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What makes a place sacred for you? What is it about a place that causes you to feel that you are 

on holy ground? 

 

Although I set out to explore a different set of questions on my sabbatical, I have been pondering 

questions about sacred space for several weeks now, having had the opportunity to visit three 

holy places during my time away. 

 

The first place I visited was New Camoldoli Hermitage, a Benedictine monastery on the Big Sur 

coast. Like many Benedictine monasteries, the monks at New Camoldoli practice the ministry of 

hospitality, and they provide space for spiritual seekers who want to practice silence and prayer 

in a simple but beautiful setting.  

 

I had my own simple cabin on the side of the hill, with a gorgeous view of the Pacific Ocean, 

simple but tasty meals, and three days of silence. I hiked along the streams of the surrounding 

coastline, and I worshiped with the monks three times daily in the chanted liturgy of the hours. It 

was definitely a sacred place. 

 

The third place I visited (yes, I’m talking about them out of order) was Holden Village, a 

Lutheran retreat in the Cascade Mountains of eastern Washington state. Getting to Holden 

requires a series of different types of transportation: I took a plane to Spokane, rented a car to 

drive three hours to Lake Chelan, boarded a ferry to sail up Lake Chelan for 2 ½ hours, and then 

rode in an old yellow school bus (named Honey) for the drive up the gravel road to the village. 

This last part was eleven miles; it took 45 minutes. When a bus arrives at Holden, the villagers 

come out to greet the new arrivals and make them feel welcome. 

 

I was there with a group of volunteers to help get the village ready for winter, and so my days 

were mostly filled with work; I helped inventory camping equipment, matched and sanitized all 

the bowling shoes at the old-fashioned four-lane bowling alley, sorted through hundreds of 

games and puzzles to make sure the pieces matched, sewed up storage sacks for the sleeping 

bags, and deep cleaned the cabinet in the dining hall. 

 

But I also sat on the porch of my cabin to watch the light change on the mountains, hiked the 

local trails, went star-gazing with the village naturalist, made art, and worshipped with the 

community at the evening vespers service every night. It was definitely a sacred place. 

 

What makes New Camoldoli and Holden Village sacred places—at least to me—are some of the 

things we know can make a place sacred: They are both places of natural beauty, where I felt 

close to God because I was connected to God’s creation. They are places where community is 

strong, and places where I felt authentically and deeply welcomed. They are places that have a 
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regular, meaningful practice of prayer and worship, where the presence of God is invoked and 

expected. 

 

But the more I thought about these places, the more I realized there was something else they had 

in common, something that feels paradoxical. Both New Camoldoli and Holden are also ordinary 

places where people go about their usual, quotidian activities, just like we do. The monks and the 

village staff cook meals, wash dishes, scrub floors and toilets, do laundry, work, study, and goof 

off, just like we do.  

 

How are these places able to be both sacred and ordinary? And is it possible for us to create 

sacred space wherever we are? 

 

In our scripture reading from the Hebrew Bible, we heard the story of Jacob and his encounter 

with a sacred place. Jacob is not out looking for sacred space. He’s actually on the run, trying to 

get away from his brother Esau, whom he just cheated out of his birthright as the elder son. Since 

Esau would have probably killed Jacob for his deception, Jacob high-tails it out of his home, and 

he heads across the desert to seek refuge with his uncle Laban. He’s out in the middle of 

nowhere, in a desolate place, alone and, perhaps, afraid and worried about his future. 

 

And he has a dream—the dream of a ladder dropped from heaven, with angels going up and 

down. When he wakes up, he realizes that God is present, right there in the desolate wilderness. 

“Surely the Lord is in this place—and I did not know it!” he says. “How awesome is this place! 

This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”1 The wilderness is the 

same wilderness it was the night before—the same sand, the same rocks. But something has 

shifted.  

 

Jacob essentially wakes up to the realization that God is always present, wherever we are, and 

that what we need to do to create holy ground is to pay attention. If we are awake enough to see 

it, God can drop a ladder anywhere, at any time. 

 

Really, the Bible is full of similar stories of people encountering God in all sorts of places. In her 

book An Altar in the World, Episcopal priest and religious studies professor Barbara Brown 

Taylor puts it this way:  

 

People encounter God under shady oak trees, on riverbanks, at the tops of mountains, and 

in long stretches of barren wilderness. God shows up in whirlwinds, starry skies, burning 

bushes, and perfect strangers. When people want to know more about God, the son of 

God tells them to pay attention to the lilies of the field and the birds of the air, to women 

kneading bread and workers lining up for their pay.2 

 

God is not out there in the spiritual realm, but right here, in our daily lives. And we are just as 

able to feel the presence of God when we’re doing some ordinary task as when we are sitting in 

worship. Unfortunately, we are usually too busy to notice, and when we do notice, there are 

                                                 
1 Genesis 28:16b-17, NRSV 
2 Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 12-13. 
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plenty of ways to make that presence go away—like figuring we’ve just had a bit too much 

caffeine for the day and turning our attention back to our to-do list. 

 

Author and scholar Rabbi Lawrence Kushner describes Jacob’s experience this way: 

 

The beginning of knowing about God, […]  is simply paying attention, being fully 

present where you are. […] God, the Holy One of Being, is more than everywhere; God 

is the bosom in which creation happens day after day, the ground and the source of 

everything that exists, the very Place of Being itself. And to be awake and present “in this 

place” is to encounter God.3 

 

What is different about the folks who live at New Camoldoli and Holden, perhaps, is that they 

have become practiced at noticing the presence of God in their everyday lives. By choosing to 

live in deliberate spiritual communities, they have set the intention to notice God’s presence and 

to be aware of the ladders dropping from heaven. And perhaps the lesson for us is that we, too 

can be more intentional about noticing the sacred in the ordinary flow of our lives, like Jacob 

waking up to the presence of God in all things.  

 

My second experience of holy ground was a pilgrimage I took along the Oregon coast. Along 

with 13 others whom I had never met before, I walked from Fort Stevens State Park just south of 

the Columbia River, along the wide and windy beaches and over Tillamook Head to Arch Cape, 

passing through the towns of Seaside and Cannon Beach, with its iconic Haystack Rock. We had 

beautiful, sunny and windy days, and dramatic rain and relentless drizzle and a sloppy trail over 

Tillamook Head. My fitness tracker says I walked 45 miles in three days. It was hard… and 

amazing. 

 

Most traditional pilgrimages take the traveler on a journey to a specific holy place—the grotto of 

Lourdes, Chartres Cathedral, Mecca, Jerusalem. This pilgrimage had no specific sacred place as 

a destination; instead, the journey itself was the point, and our intention became to create our 

own mobile spiritual community, experiencing all the landscape we moved through as holy 

ground, and being open to the divine presence in every moment.  

 

Two moments in particular were evidence of this. As we climbed over Tillamook Head, we 

encountered a giant fallen tree, its exposed roots making a wall that towered over our heads. As 

we approached it, we all got very quiet and approached the wall of roots with great reverence, 

pausing to observe the tiny life forms clinging to the roots. We all felt that we were on holy 

ground, without any one of us announcing it. 

 

The second moment came as we ended our journey together. When we reached the end point of 

our hike, we drew a labyrinth on the sand, and walked it together, creating our own sacred space 

in the midst of the ordinary windy beach. 

 

Like Jacob, we woke up to the presence of God, saying “How awesome is this place! This is 

none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”  

                                                 
3 Lawrence Kushner, God Was in This Place and I, I Did Not Know (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights 

Publishing, 1991), 26, 31-32. 
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Still, despite this profound experience, the question remains for me: how to I create that sense of 

being in God’s presence in every moment, even in the ordinary—dare I say, boring?—moments 

in each day?  

 

I don’t necessarily have the answer, but I have begun to pay more attention, and there are two 

practices that help me. After being so soaked in the glory of God’s creation for many days in the 

last three months, I know that I must get out into nature in order to feel right side up and 

connected to God. These last days of unhealthy air have been miserable for me, not only because 

it’s hard to breathe, but because it prevents me from being out in God’s creation. 

 

The second practice is daily prayer. During my sabbatical, I established a practice of regular, 

daily prayer two or three times a day. I know now that I don’t feel connected and present and 

ready to notice God in the everyday when I neglect my prayers—especially first thing in the 

morning.  

 

I know that I can’t always live in the intense, profound way that my pilgrimage group did for 

those three days, but through deliberate practice, I can start to come closer, and be awake to 

God’s ladders dropping from heaven more frequently. 

 

Because I know that God is present in every moment and every place in our lives, not just in the 

separate holy and sacred spaces we hold dear. And my friends this is good news. My prayer for 

us is that we will become pilgrims together, helping each other to wake up to that presence and 

supporting each other on the journey through the sacred ordinary. Amen. 

 


