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PRAYING WITH OUR EYES

Seeing with New Eyes
John 20:1-18; Acts 10:34-43

It must have felt cold in the doorway of that empty tomb.  Cemeteries
in general always seem to carry the extremes of any type of weather.  Bitter
cold in winter, hot as blazes in summer, rainy in the fall or windy in the spring,
cemeteries are rarely a place where one feels comfortable.

Whether it was the naturally cold air coming from the cave in front of her
or the chill in her own heart upon learning that Jesus’ body was missing, Mary
Magdalene must have shivered standing there alone in the breaking dawn
that brought anything but light to her soul.

She and two other women, Mary the mother of James and Salome, had
come early to prepare Jesus’ body for permanent burial.  Arriving in the
garden, they approached the tomb where his body had been placed, but saw
that the stone which had covered the entrance was now pushed to the side
and its gaping mouth seemed to scream in horror or grief or both.

Maybe it was Mary and her friends who screamed.  Who knows?  All we
know is that Mary ran to the room where the disciples had been hiding and
told Simon Peter and John that someone had stolen Jesus’ body.  The two
men ran to the tomb with Mary right behind them.  John got there first and
peered in the door but did not enter.  Simon Peter, on the other hand, brushed
by him and went all the way in.  Both of them saw the cloths that had covered
Jesus’ body lying there on the cold stone ledge with the one that had covered
his head rolled up by itself.  They left and went home.

Mary, with that chill of grief that sinks to the bone and causes you to
tremble and cry, stood alone in the doorway not knowing what to do.  If you
have ever stood at the grave of someone you love, shocked and hurt to the
core that they are gone, you know what Mary Magdalene felt.  Of course you
do.

Maybe she heard something or detected some movement or hoped that
she had missed something before and Jesus’ body was still there.  Or maybe,
like the rest of us, when a loss of any kind is so great as to change our world



immediately, Mary needed to take one last look before going home herself. 
This time, instead of discarded cloths in a dark and empty tomb, Mary found
a cave filled with light which revealed two angels.  What else do you say when
someone is standing in front of you with tears dripping to the floor?  The
angels asked why she was crying and she explained her distress over Jesus’
missing body. 

Understandably skittish and perhaps sensing movement or a presence
behind her, Mary turned to see a man standing there.  Her eyes blurry with
tears of anguish and grief, she could not see him clearly.  Thinking he must
be the gardener who had heard all of the commotion of their coming and
going and had come to investigate, Mary begged him to tell her what had
happened to Jesus’ body.

We, of course, know what Mary did not.  The man was Jesus, the risen
Christ, King of kings and Lord of lords.  Then happens that moment that, for
me, has always been the singular image of the resurrection.  Jesus says her
name and in that blessed sound she knows who he is.  That is vintage Jesus,
I think: calling us by name in a tone that bespeaks love and compassion and
laughter and joy.  That is how I often imagine God when I need to be
reminded that I am not alone in my sorrow.  Mary can see Jesus because she
has heard his voice speak in love.  Her eyes, now clear and focused, see the
risen Christ.  Like all of the other people Jesus had cured of blindness,
whether physical or spiritual, Mary could see again.  And seeing Jesus filled
her with joy. 

Then follows another moment which I have never understood but can’t
quite get out of my head.  Realizing her dear friend and Lord is alive and right
in front of her, Mary understandably moves to embrace him.  Why wouldn’t
you hug the person you thought was gone forever?  Yet, instead of welcoming
her into his arms as you would expect, Jesus seems to step back, raises his
hands, and discourages any attempt at personal touch.  “Do not hold onto
me!” he cautions.  Then he tells her to go tell his brother disciples that he is
soon to ascend to God.

I don’t know about you, but this last image troubles me.  It feels
uncharacteristically cold and distant.  Jesus was always touching people to
comfort, to encourage, to heal.  If anyone reached out to him–whether a
chronically ill woman in a crowd or a curious child in the street–Jesus always
welcomed them.  Why would he refuse Mary, his dear friend, such a natural
expression of love?  After all, he had healed her of a number of ailments or
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issues, what scripture calls demons.  Moreover, Mary Magdalene, along with
several other women, were benefactors of Jesus ministry, offering financial
support as well as traveling with him from town to town.  She was among his
most faithful and devoted followers.  At that tender and exhilarating moment,
Mary needed a hug.  I would think that after all he had been through, Jesus
could have used one, as well.

A couple of months ago, as I was working on our Lenten theme of
praying with our eyes, I came across a conversation between two British
clergymen, both of whom are well versed in religious art, one of whom had
recently published a book titled, Seeing God in Art.1  How convenient and
timely, I thought!

During the discussion, they showed a number of works of art and
discussed what they revealed about God from the artist’s point of view.  One
of those artworks was a sculpture by Peter Wynne which is titled, “Do Not
Cling to Me.”  It is a physical representation of the image of Jesus and Mary
in the garden.

The figures are thin and elongated with exaggerated gestures.  Jesus’
arms are lifted, elbows bent, fingers pointing up, almost as if he is showing
Mary the measure of something.  Mary, you can tell, is moving toward him,
her left arm reaching out toward Jesus while her right hand is suddenly
moving back toward her head in surprise or dismay.  Her body has an
uncomfortable twist to it.  At first glance, it appears that Jesus is giving Mary
a “hands off” signal which seems to fit the text as we read it.  As these two
ministers and scholars talked, they invited their viewers to look more closely
at the image.  Instead of pushing Mary away, Jesus is actually inviting her to
look beyond him to God, which is where Jesus always urged his followers to
look.2  Instead of a brush off, it is an invitation to come closer.  “Don’t cling to
me,” Jesus says, “because I will not be here like this forever.  Go through me,
beyond me, to God where I will dwell in community with the Father and Holy
Spirit forever.”

That is an image I want to sear into my memory because it offers me
hope and the promise of eternity here and now.  Through Jesus, I can reach

1Richard Harries, Seeing God in Art (London: SPCK, 2020).

2Seeing God in Art: A Conversation with Bishop Richard Harries and The Very Revd Andrew Nunn,
SPCK Publishing, June 11, 2020; available online 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/
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for God in all of God’s fullness and know the Son and Spirit as well as the
Father.  I can go through Jesus to experience the full salvation offered by
God.

I might never have seen the truth and beauty of this part of the story if
I had not looked more closely at the image of Jesus and Mary in the Garden. 
David Wynne’s sculpture certainly helped.  I have always been frustrated by
this part of the story because it is so uncharacteristic of the Jesus the gospels
reveal.  As a result, the story sometimes has left me standing alone in the
garden wondering where the joy, the hope, and the promise of resurrection
are.  When I pray with my eyes, however, intentionally looking for God through
Jesus, then I discover God all around me, in the world, within me.  When I see
Jesus urging Mary not to cling to him but to look through him and beyond,
Jesus opens me to the fullness of God.

Deborah and I enjoy watching some of the HGTV home renovation
shows.  It is fun to watch a tired and worn old house become a beautiful and
vibrant home again.  Regardless of which program you watch, there is always
the big reveal where the owners are reminded of how the house once looked
before seeing its new look.

That part of the program is really included for us, the viewers.  I suspect
the owners are seeing progress all along as they consult on their project.  The
excitement of the reveal is given for us.

That is why John put this part of the story in his gospel, not simply as
a record of what happened to Mary, but as an opportunity for us to see what
Mary saw.  Jesus is preparing Mary (and us) for the big reveal which will take
place when Jesus ascends to heaven and the Spirit takes up permanent
residence with us.  Jesus’ resurrection reveals that we can all be remade,
redeemed, reborn.  Our tired and weary lives can be rejuvenated by the Spirit
of God.  Jesus is pointing Mary Magdalene toward the ultimate reveal of
resurrected life that is full and complete.  John is pointing us there as well.

At some point, we all stand looking into a dark and empty void,
wondering where our salvation is.  Like Mary, we need to turn, to look and
listen, not for a gardener, but for our Savior.  We need to pray with Easter
eyes so that we see the life that Jesus offers each of us.  Easter eyes allow
us to see truth and possibility, death and hope, failure and resurrection, sin
and a second chance.  Easter eyes see God through Jesus.  Easter eyes help
us to see who we can become and how we can make a difference in the world

4



around us.  Easter eyes see those moments which matter the most and which
last unto eternity.  Easter eyes help us to pray with purpose and compassion.

As we began our Lenten journey on Ash Wednesday, so on this Easter
Sunday we turn again to the poet Gwen Frostic who describes what it is to
pray with our Easter eyes:

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 . . . 

The resurrected Christ invites us to pray with our eyes as we see who
we can become through his redemptive love.  Christ invites us to look through
him to behold the world as God sees it and to work with Christ to redeem the
world for which he died and rose again to life so that we all might live.  Pray
with your eyes so that you might see the love, hope, joy, and redemption that
Christ’s resurrection offers to us all.  Amen.
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April 4, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We, too, are witnesses to the resurrection, O God, because we have
experienced it in our own lives.  And if we have not, we pray now that we may. 
Open our hearts, our lives, to the love which will not let us go but which
redeems and refreshes us day by day.  For this gift, for the rising of Christ and
the hope given to the world, we thank you.

On this good day, we thank you, O God, for the reminders of your love
for us.  We pray that you will help us to balance our thoughts and our needs
with assurance of your watch care  over us.  Make us mindful of those around
us who suffer in many ways.  Heal the bodies of those who are ill and bring
relief to all who fight against disease.  Soothe the tormented minds and spirits
that no longer are able to make sense of life and bring help to all who feel
desperate in these days.  Hold us in the strong arms of your mercy when grief
overwhelms us and shakes us to the core.  Lift up our spirits when despair
threatens to hide us away.  And remind us , O God, that your power is within
us all to help one another and return the vibrancy of life.

We are grateful for the many good things you bring to us.  At this time
when we have had to keep distance from one another, friends and family
sustain us in so many ways.  We are grateful for the many reminders of how
we remain connected.  Keep us aware of the goodness of each and every day
and enable us to enjoy to the fullest the gifts and opportunities you provide us.

We have gathered for worship, keenly aware of the tension our world
feels, painfully mindful of the fear and frustration that hang over us like storm
clouds on a spring day.  We also feel the warmth of your grace fall upon us
and the light of your mercy breaks through our gloom.  We offer our prayers
for our nation and our world.  Help us all through this pandemic and the
attending chaos and bitterness that sometimes emerges.  Lead us to a time
when we can celebrate our differences and solve our problems with
cooperation instead of confrontation.

Warm us with the light of your salvation, O God, and keep us faithful as
your disciples in this place and time; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


