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“Belly Buttons and Gorillas” - Kick off for Shared Sabbatical Journey 

 

 Here we are! We have arrived at the kick off of our shared sabbatical journey of 

deepening relationships in open spaces. I begin by asking you to consider – how are your 

relationships with God, yourself, others, and all of creation? If you had to rate yourself on a scale 

of one to five with five being high, what number would give yourself? A second question would 

be – how well do you do being present in the present? Again, from one to five, what number 

would you give yourself? And the final question – how well do you pay attention? What number 

do you give yourself?  

 Let’s watch this together: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJG698U2Mvo How did 

you do? Raise your hand if you correctly identified that the ball was passed 15 times. Now raise 

your hand if you saw the gorilla? Isn’t that fascinating? Research shows that about 50% of 

people do not see the gorilla the first time they watch the video. I know I did not see the gorilla 

the first time I saw the video. Oh how we can become so absorbed or distracted that we miss the 

gorillas in our lives! 

 During the summer our shared focus will be creating open spaces to intentionally 

strengthen these significant relationships – with God, ourselves, others, and all of creation. This 

focus came about because I know that in the hustle and bustle of life the daily demands call us 

away from time, energy, and ability to be intentional to strengthen these relationships. In our fast 

paced technology saturated world the pressure is to constantly speed up, be more engaged, be 

more productive to the point where busyness becomes a god we worship.  

 As a congregation we are choosing to stop this vicious cycle and once again embrace the 

gift, the true gift, of being present, fully present, in the present. Being present in the present 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJG698U2Mvo
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includes the spiritual discipline of paying attention, and the “practice of paying attention really 

does take time. Most of us move so quickly that our surroundings become no more than the 

blurred scenery we fly past on our way to somewhere else… (paying attention) takes a certain 

pace. It requires a willingness to take detours, even side trips, which are not part of the original 

plan.”i It requires an ability to take a step back and keep the big picture in front of us. It requires 

that we keep all of our senses on high alert and engaged. It requires us paying attention and 

remaining fully present in the present, in the here and now, with those we are present with.  

 We begin this summer journey with recognition and celebration that we are humans who 

reside in the midst of God’s awesome creation. Here, hallelujah, the ordinary becomes 

extraordinary. The mundane becomes sacred. At times we might be looking all around, trying to 

figure out where God is at in it all. As Barbara Brown Taylor has said, “the reason so many of us 

cannot see the red X that marks the spot (of where God is) is because we are standing on it (the 

X).”ii  

 We could return to the beginning in Genesis and reread the amazing story of creation. 

Within this narrative it is declared almost flippantly that “God created the heavens and the 

earth… and it was good!” However, over time a solid division has been created between the 

spiritual and the material, between the sacred and the mundane. Yet in the story of incarnation, 

of God coming near to us, of Immanuel, God chooses birth in a stable to fully reveal the new 

revelation.  

Can you imagine being one of the shepherds and being told to come and see the new king 

and this is how you will know that you have found him….  Can you see them just leaning 

forward eager to hear what the defining factor will be. It wasn’t that he would be seated in a 

throne of gold with individuals fanning him, but instead he will be wrapped in swaddling cloths 
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and lying in a manger, in the food plate of animals. I don’t think that God could have made it any 

clearer that there is something important, life-giving, and imperative in keeping the spiritual and 

material together, in being present in the present time of daily life.  

 This connection of the spiritual and the material, and paying attention, is clearly depicted 

in the story of Jacob found in Genesis chapter twenty-eight. Here we find Jacob in the middle of 

nowhere. Jacob had recently deceived his father and brother with the help of his mother. He had 

received the blessing that was meant for his brother, Esau. Esau discovers the deception and is 

understandably quite livid and goes a step further to state his intention to kill Jacob after the days 

of mourning his father’s death. Their mother overhears Esau’s promise, tells Jacob, and Jacob 

leaves. (umm… we could have a whole sermon series on problematic relationships or unhealthy 

aspects of relationships!). And so here in chapter twenty-eight we find Jacob in the middle of 

nowhere, between locations, deciding to stop for the night and sleep.  Looking around he decides 

to use one of the stones he finds as his pillow.   

 As Jacob made himself comfortable in this nameless place with an ordinary rock as his 

pillow, he was not expecting a religious experience or encounter with God. While he slept he 

had a dream, however, it was more like a visit from the Divine God. In this visit Jacob sees and 

describes a ladder or ramp with traffic happening from earth to heaven. And then the Lord spoke 

to Jacob, giving him a blessing and ending the blessing by reminding Jacob, “I am with you. I 

will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.” So, in the middle of nowhere, 

during the ordinary experiences of Jacob’s life, Jacob encountered God and this changed his 

ability to pay attention and to be present.  

 In verse sixteen we read how Jacob woke up to God: When Jacob awoke from his sleep, 

he thought, “Surely the LORD was in this place, and I was not aware of it.” He was afraid and 
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said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of 

heaven. (28:16-17) 

Now, we need to keep in mind that Jacob woke up to the same stone, the same 

wilderness, and the same sand. In fact he was sleeping on the ground, with a stone as a pillow, 

which means that his body was probably sore and stiff. Even if Jacob couldn’t articulate or fully 

comprehend what just happened, we do know that he woke up to God in a whole new way! God 

was here and I wasn’t even aware of it?!! God was here, and I wasn’t paying attention! God was 

here, with me in the present, and I missed it. I didn’t see the gorilla.  

“When those words came out of Jacob’s mouth, there was no temple in Jerusalem.  

Without one designated place to make their offerings, people were free to see the whole world as 

an altar. The divine could erupt anywhere, and when it did they marked the spot in any way they 

could, although there was no sense hanging around for long, since God stayed on the move.” iii 

And so what does Jacob do? He looks around to find something that can mark this place as holy 

ground. And looking around he sees the ordinary stone that he used as a pillow. He takes this 

stone and sets it up on end so that it is a pillar pointing to heaven. Then he poured oil on the 

stone and called this place Bethel which means House of God. The common ordinary stone has 

become a sacred pillar and the unnamed location had become the House of God.   

 As we sit with the story of Jacob I hear our calling and challenge this summer to wake 

up, pay attention, and be present in the present. To begin with I think we must first learn anew to 

wake up to God. This could be as easy as considering how we can include God in our early 

morning rituals. I remember the old farm house where I grew up. My three siblings and I slept 

upstairs in the three bedrooms and on various mornings my mother would stand at the base of the 

stairs and sing to wake us up. She would sing “This is the Day” or “Rise and Shine”.  At the time 
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I despised it! She would sing so joyously, while clapping her hands, and oozing radiating joy for 

the new day! I would cover my head with my pillow and yet I could still hear her singing and 

calling to get up and greet the day because God was here.    

 While I do not wake up singing, at least not every morning, I do now take one moment to 

simply say “Good Morning, God. Today IS the day you have made. You are here.”  Some days I 

have to add, “please help me rejoice and be glad in it.”   

It is important that in our busy full lives we wake up to God each morning and not wake 

up first to our to-do list, to the stresses that will be ours for the day, to our email, Facebook or 

Instagram account, to the news. Soon enough we will have to tackle our ‘productive list’ but just 

for a moment or two in the quietness or loudness of the morning we can pause and remember 

that God is present and today is the day that God has made.  

 The notion of waking up to God also carries a much broader understanding and 

application. Not only do we need to wake up to God each morning, we also need to become more 

like Jacob and wake up to God’s presence in our lives, to begin to pay attention – yes, even 

through the ordinariness of our daily routines. Part of this includes opening all of our senses and 

expecting to encounter God everywhere and anywhere! The world is God’s house! Somehow 

throughout the ages we moved to accept that God dwells in the physical church building, or 

maybe within the people of the church. But, what about your house? What about in your garden? 

Is that God’s house as well?  

In the bible we find people encountering God in “The House of God (that) stretches from 

one corner of the universe to the other…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 

the whirlwinds, starry skies, burning bushes, and perfect strangers. When people want to know 



 6 

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 a woman kneading bread and workers lining up for their pay.iv  If we are only 

looking for God within these walls, we will miss God in the vastness of God’s creation, in the 

smile of a complete stranger, in the peace that floods our heart, in the song of a bird, or a hug of 

our beloved. We will miss the gorilla time and time again.  

This summer we hear the invitation to slow down, breathe deeply, pay attention, and 

remain present in the present. As we do so we will also see how our lives revolve around 

relationships. As God’s people we are called to faithfully tend all of our relationships. 

Relationships are hard work. They are messy. They can quickly become complicated. They 

require communication, and quite frankly sometimes we just don’t communicate well, or we 

miss each other in our communication, or we misunderstand or are misunderstood. Relationships 

need tended. Unfortunately they will not just magically strengthen on their own. They take time, 

effort, energy, and intentionality.  

Throughout this summer sermon series you will spend a Sunday focusing on our different 

relationships with God, self, others, and all creation as well as several other topics highly 

relevant for all relationships. Part of the spiritual discipline this summer must include a spiritual 

exercise of prayerful reflecting. To begin to strengthen these various relationships we must begin 

by first honestly reflecting on how things are going with each of these relationships. It is only 

then that we can consider which aspect of the relationship might need strengthened.  

In my seminary pastoral care class my professor challenged us to pay attention to which 

direction our belly buttons were facing when we were talking with someone else. Wow, at the 

time I thought he was crazy! However, think about it. If I am fully present in the present, and 

actively listening to you, and engaging my senses while paying attention… where would my 
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belly button be facing? Toward you. This summer I could summarize my hopes and dreams for 

the congregation that we would all turn our belly buttons to the other in each of these various 

types of relationship. Intentionally strengthening relationships is all about first considering what 

direction is my belly button facing, and then working to turn to fully face and see the other. It is 

about paying attention and remaining present in the present.  

Friends this is just the beginning of an exciting journey! I wonder of the stories we will 

have to share with each other as we gather again on September 15th. Where will we encounter 

God amidst the ordinary and mundane? How will our relationships be different with God, 

ourselves, others, and all of creation? What will we have learned? What will have brought us 

joy? Where will we have experienced pain? What will transform us as we pay attention and stay 

present in the present? What will be the stories of the gorillas we saw on our journey? What will 

be our stone pillows, like Jacob, that we will use to name sacred the ordinary?  

Friends, this summer may we wake up to God in a whole new way! May we pay attention 

with all of our senses. May we be present body, mind and soul in the present. May we turn our 

belly buttons to face the other to truly see each other. And may we joyfully embrace this journey 

of deepening our relationships in open spaces. As we go I offer this prayer - God before us, God 

behind us, God under our feet. God within us, God over us, let all around us be God. May it be 

so. Amen.  

 

 

 

i Barbara Brown Tayler, An Altar in the World (HarperOne; New York, New York), 25. 
ii Taylor, An Altar, xvi-xvii. 
iii Taylor, An Altar, 8. 
iv Taylor, An Altar, 12-13. 

                                                 


