Interior Life

We have need of a rich interior life—a sure sign of friendship with God and an essential condition for any kind of work with souls.
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WITH HIS FINE mind Saint Thomas Aquinas saw that all the values of this world simply disappear if compared with the least of supernatural values; and he expressed this idea in a metaphysical way, when he said: “Bonum unius gratiae maius est quam bonum naturae totium universi: a single grace is a greater good than all the natural good of the whole universe.” A contemporary writer, also imbued with this great notion, has expressed it in another way: God our Lord—he has said—is more concerned with a heart in which he can reign, than with the natural government of the entire physical universe or the government of all the empires of the world. Well, today I wish to talk to you about this kingdom of God, where the Lord finds his delight; that kingdom of God which is within us; that kingdom of God which is as wonderful as it is unknown.


The heart of man is like a cradle in which Jesus is born again; and that is why, in all hearts that have chosen to receive him, Jesus himself—although in different ways—grows in age, in strength, and in grace. Jesus is not the same in everyone, but according to a person’s capacity to receive him he shows himself as a child, or as an adolescent in full development, or as a mature man. Christ’s desire is to reign: to be born and to grow in the heart and in the life of Christians. In this way, he wants to make each Christian—you, me—another Christ. And we should all respond to this calling of grace, to this invitation from Jesus, repeating the words of the Precursor: “He must become more and more, I must become less and less” (Jn 3:30). 


This transformation in Jesus Christ, this union with God, which is the result of interior life, affects everything we do and makes us feel and enjoy the consoling parable of the vine and the branches. “I am the vine and you are the branches. He who remains in me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without me you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5).  


Be a branch united to the vine, a soul of deep interior life. Don’t delay in recognizing that your thoughts will be transformed by the wisdom that supernatural life brings; it will cause you to think with God’s thoughts and see the world and life with God’s eyes. If you have this union with Jesus Christ, you will no longer have a pagan mind. You will not merit that reproach from Christ: “Do not the pagans do as much?” (Mt 5:47). Your outlook on the world, deeply supernatural, will give light and warmth to your words. Your supernatural spirit will also transform your affections. You will understand Saint Paul when he says, “Have in your hearts the very sentiments of Christ Jesus” (Phil 2: 5). For Jesus’ sentiments, full of purity and understanding, full of love for souls and compassion for those who have strayed from their path, are the patrimony of those who have been transformed in Christ. Through this union of thought and of sentiment with Jesus Christ, through this renewal of your intellectual emotional life, your interior life will penetrate all your external activity. Your actions, the flowers and fruits of your interior life, will be full of God and will reveal the superabundance of your love for him. Only then will they be truly “deeds rich in God’s presence.”


Your union with Jesus has to be, above all, interior. For your thoughts, desires, and affections are the most delicate and most intimate part of your life, and they are also the most generous and most precious part of your holocaust. And all this interior world—this pulsating world of your heart—is precisely what the Lord is asking of you. If you give the Lord only your external acts but deny him or measure out to him only a bit of the most intimate part of your life—your desires, your affections, your thoughts—you will never be an interior soul. 


Do you want to check to see whether you are a soul of interior life? Ask yourself this question: Where do I usually live in my thoughts, affections, and desires? If your thoughts, affections, and desires all converge on Jesus Christ, it is a sure proof that you are an interior soul. But if they lead you far away from God, it is a sign, and also a sure sign, that you are not a soul of interior life. You should not forget that “where your treasure is, there lies your heart” (Mt 6:21). And the only treasure of souls with interior life is Jesus, that Jesus—they add—“whom I saw, whom I loved, in whom I believed, whom I preferred above all else.”

             So you can see, my friend, that the great battlefield of souls who aspire to a genuine, deep interior life is the heart. God’s battles are won and lost in the heart. That is why the “guard of the heart” is the basic rule of the ascetical life. When souls love and do not hinder God’s work, he leads them to real union with him and sets up his kingdom within them, a kingdom of justice, of love, and of peace. 


If these considerations have opened your eyes to the fact that the kingdom of God is completely interior—“the kingdom of God is within you” (Lk 17: 21)—you should now open your eyes to a new truth. You should remember that “the kingdom of heaven is taken by force” (Mt 11:12); the way leading to this interior kingdom is a way of mortification and of purification. 


Now that you feel you are a branch united to the vine, now that you want to be increasingly more like that, you must listen again to what Jesus says: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. Every branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away, and every branch that does bear fruit, he prunes that it may bear more fruit” (Jn 15: 1-2). For you to yield more fruit, to consolidate your union with the Lord, you need pruning, purification. Don’t be afraid of the pruning knife: “My Father is the vinedresser.” For by means of this pruning the Lord will purify your mind and your will, your heart and your memory. You cannot go forward one step in the life of union with God without taking another step on the path of purification. And to do that you need to cooperate with the Lord: when the moment comes for pruning, let it be done. And when you see the shoots and leaves fall, be happy: think of all the new fruit that this pruning promises soon to produce.


The abundance of these fruits depends on your interior life, and your degree of union with God. “He who abides in me, and I in him, he will yield much fruit” (Jn 15:5). May your external activity, your intense action, not lead you away from God.


Listen once again to the Lord: “Abide in me.” Remember that the interior life is the soul of the apostolate. The greater your union with God, the more fruit your apostolate will produce. (Of course, we are talking about your fruit and not about success, which is something completely different.) A man of interior life is more effective with a few spontaneous words than a person who is not very interior but who gives a marvelous intellectual dissertation.


I want to remind you, too, that the apostle’s sensitivity to the problems and needs of his apostolate does not depend on the degree he is immersed in external activity, or on his cleverness and efficiency, but on his degree of union with God.


Before finishing this short conversation with our Lord, let us listen once more to the words of Jesus: “Abide in me.” 

