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I’d was so done with camping.   I had one more night left at the last campground I was staying this past June in California.  All morning I wrestled with having to stay put and endure the day in off and on rain, reading and journaling.  But, before it was a conscious thought, I found myself breaking down my tent and packing up.  

I had no plan, no reservations anywhere else to camp,  but I was really done with this particular campground.  I figured I could sleep in the car if I needed to.

Driving down highway one, I remembered reading about a little artsy enclave, on the Russian River in Sonoma County.  So when the roadsign to turn off to Guerneville, I decided to follow it.  It was a cute little spot near a wonderful redwood forest preserve and a GREAT bookstore.   Upon the recommendation of the bookstore  owner, I made a reservation at a fancy expensive glamping place with Monday evening rates.    

Honestly, I can’t tell you how excited I was for my own bathroom five feet from my bed.  

I couldn’t check in until 3 pm.   So, after a nice lunch, I wandered in and out of the gift shops, thinking mostly about having my own toilet and shower and soft sheets.    On a side street  I saw a little store called “Center for Sacred Studies, The Earth and Spirit Gift Store, Books, Sacred items, Crystals and Art.”   It was surrounded by a white picket fence, and wildflowers bursting in all colors, with a junky cart of used books on the sidewalk, so I decided to walk in.  

I had an ulterior unconscious motive, I believe. 

Secretly, I was hoping something magical would jump out at me to symbolize a spiritual encounter with a wolf that I had earlier that week. 

Secretly, I hoped that something amazing would konk me up the side of my heart to solidify the ultimate reality of my purpose.  

Secretly, I hoped for some kind of esoteric breakthrough of existential meaning to cap off what had been a pretty mundane week of camping.   
I know, it was a lot of unspoken  and unconscious expectations for a little shlocky store in a little tiny touristy town in the middle of the forest.  

But, I was on sabbatical.  Wasn’t I supposed to have mind-blowing, earth shattering soul break throughs?  I mean, I did MEET A WOLF  (sort of? it’s another story).  

Back to the Spirit Store. GRACIOUS.  It was packed to the gills with all kinds books, sacred items, crystals, art, jewelry, clothing from any and every kind of spirituality known and unknown to humankind.   Literally, there were things hanging from the ceiling, a veritable cornucopia of transcendent tschotkes—from buddha statues to racks of sterling silver jewelry to pan drums and flutes and rocks and fountains and books and fabrics….

Meandering to the back of the store, I noticed a woman, wild-eyed, tie-dyed hippiesque  woman who could only have been the proprietess of the shop.  She was eagerly interacting with two women, whom I learned were a mother and daughter on a weekend getaway.   Apparently, the father had recently died after a long illness, in which the mother was a full-time caretaker, and so the daughter was treating her mom to some R & R.   

The proprietess had put a big string of beads on the mother, who seemed gentle and quiet, and a bit overwhelmed by the boisterous generosity of the shopkeeper.  The shopkeeper was shaking a rattle around the mother, and repeating herself, saying, “the ancestors are telling me to give you this…”    She practically vibrated.  In the middle of a sentence, she suddently dodged over to a jewelry rack and came back with a beautiful pair of beaded earrings.   She put them in the mother’s ears, saying they came from Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, all the while exclaiming “the ancestors are telling me to  give you these…”   

As it turned out, the mother had grown up on the Pine Ridge Reservation, but hadn’t been back since her childhood, admitting she was out of touch with her heritage and people.   Well, this just amped up the eccentric shopkeeper more, and she kept pulling out gifts from the reservation, and telling what the ancestors were saying to her….and it was kept going on and on until she pulled me in the circle and we held hands and blessed this woman, with her daughter at her side….

In the middle of the blessing a car drove by the shop and beeped loudly  with a bunch of kids shouting in; and the shopkeeper  yelled out the door, “I love you too!!, explaining to us that they were her nieces, and got back to the business of blessing and gifting this lovely, grieving woman.  
 
It was way past 3 pm at this point, and my private bathroom was waiting for me,  and I was feeling a little restless.   I mean, nothing woo-woo was happening for me.  

But, something told me to stay put.  To stay there.    
Stay in the moment with this quiet women, her loving daughter, and a wacky, sincere, shamanesque shopkeeper.    

Reluctantly I let go of getting to my future encounter of the bliss of soft sheets, and rooted myself in the present encounter of 
generousity and mystery that was simultaneously flaky and enchanting.
    
Maybe I was holding out for a blessing.  
It was clear that my presence made no difference to the three women engaging in soul connection to ancestors.   I was welcomed, but not needed.   I didn’t add any spiritual-pastoral value to the transformational holy action I was watching.     

And then, the improvisational ritual was over.  Just like that.   There was an an easy denouement where the daughter paid for the candle and vial of ocean water she was holding in her hand.  The newly blessed mother wanted to offer  something for the gifts (ABSOLUTLEY NOT!!!! exclaimed the shop owner, “the ancestors told me to give them to you!” ) 
And me? Well, I just sort of meandered away, mumbling a weak goodbye.  

In spite of staying, I received exactly no attention from the shop owner, and no bauble or trinket  or rock  jumped out at me as an important talisman to mark the end of my little camping pilgrimage.  I felt a bit let down, truthfully.   

Even though it did feel important that I stayed. 

I think belonged there in those moments, because, that is where I ended up that afternoon of sabbatical,  
A bystander….
With  no job or ministry, no purpose, 
With a whole lot of time on her hands and in her heart and in her life for the next three months.   

Rooting there, in those moments, 
Letting go, 
Actually made a difference to me. 
Not because it was transformative, 
but because it wasn’t.  
I didn’t get what I was looking for. 
I didn’t need to offer any value added. 
I didn’t need to do. 
Letting go in that moment and space of high spiritual expression for others and not me, 
opened up a space within me that actually felt so freeing and grounding.
It was  new place for me because it was 
unremarkable and comfortable.  

It was a new level of letting go, I think. 

~~
Our Psalm today is one of my mantras that I pray often, which I am pretty sure I have shared with you.   When I pray these words from the NRSV, “….there is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, the holy habitation of the most high. God is within in her, she shall not be moved, God will help her right early” I imagine I am that river, where the holy dwells, where the holy holds, where the holy will help in whatever or wherever I find myself in my life.   

The other line that feeds me over and over is “Be Still and Know”…..  The Hebrew verb for “be still” is accurately interpreted as “let go”…and the the verb for “know” isn’t necessarily about head knowledge, but refers to intimate knowing, as beloved in body and soul. 
Let Go and Know I am Love right here, right now, in the middle of the river.
Or, in the middle of new age junky gift stores in Guerneville, CA on the Russian River. 

It occurred to me in that very conscious moment of staying present 
in a moment I wasn’t making happen, 
where I wasn’t ministering or counseling or doing or even replenishing my own well~~
That very unremarkable moment of letting go and staying 
reminded me that simple time,
being still, 
letting go…
without any purpose,
without any take-away, 
was not only a new place,
but very liberating in its very mundanity. 
It was a new place of home within me,
where there was just room.  
For breath. 
For God. 
For me. 

I belonged there, just because I happened to be there.   

The last three months of travel and resting and reading and visiting with friends and learning a couple of new things here and there, being on mountaintops and being bored reminded me
that indeed every day is a new place, a new world in which to live. 
And whether it the day 
spiritually shimmers with the Holy like in the Swiss Alps, 
or whether I am accomplishing something great like a clean oven or staying on top of a paddleboard for longer than two minutes,
or whether I am restless and bored and “wasteful” with time, 
just by the fact of having a new day, 
is 
a new place, 
where I can stan still, 
let go, 
and know, 
deeply and freely
that it is home. 
Where the Holy dwells.

I love the anthem the choir just sang.  
The last stanza is particularly meaningful as I sort through the past few months, 
and sort myself, even right now,  in these present moments: 

Rise up, follow me,
   Come away, is the call,
With the love in your heart
   As the only song;
There is no such beauty
   As where you belong:
Rise up, follow me,
   I will lead you home.


It’s a paradox, for sure.  
Where we belong, in the moment is home. 
Home is where we belong, which is always the moment. 

I am grateful this morning,
this day of a new place, 
To be here,
be present, 
with you,
where we all belong, right now, in this space. 

Amen. 


