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“O God, break open my heart ...”

“O God break open my heart so that the whole world 
may fall in.” (Mother Teresa of Calcutta)

In a world of violence we are called to cultivate 
compassion; in a world of self-righteous judgement 
and retaliation we are called to practice mercy. “Be 
merciful,” says Jesus, “as your Father is merciful” 
(Luke 6:36), and as the Qur’an states at the beginning 
of each Surah (chapter): “In the name of God the 
compassionate and the merciful”.

Compassion is a beautiful thing and it is only our 
turning again to embrace God’s compassion and mercy 
that will save us in the end. We need to lament and to 
break open our hearts for the suffering in the world, for 
the victims of violence and torture, and the perpetrators 
of violence and torture too.

It was a year after I had been to Iraq that I discovered 
Mother Teresa’s prayer, and it spoke to me of my 
experience in the Lady Zaineb’s Shrine in Damascus. 
There, God broke open my heart for the people of Iraq; 
there, God prepared me for my journey into Iraq; there, 
in that mosque God met me, challenged me and spoke 
to me through the Iranian pilgrims’ lamentation. I began 
to use Mother Teresa’s prayer each day as a meditation. 
Over the weeks and months her prayer changed and I 
felt God spoke through the prayer and my words moved 
from Mother Teresa’s prayer to a sense of hearing God 
say to me: ‘My child, I am the broken heart that lets 
the whole world fall in’ – and the prayer revealed to me 
once again the truth about God and the truth about the 
cross. God is the broken heart so that the whole world 
can fall in. We have a God who breaks open God’s own 
heart so that the whole world may fall in.

As Paul says this is foolishness to the intellectual and a 
scandal to the normally religious (1 Corinthians 1), but 
this is the God that as Christians we proclaim.

In the Christian Catholic tradition there is the tradition 
of ‘the sacred heart’ – a tradition of devotion where one 
calls to mind, through meditation on the heart of Jesus, 
his love for us. Ultimately, in his going to the cross, the 
path of Christ is the reconciling of God and humanity, 
the path that leads to the bringing together of God and 
humanity, the At-one-ment. The image of God in Christ 
as the broken heart that lets the whole world fall in 
became an image to me of the atonement – the glory of 
the cross.

As a Christian I believe that Jesus broke open his own 
heart on the cross to draw all people to himself  
through his loving sacrifice and surrender. And he calls 
us in that revelation of God’s powerful self-giving love 
that is at the very essence of creation to do the same 
– to surrender ourselves to God’s love and compassion, 
to prostrate ourselves before the one true God of love 
and sacrifice by living out a life of sacrificial love,  
mercy and compassion and creatively resisting 
oppression – that is the path, wherever we are, to true 
liberation.

Going Further

Cultivating compassion requires us to deepen our 
relationship with the God of compassion. 

Buddhism
Today many people (non-Christians and Christians alike) 
turn to Buddhist practices of meditation to help them 
cultivate compassion. 

“When I ask myself the question: ‘How has Buddhism 
helped me in the practice of my Christian ideals?’ 
I realise immediately that there is no one answer. 
But amid all the ways in which the teachings and the 
practice of the Dharma have enabled me to clarify, 
confirm, correct and enliven my efforts to live the 
message of the gospel, one of the most pivotal for me 
arises from the two keys virtues or ideals of Buddhism 
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— wisdom and compassion (prajna and karuna).” (Paul 
Knitter, Christian theologian)

(You can read more at http://unionindialogue.org/
paulknitter/2010/06/06/where-buddhism-helps-action-
with-equanimity.)

You can learn about Buddhist approaches to 
compassion from the Dalai Lama at 
www.dalailama.com/messages/compassion.

One Buddhist practice that particularly helps cultivate 
compassion is what has become known as the loving-
kindness meditation. Discover more at www.beliefnet.
com/Health/2000/07/Opening-The-Heart.aspx. 

The World Community of Christian meditation
Others have found that meditation is at the heart 
of early Christianity, particularly the practice of the 
Desert Fathers and Mothers, and seek to deepen 
their relationship with the God of compassion through 
regular meditative practice that is rooted in Christianity. 
The World Community of Christian Meditation with its 

worldwide mission is one such group. They offer advice 
and run an excellent website with links to local groups 
and contacts throughout the UK at www.wccm.org/
content/what-meditation. 

Compassion at the dinner table
For a powerful story see the Revd James Forbes at www.
ted.com/talks/james_forbes.html.

The Golden Rule
Scarboro Missions explore the Golden Rule at www.
scarboromissions.ca/Golden_rule/index.php.

The Charter for Compassion
This document transcends religious, ideological, and 
national differences. Supported by leading thinkers from 
many traditions, it encourages the Golden Rule around 
the world. Find out more at www.charterforcompassion.
org. 

For a range of resources on engaging spiritual practices, 
visit www.methodist.org.uk/deepening-discipleship.


