
 

 

 

Sermon 

Space Matters: A Reflection on Shelter 

 

 Treehouses.  When I was searching for an imagine for Dana Cooke's song, I got 

caught up in pictures of some amazing treehouses.  Obviously, there's something about 

living in a tree that captures our imaginations, even if that doesn't make a lot of sense.  

Why do humans want to live in trees?  The answer might be hinted at by Michael 

Pollan, who in his book "A Place of My Own' asks, “How do we humans fit into the 

natural world, and in what ways is that different from other creatures?  Are our buildings 

the pure products of culture, like poems, or are they more like adaptations, akin to a 

pattern of camouflage in an animal?  In what ways are our buildings like nests or 

burrows, the outcome of a kind of evolutionary process fitting our bodies and desires to 

the facts of our environment, and in what way are they free to be anything we like?”   

 From infancy, humans are drawn to some kind of constructed shelter.  I doubt 

there are many among you who didn’t engage in building some kind of “fort” when you 

were a kid.  Whether it was blankets draped over the dining room table or branches 

piled up against convenient trees, most of us experimented with creating what felt like a 

private space all our own -- a haven in which our selfhood could sit untarnished and 

unchallenged by the demands and definitions of the rest of the world.  

 Undeniably, we are, as humans, programmed to put some kind of wall between 

ourselves and the elements.  Also undeniable, is the fact that humans have gone to 

extremes with those walls, spending huge amounts of money and resources building 

elaborate structures that go way beyond the need for shelter.  And so we have to 

conclude that when what begins as a basic need to protect one’s self from the elements 

evolves into cathedrals, mansions, and Trump Towers, there’s more going on here than 

merely shelter.  The spaces we seek to create must evolve from all kinds of physical, 

psychological, and social needs.   

 Whatever those needs are, houses fascinate us.   How space is arranged; how 

nature’s light moves indoors; which rooms invite people to do what; where people will sit 

and how they will interact; how form and color and texture combine to calm the heart or 

excite the imagination -- every house presents a different experience of these things.  I 

suspect there's no such thing as the one perfect house.  There is always yet another 

way to make the experience of space an exciting, pleasing, or economical one. 



 

 

 Recently, my interest in interior spaces has been enhanced by two things -- one 

is the book “A Place of My Own” by Michael Pollan in which he very entertainingly 

chronicles the epic adventure of building himself a “writing cabin”  -- and the other is the 

phenomenon of the “Shelter in Place” experience of these past months in which, for so 

many people, the structures that are our homes have become distressingly confining, 

while some buildings which were so important to us, like our churches, favorite 

restaurants, or the homes of our family and friends, have become off limits.  Lights out, 

doors locked, all the warmth and camaraderie they made possible now absent from our 

lives.   

 Over these past months, our relationship with space has been cast in a new and 

revealing light.  

 It’s been interesting to me, as we gather virtually on Sunday mornings, to see 

everyone in their own spaces -- kitchens, dens, living rooms, porches.  I know that many 

of us have sought to manipulate our environments to make them -- and us -- more 

appealing to the unforgiving eye of the Internet.  Lighting, backdrops, sound...it’s like 

we’re on TV,  but without the benefit of a studio appropriately equipped for optimum 

projection.  There is also the issue of space -- where to do our Zooming?  Depending on 

the make-up of our families and the structure of our homes, there can be some 

consideration issues to attend to.  Suddenly, a house that was more than adequate is 

now frustratingly restrictive. 

 It occurred to me recently that in our modern world, our houses tend to be 

something akin to “staging areas” -- the place where we prepare ourselves to go out into 

the world, and then re-pair ourselves when we return.  But thanks to the pandemic, they 

now have become nearly our entire world -- school, church, office, movie theater, 

restaurant.  As Laurie Goodhart's painting "Sanctuary Kitchen" which you saw on the 

Welcome slide, suggests, many of our previously more off-hand activities are now 

taking on new and deeper meanings. 

 Consider these ideas I came across in Pollan’s book.  He refers to Gaston 

Bachelard, French Philosopher who in 1958 authored the book “The Poetics of Space.”    

“Bachelard says that...houses...only come into their own in bad weather, when the 

poetry of shelter receives its fullest expression.  A house under siege from the elements 

becomes “an instrument with which to confront the cosmos...Come what may the house 

helps us to say: I will be an inhabitant of the world, in spite of the world.”  What a 

powerful analogy to the demands on our houses (and our lives within them) during the 

“stay at home” advisories.  How have our houses measured up during the “bad weather” 



 

 

of a killer virus?  In what ways have they helped us to confront this new experience of 

the cosmos?  Have they helped us to say, “I will be an inhabitant of the world, in spite of 

the world”?  Over these past months, the “world” has become strangely dangerous.  

Consciously or not, have we not all, in our own ways, been grappling with the question 

of how to inhabit this new reality? 

 Bachelard’s insight also reminds me of a song by Louisiana singer/songwriter 

Marcia Ball called "Ride It Out", -- it’s the story of a house that got carried away intact in 

a flood with the occupant in it.  When I listen to the song, I imagine a woman holding on 

for dear life as her house becomes a boat and the appreciation she feels for this 

structure’s ability to hold together as it carries her through the raging waters and gives 

her the strength to “ride it out” -- to continue to inhabit the world despite the world.  How 

are our houses measuring up as ships in the storm? 

 Sheltering from the storm evokes not just physical protection, but psychological 

as well.  More from Bachelard who says, “If I were asked to name the chief benefits of 

the house, I should say: the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the 

dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace.”   Pollan correctly observes that 

daydreaming isn’t highly valued in our culture but he goes on to argue that daydreaming 

may well be a psychological necessity.  “For,” Pollan says, “isn’t it in our daydreams that 

we acquire some sense of what we are about?  Where we try on futures and practice 

our voices before committing ourselves to words or deeds?  Daydreaming is where we 

go to cultivate the self, or more likely, selves, out of the view and earshot of other 

people.  Without its daydreams,” Pollan concludes,” the self is apt to shrink down to the 

size and shape of the estimation of others.”    

 What does it take to make a house a place that encourages daydreaming?  

Windows?  Nooks?  Warm colors?  Soft lighting?  Well, maybe those are the qualities 

that would work for me, others might prefer something different, but I think it’s safe to 

say that a house that would encourage one to freely explore the self would be less one 

that conforms to and begs for the admiration and envy of others, and more one that 

defies convention in favor of whatever suits those living in it.   

 "In my home in Connemara," Sharon Blackie tells us, "I am fortunate enough to 

have a large and light-filled, dedicated room for my writing and other creative work... 

Every item in this room has meaning for me; nothing lasts long in it which does not.  On 

every surface there are fragments of things recovered from the natural world, and of the 

creatures which have a special place in my imagination." 



 

 

 For the better part of a year, back when I lived in Schoharie County, my children 

were scandalized by a spiderweb that stretched across the upper 90 degree angle of a 

door frame.  I wouldn’t take it down.  It was just too perfect...too like the one pictured on 

the cover of “Charlotte’s Web” and as it gathered dust it became even more beautiful, 

the strands thicker, powdered in grey gossamer that shone in the lamplight.  I would say 

that spider web fostered daydreaming for me.  That my house was shelter to such a 

wonder of nature was grist for the soul’s mill.  

 So then “shelter” is a complicated concept, is it not?  I recently watched a video 

about what we can do to mitigate the effect of not having enough touch during this time 

of social distancing.  “Skin hunger” they called it.  Houses don’t immediately come to 

mind as solutions to “skin hunger” but then again...consider those early, childhood forts, 

or sleeping in a one person tent on the windy shores of Lake Superior, or “riding” a 

house through a flood, or sitting by a woodfire.  A good shelter makes us feel held.  Not 

suffocated, but held -- our yearning for such a space experience seems encoded into 

our DNA.  Bachelard refers to it as the “hut dream” -- places of “maximum refuge that 

hold us in a small, concentrated circle of warmth.”  If this is a general human need in the 

best of times, how much more important is it in this time of social distancing when the 

comfort we get from closeness to others is absent?   

 Finally, there is the issue of the pull between indoors and out.  And again, our 

COVID reality has magnified this human need.  As the weather has warmed people are 

flocking to the outdoors with the same kind of instinctual drive of migrating birds. Getting 

out of the house is almost as urgent as other calls of nature.  It’s just got to happen, 

whatever the conditions or restrictions.  Pollan sees this as a contrasting urge to that of 

the safety of the hearth … this “centrifugal impulse... always pushing us outward, 

flinging open windows and reaching out into the surrounding landscape.”  And a good 

thing too, this centrifugal impulse, lest we focus too exclusively on self-protection to the 

exclusion of our role as participators in the human and non-human community.  I am 

reminded of the man who, on that horrible night in Washington D.C. opened his home to 

protestors fleeing the violence of Trump's army of supposed "peace keepers," flinging 

wide his door, sacrificing his own sense of safety to provide shelter for others. 

 Pollan proclaims his desire to “rediscover...the importance of such things as the 

body’s experience of space.”  Haven't we all, in this time of pandemic, been forced to 

see our experience of space differently?  We tend to take space for granted and rarely 

give our attention to how our bodies experience it.  Six feet -- the height of a good 



 

 

dance partner perhaps, in different times,  but 6 feet as the space between my 

daughter, my son, my granddaughter, my friends and I?  Heartbreaking.   

 What is at stake here is a realization that those places we call home have less to 

do with location, square feet and expensive furnishings, and more to do with what they 

do for our physical and psychological wellbeing.  Should we focus on how others will 

react to our homes, or more on how they serve our deepest needs? 

 Space matters.  Attention to how we experience it matters.  Perhaps it’s time to 

live into this reality more consciously.  The spaces that shelter us might be a good place 

to start.  As Sharon Blackie says, "The houses which shelter us and nurture us and our 

loved ones are worthy  not just of our attention, but of our devotion." 

 

So may it be. 

  

  
 


