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 Change can be difficult.  Even change that is very, very good can sometimes feel 
very, very bad.  Just ask Israel. 
 You’ve heard the story many times. We find it in the book of Exodus.  It is the 
bedrock story of the Hebrew scriptures, the John 3:16 of the Old Testament.  Israel is in 
bondage to a ruthless Pharaoh.  As slaves, the Hebrews toil and sweat under the lash of 
ruthless taskmasters, making bricks for Pharaoh’s splendid cities and imposing 
monuments.  In their anguish they cry out to God for help.  And God…hears their cry.  
And God sees their suffering.  And God acts.  And as the old story is told, the verbs pile 
up—God delivers, God redeems, God displays signs and wonders, God saves, God frees, 
God leads Israel out of Egypt, out of slavery, out of death.  That’s positive change.  
Praise be to God!  And Israel does sing praise to God….for a while. 
 And then, like the snow outside here that will quickly melt when the temperature 
finally rises, the praises begin to fade.  The singing gets softer, and softer, and finally 
stops because that promising change in Israel’s life has brought an unwelcome 
consequence—a wilderness to wander in.  Yes, the dreadful land of Egypt is gone, but the 
new land of promise has not yet emerged.  And in this transitional space, this disoriented 
time between a solid past and a clear future, the anxiety arises, and the whining begins. 
 “What are we going to eat?” the people anxiously ask.  “We’re hungry.”  And it’s 
true, out there in the desert there are not many orchards and vineyards and fields of grain. 
 “And what are we going to drink?” they demand.  And it’s also true that out in the 
desert there aren’t many flowing streams and water taps and juice bars.   
 And this transition from an old life to a new one is taking a terrible emotional toll.  
The Psalmist says, “Their soul fainted within them.”  That’s biblical language for the 
deadly cycle of negative thinking, and anxiety, and hopelessness, and despair.  Maybe 
you’ve known this “fainting of the soul,” when unwelcome change strikes, and the world 
looks bleak, and you feel trapped with no clear way out.   

And when your soul faints, even the signs that God is there, helping, sustaining, 
can be pretty hard to see.  At least so it was for Israel.  Take the food issue.  God knows 
the people are hungry, in the desert, not yet in the land of milk and honey, so God feeds 
them.  God gives them bread, bread from heaven.  And when the Israelites see it, they say 
“manna? Manna?  What is it?”  In the Hebrew language “manna” is not a noun, it is a 
question--“what is it?”  The people look at that white flaky substance on the ground that’s 
God gives them to eat, but instead of giving thanks to God they turn up their noses and 
mutter, “Manna?   What is this stuff?  It doesn’t look or smell like food.”  (China had an 
infinite variety of wonderful food, which we thoroughly enjoyed, but once in a while 
Julie and I would say, “Ah, manna again?”) 
 And God knows that the people are thirsty, and so God tells Moses, “Go strike 
that rock.”  And Moses does, and water bursts forth!  But we read of no song or prayer of 
thanksgiving, because in the anxiety that their transition is producing Israel just cannot 
see the divine gifts, they simply do not catch the signs of God’s presence and provision. 



And so they turn on their leader, Moses.  “Why did you bring us out here, to this 
desert?   You’re not the leader we need, if we follow you we will die!”  And then Moses’ 
soul, too, faints, and he turns on God and cries, “Why did you give me this people, 
they’re more than I can take.  Why did you call me to this job?” 
 And then nostalgia for the past begins to rise.  ”If only we had stayed in Egypt.  
That place doesn’t seem so bad anymore, all those fish and cucumbers and melons.  It 
would have been better to stay in Egypt, even die there, than wander around in this 
wilderness.” 
 In China, under Chairman Mao Tse Tung and his successors, up until about 1980, 
many people had what was called an “iron rice bowl.”  The iron rice bowl was the 
government providing you with a house, a job, and medical care.  Most everybody was 
poor, but they at least could count on this basic floor of security.  Today, with the 
transition to a market economy, millions of Chinese have become much better off, but 
millions are being left behind, sinking down, because the iron rice bowl is gone.  And 
there is a revival of the cult of Mao—singing the old songs they used to sing under 
communism, for example--and a pining for the good old days when Mao reigned, and 
things seemed more stable and secure, even though many of Mao’s policies were a 
disaster.   
 Change can be difficult.  Social scientists talk about “liminality,” or “liminal 
space.”  “Liminal” means “threshold.”  A ”threshold” is the meeting point where one 
thing ends and another begins.  Like a step or porch is a threshold between the end of a 
sidewalk and the entrance to a house.  This “liminal space,” or “threshold space,” that 
loosely structured period of time between a clear and ordered way of life that is passing 
away, and a future has not fully emerged. 

Threshold spaces are really quite normal in life.  Sometimes they are welcome, 
sometimes not.  Thresholds can be filled with excitement and adventure.  Perhaps more 
often, they are times of groping and anxiety.  Adolescence is a threshold space…no 
longer a child, but not quite yet an adult.  A gap year between high school and university 
is a threshold space.  Work for many people these days can bring a series of threshold 
space--looking for a first job after school; changing careers; losing a job and trying to 
find another one.  Entry into retirement can be a threshold space.  An extended health 
crisis, the sudden empty nest when the child leaves home, a divorce, the death of a spouse 
are also threshold spaces. 

In North America the church today seems to be finding itself in a vast threshold 
space, with old patterns of regular attendance, and denominational loyalty, and financial 
support, and theological consensus disappearing, and new forms struggling to be born.  
Mennonite Church Canada recognizes that it is sitting squarely on a threshold, with its 
New Directions task force trying to discern what its future shape should be.  
 Congregations also go through threshold spaces.  I’ve been doing some reading 
on churches finding themselves in transition between pastors.  This interim time can 
arouse a mix of feelings.  Some members are hopeful, energized, eager to try new things.  
Others can become more disengaged, anxious, even faint of heart, like Israel in the desert. 

One thing that seems pretty normal in a congregation on the threshold is for there 
to be regret, sadness, sometimes anger, likely grief when a pastor, especially a long and 
appreciated one, leaves.  Anxiety and impatience can arise:  “How long will it take to get 



a new pastor?  Who can replace him or her?  How will things get done?  Who will take 
care of us?  What will become of our church now?”  

The self-esteem of some churches in threshold space may suffer--“who will ever 
want to come and be pastor here?  We’re small, not growing, what do we have to offer?”  
In some churches on the threshold, communication may lag, getting volunteers for jobs 
may be more difficult, financial giving may drop.   
 And then, experts say, it is not unusual in congregations in a threshold space for 
conflict to surface.  Even in healthy congregations, it can happen that tensions that have 
been suppressed or denied come bubbling to the surface. 
 .And so because threshold space is a time of unsettling, it is not surprising that 
churches in transition may cling to the status quo.  One interim pastor on his first Sunday 
was reportedly told by a member, “Look, you just preach on Sunday, visit the sick, and 
don’t try to change anything, understand?” 
 Julie and I are only starting to know you who make up The First Mennonite 
Church of Vineland.  Of course, we have met a few of you in the past, and we did visit 
here 3 times during our 9 years in China.  And we knew Kevin Block years ago in the 
Niagara ministerial, and enjoyed connecting with Carol Penner, but most of you we’ve 
not learned to know yet.  I do have the impression that First Mennonite Church is a pretty 
healthy congregation, that you care about each other, and that you treat your pastors well.  
Still, I would expect that a few of the dynamics that are common for congregations 
entering a threshold space to be present here too. 
 So what then?  Our Psalmist today has some wise counsel for persons and 
churches finding themselves at a transitional threshold.  “Remember!”  “Remember!”  he 
says, to a new generation of Israelites many years later, who are finding themselves in a 
threshold space.  “Remember, back there, after we had left Egypt, when we were 
wandering in the wilderness, moving toward a promised land that had not yet appeared? 
And remember how hungry we were, and thirsty, and anxious, and faint of heart.  And 
remember how God gave us bread to eat, and water to drink, and the leadership we 
needed.?  And remember how, after our enemies had carried us off to foreign lands, God 
gathered us together again into a people?  Do you remember?” 

And Paul in our first scripture from Acts also urges his hearers to remember:  
“Remember how God saved our ancestors from their enemies out there in the desert, and 
finally led us into a new land, and gave us kings, and finally gave us a Savior, Jesus.  Do 
you remember?”   

It seems that God often uses anxious and sometimes painful threshold spaces as 
the incubator of new life, as the crucible in which new possibilities emerge.  Later New 
Testament writers look back on Israel’s time in the wilderness and say, “Hard as it was, it 
was there, in the desert, where Israel’s character was formed, where Israel learned to be 
sons and daughters of God.”   Jesus, like Israel, went through a difficult threshold time in 
the wilderness, facing temptation, learning obedience, clarifying his mission, before he 
set out on his ministry.  In about another month we will enter the season of Lent, which is 
a threshold space of reflection on Jesus’ suffering love for us, in order to prepare to 
receive the new life of his resurrection.   It was in the threshold space of 27 years in a 
bleak, windswept rock of a prison that Nelson Mandela developed the character to 
become the first black president of a free South Africa.  And the great spiritual writers 



talk about the Dark Night of the Soul, when God seems distant, and silent, as essential 
and fruitful threshold spaces in one’s personal spiritual formation. 
 “So remember,” the Psalmist urges, “and take heart.  In those difficult times of 
change, remember how God was there, all along, back there in the wilderness.  And if we 
can remember that God was there in the past, we can trust God is here now, in our present 
transition, possibly again feeding us with some strange ‘manna’ that we don’t fully 
appreciate.   Remember, and give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love 
endures forever, even on the threshold.” 


