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I have just finished Louise Erdrich’s new book, The Night Watchman. The story is based on Erdrich’s 

father, Patrick Gourneau, who, in the 1950s, worked as a night watchman in a jewel-bearing plant, and 

also as the chair of the Turtle Mountain band of Ojibwe. In 1953, the United States Congress began 

considering legislation to terminate tribes, with Turtle Mountain at the top of the list. The Night 

Watchman concerns the efforts of Thomas (the character based on Erdrich’s father) doing his best to 

lead his tribe in the fight against Native dispossession.  

 

It's a heavy burden to lead a community through possible annihilation – and Thomas’ strength and 

capacity comes from humility, and listening, and curiosity. He roots himself in tradition and culture, and 

in his relationships with his tribe and the land on which it lives. Thomas often visits his aging father, 

Biboon, for comfort and advice, for stories and perspective. On one visit he has brought his father a gift 

of wild nuts:  

 

Biboon trembled and smiled when he saw the pukkons. They were a favorite food of his, 

reminding him of early days. ‘Oh boy, you got some. Let’s smash off the shells.’  

 

There were flat slates at the edge of the yard. Thomas put the prickly green nuts in a bag and 

struck the bag with a rock, just hard enough to loosen the shells. The late afternoon light slated 

low from the west, and he brought out the kitchen chairs and a dishpan. It seemed to Thomas, as 

they sat in the sinking radiance, shucking bits of shell from the meat, dropping the nut into a 

dishpan, that he should hold on to this. Whatever was said, he should hold on to. Whatever 

gestures his father made, hold on to. The peculiar aliveness of things struck by late afternoon 

sunlight – hold on to it. And the trees behind them, their shadows, wavering.  

 

In our current predicament, we do well to listen. We should hold on to this. We should hold on to this 

time, this moment, these strange and hallowed days. Whatever is said, whatever gestures are made, 

whatever peculiar aliveness breaks into our lives, we should hold on to it. Remember it. Call upon it. 

Allow it to shape and direct us. We should hold on to this experience, this disaster.  

 

We are entering our second month of isolation and quarantine. I’ve spoken with many of you this past 

week, and the sentiment seems the same across the board: we’re over this – how long, oh Lord, how 

long? When is this going to end? We are impatient, bored, and lonely. Some of us are depressed, others 

disappointed, still others afraid for self and others. We fret about our future. I have also been witnessing 

– both in myself and in others – the symptoms of grief – a lack of focus, a wave here and there of 

despair followed by lethargy or exhaustion. Personally, I’m having trouble staying with any one thing or 

thought for very long. My mind just seems to check out – and I stare out my office window and watch 

the trees bud, and beyond that, I’m not sure where my thoughts are going. It’s a strange, fearful time. 

Why would anyone want to hold on to it?  

 

Anne, Chip, and I spent a lot of time this week talking about the time we are in together – and where 

God is. We talked a lot about the part our spiritual lives play in the pandemic, and who we want to be as 

followers of Jesus. The moment is awful, and it’s also important. We think it critically important that we 



 2 

figure out a way to hold on to this experience – that we don’t shoo it away or grit our teeth until it 

passes. Maybe, if we find a way to bring to our circumstances a humility, a thirst for learning, and a 

burning curiosity we go even deeper into our spiritual lives, we learn more about the truths that live deep 

down in our relationship with God. Maybe, ultimately, we’ll be changed and strengthened.  

 

Anne is convinced -- and Chip and I agree -- that we all are living right now in liminal space. It’s a 

middle space, between the now and the not yet. Richard Rohr describes liminal space as time that holds 

a significant transition. “It is when you have left, or are about to leave, the tried and true, but have not 

yet been able to replace it with anything else. It is when you are between your old comfort zone and any 

possible new answer.” There’s no doubt that suffering through pandemic is a transition – we have left 

behind a life that didn’t know, and wasn’t concerned with, coronavirus, and we have entered a new 

reality – one of social distancing, and isolation, and living with the most heightened sense of uncertainty 

about our future. The only thing we know for sure is that after it is all over, we won’t be the same – 

everything will have changed -- events, people, systems, the economy, expectations, relationships -- and 

in the place of the old will be a new reality – one, at this point, we cannot at all predict or imagine. 

During the pandemic, our old world is slipping away, and we are not yet sure of the new existence that 

will replace it.  

 

Liminal space is a mixed space, an in-between space where we suffer the loss of our old reality, and 

where genuine newness begins. Liminal space isn’t bunny rabbits and rainbows. It’s hard. It’s 

devastating. It’s fraught. At the same time, it’s sacred - where the old world is able to fall apart, and a 

bigger world is revealed. While we’re in the space, if we are open and patient and watching, if we can 

find some way to welcome and dissipate our anxiety, we have access to God in a way we don’t usually 

do. It is a unique spiritual position – a space, if we’re honest, where we hate to be, a space we’d never 

choose for ourselves – but where the biblical God is always leading us. It is a space ripe for new 

learning, tough inner work, pausing, challenge, sitting with ourselves, immersion into the gritty spiritual 

truths, holding space, discerning, and creating new pathways. And, as is all things with our God, we 

choose. We can engage this time of pandemic as liminal space, squeezing from it every last drop of 

awareness and transformation – or not.  

 

The Gospel stories we read after Easter Sunday are all – without exception – stories of liminal space. In 

them, Jesus has died -- the old world has crumbled into dust and blown away. Most people – including 

many of Jesus’ friends and disciples -- don’t yet know about the resurrection. The old reality has fallen 

apart, but the bigger world has not yet been revealed. Each of these stories – whether it be Doubting 

Thomas, or the Road to Emmaus, or the risen Christ fixing breakfast on the beach – happen in this 

liminal space, a threshold of sorts – the way things have been have disappeared, replaced by a strange, 

unfamiliar, and, in many ways terrifying, reality. Jesus – and all of his promises – are gone. Empire, and 

all that is cheap and self-serving and crude, has won. But in each story, the resurrected Christ returns to 

announce the new way, the new world, the new truth – the old world has fallen away, yes, but in its 

place is coming something dazzling and wonderful, complex and entirely new.  

 

This morning’s story about “Doubting Thomas” is about the component of choice in liminal space. The 

story finds the disciples huddled behind locked doors, immobilized by fear. They are hunkered down, 

getting through it, laying low, telling the story in hushed voices, ducking behind windows so as not to be 

seen. Thomas is there, too – they are all there in the same liminal space. But Thomas chooses to do with 

that space something different – he wants more. He wants to know more. He wants to go deeper, figure 
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it out, engage, go to the hard questions. Thomas wants from that space a transformative experience of 

the living God. And, boy, one week later does Jesus ever deliver!  

 

This morning I am extending to each of you an invitation. For the season of Eastertide (the five weeks 

between Easter Sunday and Pentecost Sunday) – in Sunday Zoom Church homilies and in Adult Forum 

– we’re choosing to invite spiritual transformation and change in this time of pandemic, by claiming this 

moment as liminal space, and beginning to dig out and grapple with the deeper truths of the spiritual life 

– like, the truth that we are not, ultimately, in control, like, the truth of our mortality. Each week we’ll 

look at a different truth as a way to  

 

I’ll end with a story from the Zen tradition that’s very dear to me and Michael. We came upon it in 

graduate school, through a translation of Zen stories called “Zen Flesh, Zen Bones” and is goes like this: 

 

A man traveling across a field encountered a tiger. He fled, the tiger after him. Coming to a 

precipice, he caught hold of the root of a wild vine and swung himself down over the edge. The 

tiger sniffed at him from above. Trembling, the man looked down to where, far below, another 

tiger was waiting to eat him. Only the vine sustained him. Two mice, one white and one black, 

little by little started to gnaw away at the vine. The man saw a luscious strawberry near him. 

Grasping the vine with one hand, he plucked the strawberry with the other. How sweet it tasted! 

 

It's a time of upset, fraught with fear and anxiety. Tigers growl from every side. But there are also rich, 

fragrant, juicy strawberries. Enough for all of us. Alleluia! Amen.  

 

 

 


