Sacred spaces: An Interfaith Grand River discussion.
A grove, a majestic cathedral, a simple structure, wherever a community gathers, a campground, wherever God’s name is recited, a statue in India, water and mountains, wherever commandments are performed — all these were identified as sacred spaces during Interfaith Grand River’s discussion of this topic at its April 2011 meeting.
A Neopagan participant described the powerful experience of meditating at Lake Huron: “Everything is alive.” She noted that Druids gather in groves, while many Neopagans have altars in their houses. “It’s up to each Neopagan to decide what is most conducive,” she said. Another Neopagan participant explained that Neopagans cast a circle, creating sacred space through “symbolism plus intent.”
A university instructor described experiences of sacred space on a recent trip to India with students, suggesting that sacred space is created when we “open ourselves up to moments of encounter.” She described how the students were drawn to a tiny woman meditating at a statue of Bahubali — she had had to be carried up the 700 steps leading to the statue.
For Unitarians, a participant from that tradition noted, sacred spaces, like sacred texts, are multiform. He described two very different experiences of sacred space: as “a young kid sitting on at a haystack on a July afternoon” and wondering “what this world is all about,” and in Roman Catholic cathedrals hearing Bach and Haydn.
One Muslim participant described the experience of the pilgrimage to Mecca, while another said that “water and mountains are the two things that recharge me.” For this participant, “it is personal encounters that have constantly touched me in my life, and I cherish and value them more than sacred spaces.”
Christians reported a wide variety of sensibilities regarding sacred space, with a Mennonite participant describing her denomination’s churches as “rather Spartan” and a Roman Catholic — “we’re the smells and bells people” — explaining her tradition’s emphasis on physical surroundings conducive to sacredness. “My own holy ground is the camp I went to when I was a kid,” said a Lutheran participant. He noted that the cathedrals he visited in Israel/Palestine “said a whole lot about the Roman Empire but not much about a carpenter.”
The biblical book of Exodus contains a lengthy description of the building of the mishkan, or sanctuary, in the desert. A Jewish participant noted that God commands the building of the sanctuary “so that I may dwell among you.” In other words, the sanctuary is not in itself sacred, but merely an aid to the sacredness of the community.
“What isn’t sacred?” asked a participant from the Unity Church. “God is everywhere present. If we could spend even 10 per cent of our lives aware of that sacredness, what would our world look like?”

