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One of my favorite children’s books, gifted to me by a former congregation at our tearful goodbye potluck is “Oh! The Places You’ll Go!” by Dr. Seuss.  The book opens with the narrator congratulating an unnamed traveler "You," who is leaving town to start a new adventure. "You have brains in your head. You have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself any direction you choose. You're on your own. And YOU are the one who'll decide where to go."

Things will be great for “You” a while. “You'll be on your way up! You’ll be seeing great sights! You’ll join the high fliers who soar to high heights!”   But Seuss doesn't sugarcoat it — some places will be hard. There's the Waiting Place — stagnant, waiting for a train, a bus, the rain to stop. There's the Un-place — unmarked streets you can't find your way out of. And there are Lulls and then the Slump — a low you're "not in for much fun" finding your way out of.

Still, Seuss ends the book with a drawing of “You” in yellow pajamas, walking towards a mountain, with the words: "Today is your day! Your mountain is waiting. So — get on your way!"

I was reminded of this book this past week in Denver, where I felt like I was all over the place, inside and outside of my body.   I went to be at the place of the bedside of my sister in a serious health crisis. Every morning I drove into the hospital and looked longingly at the place where the mountains dwell — just out of the reach of my feet — as I steered my car into a place on the parking deck instead. I listened to my sister suffer in a place of delirium so deep that for several days she only mumbled random letters and words.  A place in my heart as I listened to her say "Can I — can you — w, w — all around the world, all around — can you find me? Can you find me?" I couldn't find the place she was. Neither could the staff. It was an Un-place — rooted in nothingness, but deep in the unknown country of the brain, where only the brain itself could bring her back.

I love Psalm 91, which you just heard. It speaks of finding home in secret place of the Holy, a place of protection. It says that no storm of trouble will come near the place of your tipi and that you will not need to tremble before the disease that walks at night. But the storm found my sister's tipi anyway. It walked right in, in the middle of the night, in a hospital that was doing everything right.

The secret place of the Holy didn't really seem to hold up. Or maybe it did? 
_________

The idea of place is inherent in our human experience, and it is REAL (like my address) and metaphoric (like my holy home in god) and I don't think they can be separate.

Place not just a piece of ground, says theologian Jennifer Allen Craft, but how we exist in relationship with the rest of creation. Hear this again: Place is relationship with everything around us. So place is exquisite and ordinary. It's the majesty of Rocky Mountains, the lights and beeps and buzzes in the ICU of a hospital, a stretched out queue at the airport. Place is congregants who impossibly show up in your Airbnb parking lot hauling grocery bags of snacks and a teddy bear — because even when you are sixty-three, in an Un-place, it might be exactly what you need.

Place.
In our most foundational spiritual story, author Cole Arthur Riley marvels that even before God creates a thing, God makes a place — a home — for the creature not yet made. The sky, before the birds. The sea, before the fish. The garden, before the humans. And not only is the garden made first — it is the very ground out of which the humans are made. Hear her words again:
"I like to think of God hunched over in the garden, fingernails hugging the brown soil, mighty hands cradling mud like it's the last flame in a windstorm. A God who says, Not out of my own womb but out of this here dust will I make you. Place has always been the thing that made us. We cannot escape being formed by it."

I know I’ve been formed by the prairies of North Dakota, the congregations I’ve served, the family I grew up, and whatever happens on any given day, whether I know it or not.  I wonder, what are the places that have formed you? 

Annie Dillard knew the power of place, too — and she died this week. She called her home by Tinker Creek an anchorite's hermitage, an anchor-hold clamped to the water like a barnacle to a church wall. For Dillard, place was gift: the world, all around us, freely given, ours simply for stopping to see it.

Except — when it isn't. Not all of us have that gift. Not equally.

Riley reminds us that place is never neutral. It's bound up with belonging, with ancestry, with the body itself. For people of color, for those pushed to the margins, place can be stolen, denied, subjugated. Dillard had the leisure and the safety to choose her anchor-hold. Most of the world does not get to choose.

So here is the disconnect that is also paradox: place is both an exquisite gift freely given, and a thing that gets taken from people every single day. Both are true. Neither cancels the other.

Maybe that's the real promise of Psalm 91, then — not that the storm skips your tipi, but that you're carried through it. There's no guarantee against the storms, but there is a promise about whose hands we land in when they come.

There's a story in Genesis about what it looks like to land in the midst of a life-storm. Jacob is on the run. He has just cheated his brother Esau out of a birthright and a blessing, and Esau has sworn to kill him for it, so Jacob flees — alone, at night, with nothing. No inheritance, no direction, not even a congregation to send him off with a book and a blessing. He stops at sundown, finds a stone for a pillow, and falls asleep, all alone in terrors of the night. Jacob is dis-placed by his own violence, exiled to an Un-place.

He dreams of a ladder set up on the earth, reaching to heaven, angels of God ascending and descending on it. When he wakes, he exclaims: "Surely the Lord was in this place — and I did not know it." Jacob takes the rock he slept on, sets it up as a marker, and calls the place Bethel — "house of God, the gate of heaven."

I love this story because Jacob doesn’t even know God was with him in his Un-Place, nor does he have to find his way out before God shows up. He doesn't have to admit his wrongdoing, make amends, or settle into practices of self-care, wholeness and healing before the place becomes holy.  The holy breaks into the middle of his exile, on a stretch of wilderness he hadn't chosen. Bethel becomes the house of God, the gate of heaven, not because the ground was already safe, but because Jacob, displaced, was able to see what had been true of it all along. 

Which brings me back to right now, in this place.

Most of us have an anchor-hold of some sort. Deeds and leases, health insurance and passports, a place to go home to tonight. This is not nothing, and I don't think God asks us to apologize for it — Dillard's gift is still a gift.

And there will still be Un-places — deliriums, phone calls that report tragedies, grief, slumps you can't climb out of, moments that leave you lost. We all know, if only briefly, what it is to be placeless. And in the midst of that, there's a curious calling.

Jacob made a marker in the midst of his Un-place, a marker that said "This is a Gate to Heaven kind of Holy Place." I wonder if the calling, if we are able, is to mark the holy wherever we can, however we are. To take the stones in our roads and note: "This ground is holy, and I didn't know it, and now I do, and I'm going to leave this note here so you know that I believe it for you, too."

That's what it means to be a place for one another — it's not shelter you own and hand out from comfort, but something learned in your own small exiles: the recognition that everyone stumbling through the Un-place is one act of kindness away from finding out the ground was holy the whole time.

Not every Un-place is huge, though. 
Sometimes it's just a bad day
I have a tiny story about this.

On Friday, I flew home from Denver. The Denver airport, IMHO, is a twisted version of hell. I stood in the TSA pre-check line for over 25 minutes, only to reach the agent who ruefully informed me my boarding pass wasn't marked pre-check. I was so tired, so overwhelmed, I might have cried a tiny bit. I trudged my way to the back of the five hundred thousand people in the regular security line, wondering if I'd even make my flight. (First world problems, I know.)

With a trembling lip, I struck up a conversation with a woman in front of me. I know she saw my distress. She didn't do anything extraordinary, but she carried on casual conversation with me during our seventeen hour journey in line, and even went through security with me. Unknowingly, she created a place for me in chaos. She became a grounding place for me — a welcoming, holy house of kindness that not only kept me from losing my shit wits but restored my peace.

Oh, the places we go!

Friends, today is your day. Your mountain is waiting. There are places to go!

And the mountain you get to climb isn't the whole point. Riley reminds us God knelt in the dirt before there was anyone to stand on it — hands in the mud, building a home before building the guest. Place first, person second. We were made out of ground that somebody else got down on their knees for.

Maybe the calling is to kneel down in whatever ordinary dirt you're standing in — a parking lot with snacks and a teddy bear, a bad security line, a hospital hallway — and do what God did first: make a place, before you even know who's going to need it.

Stormy places, empty places, uncomfortable places are part of life—no one is immune. And yet—you can still be the hands somebody else lands in. You can still be the gate of heaven — the house of God, in the middle of nowhere — for someone who can't even fathom hope because they are so lost. You can be the Place that says, "I see you. This is holy ground because we are here together. It is the House of the Holy. Stay as long as you need. You are welcome, you will be okay, with me in this Place."

May it be so. Amen.

