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There is a social experiment called the invisible gorilla.   You can see many 

versions of it on YouTube.  It was developed by Daniel Simons who 

researches visual cognition including attention blindness.  People tend to 

think that seeing is believing.  We’d assume that if we were watching 

people passing a basketball on a basketball court, we’d notice a person in 

a gorilla suit walk through, waving his arms and jumping up and down.  

That can’t be missed. Yet half the people watching do not see the person 

in the gorilla suit. People assume at rates over 90 percent that they are 

not the kind of people to miss such an obvious, in-your-face event—yet 

50 percent do.  The experiment shows that if people are looking for a 

gorilla, they see the gorilla. But if their attention is elsewhere at least half 

will not see the gorilla. 

 

That’s how the experiment is set up.  Two groups of people, some in 

white shirts and others in black, pass a basketball between them as they 

move around in a small space.  The observer is asked to count how many 

times people in the white shirts touch the ball.  Seconds into the 

sequence, the gorilla walks through.  Afterwards, half the observers are 

shocked when asked if they saw a gorilla. Most assume there was no such 

thing and, just as significantly, they say that those who say they saw a 

gorilla are either liars or crazy.  So it’s not just that people miss seeing 

what is there.  They then rubbish those who see what is there.  Simons’ 

point is simple: what we are prepared to focus on determines what we 

see.  One person put it in a popular way – we don’t see things as they are 

… we see things as we are. 

 

Now I want to make a leap at this point, to refer to a book written by the 

philosopher Charles Taylor called A Secular Age.  Taylor seeks to name the 

deep-seated assumptions about how we conceive and represent the 

world.  He calls them “social imaginaries” and they inform and frame 

what we give our attention to.  As with Simons, he says that we miss 



obvious realities when our attention is on something else.   Taylor argues 

that in the modern era our attention in the West has been drawn away 

from what our ancestors thought was obvious: that there is a God who 

acts and moves in the world.  Some would say this movement represents 

liberation: we’ve put aside an untenable belief. 

 

But Taylor suggests instead that we’ve acquired an observation blindness.  

Our new ways of imagining the world have drawn our attention away 

from divine action.  We live in a frame that filters out what we do not 

expect to see.  What we have learned to attend to has made us unable to 

see what was once obvious.  Taylor says that in the West, we have 

learned to focus on certain things, and God has been pushed so far back 

as no longer to be seen.   

 

That is the world in which I live.  It is what comes most naturally to me.  It 

is how I have been trained to live.  To be clear, I am using seeing as a kind 

of analogy for noticing how the unseeable God is active and present in 

the everyday.  I mean see as the result of attending, attending to what 

God is doing in the world, with me, with you.  For example, at the 

moment I am looking out and seeing a group of people.  But in faith I am 

seeing much more than that.  I am seeing God happening to you and me 

in some way and I am invited to attend to that happening. 

  

In this world, because we are being shifted from a secular framework, 

becoming Christian involves learning to see in a different way, learning to 

attend to the everyday moments of divine action and attending in such a 

way that we hear the everyday words God speaks to us.   In New Zealand, 

those of us trained to think in the framework of the West have to learn 

ancient practices.  We are having to relearn how to put the everyday 

experiences of divine action at the forefront of our social imagining. 

   

Andrew Root says that prayer is “the broadening of our attention on the 

world around us, looking for the arrival of God … “. It brings our heart 

alive.  It connects us with who we most truly are.  It animates our soul.  

This is at the core of the Church’s life in the world.   What we offer the 



secular world, more than anything else, is helping people learn how to 

attend to God happening in our world. 

 

It is good to offer hospitality, worship, companionship, encouragement, 

community, ethics, church – all good things – and they can come so much 

to the fore that what is at our core is pushed to the back. I do it - write, 

visit, participate, organise, email.  But what gives all those activities life 

and purpose, what gives energy and direction is God.   

 

The practice that attends is prayer.  Few people in our world and even in 

our church have been taught to pray, yet this is how we learn to attend to 

God.  What the church offers our secular world, more than anything else, 

is to help people sense how they are being addressed by God, how they 

are experiencing God every day – in other words how to pray.   

Which brings us to the story of Martha and Mary.  They are not to be 

caricatured as if Jesus puts contemplation over action or underplays the 

gift of hospitality.  In praising Mary, Jesus reminds us to attend to what is 

central – the activity of God in our world.  And he reminds us in his 

typically blunt way.  “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by 

many things; there is need of only one thing.”    

He then does not tell us what the one thing is, but he does praise Mary.   

And the next part of Luke is teaching about prayer, the Lord’s Prayer.    

 

Prayers enables us to attend to the Christ who is in our home, even when 

that Christ confronts our pattern of living. The writer and minister Eugene 

Peterson told of visiting Marilyn in hospital. Marilyn was in her mid-

twenties, married, had a new job as a lawyer and was new at church.  She 

was getting tests for an illness the doctors couldn’t pinpoint.  She 

explained that her doctor couldn’t find a physical source of her symptoms 

and so Marilyn was wondering if they were psychological.  She went to 

see a psychiatrist.  Marilyn had done all that was good in seeing medical 

professionals.  And then one day Peterson asked her “Is there anything 

you want me to do?”  To his surprise, Marilyn responded, “Yes. I’ve been 

thinking a lot about it. Would you teach me to pray?” Marilyn was asking 

how she could see divine action in what she was going through.  

 



 

Attending is often disruptive and inconvenient.  In speaking of Marth, 

William Willimon says – “a Christian is anyone with the guts to open the 

door and let Jesus in, to listen to Jesus even when he criticises the way we 

spend our time.”  Richard Rohr writes about such attending – I know 

there are people here who get his daily messages.  Rohr names two 

dimensions central in his faith - first, that God by taking on human flesh 

has said yes to all that is physical, material and earthly.  Faith is not about 

being spiritual or more spiritual.  Second, that God keeps moving us from 

mere belief or belonging systems to inner experience of God.  Without 

that inner experience, Rohr says, Christianity cannot offer to our world an 

alternative consciousness or a new kind of humanity.  Bluntly he says, 

“Until people have some  inner spiritual experience, there is no point in 

asking them to follow the ethical ideals of Jesus or to really understand 

religious beliefs …” 

 

Is that what Mary had learned – was this the one thing - attentiveness to 

the presence of God in Christ, who opens our eyes to the expanse of life 

and empowers us to live the Jesus way. 
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