
6/21/20 The Long Goodbye (Week 2) – Liminal 

I. Over our last few Sundays together, let’s try to revisit some of the key ideas we’ve 

discussed during CPC’s interim season. Today is about a single word, one most of us don’t 

use with regularity, if ever. That word is “liminal,” meaning “the ambiguous transitional 

space between two boundaries/thresholds.” It’s the unsure footsteps between a start and a 

finish; it’s the process, not the beginning nor the outcome.  

II. The word “liminal” has been a part of the English language since around 1800, but its 

usage has spiked exponentially in the last 30 years. And this makes perfect sense: as the 

speed of technological innovation and scientific insight increases, and as the amount of 

information readily available to us rises, we needed a word to describe the disorientation 

and dislocation that we’re experiencing. A warp speed world is a liminal world.  

The American church has been in a liminal season for decades now, as participation rates in 

church plummet. However much some might resist moving into and through this unknown 

middle ground, the seismic change is inevitable, it can either be chosen and embraced, or 

forced upon us in time. Our culture is being pushed into a liminal journey in this present 

moment by CoVid19 and the recent racial injustices and resultant grassroots protests for 

change. And of course CPC has been in a liminal period of its own for the last 2.5 years, as 

we’ve navigated the uncharted waters after a longtime pastor retired, and it is about to 

start a new one when its new minister arrives.  

III. Liminal is baked into the cake of the spiritual life. When Peter, Andrew, James, and John 

responded to Jesus’ invitation to be His disciples (Matthew 4.18-22), they could not have 

imagined where they were headed, what they’d experience, and how they’d be 

transformed. Until Jesus, they’d dreamed of a simple life running family fishing businesses, 

likely living and dying within a mile of the Sea of Galilea. In the end, Peter died for his faith 

in Rome and John was exiled on Patmos, off the coast of southwest Turkey, both far away 

from the home they assumed they’d never leave. Abram’s call to leave for the Promised 

Land (Gen. 11.31-12.9; Hebrews 11.8-10) can be read in the same light. In fact, the author 

of Hebrews makes the case that our earthly lives themselves are liminal in their entirety, a 

pilgrimage through new territory decade after decade, yet to arrive home (11.13-16).  

Because of what we’re experiencing right now both in our country and in churches, Richard 

Rohr has been writing recently on liminal spirituality: “We usually enter liminal space when 

our former way of being is challenged or changed. In such space, we are not certain or in 

control. The very vulnerability and openness of liminal space allows room for something 

genuinely new to happen. We are empty and receptive – erased tablets waiting for new 

words. Liminal space is where we are most teachable, often because we are most 

humbled…Our old touchstones, habits, and comforts are now past, the future unknown. We 

may be impatient to pass through it quickly, even though that’s quite unlikely…We should 

pause and acknowledge that a transition is taking place. A new reality is emerging, but we 

cannot see beyond the threshold.”  

IV. In her book on this subject, Susan Beaumont offers these strategies for making our way 

through the fog of the liminal no man’s land:  

1) Shift From knowing To unknowing: We must learn to be suspicious of our own thinking 

and assumptions, and ask questions to which there aren’t obvious, immediate answers.  

2) Shift From Striving To Surrendering: We need to stop resisting the uncertainty and yield 

to it, knowing that God is the One leading us through it; as such, we take pains to pay 

attention to what He might be doing or saying in the whole and in others, not just within 

ourselves, especially that which lies outside our previous norms and customs.  

3) Clarify Your Past: Liminal space teaches us that we only really have clarity about the past. 

Moreover, we must be careful not to glamorize it, a natural temptation when the present 

and future are so up in the air. Ask instead, how does this liminal season make us reevaluate 

the past, which pieces of it need to come with us on the journey, and which don’t or can’t.  

4) Reconsider Your Security: Very often, we find solace and stability in the familiar and 

routine. You can’t when you’re liminal. Instead, like Israel traversing Sinai, we are secure 

not because we’re safe or standing still, but because God is with us. Likewise, though the 

contours of the far shore are yet unseen, we know as Christ’s Kingdom people that the 

future toward which He points us will have us look and act more like Him.    

 


