Beginner’s Eyes, Prophet’s Eyes

A sermon by Seanan Holland
There are some theological questions we can ask to help us point to our most important and ultimate concerns.  Among the most basic is, “What’s going on here?”

In my ministerial formation, one of the images I come to again and again is a family or tribe of cave-people.  I imagine them waking up one morning and rustling around on the hay and moss that is their bed and their carpet – the only comfort between them and the cold rocks.  They shield their eyes from the bright, orange sunlight that is bursting through the mouth of the cave.  And one of the elders says to another, “Org, tonight its your turn at the campfire to give us your reflections on life, the universe, and everything.  You must pay careful attention to all you see and hear today.  Reflect deeply, and pay close attention to everything you sense.”  

And this is how they do it – this is the primal beginnings of religious tradition as people try to answer the deep question, “What’s going on here?”

Things have changed a little bit since the times of our early ancestors.  Some of them have even gone on to invent helpful things  -

· ships for exploration of the world, and colonization,
· cars, so we can go on vacation, and change the composition of our atmosphere,

· email for staying in touch with loved ones, and the delight of receiving SPAM,

· and television so we can have sitcoms, and all the latest gore on what has become the evening news.

This is the double edged sword of the Axemaker’s gift:  that every great invention has a drawback – and perhaps modernity has made it a triple edged sword,, because humanity has to adapt somewhat to every new invention it creates.

What’s going on here?

One of the things that’s happening is that we are changing the world faster than we can suitably adapt to it.  The other day at our public relations committee meeting, I think we used the phrase, “signal to noise ratio” – if we didn’t, somehow it was stuck in my head – we were talking about advertising and how to have our message stand out among all the others.  This is a tough job because none of us has really evolved a dial that helps us filter out the signal we seek     from the noise.  The p a t t e r n s of daily life that we modern humans must sort out have become somewhat more complicated than our  ancient    ancestors   faced – their concern was sorting out the food-animals from the animals that would make us food.  Who has evolved a dial that filters out the all the SPAM of modern daily life.  We’ve changed our environment so rapidly that human beings haven’t caught up with our own changes yet.  So our physiology can barely keep up in perceiving the world we have created… a world that we rather desperately need to perceive.  Our survival, like that of our ancestors, depends on our situational awareness.

The inventions of modernity get incorporated into our cultural backdrop.  Billboards, traffic lights, even roads – they become such a part of our understanding of the world, we can barely separate any meaningful signal from the possibility that they have all added up to noise.

(I have to digress for a moment here.  Last night as I was reading through this, just as I got to the phrase, “added up to noise,” the fire engines went by with their sirens blaring.  I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised they came by at that moment, because they seem to busy all the time.  We need the fire department, but…)

That’s why I like to go into the woods, far, far from the noise.  So I can stand quietly, by a tree, near the river, flowing around the boulders…  and witness the signals of life.

Its been said that, “If a fish could talk, the last thing it would tell you about is the water.”  The question for us then is, “Can we see the fabric of our own (society and systems) – can we see the media      through which we relate to each other.  Water is the thing that lets fish relate to each other.  What is it for us humans?   Over the last several decades it seems to me that with globalization, we have lost some of the local character and uniqueness of places and institutions.  Things that were once valued for what they were or provided, are now subordinate to the economy.  When I was in California, I had to pay six dollars to take my dog to the beach.  Even two weeks ago, this may not have been so conspicuous, but as we continue to witness events in our markets and government, I am afreaid of just how important and central the financial sector has become.  I try to imagine what other aspects of our society contribute to our sense of security in the world,, and I am glad we have this church.

In this world where economic power has usurped so many other kinds of capital, financial trust is an important part of our social trust,, perhaps even the largest part of the fabric through which we relate to each other.  

But if we had some adaptation to filter out the signal from the noise, or to see the very fabric of our society, would that be enough.  Or would we still need to change more than our senses.  Mightn’t we even need to change our common sense about our senses… to adjust the conventional,, and even expert, wisdom of how we perceive.  

We’ve watched and listened to the story for all ages – and we have this image, fresh in our minds, of the emperor promenading proudly through town - he’s vaguely suspicious that something might be wrong.  And it was a small child who is quite certain that   (something is wrong).  She sees clearly enough through her young eyes to grasp reality.  

There is a similar image of pride and humbleness, authority and vision, but the roles are switched – it comes from Christian scripture.  You may have seen a painting of this scene from Mark, chapter 10.  Maybe it even hangs in your parent’s or grandparents’ home.  Jesus in the center, his disciples are there – mostly behind him, and in front of him are children, and he is reaching out to bless the children after    (the disciples have told them) to go away.  Jesus responds to his disciples, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs.  Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will not enter it.”

Conventional wisdom would have it that this is a story about blessing the children.  But reading the wider text reveals some other clues to its possible meaning.  This text is sandwiched between other teachings, in which the prophet, Jesus, tells us that we must have eyes to see and ears to hear.  We can’t overlook the literal reading of blessing the children, but Jesus is pointing to some quality that children have that will be needed to reign in the kingdom of god.  In our Unitarian Universalist tradition, we tend to think of this kingdom in a more immanent sense – as Beloved Community.  The point is, that whatever our ultimate religious hope, in order to get there, we have to possess some quality that children have.  

Who among us are the least likely to be prejudiced by their own expertise?  The children.  As Krista Tippet said in our reading, this theme of having “eyes to see and ears to hear,” of  being deeply aware, of seeing like a prophet, is a theme we find across the world’s religions.  In Buddhism, it is sometimes referred to as beginner’s eyes.    

Can we learn to intentionally bring ourselves to this perspective of seeing the world through beginner’s eyes?  It’s not to say that we give up the richness or wealth of our adult experiences, but that when circumstances suggest, we have practiced this skill, and so it is one of our options for how we consciously choose to see the world.     That we can let go of the prejudices of our own expertise.    And perhaps even find healing in such perspectives.  In my own life, 12-step groups have taught me to see my self and my family in new ways.  I have learned to ask myself, “If my best thinking got me here…?”  And I have gotten equal mileage out of considering, “If my best seeing got me here…?”

But is conscious skill enough, or do we need to be aware of something more – something deeper in our unconscious.

Maybe some of you have read the book, Blink, by Malcom Gladwell.  This is a marvelous little book about how humans do an amazingly good job of making sense of our sensory world – how we subconsciously interpret and make judgements all the time in our daily lives.  No matter how much information we are finally given, we are remarkably good at getting our judgments correct in the first instant – in a blink.  

This is one of our glories, as humans,,    that we have this amazing ability to unconsciously sift through a mountain of data and make immediate judgments about the scene around us – about what we perceive.  We are remarkably good with our first impressions regarding safety, security, the difference between normalcy and novelty, and recognizing what we value.

And       one of our shames is that this very same process operates on deep rooted symbols of our unconscious.  It is the root of our biases and our prejudices.  Humans are notorious for false recollection – we remember things that didn’t happen and omit things that did happen.  These biases and flukes often emerge from places in our unconscious.

The gift of Gladwell’s book is that he believes we can learn ways to rely on the strength of this quality, while we also temper it as a shortcoming.  

But even if we understand the subconscious processes that influence our perception, is that enough.    

Before I try to answer that, I’d like to point to another of great and simple religious question.  I have been talking about our perception and our theological wrestling with the question, “What’s going on here?”  But as we start to form a reasonable answer to that question, we should begin to ask ourselves another, “What should I do?”  This is the great moral and ethical question about what to do with our marvelous human agency and creativity.  We delight in discovery, and then we must make an ethical decision about how to respond to our discovery of creation. 

If our senses are not enough,,   if even beginner’s eyes, and a practiced mind are not enough, what then do we need in order to be witnesses to creation?  

My encounter with Hebrew scripture begs the question, “What makes a prophet?”  Why are prophets different from other people… from other characters in the scripture?  Why should we listen to Amos, Micah, and Isaiah?  I found one answer as I followed Jesus through the Christian gospels.  In the book of Mark, the first place that Jesus goes is down to the river.  Did he go down to the river to enjoy the view?  Did he go down to the river to paddle or swim?  Did he go down to the river to meet with the governor?  No.  He went to the river to meet with the people, to encounter the other, the poor – those who dressed in camel hair and ate locusts and honey.  And then he went to the desert.  Did he go to the desert for vacation – to work on his tan?  No.  He went to the desert to encounter himself.  To look inward deeply.  And finally his travels took him up the mountain.  And you can probably guess who he was looking for up on the mountain.  He went to encounter his god – to seek the divine. 

What we add to our wealth of modern knowledge about how we perceive is a religious commitment to be witnesses to creation.  And for that we need to find these three perspectives of god, self, and other.      When we answer the question, “What’s going on,” we need more than our basic senses, we need more than the intentional practice of beginner’s eyes.  And as important as understanding our unconscious biases and limitations are, we are obliged to strive one step further.  If we are to find our truest answer to the question, “What should I do?”  we must strive to find the perspectives of the sacred other, of our own sacred self, as well as that elusive perspective of a higher power...  which I have heard described in more scientific terms as the Archimedian vantage – some perspective that would allow us to see the whole, while we are still aware of each tiny grain of sand.  

And finally,, what modernity asks in return for the gift of our senses, is to be aware of the relationships     among the grains of sand – among each tiny part of creation.  We are asked to see the nature of that network of relationships that bind us all together – what we Unitarian Universalists call the Web of Life.    


