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From a Heart of Stone to a Heart of Flesh 

 

Throughout this Lent we heard the whole of the Book of Exodus at the 

night office. A constant theme there—worth noticing in the context of 

Lent—is hardness of heart: Pharaoh’s refusals are described as hardness of 

heart, and then the Israelites themselves, once liberated, harden their 

hearts over and over. They are frequently described as a stiff-necked people, 

a close synonym. Psalm 94, which we sing at vigils, and which the Rule of 

Benedict would have us sing every day, refers back to the Exodus events 

with its exhortation: “O that today you would listen to his voice! Harden 

not your hearts as at Meribah, as on the day at Massa in the desert.” At 

the Easter Vigil the theme will return in the reading from Ezekiel: “I will 

give you a new heart and place a new spirit within you, taking from your 

bodies your stony hearts and giving you natural hearts.” In fact, much of 

the drama of salvation history has to do with this problem of hardness of 

heart.  

 

At first glance it seems obvious what is meant by hardness of heart. As RB 

2 puts it, the hard of heart are proud and disobedient. It is easy to see 

pride in Pharaoh or disobedience in the Israelites worshiping a golden calf. 

But to bring the matter closer to home—to notice our own hardness of 

heart—requires discovering a whole range of manifestations of hardness of 



heart in ourselves.  

 

What happens when a request is made of us or when any observation or 

criticism is directed towards us is a good indicator of the state of our heart. 

In such cases it is always easier to be hard of heart. Whether with proud 

refusal or with the less noticeable passive avoidance, the heart is shielded, 

and nothing can get in. Even in less confrontational contexts, for instance 

when faced with something new or different, it is easier to spontaneously 

harden the heart than to be receptive. It can take the form of resistance to 

even gentle reminders about values we claim to hold but are failing to put 

into practice. Probably a seriously hard heart does not even hear such 

things. We can even express hardness of heart with sign language. A sign 

that has had a disconcertingly long life is the rather ugly gesture for 

“useless.” It can be used to communicate the wholesale dismissal of anything 

or anybody without even making a sound.  

 

In fact, the stakes get higher when the heart is hardened not against 

unwelcome information but against an unwelcome person. The reaction of 

closing up or taking distance is easier than taking the trouble to give 

someone a hearing or the benefit of a doubt. The hard heart is unwilling to 

change and, worse yet, unwilling to believe in others’ ability to change. No 

wonder Benedict warns the superior about the dangerous temptation of 

giving up on a brother. In the Rule being useful to others is among the 

highest virtues; and declaring others useless among the worst offenses. 

 

At a deeper level, hardness of heart is the refusal of relationship. Again, this 

is the crux of salvation history. “Be not like horse and mule, unintelligent, 



needing bridle and bit, else they will not approach you,” says the Lord 

through the Psalmist (Ps 31). Or more pointedly, there are Jesus’ words in 

John’s gospel: “You refuse to come to me that you may have life” (Jn 5:40), 

showing that hardness of heart is also an avoidance of or denial of life.  

 

It is important to keep this whole range of manifestations in mind when we 

try to identify the opposite of hardness of heart, which is obviously not 

merely a matter of being soft-hearted. Jesus’ invitation to come to him 

gives us an important clue: “Come to me, all who 

labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, 

and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart.” To move away 

from hardness of heart is first of all to move in the direction of relationship 

and to come to him who is the source of life. And to come to him is to 

learn from him and to become like him, gentle and lowly of 

heart—gentleness and lowliness of heart being good opposite descriptors of 

hardness of heart.  

 

It takes a special courage to see and begin to face one’s own hardness of 

heart, especially if it has become the default position; it’s not an exercise for 

the soft-hearted. Notice the tendency to react; notice the tightening of the 

heart at the slightest provocation; notice the gesture coming; choose to hear 

the hard word; choose to consider the less comfortable option; choose to 

sincerely consider an unwelcome suggestion. And it takes a special kind of 

courage to consider the other as potentially more than my reduced image 

of him or her.  

 



But since learning from him who is gentle and lowly in heart means 

becoming more like him, we can take the reflection further and see the 

opposite of hardness of heart in the heart that is willing to be pierced. To 

take a typically Cistercian approach, we might consider three kinds of 

pierced hearts: the sinner’s heart pierced by compunction, Mary’s heart, 

pierced by compassion, and Jesus’ heart pierced for our salvation. We have 

here a good approach to Holy Week: to perceive our hardness of heart and 

to expose it to the painful but joyful grace of sorrow for our sins disposes us 

well; to stand near Mary (as we customarily pray in the Stabat Mater on 

the final Saturdays of Lent) makes us sensitive to the sufferings of Jesus and 

by extension to all who deserve our compassion; and to see in Christ’s 

wounds the breaking of the barrier of hardness of heart, the restoration of 

our relationship with God, and the source of new life.  

 

The Lord’s wounds are the ultimate answer to the question, What is the 

opposite of hardness of heart? They are the picture of what Ezekiel 

prophesied about changing our stony hearts to hearts of flesh. No wonder 

the Risen Lord continues to bear those wounds. 
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