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PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God
Matthew 6:1-6, 16-22; II Corinthians 5:20b-6:10

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be
seen by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in
heaven.  “So whenever you give alms, do not sound a trumpet
before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the
streets, so that they may be praised by others.  Truly I tell you,
they have received their reward.  But when you give alms, do not
let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your
alms may be done in secret; and your Father who sees in secret
will reward you.

“And whenever you pray, do not be like the hypocrites; for
they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street
corners, so that they may be seen by others.  Truly I tell you, they
have received their reward.  But whenever you pray, go into your
room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret;
and your Father who sees in secret will reward you.

“And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the
hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces so as to show others that
they are fasting.  Truly I tell you, they have received their reward. 
But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so
that your fasting may be seen not by others but by your Father
who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward
you.

“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where
moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal; but
store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth
nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 
For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.  “The eye
is the lamp of the body.  So, if your eye is healthy, your whole
body will be full of light . . . .” Matthew 6:1-6, 16-22



Here we are at the threshold of Lent–Ash Wednesday.  This evening is
always meaningful for me.  While we do not go all in like the folks down in
New Orleans and get all of our sinning over with on Fat Tuesday or, like other
traditions, celebrate Shrove Tuesday by cleaning the pantry of eggs, milk, and
flour in preparation for the fasting of Lent, we do share a fellowship meal
together.  Then we come into our sanctuary for this service of worship.  We
pray, we listen, we sing, we confess, we mark ourselves with ashes as a sign
of penitence.  We celebrate the gift of salvation God offers us all.

To not be able to do these things together–to be together–is hard.  So
hard!  What are we to do?  How do we begin this journey of Lent together
when we have to be apart?

On March 1 last year, the first Sunday of Lent, I spoke about the beauty
and blessing of our sanctuary and how fortunate we are to have so many
unique reminders of God’s love within these walls. I had no idea that two
weeks later we would be unable to be together because of the pandemic.  It
certainly seemed beyond the realm of possibility that a year later we would
still be worshiping virtually.

We know that we can worship anywhere at any time.  It is not essential
that we be in this sanctuary or any sanctuary to be able to commune with
God.  God meets us wherever and whenever our hearts are open and
receptive.  Thankfully, through the gift of technology, we are able to worship
together in this manner even though we cannot be together.

A church building is not essential for worship, but it does help, doesn’t
it.  There is so much about a sanctuary–our sanctuary–that draws our
attention to God.  Allow me to repeat some of the things I said a year ago:

Our Palladian window, the “face” of our church to the
community, enables us to look out on the world Christ calls us to
love and serve.  It also allows the world to look in on us and
discover how we live out our faith.

The stained glass windows, colorful and elegant, portray
significant events in the life of Christ and remind us of the
teachings we are to follow.

The ceiling of the sanctuary, high and vaulted, suggests the
upturned hull of a ship, a reminder that the church has often been
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seen as a boat that carries the faithful through the sometimes
turbulent waters of life.

The pulpit and lectern keep before us the primacy of the
word of God, both written and spoken.  We are given the gift of
scripture which desires our devotion and study.  We are also
given the gift of interpreting scripture which deserves our devotion
and study.  Both the written and spoken word point us to the
Living Word, Jesus Christ.  Between the pulpit and lectern is the
altar on which no sacrifice is required.  Instead, here we receive
bread and cup, reminders of the sacrifice Jesus made for us. 
Here we offer our gifts in gratitude and service.

The cross–the central symbol of our faith and central to our
sanctuary–is a constant reminder of the sacrifice that love is
willing to make for us.  Because it is empty, the cross is also a
witness to the resurrection of Christ and the new life that God
offers each of us.

Surrounding the top and arms of the cross is the beautiful
mosaic.  As you remember, the mosaic was given in memory of
Mark Strickland, a young man who grew up in our church and who
died far too soon in a fire at UNC-Chapel Hill over twenty years
ago.

The beauty of the mosaic lies in its ability to allow us to see
different things.  Sometimes, when I stand at the back of the
sanctuary, the mosaic reminds me of a globe with vague images
of the continents into which the cross is imbedded.  Christ for the
world!1

Being in our sanctuary certainly helps us to better see God and our
relationship to God and one another.

Jesus was all for our developing our spirituality, but he was against our
trying to be spiritual simply in order to be seen.  He warned his listeners to
beware when they practiced their piety lest they became more concerned with
who saw them than they were with whether or not God saw them.  He urged
them to be generous with their money, to pray and fast and pay attention to

1“Trusting Grace,” preached on March 1, 2020, Lakeside Baptist Church.
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where they set their heart, but he also warned them to be careful lest they did
these things to be noticed by everyone else instead of God.

As we heard the Apostle Paul remind us last Sunday in his “Hymn to
Love,” if we do all of these spiritual things for the wrong reasons and without
genuine love, it is nothing but noise and emptiness.  Therefore, Jesus urges
us to give and pray and fast and set our heart on the kingdom of heaven, but
do so in a manner that yearns only for God’s blessing and no other
acclamation.

Did you notice the last verse I read from Matthew’s gospel.  It is not
usually part of the traditional Ash Wednesday reading, but it is important for
us.  Jesus said, “The eye is the lamp of the body.  So, if your eye is healthy,
your whole body will be full of light . . . .”  Jesus tells us that on our spiritual
journey it is not important to be seen; rather, what is most important is for us
to see.

Although we rarely think about it, we know that so much of the
information we gather every day comes to us through our eyes.  This Lenten
season, we are going to explore praying with our eyes.

How do we pray with our eyes?  As I said earlier, we know from
experience that being in our sanctuary is a visual delight and helps focus our
attention on God.  In the same way, if we pay attention to the larger world, to
our lives, we will discover God all around us.  Look around where you are right
now.  What comes to your mind?  Is it the familiarity of the place where you
are?  Do you feel comfort?  Or does this place make you uneasy for some
reason?  Is there something that brings you joy?  Or sadness?  Is there
anything worthy of praise?  Is there something that needs prayer?  How do
you see God where you are right now?

Throughout Lent, we want to discover how our eyes can guide our
hearts, our minds, and our hands to prayer.  We begin tonight by looking at
the sign of the cross we have made on ourselves.  Reminding us of ashes
from burned palm branches, this cross represents our sinfulness and God’s
grace.  What do we see?  What does that smudge look like?  Is it a cross? 
Or might it be a reminder of something else in your life that needs the
redeeming grace of God?  How does that smudge remind you of God?  How
does it remind you of yourself?  During the season, we want to experience
looking and paying attention, noticing and understanding.  We want our eyes
to guide us to God.
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On Sunday we will see Jesus in the wilderness.  Through a work of art,
we will look closely at what happened during this time of preparation and
temptation.  What did Jesus experience mean for him?  What does it mean
for us?  We will pray for our eyes to open our minds and our hearts.

In the weeks to come, we will explore how we see God in art, in the
world, in other people, in ourselves, in hope and joy, and in sorrow.  On
Resurrection Sunday, we will celebrate what we hope are the “new eyes” God
has given us.

Our devotions will be an opportunity to see God in a variety of ways. 
Each day, beginning today, you will be encouraged to visit a website called
“Picture Lent.”  There you will find scripture, three images, and several simple
questions to guide you to explore your faith.  A simple prayer will complete
this time of reflection.  I encourage you to jot down your thoughts in a journal
each day so that you can remember where and how you saw God.

Poet Gwen Frostic reminds us of the adventure God sets before us
every day:

To those who see bare branches–
and know they hold the buds of spring

To those who see stars falling in the heavens–
and know the constellations will remain forever

To those who see long lines of geese fade far beyond–
and know they come back again to nest

To those who see with wonder in their hearts–
and know–what glories there can be
for those who see . . .

Mary Magdalene’s grand announcement on that first Easter morning
was, “I have seen the Lord!”  What joy it brought those earliest believers to
know that Christ was alive and with them again.  What joy it can bring us. 
May our journey of Lent bring us to many places where we, too, proclaim, “I
have seen the Lord!”  Amen.
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I offer an ancient prayer that speaks to our contemporary need.  It is a
prayer written by Joseph Hazzayah, a Christian convert and visionary who
lived in Iraq during the eighth century.

Let us pray:

Fashion in me, Lord,
eyes within my eyes,
so that with new eyes, 
I may contemplate your divine sacrifice.
Create in me a pure heart,
so that, through the power of your Spirit,
I may inhale your salvation.2  Amen.

2Joseph Hazzayah, 2000 Years of Prayer, Michael Counsell, compiler (Harrisburg: Morehouse
Publishing, 1999), 60
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