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Liminal Spaces 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Joshua 3:7-17 

In the mid-Paleoluddite era that for the purposes of this sermon  

we’ll just refer to as B.W. (Before Wireless), our options for 

communication were limited basically to phone, letter, postcard, 

telegram, or the failsafe neighborhood communication system of your 

mom shouting at the top of her lungs at dinnertime.  I’m guessing that 

one reason for any current cultural struggles with weight gain is that 

we don’t get as much exercise as we did during the landline era.  

Remember the mad dash of pounding feet whenever the phone 

rang? The potential embarrassment of having your parent answer when 

a friend called you trained your reflexes to Olympian standards. Ring … 

boom, boom, boom, boom, boom…  You were sprinting down staircases, 

hurdling ottomans, and sliding across linoleum floors in order to get to 

that phone before the second ring, which was particularly challenging 

in our house because my dad’s superhuman strength was to seemingly 

always be in reach of the phone. My dad’s 86 years old, but if you call 

their landline, he’s on there before you even get to the g on ring. It’s just 

Rin… “Hello?”  He could be in deep sleep and he’s currently learning to 
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navigate his new chair, but still, Rin… “Hello?”  How does he do that?  

But I guess it doesn’t matter.  There weren’t any girls calling me 

anyway. 

Well, during my final year of seminary, when my friends back 

home were driving sports cars, purchasing condos, and making deposits 

in some new fangled thing called a 401K, I was broke, living in 

seminary housing, and sharing a phone with five classmates, also in 

their final year. No big deal, right? I mean, we’re training to be pastors, 

so sharing is good, right? …  Have you ever shared a phone with 5 

people looking for a job at the same time? 

Every day, no, every hour you are wondering, Is this the day? Will 

the phone ring for me? You are there writing some paper on the sitz en 

leben of Luke’s Bethlehem and the phone rings… boom, boom, boom, 

boom, boom… Ten feet converging on the phone hoping some Holy 

Spirit backed voice is on the other end of that line to ask you to be their 

pastor.  Oh… she’s not here. She’s in class this afternoon… Yes, I’ll tell 

her you called… Yes, I’ll let her know you REALLY want to talk with 

her. 
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Liminal spaces. You may never have heard the term but in your 

life you have occupied several liminal spaces. It is that space where you 

find yourself astride the boundary or threshold of two places, worlds, 

spheres, realms, circumstances.  There in the dorm, waiting for that 

phone to ring; yearning to hear someone say “We’d like to set up an 

interview with you;” waiting for the future to reveal itself to you; 

worrying to the point of obsession that maybe that call you thought you 

heard from God was actually meant for someone else, that you were 

pinning your future on what was actually a wrong number.  

I read once of a pastor who discovered after serving a church for a 

year that his presence there was the result of a letter being stuffed into 

the wrong envelope. He was supposed to receive the letter saying, 

“Thank you for your interest in our church. We enjoyed meeting with 

you but have felt led in a different direction in our search for a new 

pastor.” Such scenarios are repeatedly the content of your daydreams 

when occupying the liminal spaces. Meanwhile, you have an ethics 

paper that is due and an ordination exam to study for.  

Liminal spaces. The doctor says there is a shadow on the x-ray or 

some abnormalities in the blood work that will require more testing but 
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it looks like it could be…(fill in the blank). Until those tests come back 

you have one foot in the land of terror, worry, and worst case scenarios 

while the other foot is accelerating and braking in the land of carpool, 

meetings with clients, and your parents 50th anniversary to plan. And 

then once the tests do come back, you’ve got one foot still in the land of 

terror and anxiety while the other foot has moved to the treatment 

torture chamber of endurance and exhaustion. 

Liminal spaces. The deportation process from the only country 

you’ve ever known; the layoff that became much more than a blip in 

your career path; the mid-year move to a different school in a different 

state; the hours between your spouses memorial service and the next 

morning; the first week of a new job; the day after your retirement 

party; the first day of parenthood; the first year of the empty nest; the 

season ending injury; after the ring and before the wedding; the journey 

of the refugee; the first day of rehab; the moment the words I love you 

hang in the air awaiting a response. The morning after you are 

forgiven.  

Liminal spaces. One could say the whole Exodus narrative is an 

experience of liminal space as the Israelites hopscotched from Egypt to 
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Sinai to the banks of the river Jordan. At a minimum, you can point to 

several places where the Israelites straddled two different worlds.  

Captivity = Slavery, so of course there were daydreams of 

freedom, of purpose, of a life out from under the harsh hand of Pharaoh. 

You would think that once you crested the bluff or dune and saw the 

Red Sea, you’d have been running toward it like a 10-year-old with a 

boogie board. Feet don’t fail me now.  I’m all in. However, in addition to 

the prospect of moving from slavery to freedom, the Israelites were 

moving from the familiar to the unknown. They knew what to expect 

from Pharaoh, but this Moses and the God of whom he spoke? Not so 

much. As with the riverside residents ignoring the evacuation pleas 

when the flood is surely coming, crossing from the known to the 

unknown is hard even when the known is pretty rotten.  Yet, the Lord 

parted the waters and the people crossed the sea on dry land, for the 

Lord was surely with them.  

Fast forward 40 years and there is another body of water to cross, 

the Jordan River being what separates the Israelites from the land of 

promise. Once again the waters part and the people can pass through 

on dry ground, but ironically, this crossing like the episode earlier at 
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the Red Sea is most certainly liminal space, for if you think about it, the 

Israelites are not only entering the land long promised to them, they are 

also once again crossing from the familiar to the unknown. In forty 

years you get accustomed to a way of life and a routine. Many people 

who had crossed the Red Sea were no longer with them.  Just as many 

people, if not more, would have no memory of the Red Sea waterfest 

because they weren’t there, and some of these newbies were now flirting 

with middle age. Life with this traveling circus is all they have ever 

known. You couldn’t blame some of them for asking what’s so promising 

about this so-called promised land? It wasn’t like it was unoccupied. It 

wasn’t like they would just tell you to take care of it and be on their 

way. 

Newly commissioned as as Moses successor, Joshua announces to 

the Israelites, “By this you shall know that among you is the living 

God.” And with Joshua’s direction, the priests carry the ark of the 

covenant into the river. As soon as the priests Nikes were wet, we are 

told the waters flowing from above stood still and the waters flowing to 

the sea were cut off. The priests carried the ark to the center of the 

river and the Israelites walked across on dry ground.  
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At the Red Sea, the presence of God was represented in the pillar 

of cloud and fire and the power of God’s presence was evident in Moses’ 

outstretched arms. Here the presence and power of the Lord is 

represented in the ark of the covenant containing the tablets of the Law 

received at Sinai. 

Repeatedly through the Exodus narrative, Moses and the 

Israelites fret over the presence of God. At the sea, when thirsty in the 

desert, after the golden calf incident, liminal spaces all, there arises 

fear, concern, and doubt about whether God is with them. When the 

people were thirsty, they cried, “Is the Lord among us or not?” When the 

people abandoned God for a golden calf, Moses fretted, God, if you’re not 

going with us, don’t send me out there with them. And yet, through it 

all God’s presence abided.  

And the thing is, it wasn’t just during a crisis that God showed up. 

God was always there. The tragedy of the human condition is how many 

days we lose in worrying about, fretting over, and searching for what is 

always there. It’s not in the trophy; the name of the college; the 

magazine model lifestyle; the prestigious position; or the seat at the cool 

kids’ table. To be known, recognized, accepted, valued, loved. I don’t 



 

 

8 

8 

know what it is you are searching for out there, but I do know you are 

not going to find it, acquire it, win it, or buy it. Why? Because you 

already have it.   

In Jeremiah, we read, “11 For surely I know the plans I have for 

you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you 

a future with hope. 12 Then when you call upon me and come and pray 

to me, I will hear you. 13 When you search for me, you will find me.”  

Likewise the Psalmist proclaims, 7 Where can I go from your 

spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? 8 If I ascend to heaven, 

you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 9 If I take the 

wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 10 even 

there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast.”  

Similarly, Jesus says, "I will not leave you orphaned; I am coming 

to you. 19 In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will 

see me; because I live, you also will live. 20 On that day you will know 

that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you.  

As the people of promise cross the Jordan River, they pass by the 

ark, a sign of God’s presence in their midst. They’ll notice the contours 
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of the carved wood, the beauty of the craftmanship, and then continue 

to cross to the other side.  Have you ever been to an museum exhibit of 

a particularly historic Bible or and ancient biblical manuscript. You’re 

queued up along a velvet rope, you know, griping at the person who’s 

pausing a bit too long at the display, eventually shuffling by the Bible, 

trying to read the accompanying description, hopefully not becoming the 

person you were just complaining about, and then shuffling on to the 

next tour stop.  Unfortunately, that tends to be the way we treat our 

God, our faith, our connection to a community of faith. It’s a nice 

enough thing to pass by occasionally, maybe show the churchy relatives 

when they come to town, but for the most part we shuffle on by and 

move on because there are so many options seducing your attention. 

When you are not here we miss you, and honestly, we worry, not 

because of our statistics, but because we know what you are missing. 

We worry about what that will mean when you step into the next 

liminal space. Will you know that God is with you? Will you recognize 

the signposts of God’s presence because of your familiarity with them?  

At the end of the movie Quantum of Solace, another chapter in the 

always tenuous relationship between M, the spymaster, and James 
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Bond, the spy, Bond is exiting and M says, “Bond, I need you back.” And 

looking back, Bond says, “I never left.”  

“By this you shall know that among you is the living God.” Why 

exhaust yourself searching out there for what you already have? 

         


