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OPENING THE EYES OF OUR HEARTS


Earlier we sang, Open the Eyes of My Heart. Have you ever thought about that phrase, “eyes of the heart?” The only time this appears in the Bible is here in Ephesians 1:18: with the eyes of your heart enlightened.  Before beginning the body of the letter, Ephesians begins with a typical greeting (1:1-2), a blessing (1:3-14), and then the usual thanksgiving prayer (1:15-23), 

Our reading for today (1:15-23) is two long sentences in Greek and is a thanksgiving prayer to God on behalf of the Christians there in Ephesus. What is the prayer? The first sentence is: I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power (1:17-19).

The prayer is that God will give them a spirit of wisdom and disclosure as they grow in relationship with their Lord. The prayer is that the church will then have the eyes of your heart enlightened. Did you notice the verb tenses here? We do not develop wisdom and we do not enlighten our own eyes. This is not about reading more books about God or having a group discussion about how to know God better. The prayer is that that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him. We come to know our God when we receive the Spirit from God and let the Spirit work in our lives. 

We followers of Jesus are always looking for the latest book, the newest idea, the novel technique, or the dynamic leader who will help us find God. You have heard me say it before and I’ll say it again: The message of the Bible is not about our finding God but about God finding us. The Lord is the initiator who reveals God’s self to us and calls for a response from us. It is in responding to the Lord’s revelation that we come to know God.  

Since we call these verses “scripture,” we believe this prayer is for us today as well. This prayer and our prayer is that God will enlighten the eyes of our hearts. In biblical metaphors the body part which illustrates understanding is not the brain but the heart. Today we send out hearts in February to communicate our emotions, but in the biblical world the bowels are the metaphor for the emotions—not the heart. If we were living in the time of Jesus, the Hallmark cards on Valentine’s Day would have pictures of intestines, not hearts. Now isn’t that romantic? Well, love, fear, stress, and other emotions sure have an effect on my abdominal area, but let’s not talk about bowels today. 


According to the understanding of the first century, the heart is the symbol for the understanding. The prayer is to have an “understanding heart” and to see the world with eyes enlightened by the wisdom and disclosure of the Lord. We pray for God to enlighten the eyes of our heart so we can see the world differently.

You probably know of Helen Keller (1880-1968), the Alabamian who could neither see nor hear, yet, because of the faithful ministry of Anne Sullivan, was transformed from a savage child to a distinguished person of letters. Helen Keller once wrote, “I, who cannot see, find hundreds of things to interest me through mere touch. I feel the delicate symmetry of a leaf. I pass my hands lovingly about the smooth skin of a silver birch, or the rough shaggy bark of a pine. . . . I feel the delightful, velvety texture of a flower, and discover its remarkable convolutions; and something of the miracle of Nature is revealed to me. . . . At times my heart cries out with longing to see these things. If I can get so much pleasure from mere touch, how much more beauty must be revealed by sight. Yet, those who have eyes apparently see little. The panorama of color and action which fills the world is taken for granted. . . . It is a great pity that, in the world of light, the gift of sight is used only as a mere convenience rather than as a means of adding fullness to life.” 1 Even though she could not see with her physical eyes, Helen Keller had the eyes of her heart enlightened. 

A church member recently told me of a dream in which I was involved. Because I had recently preached about my own dreams, this person felt comfortable enough to share the dream with me. This is the dream: “We were at a gathering of quite a number of people, not sure where, but not in the church building. It was more of an outside structure—maybe an old barn or something. You were dressed in different types of long robes and we were all just sitting around you very casual-like. I believe you were reading and we were following along with you.  I was having a hard time seeing, and I went up to you and told you that. You looked at me and said, ‘You are not utilizing your eyes properly. Let me show you.’ At that point you were called away to help out in the back with the others to move something like pieces of old rotted wood, which you did. And that was the end of my interesting dream.”


My response to the member was, “That dream is so true to my life! I have this calling to help others see the world differently but feel that I am constantly steered away from that calling for other tasks. I want to help you utilize your eyes properly.” In other words, I want this dreamer to see with the eyes of your heart enlightened by the Holy Spirit. 

SEEING WITH NEW EYES


The French novelist Marcel Proust (1871-1922) says, “The voyage of discovery is not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.” In other words, it’s not where we go but how we go as persons who are aware with eyes opened by the Lord’s wisdom and the Lord’s revelation to us. 

American Reformed Rabbi Lawrence Kushner (b. 1943) writes, “We don’t want to just read about what God wants. We don’t want someone else telling us what God wants either. . . . We want our eyes to be God’s eyes so that we can see the world the way God sees it. We want our hands to do God’s work. We want our prayers to be God’s prayers. We want what God wants.” 2 Kushner is saying that when the eyes of our hearts are enlightened, we will see the world the way God sees it.

What will we see when the enlightened eyes of our hearts? When we pray, Open the Eyes of My Heart, we will see other people differently. In my discovery of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, I learned that Extroverts and Perceptives are not acting that way just to irritate me but are organizing their world according to the preferences God gave them. When I am at my best and in a difficult conversation with someone who has a problem with me, with the enlightened eyes of my heart I try to look at that person with Christ sitting between us and looking lovingly at both of us. When I look at others with the enlightened eyes of my heart, I will ask, “What is going on in her life for her to act in such a strange way?” With the enlightened eyes of our hearts, we will see other people the way God sees them. 

When we pray, Open the Eyes of My Heart, we will see ourselves differently as well. Sometimes we think we are better than everyone else and sometimes we think we have messed up our lives more than anyone can imagine. You know why we keep having those dreams about being in school again, enrolling in that class we never attended, and suddenly remembering that the final exam is today? That dream is a signal that we know our lives are not as together as we try to show outwardly, and we fear that others will discover that behind our masks and accomplishments we are really failures as persons. 


 With the enlightened eyes of my heart I will see myself the way God sees me: as an imperfect person with mixed motives who is still an adopted and loved child of God. And so are you! The blessing which begins this book has powerful words about my status and your status: Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved (1:3-6). With the enlightened eyes of our hearts we will see ourselves the way God sees us.

When we pray, Open the Eyes of My Heart, we will also see our church differently. Just look around today and you will see that most local churches are a mess. Some even say our church is a mess. Attendance and giving are down; we are not what we used to be; and church members disagree about worship, music, ministries and organization. It’s not just VBC. It’s everywhere! A mentor in my early years of ministry told me that he can tell when the church is doing okay when members in business meeting stop arguing over the price and quality of the toilet paper they buy. 

When we look at the local church with the enlightened eyes of our hearts, however, we will see this church as part of the universal church described in this confession of faith we find in verses 22-23: And [God] has put all things under [Christ’s] feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. This is our text for the Reign of Christ Sunday because it is a high confession of the power of Christ over all world powers. And this confession is also one of the highest views of the church. When you consider kingdoms, rulers and economic powers, this prayer and confession states that Christ is the highest power and authority and is the head over all things for the church, which is his body. And not only that, but the church is the fullness of Christ who fills all in all. 

How can a few people gathered for worship and ministry be Christ’s body, the fullness of him who fills all in all? Most people can’t see it. Look around this room this morning. Can you see the fullness of Christ here with his gathered followers? Well, usually we don’t. Rather than seeing the fullness of Christ we see empty seats.

To see the value of the local church as Christ’s work, we need to sing, Open the Eyes of My Heart and to pray that the eyes of our hearts will be enlightened. 
When our vision shifts to the common inheritance all of us have in Christ (1:18), then instead of scarcity we see the abundance Christ promises. Success indicators we typically use lose their significance when the church is seen as Christ’s body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. The prayer is then, as the author says, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power  (1:18-19).

We are resurrection people and this author believes that God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places (1:20). If God can raise Jesus from the dead, then this God has the power to raise any church from a near-death experience. With the eyes of our hearts enlightened, we may know what is the hope to which God has called us, we may know what are the riches of God’s glorious inheritance among the saints, and we may know what is the immeasurable greatness of God’s power for us who believe, according to the working of God’s great power  (1:18-19). 


When Barbara Brown Taylor preached on Ephesians 1, she ended her sermon with the following insight: “No matter how hard we try in the church, we will always mess some things up. And no matter how badly we mess some things up in the church, other things will keep turning out right, because we are not, thank God, in charge. With the eyes of your heart enlightened, you can usually spot the one who is.” 3
HYMN: 715: Now Thank We All Our God
1 Helen Keller, Three Days to See as quoted in Mark Link SJ, In the Stillness Is the Dancing , 1972
2 Lawrence Kushner, Eyes Remade for Wonder, 1998
3 Barbara Brown Taylor, He Who Fills All in All, in Home by Another Way, 1999, page 140-141

OPENING PRAYER (Lavon Bayler, Taught by Love, Year A, 2002)

Generous God, you are present in all times and places; so please capture our attention in this time and place. Open our eyes to see the wonders you provide. Open our ears to hear your commandments, your ordinances, and your statutes. Open our hearts to care deeply about people in need, whatever that need might be. Open our mouths to shout and sing together for joy, sharing the good news of salvation. Amen.
GUIDED PASTORAL PRAYER (Ezekiel 34:11–16) (Seasons 2011)
Use the reading from Ezekiel as an inspiration for guided prayer.

One: 
Read Ezekiel 34:11–12a.


11 For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. 12 As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek out my sheep.

Two: Gentle Shepherd, we give thanks for your constant companionship among us. May your steady hand guide us when we go astray, bring us back when we wander, and bring assurance as we move into the future. We pray for those who travel with us and who need to know your love at this time (name specific concerns in your community).
One: 
Read Ezekiel 34:14–15.


14 I will feed them with good pasture, and the mountain heights of Israel shall be their pasture; there they shall lie down in good grazing land, and they shall feed on rich pasture on the mountains of Israel. 15 I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and I will make them lie down, says the Lord God

Two: God of Generous Love, we not only give thanks for food, water, shelter, and the basic necessities of life, but the abundant beauty of the land and relationships that satisfy our deepest longings. Inspire us with your spirit that we will be enabled to share generously with others (name specific outreach ministries).

One: 
Read Ezekiel 34:16.


16 I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I will destroy. I will feed them with justice.

Two: Gathering God, you draw us together into a community of faith; a reflection of the Body of Christ around the world. May we be faithful to your way and may the light of justice illumine the path before us (pray for God’s guidance and justice in specific situations).

Page 


