Eastern Spirituality and the Worship of the Most Sacred Heart

At the beginning of the last century Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytskyi, who strived after a true spiritual welfare of the Ukrainian nation, enlightened by the Holy Spirit gave our Church and our nation an actual cure for the spiritual disease of modernism, and that was the worship of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus. The fruit then was a sound and manful piety which brought as a result hundreds of martyrs for the sake of our Eastern Catholic Church (in the years 1946-1990). This personal piety brought along even a healthy Christian lifestyle that gave the strength to fight against the spirit of the world which morally disintegrates individuals, families and the whole nation. Regrettably, Fr. M. Sus, the author of the article “God is Love” (from “Vilne žitja” /Free Life/, January 17 and 24, 2007), degrades the worship of the Most Sacred Heart with words: “One can say without tinging that this cult creates favourable ground for the development of spiritual delicacy, it attracts more women than men, and the Church nowadays so much needs a male active element of will.” 

By this statement he ridicules the official teaching of the Church (e.g. the encyclical of Pius XII). Concerning the Eastern spirituality and rite, the liturgist Fr. Isidor Dolnytskyi in unity with Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytskyi definitely show that the worship of the Heart of Jesus is not in contradistinction with Eastern spirituality and rite, on the contrary, it deepens them.

This is related with Jesus’ word: “Therefore every scribe instructed concerning the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasure things new and old.” (Mt 13:52) However, that good householder must either be an experienced saint or a man open to the Spirit of God, such as e.g. our Metropolitan Andrey Sheptytskyi. That wise householder is not some purifier of rite and tradition who, however, does not have any deep interior experience of God.

The chief danger, which the author of the article is probably unaware of, is that he takes something that is vital (the worship of the Most Sacred Heart, the prayer of the Rosary, the Way of the Cross, molebens /litanies/) and wants to purify both the rite and the tradition from Latin elements; however, he forgets that the main rule here is not what is Eastern and what is Western, but the main rule here is what brings life and what brings it not! By removing the vital elements one creates a spiritual vacuum and this is very dangerous right in the present times. Today the pressure of the spirit of the world is extremely strong, it leads to demoralization, even to a total moral decay of an individual, family, the Church and the nation. These pressures lead to dechristianization of the whole Ukrainian nation, they lead to a total apostasy from Christ and enforce a new spirituality, namely the spirituality of the New Age. 

An individual nowadays needs a living community with the spirit of truth and life, he needs a living and personal prayer which is Christ-centric, and he also needs sound apostolic teaching and “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom 8:9). 

Metropolitan A. Sheptytskyi gave as a prophet to our UGCC (Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church) and to our nation a key which is proper to the Ukrainian soul. This key to a living and personal contact with our Saviour is the worship of His Most Sacred Heart. 

Prophetical words of our Metropolitan A. Sheptytskyi uttered 100 years ago are extremely topical even today. We quote: “Drawing close to the Saviour, finding refuge in His Heart, speaking to His Heart, taking Him by Heart perhaps is a way similar to the one we use to draw close to a man. When we want to draw close to a man’s heart, we strike the most accessible and warmest of his soul. A hundred times it happens to us in our relations with people that we must use even the phrase ‘I rely on your good heart’. I know people who hearing these words get soft, anger melts, indifference yields. 

In whatever church, wherever the worship of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus has been introduced, one can feel as if some warmth flowing that draws people into the church and ties them to it. 

I shall go even further and forgive, venerable fathers, that I shall turn to You in the character of Your shepherd, in the character of the one who is responsible before God even for Your souls, souls of priests. I know that many of You have not yet thought of it in Your prayers that You could worship Christ in this manner. Those should listen to the voice of their shepherd, at least for a short time, and with confidence in Christ’s love begin to commit to Christ’s Heart in an everyday, at least a short prayer that matter of their interior life or of their family life which is most painful and causes most delicate anxiety to them. I make my oath before the living God that they will be heard! 

They will gain life experience, feel the warmth of Christ’s love, understand in their own lives that Christ lives in us, that in His holy grace one can hear the beats of His life-giving Heart. In the cold whiff of the freezing wind of sin, in the midst of which we live, we need to seek vital organic warmth in this warm heart. 

And there is no need to resort to strange forms, there is no need of prayers made up by people. Our own heart will tell us how to speak to Him to come near to His Heart. 

When we begin the Holy liturgy… Here in front of us we have the Lamb of God, the symbol of gifts offered in the prothesis. With His arms extended He lies on His back, the spear is piercing His side and from His Heart flows blood and water. 

… It is a wonderful mystery – the piercing of Christ’s Heart, that blood and water which after death came out from this Heart. Does it not mean that from Jesus’ Heart full of love a life is welling out to us?

I pray the Highest God to grant to all of us the grace to be true worshippers of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ. Let this worship grow and flourish in the whole eparchy and in every parish as well as in each of Your families, venerable fathers; would to God that our children may grow in a warm atmosphere of Christ’s love. Would to God that they may grow into deeply conscious and pious people who would be able to resist the temptations of unbelief and immorality which lead the majority of our youth into a chasm. 

I am convinced that in our hard times the worship of the Sacred Heart of Jesus is a means shown by God’s Providence towards the renewal of the Christian community.” 

What is the fruit of the worship of the Most Sacred Heart for practical life? 

1) The soul is kept in sanctifying grace through regular confession and Holy Communion. 

2) Regular receiving of the sacraments is connected with the motivation to a happy hour of our death upon which is dependent our whole eternity. (Even 8-year-old children are thus motivated to realize personally the relevance of death and of eternal life or eternal condemnation /9 first Fridays/). 

3) Nowadays it is a certain sign and a testimony of faith to decorate one’s flat with a picture of Christ. The symbol of heart on Christ’s chest hallows our homes and brings in them family warmth; moreover, it disposes to a common family prayer as well. Naturally, such picture should be tasteful and emitting pure spirituality. Let us realize that in the present times there is a systematic pressure being put to remove the Christian symbols and replace them with pagan symbols (Buddha, Chinese dragons, monkeys, Tibetan sound symbolism, amulets, occult and immoral pictures). 

4) This worship in the recent past was and also nowadays is an expression of our Eastern Catholic identity and congruity with the visible Vicar of Jesus Christ on earth and the successor of the Apostle Peter – with the Holy Father! Betraying the Holy Father signifies for us to commit a sin called a schism; unfortunately, this is the case of the Orthodox Church. 

5) The worship of the Most Sacred Heart leads and educates not only to a personal relation to Christ but to a practical way of repentance, too, by way of regular confession and regular receiving of the Eucharist, and thus also to taking into account in earnest death and eternity. 

The fruit: In case the worship of Christ the Lover of Mankind, which is today being intentionally emphasized as a so-called purely “Eastern” worship, does not bear the fruit of repentance, it is ineffective. Let us compare the fruit of so-called pure “Eastern spirituality” in the Eastern Ukraine, where is a schism, with the spiritual fruit in the Western Ukraine (attendance at churches, reception of the sacrament of Penance, admission to Holy Communion, and private life influenced by Christianity). Definitely – the Western Ukraine is far more Christian than the Eastern Ukraine. So, who is to receive life from whom? 

Conclusion: 

The article of Fr. M. Sus serving for the removal of the worship of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus brings no life, it undermines our UGCC identity, and the author, moreover, does not have the blessing of his eparchial bishop.

The prophetical word of our Metropolitan A. Sheptytskyi on the worship of the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus can be wholly applied to our time and to our conditions, too. 
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