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Cor Iesu, attritum propter scelera nostra 
 

Fr. Arturo A. Ruiz Freites, Argentine priest 
Missionary in Italy 

 
Latin invokes the Sacred Heart by saying “attrítum propter scelera nostra.” “Attrítum”1 as a 

participle evokes among various meanings many here appropriate: consumed, worn out, 
dissolved, contused, crushed, broken, shattered, torn, pulverized; in a figurative sense: 
exhausted; fainted, confronted, humiliated. In the Angelus in which St. John Paul II commented 
on this litany2 he said in Italian: “Cuore di Gesù, spezzato a causa dei nostri peccati,” translated 
in the Spanish version “Corazón de Jesús despedazado por nuestros pecados.” In other editions: 
“...crushed for our sins” or “...broken for our sins.”3 We wanted to deploy this semantic range 
because the litanic invocation leads us to contemplate various aspects of the mystery of the 
passion of the Heart of Christ as a physical and spiritual culmination of the heartbreaking 
kenosis or annihilation (cf. Phil 2:5ff.) of his humanity.  

The causal “propter,” “because of” our sins, also leads us to a double consideration:  

a) our sinful activity that provokes his attrition (in that sense of physical, psychological, 
spiritual crushing, pulverization, or tearing and humiliating grinding down) insofar as our sins 
betray his love, his most holy humanity and his divine Person by some miserable, unloved, 
disorderly created good that we tear away from divine love and thus offend him by trampling 
on his holiness.  

b) His own intentional will to accept to be thus “crushed,” “bruised,” “annihilated,” 
“humiliated,” “torn to pieces” by our sins; he allows everything to be taken away from him piece 
by piece, to restore to God the stolen goods, to return the heart of man to God alone and in 
forgiveness give God back to man. He assumes the burden of the sorrow that tears and crushes 
him in order to forgive the guilt of those who tear him to pieces. Mystery of infinite justice and 
mercy of the Incarnate Word. 

Jesus “suffers in his humanity” on behalf of his enemies and executioners, who are all sinners, 
and on his part “he wants to suffer,” “he could destroy his enemies, and he does not do it, ...he 
lets his most sacred humanity suffer so cruelly” “for my sins” (St. Ignatius, [EE 193-197]). 

This being crushed and torn to pieces had been prophesied in the Psalms (Ps. 22:2-22) and in 
the poems of the Suffering Servant of Isaiah expressly quoted by St. John Paul II4 in his 
commentary on this litany (Is. 49:7; 50:5-7; 52:14; 53:1-12; cf. 49:7; 50:5-7; 52:14; 53:1-12; cf. Is. 1:6 
“...From the sole of the foot to the head there is no soundness in him: only bruises, slashes, and 
fresh wounds, neither closed, nor bound up, nor softened with oil.”).  

We see it in all the steps of his heartbreaking passion, which takes everything from him, piece 
by piece: “In Gethsemane he ‘feels sorrowful unto death’ and feels the terrible ‘weight.’ When He 
says: ‘All things are possible for You: take this cup away from Me’ (Mk 14:36), He knows, at the 
same time, what is the will of the Father, and desires nothing more than to fulfill it:”5 to drink 
the cup of sorrow to the bottom and to give as drink instead the atoning Blood poured out for 

 
1 A. BLAISE, Dictionn. Latin-Français des aut. Chrét., Strasbourg 1954; cf. Latin dictionaries of various languages. 
2 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 31.8.1986, “Cuore di Gesù, spezzato a causa dei nostri peccati”. 
3 R. DE MUÑANA, Las Letanías del Sagrado Corazón de Jesús, Bilbao 1952, litany 24, p. 18; and p. 404ff. 
4 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 8/31/1986, 3-5. 
5 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 8/31/1986, 2. 
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the forgiveness of sins and the eternal salvation of sinners. “Heart of Jesus, torn to pieces with 
the eternal sentence: indeed, God so loved the world as to give His only begotten Son.”6 His life 
is finally taken from him in “the heartbreaking and mysterious event of death,”7 and already 
exanimated, the last drop of blood and water is poured out of his pierced Heart (Jn. 19:34-37). 

He thus suffered the deprivation of all created goods, external, physical, of body and soul,8 
torn part by part, “piece by piece,” “slashed,” “torn apart,” crushed, macerated, desolate, 
humiliated, infamous.... This “has a particular eloquence when we look at the Cross: Behold the 
man! Behold the Crucified One! Behold the Man totally stripped! Behold the Man ‘torn to pieces 
because of our sins!’ Behold the Man ‘covered with reproaches!’”9 

Sin is conversion to the creature with aversion to God.10 Sin is the deprivation of the moral 
good that is due, i.e., of the love of goods rightly ordered to the amicable Love of the divine 
Good,11 the substitution of the infinite un-participated Good, God Himself, infinitely Good in 
the Trinity of His Persons and in the assumed humanity of Christ, by the concupiscence of a 
created good, a “participated” good. When we deprive ourselves of the love and friendship of 
the infinite Un-participated One by choosing the finite “participated” good, separating it 
morally from God, in our heart we rob, demean, and crush God, despising Him.12 For the 
temporal that fades with the passing instant we lose the divine eternity, that “perpetual and 
simultaneous total possession of endless life”13 in communion with the Eternal Persons (cf. Jn 
17:3), destroying eternal communion and “sinning in our subjective eternity,” separating us from 
the destiny of Heaven.14 We lose our participation in the divine eternal life by clinging to things 
that fade with time, wanting them as the object of a blessed eternity that they will never be able 
to give, “It does not belong to beatitude, but rather to misfortune, because having them 
prevents man from attaining (beatitude).”15 Like the prodigal son, we take our portion of the 
inheritance and leave the Father in whose house is the whole of his Love, breaking and tearing 
apart the union of friendship with God. Man himself in sin lacerates his inner unity given by the 
love of God. “The love of God is congregational in that it leads man's affectivity from many 
things to one.”16 On the other hand, “the love of self disintegrates human affectivity towards 
different things, insofar as one loves oneself by desiring for oneself temporal goods, which are 
multiple and of different kinds.”17 .  

 
6 Ibid. In the arrest he is stripped of his freedom, taken from his Apostles, his disciples, the holy women, his Blessed 

Mother, stripped of the love and justice of his people, Jews and pagans. He is stripped of the honor of his divinity and accused 
of blasphemy; stripped of the honor of his humanity in the humiliations and mistreatments, mocking and spitting, and of the 
honor due to his royal majesty mocked. His flesh is torn off and His blood is scattered in the savage scourging, He falls 
crushed under the weight of the Cross on the way to Calvary, His humanity crashing against the dust of the earth, His body 
crushed under the blows of His executioners and His soul with the insults and mockery, in which all sinful malice was 
concentrated. He is stripped of his garments and tunic, which are divided and gambled away; his bones are disjointed, his 
hands and feet pierced, and separated from the earth he is crucified without honor among evildoers, stripped even of human 
appearance, thirsty without water and even without air in the slow asphyxiation of the crucified. 

7 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 11/5/1989, “Heart of Jesus, hope of those who die in you, have mercy on us.” 
8 Cf. ST. THOMAS, Summa de Theologia, III, q. 46, aa. 5-7. 
9 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 9/15/1985, “Heart of Jesus, in whom dwells the fullness of divinity, have mercy on us.”  
10 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 73, a. 3, ad 2; cf. q. 72, a. 5. 
11 Cf. ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 74, subject of sin; q. 75, the causes of sin; In IV Sent., d. 14, q. 2, a. 1. 
12 Cf. ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 78, a. 1c. (sol.) and ad 2, on the malice of sin.  
13 BOETHIUS, Consol. VI, pr. 6. 
14 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 87, a. 3, ad 1. 
15 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 5, a. 8 ad 3; cf. aa. 3-4; q. 71, a. 6, obj. 3, cit.: “Augustine, I De lib. arb., defines sin in relation 

to the end, saying that to sin is nothing other than, having despised eternal things, to follow temporal things.” 
16 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 73, a. 1, ad 3. 
17 Summa, I-II, q. 73, a. 1, ad 3; Ibid., c.: “one does not commit sin by approaching from multiplicity to unity, as happens 

in the virtues, which are united; but rather by turning away from unity toward multiplicity.” 
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In the humanity of his eternal Son, God willed that his immeasurably loving Heart should be 
the satisfactory expiation of that shattering removal of all created goods from their relationship 
with God by tearing them out of his possession and ordering, to the point of putting to death 
our personal friendship with him; for this is mortal sin. In the sinful will God is trampled 
underfoot, injured, and crushed, considered as lower than the good that we have preferred to 
Him. For “in every sin God Himself is despised.... (one) incurs the penalty for despising God, 
from whose contempt comes the penalty of all sins.”18 And thus in the assumed humanity of his 
Son he experiences as an act of expiation the ruin and the injury that sin causes him. St. Thomas 
says that sin has infinite malice with respect to God, because it offends the infinite goodness of 
his friendship towards man.19 Only he alone can measure this infinite relative malice, because it 
is inflicted on him. Not being able in His impassible divine nature to suffer the deprivation to 
which the sinner tries to subject Him, He has willed to suffer it in His humanity, suffering the 
malice on the part of the sinner who violently separates from Him the goods and his own self, 
suffering it as a reparatory stripping, suitably satisfactory in strict justice because the humanity 
offering it is united to the divine Person of the Word.20 Sinners snatch from the supreme Friend 
Good and Goodness and charity, all the good that they participate in, part by part, piece by 
piece, torn from His provident goodness, creator, legislator, ruler, and redeemer of the universe, 
who orders everything to the ultimate end of His own glory and the glorification of men, until 
they tear themselves away in the self-love that encloses all disordered concupiscence for 
created goods.21 “Every good by which one is magnified is a benefit of God, to whom man makes 
himself ungrateful by sinning.”22 Thus every sin tears a piece of His most holy Heart, of His loving 
Charity, and of His physical and mystical Body; the whole of the sins of the many sinners 
shatters it, crushes it, buries it beneath the finite that has been preferred to Him in the sinful 
will. This is the “death of God” in the spirit of man, as proclaimed by Hegel and Nietzsche, 
prophets of the immanentism of anti-Christian civilization. In the humanity of Christ, His divine 
Person experiences the shattering nihilism of sinners. 

The divine Plan of the most just and merciful Wisdom of the Father, who is one with the Son 
and the Spirit of Love, and the human Heart full of grace and charity that in loving filial 
obedience accepts, offers, atones, immolates, meriting for all those who from its fullness of 
grace would be incorporated into Him, accomplishing the communication of supreme Love, 
allows all evil and malice; this is within the divine Plan of the most just and merciful Wisdom of 
the Father who is one with the Son and the Spirit of Love. Assuming all the pain that is the 
consequence of sin, that is, the expiration and loss of everything corruptible and finite that ends 
with life in temporal death, he overcomes all sin with his loving will, which is the opposite of 
sin: love of God and contempt for every creature: “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit.” 
“What is Mercy, but the love that overcomes the sin of the world through suffering and death?”23 

And at that moment “the veil of the Temple was torn from top to bottom,” “through the veil 
he entered into the Holy One with his own blood, obtaining an eternal redemption,” “by his own 
Blood he enters into the eternal Tabernacle”24 ... reconciled, reunited, restored, putting an end 
to the slashing of God which is man's sin: “‘The Righteous One, my Servant, will justify many...The 
will of the Lord will be done through him’ (Is 53:11). The Father's will! Not mine, but Your will!”25 

 
18 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 73, a. 1, ad 1. 
19 Cf. ST. THOMAS, Summa, III, q. 1, ad 2. 
20 Ibid. 
21 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 77, a. 4c. 
22 ST. THOMAS, Summa, I-II, q. 73, a. 10. 
23 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 2.6.1985, “Most merciful and patient Heart of Jesus, have mercy on us.”  
24 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 31.8.1986, 1. 
25 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 31.8.1986, 5. 



4 

 

That is why we can say to him: “Have mercy on us.” For the “mystery of mercy” is that God 
reconciled us by putting an end to the heartbreaking enmity.   

St. John Paul II pointed out the link between this litany and the words of Transubstantiation.26 
Indeed, He Himself “took the bread, broke it and gave it...” becoming His Body, and likewise He 
shared His Blood by distributing it, giving them to drink from the Chalice. In the Holy Sacrifice, 
His victimization is made present, which tears away from Him all created good, taken away by 
our sins, made personal in his executioners, which He offers voluntarily as a gift for the love of 
the divine uncreated Good. He invites us to participate in his Sacrifice and to receive 
communion by eating his Body given and drinking his Blood poured out for us “for the 
forgiveness of sins.” We ask Him to “have mercy on us” by uniting ourselves intimately to His 
Heart, removing from our hearts all disordered love of “pieces” of good, turning us away from 
all creaturely attachment toward the Love of the All that dwells in His Heart. “What does it 
profit a man if he gains the world and loses his soul?” (Mt 16:26ff.; Mk 8:36; Lk 9:22ff.); because 
he loses God. Let us put nothing before the Love of Christ (Rule of St. Benedict, 4, 21), as St. John 
of the Cross teaches us:27  

To reach satisfaction in all, desire its possession in nothing. 
To come to the knowledge of all, desire the knowledge of nothing. 
To come to possess all, desire to possess nothing. 
To arrive at being all, desire to be nothing. 

To come to the pleasure you have not, 
you must go by a way in which you enjoy not. 
To come to the knowledge you have not, 
you must go by a way in which you know not. 

To come to the possession you have not, 
you must go by a way in which you possess not. 
To come to be what you are not, 
you must go by a way in which you are not. 

When you turn toward something, you cease to cast yourself upon the all; 
For to go from the all to the all, you must leave yourself in all. 
And when you come to the possession of all, 
you must possess it without wanting anything. 

In this nakedness the spirit finds its rest, for when it desires nothing, 
nothing raises it up, 
and nothing weighs it down, 
because it is in the center of its humility. 

St. Ignatius in his Exercises for contemplating the Passion of the Lord asks for “sorrow with 
Christ sorrowful, suffering with Christ suffering, tears, deep grief and anguish for that pain that 
Christ went through for me” (EE 203). 

 
26 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 8/31/1986, 1. 
27 From the outline of the “Mount of Perfection”-which heads the Ascent of Mount Carmel (1578-85), so that both beginners 

and the advanced in the spiritual life “...may know how to rid themselves of all that is temporal, and not become pregnant 
with the spiritual, and remain in the utmost nakedness and freedom of spirit...” 
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Most Holy Mother of the wounded Immaculate Heart: “You lead us to the Heart of your Son 
agonizing on the Cross: in His stripping He reveals Himself as Love to the depths. O You who 
have shared in His sufferings, let us always persevere in embracing this mystery. Mother of the 
Redeemer! Draw us closer to the Heart of your Son!”28 

 
28 ST. JOHN PAUL II, Angelus, 8/31/1986, 6. 


