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Thresholds
Exodus 3:1-5, Romans 8:18-39

One of the most fun parts of preparing for Vacation Bible School, and one of
the things that I really missed with this year's all-outdoor experience, is decorating
the buildings to get the kids excited about the VBS theme. Our Narthex is one of
Lakeside's very best spaces to decorate, especially when some of our talented folks
work their magic. While it looks amazing every time we host VBS, a couple of
favorites stand out in my mind.  Several years ago, as we were getting ready to
blast off into space, Janet Sykes transformed the Narthex into the inside of a
spaceship, created out of giant cardboard boxes large enough for the children to
walk through on their way into the sanctuary, complete with working lights and
sounds.  And then in 2017, Rebecca Watkins constructed an enormous castle wall
with torches, a mote, and a working drawbridge.  Besides sparking the imaginations
and enthusiasm of the children, these elaborate creations also help to start each
day of VBS by moving us from the routines and distractions of the morning rush and
the world outside into the physical and spiritual space of worship and Bible study.

This idea of the Narthex becoming a threshold to usher our children, and all
of us, from the mundane to the holy is even more meaningful when we consider the
original use of the Narthex in early church architecture. Since the practice of the
Medieval Church was to prevent the unbaptized or unrepentant from entering the
sanctuary during the Eucharist, many churches added a Narthex to the back of the
nave as a place for catechumens and penitents to stand so that they could hear the
sermon and teachings but not witness or participate fully in worship.  Later reforms
removed the requirement to exclude people who were not full members of the
congregation, and the Narthex became a space for welcoming worshipers into the
church rather than a place for separating people out. It is a physical space for
entering worship, but we can also see it as a place of spiritual transition. Even
though we cannot and should not leave the challenges and anxieties of life behind
as we enter this space, nor should we try to contain the presence of God within
these walls, perhaps we can understand the Narthex as a place of transition and
transformation for us, a place where we move into the fellowship of other believers,
prepare ourselves to offer our praise and prayers to God, and make ready our
hearts for an encounter with the holy.
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As we pass through our Narthex each week, we may miss the significance of
this a liminal space, a place of transition or "crossing over" where we have left
something behind but have not yet fully entered what awaits us.   The word "liminal"
comes from the Latin root, limen, which means "threshold," but the concept can
mean so much more than just the physical threshold of a doorway or foyer of a
building.  

Anthropologists have come to use the term "liminal" to refer to the change that
happens during rites of passage, those stages of ambiguity or disorientation that
occur when participants no longer hold their pre-ritual position in a community but
have not yet fully transitioned to the status they will hold when the rite is complete.
Think of tribal cultures where young men were driven out from the village for a
period of time in order to gain the skills and courage needed to survive in their often
dangerous environs. They left the tribe as boys and returned as men, and the time
in between, the "liminal space," was where the transformation occurred.  

When our youth visited Arizona two summers ago, we learned of such a rite
for Apache girls as they are set apart for a challenging four-day ritual, when they are
not allowed to sleep and are surrounded by the elder women of the tribe who teach
them a series of skills and traditions and dances that usher them into the full status
of womanhood. Since many indigenous peoples recognize women as pivotal for the
survival of tribal customs and culture, great significance is placed on preparation for
the responsibilities of womanhood. During these four days of "standing in the
threshold," when the participants are no longer girls but not yet women, a
transformation occurs both for the participants and for the community that will
welcome them into their new identity and role.

In today's Old Testament passage, we find God ushering Moses into just such
a liminal space.  You know the story: Moses was a Hebrew baby who had been
rescued by Pharaoh's daughter and raised in the Egyptian palace as part of the
royal family, but the Pharaoh died and the Hebrew slaves groaned under the
harshness of their taskmasters.  Exodus 2:24 says, "But God heard their groaning,
and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob."  

So God sought out Moses, who was minding his own business out with the
sheep, and in this encounter in chapter 3, moved him from the boy raised in the lap
of luxury and the hotheaded youth who thoughtlessly killed an Egyptian without
considering the consequences, to the chosen leader who would guide God's people
to freedom in the Promised Land.  Oh, Moses would object and try to argue the
case for why he was not the right person for the job. Liminal spaces can be
frightening. 
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"But when I tell the people," Moses asked, "what name shall I give them for
who sent me?"  God replied, "Say that ‘I AM' sent you."   "But what if they don't
believe me, God?"  "But I'm not a very eloquent speaker, God!"  And at every
objection, God led Moses through this place of preparation, this liminal space, to
transform him into the leader the people needed, perhaps the only one who could
possibly have both the ear of the Pharaoh and the trust of the people. 

Let's not miss, however, the significant words spoken by God when God first
called Moses by name. God said, "Take off your shoes, for the place on which you
are standing is holy ground."  Any time we encounter God, we are in sacred
territory, but I believe God's words to Moses were not just about coming
face-to-face with the Divine but also about the work God was about to do in and
through Moses. This work of being transformed, this movement through a liminal
space, from where and what we have been toward who God is shaping us to
become, is holy indeed.

More recently, the idea of liminality has taken on a broader usage to describe
not only individual or personal transformation, but also periods of great political and
cultural transition. During liminal periods of all kinds, social hierarchies may be
reversed or temporarily dissolved, continuity of tradition may become uncertain, and
future outcomes once taken for granted may be thrown into doubt. The uncertainty
of the social order creates a fluid, and often tense, situation that sees the
dissolution of old structures and enables new institutions and customs to be
established. These cultural thresholds can be frightening and destabilizing, but they
also hold great possibility and promise for realizing change that is needed and
moving us closer to healthy norms and desired ideals.

I wonder if any of that description of liminal spaces rings true for you as you
consider all that has happened in our nation and world over the past 18 months or
so.  We have been through so many destabilizing events; so much uncertainty; so
many moments where our assumptions have been shattered, our institutions
stretched and tested, and our norms redefined that we are weary of it all.  Tensions
have at times exploded between those who want to hold fast to old ways of doing
and being and who are intolerant of any change at all and those who want
everything to be disrupted in order to bring about immediate upheaval in every area
of life and society. And I would guess that somewhere in the middle, most of us find
ourselves caught between family and friends at either extreme, and torn between
our longing for stability and our recognition that some things need to change for the
sake of justice, equality, and peace. 

So here we stand, not just on the edge, but smack in the middle of this vast
liminal space, this waiting place, where we know there is no going back to where we
have been but with no clear farther shore yet on the horizon.  This liminal space is
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frightening and unsettling because it brings us face-to-face with our deepest fears
about who we are, how we show up in the world, our strengths and vulnerabilities,
our successes and disappointments, and in the case of the pandemic, even our
health and survival. It can cause us to question the very core of our beliefs, our
practices, and our identities.

But I want to suggest today that herein lies the power and the gift of the liminal
space because it shakes us out of our comfortable places and habitual lives in order
to disturb to our equilibrium in necessary ways. That is both the beauty and the
terror of it. We are drawn out of what we have known in compelling ways, yet it
frightens us because we do not know what is coming next, or when.  We can think
of it like the cocoon in which the caterpillar is enveloped in order to be changed,
transforming us into what we cannot yet see but trust that we are intended to
become. 

Many places in the New Testament refer to this process as "dying with Christ"
or "giving up our life in order to find it."  In his letter to the Romans, Paul tells us it
is not only us as individuals but the whole creation itself which "waits with eager
longing" for the transformation God intends, through the work of the Spirit, to
accomplish in us. As a woman groans in labor pains, Paul says, all of creation is
groaning through this time of futility, in hope and trust that we "will be set free from
our bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of
God." Like Moses, we may build our arguments and put up quite a fight against it,
but in the end, the liminal spaces in our lives and in our world are invitations to
surrender, and here is where we have a choice: We can decide to worry and
struggle, resist with all our might, become bitter, and lash out at those around us;
or we can give over to something larger than self and greater than our own
interests. We can trust that we will be held and supported by the same God who let
the stiff-necked, shortsighted Israelites who grumbled against Moses flounder in the
wilderness, but never abandoned them. In their stubbornness, they wandered
around lost for a while, but God remained right there with them, traveling with them
as a cloud to provide shade by day and a fire to give light and warmth at night.
Despite Moses' failings and the people's disobedience, God continued to provide
and kept the promise to lead them to a secure and prosperous place. 

And since we have remained just as stubborn and rebellious, in God's infinite
mercy, Jesus came to embody for us in flesh and blood what the love of God looks
and sounds like, what the grace of God says and does, so that by learning to follow
him, we can be transformed into his likeness.  Jesus is for us God's ultimate
promise that we will have whatever we need in order to navigate the vast
uncertainty that is before us now or ever will be. Or as Paul wrote in Romans 8, "I
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the
glory about to be revealed to us . . . For I am convinced that neither death, nor life,
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nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor
height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from
the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord."

I wish I could tell you how everything will turn out. I wish I knew when and
where we will come out on the other side of all of this. I can declare with Paul the
good news that no matter what this life throws at us now or in the future,
nothing–NOTHING–can tear us away from God's love for us through Christ.  And
there is another thing of which I am increasingly convinced: Whatever comes our
way, we can clutch tightly to our old structures and assumptions in order to try to
maintain control, and continue to be divided and likely be crippled by it; or we can
move through this liminal space open to the new possibilities before us, trusting that
God is in control, and that God can create beauty in and among us.   In this liminal
space, we can work to shake loose the fetters which have perhaps made us feel
safe but which, in truth, have kept us bound by habits and prejudices and
assumptions that have prevented us from realizing the freedom intended for all of
us as children of God.  This is the space where a new reality can be born. It is a
space where we can finally let go of our formulas and ways of being, of any role or
identity or belief that has prevented our transformation, allowing us to become new
creations.

As we come and go through the physical threshold of our Narthex each week,
I do hope we will pay attention to the beautiful reminder in that liminal space, that
place of transition from the mundane to the sacred, of the spaces we find here
among our family of faith for spiritual reflection and renewal as we "Come to worship
God," and the ones that await us and which we are called to help create for others
as we "Go to be involved in the world."   In this place and wherever we go, whatever
is happening in our lives or in our world, whenever God is working in and through
us to transform us, we can be assured that God's love will never leave us, and we
should take off our shoes, for we are surely standing on holy ground. Thanks be to
God!
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August 1, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Sometimes we seem to have circumstances under control and convince ourselves
we have life figured out, O God, when something happens to shatter our assumptions or
shake the foundations upon which we have constructed our lives: an illness or injury, the
unforeseen opportunity to realize a long-held dream, a devastating disappointment, a new
relationship which broadens our perspective, or a tug to go in an unfamiliar direction.  Life
can both delight and terrify us with its possibility and unpredictability.  

Through all of the doubts, questions, and changes of course, you, O God, remain a
constant source of strength and comfort.  Just when we feel most uncertain or frightened,
glimpses of your kingdom often appear in unexpected places to offer direction and hope. 
You have not promised that our faith in you will prevent us from experiencing sorrow or
pain, but you have promised that you will walk with us through every season of life, provide
light to guide our steps, and offer grace to calm our restless spirits.  When the path is
unclear, our souls are weary, the choices are perplexing, or the outcomes discouraging,
be our vision, our defender, our place of respite, O God, our Strength and our Redeemer.

We also acknowledge, Generous God, that, though we have struggles and fears, we
are a people who have known privilege and comforts and opportunities far beyond our
deserving.  Out of the great gifts we have received, teach us to be a blessing to others. 
Help us to bring healing and wholeness where there is suffering, to speak peace in the
midst of violence, to be present with those who know sorrow and loneliness, to stand with
courage for those who are vulnerable.  Place us in the path of those with whom we can
share the gifts of mercy you have so generously given to us. Grant, O Lord, in our
abundance and in our need; in times of peace and in times of turmoil; in all that this
marvelous, beautiful, surprising, and mysterious life holds, an extra measure of your grace
for today and hope for all our days to come.  In the name of the One who came to share
life with us, and who showed us how to live and how to love, even Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister
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