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The Liminal Church
The concept is called Liminal Theory.  The basic idea of this sociological term is that every society no matter how complex, advanced, primitive, or literate has a series of rites of passage for individuals.  The theory actually makes sense when you translate it.  Liminal Theory is so named because of the Latin word “limen” for threshold or door.  Simply put, scholars began to note that all human life is organized in such a way that there are moments that mark major transitions.  These threshold moments exist where we transition from one place to another.  The most classic example of a Liminal moment is engagement.  Before you are engaged, you are a single person with rules about dating and appropriate behavior that exist to structure life.  One you are married, your identity is significantly altered and so are the rules that govern attitudes and behavior.  The Liminal time period is when you are engaged.  You are not single and you are not married.  You are stuck on the threshold between worlds.  In many cases, rituals appear to mark these transitions.  The bachelor or bachelorette party as well as the more historic publishing of the bans try to mark this time frame.  Regardless, of what is done ritually, the reality is that this period is frustratingly vague.  The door is open but you have not quite made it to the next place and you have not quite left the previous world behind.  Liminal Theory is all about that uncomfortable and in between time.
I am introducing this concept to St. Elisabeth’s to name where we currently live.  We are definitely in a liminal space.  We have sold one building.  We are looking ahead to build another.  Still, here we are in between.  We are on the threshold.  It is a time of frustration and anxiety.  It is a place of worry and concern.  It is an attitude of pushing forward and hurrying into the next space.  None of this comes as a surprise to any of you.  I am preaching a sermon you all are living.  And yet, we must name this time clearly.  We are on the threshold, we are in between, and we are in a liminal period as a church community.  We are in a place that can be deeply uncomfortable and even scary.

The disciples are scared.  They are squirreled away.  The doors are shut.  They are huddled together.  They are hiding.  That is how not one but two of our readings begin this morning.  In the Gospel of John, the group is hiding after the crucifixion.  They fear the authorities who handed Jesus over to the Romans to be killed.  Death is outside.  So, they hide inside.  In the Acts of the Apostles, a group is gathered together.  This time, they have seen the Easter Jesus and spent some time with him.  They are not necessarily afraid but they do not appear to know what to do.  They have just witnessed the Ascension.  Jesus has left them again.  The scene may not be filled with fear but it is not filled with plans and projects and projections of future growth.  In both readings, the disciples have lost the physical Christ and are waiting, hiding, and worried about what to do next.  

The answer that comes is unexpected.  The Spirit comes to them.  A rushing wind swirls around those gathered in Acts.  Tongues of fire come upon them.  The result is rejoicing.  The moment is a cause for celebration.  God does not wait until they have it all together.  On the contrary, God comes to them in that liminal, threshold period.  God comes to them in a Pentecost moment where fire and the Spirit anoint the faithful.  We celebrate today that moment of empowerment with the Spirit.

Of course, while we attempt to claim Pentecost as our own holy day, the reality is that there is another deeper layer as well.  Pentecost is a Jewish celebration called the Feast of Weeks that celebrates God’s covenant with Israel and the giving of Torah at Sinai.  The first five books of our Bible, the Pentateuch, were dictated to Moses from that column of fire.  Of course, the people of Israel were in a deeply liminal moment.  They had left bondage and suffering in Egypt but were not yet in the Promised Land.  Now, we may complain about our liminal, threshold time lasting too long but four or five years in a paint store waiting for a new church is nothing compared to 40 years of wandering in the wilderness!  We have it pretty easy compared to our Jewish brothers and sisters.  Again, God comes to them in the liminal, in between time and claims them as his own.

In each instance, the Resurrection moment in John, the Pentecost moment in Acts, and the Torah moment celebrated in the Feast of Weeks all find God coming directly to a liminal, threshold, frightened, worried, scared and in between community.  God comes and they do the seemingly impossible.  They are transformed into a new community.  A group of slaves agree to become God’s eternal people.  A cowering collection of disciples rejoice in the presence of God.  A slowly gathering community receives the Spirit of God and becomes the church.
On that Pentecost day, they open the doors and preach the gospel.  In every tongue and language, to groups like the Romans who are dedicated to killing them, they go out and preach.  In this moment we call the birth of the church, the Spirit comes and the faithful proclaim.  I find it especially appropriate that the very word for church in Greek, ekklesia, means “called out”.  We are a community called outside.  We are called out of our hiding places and our fear.  We are being called out in the midst of our liminal space to invite people to join us right now.  We cannot wait until a new building is built.  We should not worry and fret about what we are doing.  We are called out to invite people to join us in our red on this morning.  We are called out to become a people of God in our most uncomfortable moments.  We do not have to worry about where we are or even who we are.  We are a magnificent, loving, and open community.  The location does not matter as much as the invitation to the wider world.  We are called out to be a witness and presence to God’s love.

We are meant to not only bring people to God but to take God out into a world that often refuses to listen and hear.  We are called out of the world to be messengers to the world.  For all of our worry, anxiety and fear of being in an in-between time, the reality is that the time is now.  We are being called out by God and given gifts to accomplish it.  People get nervous when they hear it, but we all have the gifts of the spirit.  Paul’s letter makes that clear.  We all have gifts that are meant to be used in building up God’s kingdom on this earth.  We are called out to share them not only here in this in between space but in the world.  God comes to us, gives us the gifts to do the job we are called to do, and calls us out to a life of service.  Despite our fear, our worry, our hopes and our anxiety, we are called out of our liminal, threshold space to be God’s church now, today.

Amen.

