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PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in Art
Genesis 18:1-15; Mark 8:22-25

The light must have really surprised the man in Bethsaida who first saw
shadows and then opened his eyes to the light and color and magnificence
of the world!  He was fortunate to have good friends who brought him to
Jesus, but you have to wonder how many times they had taken him to other
faith healers who came through town.  I suspect that each time his sight did
not return, the hucksters dismissed their failure by blaming his sin and lack of
faith.  Jesus did nothing of the sort.  For whatever reason, he led the man out
of the village–perhaps to a quieter, more private spot–spit on his fingers and
applied it to his eyes (something you dare not do today!).  At first the man saw
only shadows which made people appear like trees walking around.  After a
second touch by Jesus, his sight was fully restored which reminds us that not
every miracle happens the first time.  Sometimes we have to be touched more
than once for the light to surprise and bless us!

The metaphor of being blind and receiving sight is common in the
gospels. In fact it is one of Jesus’ favorite themes whether used in sermons
or acted out in healings.  Over and over, Jesus makes the point that while we
may look, we do not always see and those of us with sight are often blind to
God around us.  How often do we see only shadows of something because
our eyes are not fully open to the truth before us?  Through his actions and
his words, Jesus made it clear that God wants us to see–not only with our
physical eyes–but also with the eyes of our heart and mind and soul and
strength–the eyes of divine love.  God wants us to pray with our eyes.

Obviously, God communicates with us in many ways.  We have
scripture which teaches and inspires us to know God.  Other people help us
connect with, understand, and experience God.  That is what discipleship is
all about.  Then there are the myriad ways we encounter God for ourselves
(and sometimes with others).  Art is a broad means God uses to help us see. 
By art I mean the variety of ways we humans translate our thoughts and
feelings into creations of stone, wood, clay, paint, music, thread, and words. 
We illumine truth on the stage, in the studio, in the garden, and in the kitchen. 
There are so many ways we express the deeper truths God stirs in us. 



Thankfully, God takes advantage of our art to speak to us and through us. 
God wants us to pray with our eyes.

Often art opens our eyes to things we may never have seen.  Art opens
our ears to things we may never have heard.  Art opens our hands to things
we may never have touched.  Art opens our minds to things we may never
have understood.  And art opens our hearts to things we may never have felt. 
Thankfully, over and over, art opens our lives.  Art helps us to pray with our
eyes.

We know how a song can speak in a way words alone cannot.  We
know how a story (like a parable) can cause a truth to pop out at us.  A book,
a play, a movie, a poem can do the same thing.  Paintings, sculptures,
carvings, pottery, handwork, and other forms of art can open us up to a reality
we have, up to that point, overlooked.

Makoto Fujimura is a world renowned artist who came to faith through
art.  When he was twenty-seven years old, he won a national scholarship to
travel to Japan to study a special art form known as “Nihonga.”  Nihonga is
a “slow art” that requires many steps to complete.  It uses pulverized minerals
to create pigments that are applied in layers on handmade paper using
special brushes.  Makoto refers to his art as “beauty through brokenness.”

As he studied and practiced this art, he realized that he did not have
what he called a “shelf,” a place in his heart to hold that beauty.  At the same
time he was reading a poem by William Blake, whom he had studied in
college.  The poem was Blake’s epic “Jerusalem: Emanation of the Giant
Albion.”  Near the end of the poem, Albion confronts Christ on the cross and
asks some of the same questions that Makoto was asking at the time.  In
response,

Jesus said.  Wouldest thou love one who never died For thee,
or ever die for one who had not died for thee. 
And if God dieth not for Man & giveth not himself Eternally for Man,
Man could not exist, for Man is Love, As God is Love:
every kindness to another is a little Death In the Divine Image,
nor can Man exist but by Brotherhood.1

1William Blake, "Jerusalem: Emanation of the Giant Albion," 1804, p. 96, ll. 24-29, Edited by E.R.D.
Maclagan and A.G.B. Russell, 1904; Transcribed by Wayne Kraus for Jacob Boehme Online; available at:
http://jacobboehmeonline.com/yahoo_site_admin/assets/docs/blake-Jerusalem.14493326.pdf
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As Makoto read these words, the voice of Christ washed over him.  He
realized that this historic figure was the One who had been calling him all
along to his creativity.  If it was true that Jesus gave his life for Makoto so that
he might know life and understand beauty, then he could see his art as an
offering itself.  The poem spoke to Makoto of the gospel although it was a full
year before he realized that he had become a Christian.  The Gospel created
a space, a shelf, within him to hold the beauty of the art he was making.  He
recognized that until that point, art had been a god for him.  Now he realized
that art, “as a way to seek out the truth, has a deeper magic, a deeper well,
and his name was Jesus.”2  In his case, Makoto realized that the art of poetry
became the doorway to faith which opened a space for his own expression of
faith through the beauty of his art.

There is a way of allowing art to speak to our spirits, to become a
source of enlightenment and inspiration just as scripture is.  It is called “visio
divina” - divine seeing.  Just as we have done before with lectio divina - divine
reading - a practice that helps us experience scripture, visio divina enables
us to look more closely and carefully at works of art, indeed our entire world,
so that new perspectives and truths emerge.  Visio divina is the experience
of praying with our eyes.

We are quite familiar with the story of God’s visitation to Abraham. 
There are many works of art that depict what happened under the oaks at
Mamre.  Let’s hear the story again.  Then, looking at one painting that
emerged from the story, let us allow divine seeing to open our eyes to God in
the story.  From Genesis 18:1-15, we read:

The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as
he sat at the entrance of his tent in the heat of the day. He looked
up and saw three men standing near him. When he saw them, he
ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the
ground. He said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by
your servant. Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet,
and rest yourselves under the tree. Let me bring a little bread, that
you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass
on—since you have come to your servant.” So they said, “Do as
you have said.” And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah,
and said, “Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour,

2“Finding God through Art,” Ignatian Spirituality; available online at:
https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/finding-god-through-art/
To learn more about Makoto Fujimura’s life and art, visit: https://makotofujimura.com
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knead it, and make cakes.” Abraham ran to the herd, and took a
calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened
to prepare it. Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had
prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the
tree while they ate.

They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he said,
“There, in the tent.” Then one said, “I will surely return to you in
due season, and your wife Sarah shall have a son.” And Sarah
was listening at the tent entrance behind him. Now Abraham and
Sarah were old, advanced in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah
after the manner of women. So Sarah laughed to herself, saying,
“After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have
pleasure?” The Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, and
say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’ Is anything
too wonderful for the Lord? At the set time I will return to you, in
due season, and Sarah shall have a son.” But Sarah denied,
saying, “I did not laugh”; for she was afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you
did laugh.”

This painting is a Russian icon created by Andrei Rublev in the 15th

century.  It is, perhaps, the most famous of all Russian icons.  As you know,
an icon is a religious painting intended to draw us closer to God.  Let’s take
a few moments and look at this gift of art together.  Let’s pray with our eyes.

Allow your eyes to wander slowly around the image, noting colors,
designs, people, places or things.

Invite the image to speak to you, with or without words, and without any
particular agenda.

 Where do you see movement in the image?

What relationships do you see?

 If you were in this image, where would you place yourself?

 Do you get a glimpse of the sacred in this image?

 Does a name for God arise for you from this image?
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 How would you describe the image in a sentence or two?

How does this work of art call to your faith?

This icon is known as “The Hospitality of Abraham,” but it is sometimes
referred to as “The Trinity.”  Allow me to offer a few insights that I have
learned about this icon.3

The color that almost leaps out at you is ultramarine, a hue once
referred to by Robert Runcie, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, as “the
color of heaven.”  It draws your attention to the figures and drapes them in
beauty.  Also, the gold in the background shimmers with certain holiness.

The three figures (who represent God) are inclined toward one another
as they sit at the table prepared by Abraham.  Their posture toward one
another indicates a unity, a togetherness, a collegiality, a connection which
is characteristic of God.  Even the way their feet are crossed suggests a
comfortableness of being together.  Some people have seen in the three
visitors to Abraham and Sarah an expression of the Trinity.  That is a new
thought for me as I consider this ancient story.

We know from movies and television that when a table scene is
presented, most often the people present are all seated on one side of the
table so that we can see their faces and not their backs.  In this icon, the
same technique is used but the happy result is that a place is left for us at the
table.  As such, the icon reminds us of the Lord’s Supper and the Great
Banquet Jesus often uses to describe the community of God.  As God dines
in the shade of the oaks, Abraham and Sarah are invited to feast on the
fulfilment of the promise made to them long before.  As we are drawn into the
scene, the fulfillment of God’s ultimate promise in Jesus Christ is offered to
us as well.

Perhaps you are like I frequently am–looking at something before me
but often seeing no more than stick figures or tree-like shapes moving around,
mere shadows of what is truly in front of me.  Sometimes God is right in front
of me, but I tend to look around or beyond God.  Fortunately, art in its many

3“Seeing God in Art–A Conversation with Bishop Richard Harries and The Very Revd Andrew Nunn,”
on Facebook Live ,  Publ isher  SPCK (June 10, 2020) ;  avai lable onl ine at: 
https://www.cathedral.southwark.anglican.org/about-us/news/seeing-god-in-art-a-conversation-with-bishop
-richard-harries-and-the-very-revd-andrew-nunn/#:~:text=Seeing%20God%20in%20Art%20-%20A%20Co
nversation%20with,the%20Very%20Revd%20Andrew%20Nunn,%20Dean%20of%20Southwark.
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forms helps me broaden and deepen my experience of God in a variety of
ways–which is good since it is dangerous to maintain one very limited image
of God that we keep tucked away in the box of our faith.  I heard once that the
biggest mistake people often make when buying artwork is that they pay
attention with their ears rather than with their hearts.  They listen to what other
people tell them about the art rather than discovering what the art itself has
to say.

In the same way, how much we can miss of the wonder and glory of
God!  Have you ever wondered why certain things cause a lump in the throat,
a tear in the eye, or the adrenaline rush of knowing something you have never
before known?  Novelist and preacher Frederick Buechner recalls that one of
the indelible lessons he learned from his studies is that “we really can’t hear
what the stories of the Bible are saying until we hear them as stories about
ourselves.  We have to imagine our way into them . . . .”4  We react when we
find ourselves in God’s story.  Art often helps us imagine our way into the
story of God, into the life and love of God.  There is no telling how often we
miss recognizing God close by, but what a miracle it is when we see that God
is present.  Art, which is available to us in so many different forms, is often
God’s effort to open our eyes and our hearts.  Art helps us pray with our eyes.

Art, from the ordinary to the sublime, is a gift God has given us so that
we might see all that God is about in our lives.  It does not always happen at
once.  We have to work at, make the effort, practice, and pay attention 
Remember, Jesus had to touch the blind man’s eyes twice before he could
see clearly.  Sometimes God has to touch the eyes of my heart numerous
times before I am able to see truth and beauty.  Praying with our eyes,
especially through art, is a gift through which God is revealed in our world. 
May God touch our eyes so that we see clearly.  May the gospel create a
space within us–a shelf–where God’s truth, beauty, and meaning may reside. 
Amen.

4Frederick Buechner, “The Seeing Heart,” Secrets in the Dark: A Life in Sermons (New York:
HarperOne, 2006), 259.
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February 28, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

There are so many times in our lives, O God, when all we can see are
shadows and stick figures moving around us.  Whether our eyes are glazed
over with worry, fatigue, frustration, or grief, we do not see clearly.  We
certainly do not see you in our world.

Touch our eyes, we pray, so that we can see with clarity and purpose. 
Touch our eyes so that we understand what is happening in our world and
better know how to respond.  Touch our eyes so that we notice you in
everything that matters.

As we see, help us to pray.  We see the billions of people around the
world whose lives have been disrupted and changed by the coronavirus.  The
hardships and struggles and grief are monumental.  Continue to help us, we
pray.  We also see the hard work that has led to vaccines and other
treatments, the leadership that has guided us carefully, and the personal
compassion that has helped keep us safe.  Continue to bless us, we pray. 
We look forward to that day when we do not live in fear of a disease that
keeps us separated in so many ways.  Walk us to that day, O God, and stay
with us.

Throughout this season of Lent, we ask that you keep before us the
purpose for our journey and the many gifts you provide along the way.  Touch
and open our eyes so that we pay closer attention to your nearness and your
involvement in our lives.  Open our hearts so that we gladly welcome you. 
Open our world so that we create a community that embodies the love you
have for us all.

There are so many needs, so much hurt, such great fear, and abundant
instances of your grace all around us.  Help us not to miss any of it, O God. 
Illumine the shadows with the light of your goodness and enable us to see our
lives through the love in your eyes.  Amen.


