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In this visual 
age, so many 
of us are blind 
to true insight
W

hat does it 
mean to see? 
For most of the 
day, we live with 
our eyes wide 
open. We look, 

stare, study and gaze at each 
other, our world and life in all 
its abundance.

Right now, you are looking at this 
page, absorbing its message through 
the eyes. You see words which con-
tain meaning. In seeing what is writ-
ten on the page, you ‘hear’ what I am 
trying to say.

to see is to connect with reality, 
with the world of which you are a 
part. Sight binds us to the environ-
ment and to those with whom we 
share it. In opening our eyes, we see 
where we belong and how we fit in. 

Superficially, we see what is in front 
of our eyes. that, however, is not the 
true essence of sight. Like all the 
senses, sight is multi-layered and vast 
in scope. ‘Do you see what I mean?’ 
another way of asking that question 
is: ‘Can you see my meaning?’ But 
how can meaning be seen?

Meaning does not come within the 
normal range of sight. You cannot 
turn to your friend and say: ‘Look, 
there is meaning!’ to see meaning 
requires insight.

We see the surface of things, but we 
can also gaze deep inside. Insight 
means looking beyond the surface 
into what things mean. as you read 
this, you are looking at the words, but 
you also see beyond them.

When eyesight gives way to insight, 
you receive the gift of meaning and 
understanding. that is the difference 
between looking at things and look-
ing into them. We all look at things, 
but only when we look beyond them 
can we understand their deeper 
meaning.

We live in a visual age, one in which 
our eyes constantly feed on images. 
We see but do not look or gaze beyond 
the next screenshot. the result is we 
have lost our capacity for insight.

think of people sitting before a 
painting in a gallery. Some sit for 
hours pondering a single portrait. 
What do they see in that one image 
which captivates them for so long?

at first, they might be spellbound 
by the colour, the texture and the 
sheer beauty of the painting. after a 
while, however, they cease to look at 
the surface and are drawn into the 
heart of the artwork. they see inside 
it and find there a meaning which 
helps makes sense of their own lives. 

that is what it means to see with 
the mind’s eye. the painting opens 
up a world in which we can see dis-
tant horizons. Our vision expands as 
we gaze beyond the canvas. It is this 
wondrous capacity which is the 

source of true love. Initially, we see 
someone and are attracted by what 
we see. It is like being mesmerised by 
the surface colours of a portrait. 

We begin by looking at the person, 
but soon we find ourselves looking 
deeply into them. We move from 
superficial attraction to something 
that cannot be seen directly. It is this, 
long after the flesh fades, which con-
tinues to enthral and captivate.

Love begins with sight, but it can-
not last without insight. to see into 
the depths of a person is to see who 
they really are. It is to see that with 
which we fall in love.

Everything has this depth if we are 
prepared to look for it. We can skate 
through life on the surface, never 
bothering to see beyond the next 
step. alternatively, we can use our 
time to see deeply, for to do so is the 
pathway to lasting love.

the most extraordinary thing about 
us is that we can see at two very dif-
ferent levels. If we could not see 
beyond the surface, life would be 
brutish and cruel. the fact that we 
can do so is the reason why it can be 
so beautiful, consoling and noble. 

I
 
 
 SEE a stranger in need. On the 
surface, we have nothing in 
common. I look deep into his 
eyes and I am somehow bound 
to him by compassion. I see my 

son weeping. Superficially, it could be 
seen as a cry for attention. Looking 
deeper, his tears lead me to the source 
of a broken heart. 

Without this form of sight, how 
could we ever empathise with those 
in pain? how could we see beyond 
the crime to the broken soul whose 
cry for help it was? how could we for-
give, understand and respond with 
mercy?

and that, in this age of the image, is 
what we stand to lose most. Our 
capacity for lasting love, for mercy 
and sympathy is something that can-
not be found on the surface. For we 
cannot fall in love with an image, nor 
can we truly empathise with what 
momentarily flits across the screen. 

Out of sight, out of mind. Once it 
disappears, it has gone for good. and 
when the mind’s eye is blind we can-
not see beyond our own reflection.

We ingest through the eyes, but we 
digest with the soul. We take what we 
see, chew over it and make sense of it. 
Only then will we truly understand 
what it means. 

and what is life without meaning? 
What is life without love, without the 
gentle droplets of compassion that 
quench the pain of hurt and loss? 

It is a life that shuts its eyes to eve-
rything that might tempt it to take a 
second look.

Michael Noonan’s priest 
brother dies after illness
TRIBUTES have poured in for mis-
sionary priest Fr Jim Noonan, a 
brother of Finance Minister 
Michael Noonan, who passed 
away yesterday.

Fr Noonan, 78, who was a mem-
ber of the Kiltegan Fathers, and 
who had been unwell since last 
autumn, died at the Kiltegan Mis-
sionoary Society Care Centre in 
Co. Wicklow.  

A native of Loughill, Co. Limer-
ick, Fr Noonan – who had spent 47 
years working as a missionary in 
West Africa – had returned to his 
native West Limerick in 2010 to 
begin duties as curate of the par-
ish of Foynes-Shanagolden.

Paying tribute, Fr Tom Kiggins, a 
fellow Kiltegan Father who has 
missioned in East Africa, said: ‘Fr 

Jim was always evangelising... he 
spoke several African languages.

‘He was a man of the people... a 
great missionary,’ he added.

Canon Tony O’Keefe, of Foynes-

Shanagolden, described Fr Noo-
nan as ‘dedicated to his mission-
ary work’. ‘Equally, he was 
delighted to be back in Limerick, 
on the banks of the River Shan-
non, which he loved, he said.

Fr O’Keefe added: ‘He loved all 
sport, especially the GAA, just like 
his brother Michael.’

Fr Noonan was ordained in 1962 
and was soon after appointed to 
the Prefecture of Minna in north 
Nigeria where he remained for 
the next 47 years.

Bishop of Limerick, Brendan 
Leahy said Fr Noonan ‘was a 
quiet-spoken and gentle soul’.

According to the Limerick 
Leader, Fr Noonan’s funeral is due 
to take place in Kiltegan tomor-
row at 12pm, with removal today 
from 5.30pm. Burial details have 
not been released.

By David Raleigh

‘Gentle soul’: Fr Jim Noonan


