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PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing God in the World
Psalm 104; John 3:1-21

It is said that when he was a young man, Francis of Assisi (long before
he was Saint Francis), was known to enjoy a good party with friends.  As the
story goes, he stepped (or stumbled) outside during one of those soirees and
stopped abruptly when he looked up into the vast Italian night at the sky
sparkling with millions of stars.  "If these are the creatures," he exclaimed,
"what must the Creator be like?"1

I wonder if that is something of what Nicodemus felt when he sought out
Jesus to ask questions under the cover of darkness.  Rumors abounded that
he was the Messiah, though Jesus himself did not claim to be so at the time. 
As a Pharisee, Nicodemus was skeptical, but something about this man was
different.  There was more to him than a clever teacher, a stirring preacher,
or a charismatic leader.  There was something about Jesus that pointed
beyond himself.  Light and life emanated from him.  He was a beacon for God.

Indeed, as they talked, the things Jesus said were like pinpoints of light
bringing new illumination to Nicodemus.  He spoke of being born again, not
in the flesh, but from above, by the Spirit.  He talked about coming to save the
world, not to condemn it.  He shared his thoughts about love being sacrificial
and abundantly generous.  He reflected on the light he brought and the
darkness in which so many people lived.  We do not know the immediate
reaction Nicodemus had because the scene shifts quickly to another event. 
Given the fact that it was Nicodemus who helped prepare the body of Jesus
for burial and place it in the tomb, we would expect that he saw the light
himself.

I suspect that every one of us has done what Francis did when we have
marveled at the magnificence of a star-filled sky.  I know I have.  I have stared
in awe at the beauty and vastness of creation and praised God.  The
world–nature–does often draw our attention to God.  "Heaven is declaring
God's glory; the sky is proclaiming his handiwork," sang the psalmist (Psalm

1Richard Rohr, “Nature Was a Mirror of the Soul for St. Francis of Assisi,” In the Footsteps of St.
Francis: Awakening to Creation, webcast, quoted in J. Brent Bill & Beth A. Booram, Awaken Your Senses
(Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2012), 79.



19).  And another poet prayed those glorious words of Psalm 104 extolling the
creativity of God.  Like us, they were praying with their eyes!

Makoto Fujimura, the artist I introduced to you last week, has said of the
creation accounts in Genesis that they are “not just about the idea of
Creation, but about the actual process of Incarnation, of God’s love to create
the universe.”2  In other words, God came to dwell in our world not only in
Jesus Christ but in the very world itself.  The creation stories tell us that as
God was making the world, God breathed life into everything.  The breath of
God filled the lungs of the world and creation came to life!  It is no wonder that
Maltbie Babcock sang in his hymn,

"This is my Father's world:
The birds their carols raise,

The morning light, the lily white,
Declare their Maker's praise.

This is my Father's world:
He shines in all that's fair;

In the rustling grass I hear Him pass,
He speaks to me everywhere."3

With the same breath given by God, creation itself praises the Creator. 
Jesus said, "For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 
Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in
order that the world might be saved through him.”  Obviously, Jesus came to
offer full and complete life to the people of the world whom God had created
in God’s own image.  Jesus came as well to save the world which God had
created and filled with life by God’s own breath.

I have often wondered what in particular inspired someone to tell the
creation stories in the first place.  We know there are two different stories from
two different traditions, but someone had to say it first before it was ever
written down.  On another occasion, I imagined with you that perhaps a family
was down by the river one spring day, collecting food, maybe fishing for their
next meal.  The sky hovered above with a blue radiance while all the other
colors of the rainbow danced in the breeze, swam in the water, or crept over
the earth.  One of the children, the one who was always asking questions,

2Makoto Fujimura, Art and Faith: A Theology of Making, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020),
7.

3Maltbie D. Babcock, This Is My Father’s World,” 1901.
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many of which could never be answered, asked Mother or Father, “How did
all of this come to be?  Who made the world?”  After exchanging that “Here
we go again” look between the two of them, one of the parents, perhaps the
one who had something of a poet’s soul, thought for a moment and then
answered,

In beginning, God created the heavens and the earth, and
the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of
the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the
waters.

Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 
And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light
from the darkness.  God called the light Day, and the darkness he
called Night.  And there was evening and there was morning, the
first day. Genesis 1:1-5

As we well know, nature itself is an invitation to experience God.  It can
also be an inspiration to better know God.  How can we encourage the world
to inspire us?  How can we pray with our eyes as we look on the world?

Often, when we look at a work of art, we want to know what the artist
had in mind.  When reading a poem or novel, there is a tendency to ask what
the author had in mind.  Yet, this is a lazy approach to understanding art.  The
artist does not want to tell us what was intended.  The artist wants to know
what it is that we see or experience through the art.  According to Genesis,
God is The Artist who has created all that is.  God wants us to look at the
world and discover the Artist beyond the art.  God wants us to pray with our
eyes.

I expect that if we took a quick poll and asked what our favorite
experiences of nature are, sunrises and sunsets would be at the top of the
list.  There is so much color and light and beauty to take in at the beginning
and the end of the day, a beauty that changes moment by moment.  We also
love a mountaintop vista that allows a view miles long.  We enjoy the wide
horizons of the ocean and even the view from space looking on the earth or
the view from earth looking up into space.  These broad and bold vistas
dazzle and awe us.  We, like Francis, stop and marvel.  Yet, if that is the only
way we look at the world, we will miss so much of God’s wonder and surprise.

I like Psalm 104 for many reasons, but I especially enjoy the panoramas
it paints and the near studies it draws into view.  We see the mountains rising
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majestically into the sky and the ocean a midnight blue with its depth.  We
also see individual creatures in the air, on land, and swimming through the
sea–all reflecting God’s glory.

One morning just as dawn was infiltrating the shadows of her back yard,
Beth Booram, a longtime minister and spiritual director, notice some
movement among the trees.  She watched as a great horned owl glided
through her yard and landed in a tree.  There it perched, not just for a minute
or two, but for the entire day.  The owl became a day-long study and a
teacher for her.

Knowing that owls are nocturnal, she understood that they have to rest
during the day, but she was fascinated with how still the bird could be and
how it could rest with eyes open or closed.  She was reminded of how
important rest was for her.  She noticed the way the bird checked out its
surroundings.  As you know, owls cannot move their eyes as we can.  The
forward focus of the eyes offers a depth of perception that many animals do
not have.  When an owl needs to look around, it must move its entire head,
which can swivel 270 degrees in either direction.  She noticed that the owl
was circumspect in how it studied its surroundings.  She wondered what she
would learn about her own life if she were more observant about her world,
if she took time to be still and know God.  What could the owl reveal to her
about herself?  What could the owl reveal about God?4

By refocusing our eyes from the broad vistas of the world (which we
should not ignore by any means) to notice the particular wonders of the world,
we can delight even more in the presence of God all around us.

Beth’s writing partner, Brent Bill, also a minister and spiritual leader,
discovered the importance of paying attention to details in a different way. 
Following an ice storm at his farm in Indiana, Brent could not wait to get
outside and take pictures of the ways the ice had transformed the world
around him.  He wanted to capture it all so he rushed outside to take pictures
of ice covered trees, fences, ground, and buildings.  When he paused to
review the photos, however, he was disappointed.  There were plenty of
pictures of things covered in ice, but none of the pictures told a story.  Nothing
was near what he was seeing with his own eyes.  He went inside to get warm
and reflect and remembered the advice of other photographers who had
encouraged him to avoid the temptation of the big pictures and instead look
for the little stories that made memorable pictures.  He returned outside and

4Beth A. Booram, “Reflecting Glory,” Awaken Your Senses (Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2012), 76-80.
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began taking photos of the particular way ice formed on a cluster of berries
or a tangle of branches.  He focused on a single tree or on one fence rail
wrapped in a blanket of ice.  Soon, he had a collection of beautiful little stories
that together told the amazing big story of the ice storm.

Brent, too, learned to appreciate the smallest of wonders in the world
which sometimes deliver the most profound discoveries.  He remembered
another bit of advice he learned from an Emily Dickinson poem which
encourages one to “tell it slant.”5  Sometimes the most wonderful truths
become overly familiar until we no longer pay them any attention.  When we
take another look from a different angle, what he calls a sideways
perspective, we gain a renewed appreciation for that truth.  Even when
looking for God in the world, it helps to look at God sideways once in a while
in order to discover more of God’s wonder.6

I remember a biology class at Furman in which we were studying the
structure of a leaf.  I am not a scientist.  I had looked at leaves all of my life. 
I could identify different leaves, knew that they took in carbon dioxide and
returned oxygen to the air, and that sunlight was essential for photosynthesis
which kept the plant alive.  That was about all I needed to know.

When the professor showed us a diagram of a leaf’s structure, I was
amazed.  Most leaves have seven layers, each with various functions that are
essential to the life and work of the tree.  Like the psalmist, I was awed by
God’s ability and creativity to design and make such a complex though
simple-looking organism.  It was a moment of holy awe for me so much so
that I have not forgotten that lesson in over forty years.

Scripture teaches us that God created the world and us in it not as a
worker who stamps out the same pattern over and over all day long.  Rather,
God is a maker, an artist, a craftsman who fashioned us and every detail of
the world with uniqueness and purpose.  Above all, God endowed us and all
of creation with Spirit-breathed life so that all of the world, ourselves included,
are part of God’s incarnation of love.

In order to fully appreciate what God has done for us and who God fully
is, we ought to appreciate the world in which we live.  Take time every day to
look at the world.  Enjoy the broad view, marvel at the sun creeping over the

5Emily Dickinson, “Tell All the Truth But Tell It Slant,” 1858-1865.
6J. Brent Bill, “Reframe and Refocus,” Awaken Your Senses (Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2012), 69-

76.
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horizon, stand in awe at the art of sunsets, and drink in the majesty of the
night sky.  Also take time to examine a flower, to observe an ant, to chase a
butterfly, to listen to the birds sing, to count the hummingbirds, to explore a
decaying log, to watch squirrels at play, and to otherwise enjoy the stories that
are told day by day of God’s love and wonder and mystery through the world
we inhabit.  Pray with your eyes and discover the God who loves you enough
to live with and in us, taking the risk that we might not care at all, in order to
save us for life.  Pray with your eyes and, when you see God, raise your own
joyful hymn of praise.  Amen.
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March 7, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we are honest with ourselves, we know that we are completely
dependent upon you, O God.  Even when we are able to provide for ourselves
by the work of our hands and the creative skills that are ours, we must
confess that those abilities and skills are your gifts as well.  The bounty of the
earth and all that we have and enjoy come from your generous hand.  What
a happy revelation it is to acknowledge that we are the fortunate recipients of
such abundance.  What a blessing to know that all of the gifts of life are
lovingly offered by you.  Thank you, O God.

In gratitude, we seek to use and share all of these gifts with one another
so that we might, in whatever small way, mirror the love you show us day by
day.  Continue to open our minds, our hearts, and our hands to understand
that often we are the means by which your generosity is meted out in the
world.  Bless us with opportunities to be kind and helpful and benevolent, we
pray.

We hope that we do not sound greedy when, in the midst of such
abundance, we ask for more.  You know, O God, the needs we have which
the earth alone cannot satisfy.  You know the heartaches that are ours, the
struggles that besiege us day by day, and the illnesses that threaten us and
our well-being.  Help us through all of these challenges, we pray.  Grant us
health of body, mind, and spirit so that we might better enjoy each day that is
ours and be able to fully contribute to the health and well-being of our
community.

Open our eyes today, O Lord, to some wonder of your world that we
have overlooked.  Enable us to see your glory in some way we have never
before noticed.  Help us to pray with our eyes and rejoice with our hearts. 
Amen.
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