Sources of Meaning: Places

Genesis 28:10-19a


My friend Martha is a poet. More specifically, she’s what’s known as a poet of place—one whose work is grounded in a specific location. For Martha that place is southern Louisiana. Although she hasn’t lived on the Louisiana coast for decades, its bayous, rivers, and marshes still inspire her poetry and provide meaning for her life. 


Martha was born and raised on Bayou Lafourche, which is eighty miles south of New Orleans. It’s also thirty miles from Grand Isle, one of the first places to suffer damage from the recent Gulf Coast oil spill.


In an op-ed piece the New York Times asked Martha to write about that disaster, she explains her ties to this place: “My family is Sicilian, German, and Spanish, and for generations my relatives have taught, kept books, sold groceries, worked on boats, and hunted and fished on the bayous.”


She recalls that her mother was pregnant with her when Hurricane Betsy hit Grand Isle in 1965. Her family huddled in the hallway of her grandmother’s house in Thibodaux, where they’d evacuated. Her father and aunt went outside during the eye of the hurricane and cleared storm drains. The house didn’t flood. No one had to escape to the roof. But by a conservative estimate, there were more than a thousand additional square miles of wetlands to absorb the surge then than there are now.


Martha adds that perhaps this “in utero experience of Hurricane Betsy” helps explain her Gulf Coast obsession. For her, the marshes are sacred—a space between “what is life-giving and what brings death. They embody how fluid those distinctions can be.”


They reflect the paradox that marks Martha’s work as a poet and her life as a person of faith. She describes that paradox this way:

. . . the water I love is destroying the land I love. The land will get swept away as it was swept away from somewhere else before it became the land I know now. The water I love created the land I love, a thousand years ago, and the water will create something else and then destroy it, too. We can observe the change and study it. We can even interfere with it, but we cannot stop it. The land is becoming what it is becoming. So is the water. So is God.


Someone in a place far from the bayous of Louisiana also learned something about the changing nature of what Martha calls the “eternal current.” In this morning’s scripture reading we heard a story about Jacob and a place that would become pivotal for him.


Jacob has just cheated his brother out of their father’s blessing. And now he’s on the run between a place where he’s no longer welcome and a place he’s never been. He’s scared and tired and feeling all alone. When he reaches “a certain place” near the border of the land God has promised to his ancestors, he lies down under the night sky with nothing but a stone for a pillow.


As Jacob sleeps, he dreams. In that dream he sees a “ladder” that stretches from earth to heaven. Divine messengers go up and down, and Yahweh stands nearby and reaffirms the promise first made to Abraham—a promise of land and descendents and blessing.


As God reveals Godself to Jacob in this place, Jacobs begins to understand God as being more than he’d expected. God promises that the divine presence will not be limited to just this land. God will be with Jacob wherever he goes.


In this place Jacob’s eyes are opened to the eternal current of God’s working. In this place he begins to see his own role in the continuation of the covenant between God and humankind.


Jacob takes the stone on which he’s slept and uses it to mark this place—a place he calls Bethel, the “house of God.” It strangely and unexpectedly becomes his spiritual home—one in which a new way of seeing and understanding is born.


As one writer notes: “Those eye-opening moments, those moments and experience that expand our horizons, that open us up to God and God’s workings in the world often come in strange places and at strange times and in strange ways. For Jacob, it was in a place that held little to recommend it, at a time he was not looking for it, and in a way that emphasized to him that though the world viewed him as destitute and alone, the LORD was there beside him.”


Those moments and experiences that expand our horizons and open us up to God often come in places we might not expect. And, as a result, those places become sources of meaning for us.


This week several members of our church community reflected on the places that hold special meaning for them. And they’ve shared their stories with us.


For some, these places ground them to a past that continues to provide a sense of self and belonging:


My special place is not a cozy nook or a specific place where a memorable event took place. Rather it is a village, a small village of around 20,000 people about thirty miles east of New York City. It is called Larchmont and is where [my husband] and I grew up and where our children grew up. I have very deep roots there. I knew at least three generations of people—my parents’ friends, my friends’ parents, my friends, our children’s friends and their parents, and so on. When I went into town I always was greeted by someone I knew. It was as if I knew everyone and everyone knew me. I felt very connected and, in a way, I still do. For me Larchmont was and is that special place called home.


When we moved to Rhode Island twenty-five years ago, I knew just two people. It was a big adjustment for me. For many years when asked where I was from I always replied, “I live in Rhode Island, but I’m from New York.” I am able now to say, “I’m from Rhode Island,” and no longer feel the need to clarify. The hard part is that I have no history here. No one knew me when I was young, no one knew my parents and sibs, no one watched our children grow up. So it has been hard for me to feel the connection I knew in Larchmont. Especially so in Jamestown where it seems that everyone is connected and has a history here.


I love living in beautiful Jamestown where I have many friends and much to do and where I now feel a strong connection. I have set down roots, which will continue to grow deeper I know. Someday I might say that my special place is Jamestown—but for now, for me, Larchmont still owns that title.


For others, a special place in their past has helped shape their life:


A place that holds special meaning to me is a tiny piece of waterfront property on the west side of Jamestown—halfway between Fort Getty and Beavertail Lighthouse—where my father built a summer cottage in 1958-59. I remember my summers there as a teenager filled with peace, joy, fun, and tranquility. Simple things like sitting on the rocks and watching the ebb and flow of predictable changing tides; walks along the shoreline and finding beach glass, special stones, shells, and other treasures; and swimming and water play with my sister and two cousins kept us busy and out of trouble on our island paradise.


It’s a place that evokes memories of a special time in my life—a time filled with carefree weeks of teenage escapades, ten-cent ferry rides to Newport, USO dances, wonderful ocean breezes, spectacular sunsets, meeting lots of new friends, and so much more. Memories to last a lifetime! It was what I imagined heaven might be like, but surely this was God’s work on and around a small island in the Atlantic Ocean.


I was so fortunate to experience those unforgettable summers, and I believe it helped shape my life. Today, if life seems difficult or overwhelming, usually I can recall the sights, sounds, and joyous adventures of a teenager’s summers on a very special island one-half century ago and know that everything will be okay because I am here and I’m still in awe and the memories are part of my being and make my soul smile.


And for others, a special place has helped define how they see the world and the role they’re called to play in it:


A place that was/is very important in my life is the island of Iona—one mile wide and three miles long—off the west coast of Scotland. I went there to join the Iona Community after graduating from Union Seminary in New York City in 1955. As a new “community” member I spent the summer of 1955 on the island, laboring on the reconstruction of a twelfth-century abbey church and monastery and being oriented into the rules, theology, and practices of Iona Community membership before taking up my duties as an assistant minister in a Scottish parish church for two years.

Iona has been called a “thin” place, where the Spirit seems to reside more than other places. Over the years before the renovation of the ruined abbey began in 1939, it was revered by Christians and others as holding a special peace. Composer Felix Mendelssohn said of his visit to Iona: “it cannot told, only played.”


Iona, where the summer headquarters of the Iona Community resides, enabled me to experience the special holiness of the place where we worshipped daily in the twelfth-century restored abbey, but it also instilled in me a passion for justice and peace, which the Iona Community stood for and witnessed to the world. To the Iona Community, prayer and political action, work and worship, the news of the day and biblical stories were knitted into one whole fabric, which attracted people from all over the world from every faith to come and be renewed in spirit and motivated to action in the world. I was one who was privileged to touch and be touched by Iona, the thin place, at the beginning of my ministry.


Sometimes places that serve as sources of meaning give witness to relationships in the world around us:


To me, the shore always has an attitude. It’s a place of relationship, where land and water meet, like male and female, human and divine, mind and heart. They meet there, these counterparts, to converse, to insist, to wear each other out, and finally perhaps, like ancient spouses, to come to terms.


In the salt marshes where the egrets stand like spindly teens, wet and dry merge indistinguishably in a fertile ooze—odorous and fleshy, with only the slow rhythm of the tide to pace the delicate change in its common blending—now more moist, now a little dryer—with all the messiness of early incarnation—in-fleshment.


Contrast the passionate, celestial argument at land’s ends like Beavertail—where stormy accusation beats against stony resistance—where waves throw and shatter themselves like heaving heartbeats against the land’s hardest places and yet, in retreat, leave behind a spume of salt tears that bit by bit pierce the heart of the stone.


Most of all, though, I love the beaches, especially late in the day, when land and sea, like old lovers, embrace and accommodate one another over a long expanse, smoothing each other where they meet. Up the beach, the land is dry and rumpled, while out on the water the little wavelets scurry shapelessly away to an indistinct horizon. Here, though, where they meet like fingers seeking each other’s touch, sand and sea recognize in each other’s ripples the record of their years’ long conversation. 


I don’t think they much mind when I stop by to listen in.


And sometimes special places can serve as sources of hope for a renewal of the relationships we share with others:


All of my years growing up on the island, all I remember is going to the family cookouts at [our family] homestead. It has meant family and history. It has meant hellos and goodbyes to family members. It has always been a very big part of [our] genealogy on this island and has meant a great deal to me and my family.


To think that my great, great, great, great, great-grandfather was once governor of the state and started the ferries that ran from Newport and Saunderstown to Jamestown gives me a lot of pride. I’ve become the family docent, so I can share our history with other family members from all over the country who come to see the homestead or visit the governor’s grave site. 


The most important part of the homestead to me is how it is bringing my family together again after years of disagreements and giving us a reason to hope and be a real family again—like it was when I was a child.


Sometimes special places remind us of the constants on which we can count:


That place is Gun Lake where we have spent many, many long peaceful hours. I love to sit and watch the lake in its changing moods and contemplate God’s universe. From the starry nights and bright moon over the water to the storms that pop up out of the west and cause the trees that surround us to tremble with the lightening and thunder. But mostly the days when the gentle breezes waft ashore bringing big puffy clouds and bright sunshine. It is here where we have spent every summer with our children, our families, and our friends. It is filled with the joys and sorrows of our life. It is where I feel particularly close to God. He and his universe are all around us there. 


It is at Gun Lake where [my husband] and I first started sailing together. Out in the middle of the lake with the trees rising majestically from the shores we would talk for hours about the beauty around us, what we wanted to accomplish with our lives, and how we wanted to live them. Even though we have lived many different places, Gun Lake has been the constant in our lives. Perhaps that is why it is so special because it, like God, is a constant in our lives.


And sometimes special places enable us to break from the routine and open ourselves to new ways of seeing and understanding life:


For me, escaping to the boat is a form of breaking ties from work, home, local and national news/events. Once on the boat, aptly named “Holiday,” I enter into a world where I am in control and have the ability to decide what, when, and where things are going to take place. There is a freedom and a responsibility that comes from being on the water that is not found in other avenues of recreation. Safely being on a boat requires the use of many skills. I like the fact that only the basic issues of surviving are what matter. Life becomes simpler, satisfying your basic needs of shelter and food. It is like camping on the water, but you do not have the luxury of walking or driving away if things get difficult. It is up to you and your crew to figure it out and get back on an even keel, so to speak.

There is a serenity on the boat not found in many places. Of course, a similar peace is found in the mountains or the woods, but the exposure to constant motion, wind, and water combine to create a sense of freedom and empowerment that must be similar to flying like a bird. Being under sail with just the wind as your source of power is magical. In some ways, it must be like God; you can’t see or touch it, but it is there and it moves the boat through the water. However, you must take responsibility to make it safe and enjoyable.


I am thankful to God each and every time I am on the boat. I do believe being on the water brings you closer to him and the glory of his creations. The stars at night, the sunsets, the clouds, the wind, and rain storms all become so much closer as you realize what a small speck you are in the big scheme of things. 


Places of special meaning. Places where we unexpectedly see ourselves, the world, the divine in a new or life-changing way. May we have eyes and the hearts that allow us to recognize those places in our lives. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


August 1, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI

� Martha Serpas, “Our Life, Between Sea and Oil,” New York Times, July 9, 2010.





� Martha Serpas, “Old River,” Image (No. 55), 108.





� Geoff McElroy, Desert Scribblings (� HYPERLINK "http://gmcelroy.typepad.com/desertscribblings/2008/07/july-20-2008-tenth-sunday-after-pentecost.html" �http://gmcelroy.typepad.com/desertscribblings/2008/07/july-20-2008-tenth-sunday-after-pentecost.html�), posted July 16, 2008.








PAGE  
6

