wisdom must
flow. When the Pope calls the Church to
"the political rule of the heart," he is not
moving away from contemplation but
grounding action in its rightful source.

The Christian and Muslim streams, flowing
side by side, affirm a shared anthropology
of compassion. The heart is where faith
becomes love, where knowing becomes
tasting, and where the life of God finds its
human echo.

"Verily, in the remembrance of God do
hearts find rest." (Qur'an 13:28)

And St Augustine, long before, said the
same in his own tongue: "You have made
us for Yourself, O Lord, and our heart is
restless until it rests in You."
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