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Genesis 18:1-10a 
18 The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the entrance of his 
tent in the heat of the day.  2 He looked up and saw three men standing near him. When 
he saw them, he ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground.  
3 He said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant.  4 Let a little 
water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree.  5 Let me bring 
a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass on—since you 
have come to your servant.” So they said, “Do as you have said.”  6 And Abraham 
hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, “Make ready quickly three measures of choice 
flour, knead it, and make cakes.”  7 Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and 
good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it.  8 Then he took curds and 
milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under 
the tree while they ate.  
9 They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he said, “There, in the tent.”  10 
Then one said, “I will surely return to you in due season, and your wife Sarah shall have a 
son. 

The first reading, this morning is from the book of Genesis. You heard that Abraham and 
Sarah, as typical nomads wandering in the deserts of the Middle East, were suddenly 
aware that three strangers had come their way. And, they did not know that the three 
strangers were Yahweh, which, of course is one of the ancient Hebrew names for God, 
and two angels. And so, typically, they accosted the strangers and they extended their 
hospitality to them. 
It is a metaphor, of course. It was crafted by those ancient storytellers in order to describe 
a profound truth. It tells of the genuine or ‘real’ or ‘true’ relationship between Abraham 
and Sarah and God; and, the relationship between Abraham and Sarah. Both relationships 
were genuine and ‘real’ and ‘true’.  
You will note that at the end of the story, after the gracious hospitality, the stranger, who 
is God, says to Abraham and Sarah, “You have been so good to me that this time next 
year I will come back, because Sarah, in her old age, will bear a child.” Now what seems 
to be going on here is this: What God is really saying is that because of your hospitality 
and willingness to form genuine relationships, between the two of you and both of you 
with Me, I will give you new life, represented by the child, Isaac. Out of relationship 
comes new life.  
And, with that promise still in their minds, I am sure that Abraham and Sarah would be 
anxious. Anxious about what that ‘new life’ will be like. Anxious about what will happen 
in the mean time, the ‘in-between time’, until God fulfills that promise. 
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There is a thousand dollar term or word that captures that ‘in-between’ time. That word is 
‘liminal’. It is a word that could be applied to that ‘in-between’ time this faith-community 
of St. Stephen the Martyr will be experiencing over the next while. It is, also, a word that 
equally applies to Joy’s and my personal ‘in-between’ time after July 31st. So, rest 
assured, we will all share that anxiety that comes with change. 
This is Joy’s and my sixth parish in the past fourteen years as Interim Ministers. For 
some of you, this will be the third change you have experienced from your priests and 
from two deacons, in 16 years. So, we have both had experiences of dealing with a 
‘liminal’ time and we both know the ups and downs of that stage in our lives. 
One of the characteristics of ‘liminal’ or ‘in-between’ time is our anxiety. While Joy and 
I will be worrying about what is to come in our short and long term future; you will be 
worrying about what will your new priest be like and when s/he will be appointed. How 
long will it take? What are we going to do in the five or six months until s/he is appointed 
by out Bishop? It is a ‘betwixt and between time’.  
Another characteristic of this time is that some will want to try to keep things the way 
they are, the way it was when Gary and Joy were here.  
Yet, another characteristic of this time is that some will want to go back to what they call 
the ‘glory days’ of an earlier time. Of course, this is an illusion.  
Unfortunately, both of these characteristics results in what Richard Rohr calls “problem-
solving, fixing, explaining, and taking sides with winners and losers. It can be a pretty 
circular and even nonsensical existence.” 
A ‘liminal’ time happens when there is a change. We all have personal examples, of 
course, that come with change in our own lives. When we have retired, for example, and 
we have to wade our way through trying to figure out how to live without the business 
and structure that a job gave us. Or, at the birth of a child. Our situation and our life style 
changes and, at least in the beginning, we, by trial and error, make our way through it. 
During this time, this ‘liminal’ time there is an absence of certainty when we are not in 
control.  
It is a time of transformation. We need, with the help of God, to allow ourselves to be 
drawn out of ‘business as usual’ and remain patiently on the ‘threshold’. Actually, that is 
wat ‘liminal’ means. ‘Liminal’ is the Latin word for ‘threshold’. It is a time when we 
have left the old world behind. Again, as Richard Rohr says, “It is the realm where God 
can best get at us because our false certitudes are finally out of the way. This is the sacred 
space where the old world is able to fall apart, and a bigger world is revealed. If we don’t 
encounter ‘liminal’ space in our lives, we start idealizing what is normal. The Threshold 
is God’s waiting room. Here we are taught openness and patience as we come to expect 
an appointment with the divine Doctor.” 
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The positive thing is that this ‘liminal’ time opens up room for something genuinely new 
to happen. That is, if we let it happen. For Joy and myself, we need to be silent and listen 
to the voice of the Spirit rather than be tempted to slip back into old, familiar routines of 
the past. Likewise, in organizations like the church, there are some who want to go back 
to what, to them, were the ‘glory’ days. But time, age and society has moved on since 
then and what was done 5, 10 or 20 years ago is now finished. So, the people of St. 
Stephens need, also, to be silent for a while and listen to the voice of the Spirit. 
In ‘liminal’ time, we need to intentionally allow the past to slowly or quickly fade away. 
We need to allow time to deal with those things that have disappointed or bothered us, 
the things we have done and ought not to have done; the things we ought to have done 
and didn’t. We need to do that rather than feel self-justified or build up our own egos.  
And, then, when this time of ‘liminality’ is over, we need to emerge with “freedom, and 
new, creative approaches.” Then we can reassure ourselves that we have been ‘real’ and 
‘true’ to both God and ourselves. Our faith has led us to deconstruct the old normal so we 
can be open for the new. 
In the story of Abraham and Sarah, after God departs, there is the time of ‘liminality’ 
during which Abraham and Sarah are silent and wait for that moment of new creativity 
when God gives them new life, represented by Isaac. So it is for the faith community of 
St. Stephen the Martyr and for Joy and myself. 
When I think of a story to helpfully illustrate a time of ‘liminality’, I cannot help but 
think of one of the stories about the Velveteen Rabbit. I am sure some of you know it 
because it is a wonderful children’s story about a boy and two of his toys. I would like to 
tell it again and ask you, even though you may have read it or heard it before, ask you to 
listen to it with fresh ears. It is that particular scene when the velveteen rabbit and the old 
skin horse are lying in the nursery, and the young velveteen rabbit is starting to make 
conversation to while away the time. It is a time, in the story, where there is change – a 
‘liminal’ time for both the old skin horse who had been in the toy menagerie for a very 
long time, and the Velveteen rabbit.  
The rabbit was looked down on by the mechanical toys, who thought they were superior 
and that they were actually ‘real’ because they were models of something else, whereas 
Velveteen rabbit, who didn’t know rabbits existed, thought all rabbbits were stuffed with 
sawdust like himself. So, he was led to understand that sawdust was out of date and never 
should be mentioned in modern circles. In other words, he didn’t feel that he was a ‘real’ 
or ‘true’ rabbit. But, he is at a stage of transformation in his life when he wonders what it 
would be like to be ‘real’. And, he has been around long enough, observing things, but 
finally he has built up enough confidence to ask the old skin horse a question he has 
thought about for a long time, quietly, by himself. 
So, Velveteen rabbit asks the old skin horse:  
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“What is real? Does it mean having things that buzz inside of you, and a stick-out-
handle?” 
“Real isn’t how you are made,” said the skin horse. “It is a thing that happens to you. 
When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but really loves you, 
then you become real.” 
“Does it hurt?” asked the rabbit. 
“Sometimes,” said the old skin horse, for he was always truthful. “But when you are 
real, you don’t mind being hurt.” 
“Does it happen all at once, like being wound up?” he asked, “or bit by bit?” 
“It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the old skin horse, “you become. It takes a long 
time. That is why it doesn’t often happen to people who break easily, or have sharp 
edges, or have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are real, most of your hair 
has been loved off, your eyes drop out, you get loose in the joints, and very shabby. But 
these things don’t matter at all, because once you are real, you can’t be ugly, except to 
people who don’t understand.” 
“I suppose you are real,” said the rabbit, and then he wished he had not said it, for he 
thought the old skin horse might be sensitive. But the old skin horse only smiled.  
“The boy’s uncle made me real,” he said. “That was a great many years ago, but once 
you are real, you can’t become unreal again. It lasts for always.” 
That is a wonderful story, isn’t it, with lots of wisdom. 
Like Abraham and Sarah; like Velveteen Rabbit and Skin Horse; like you and Joy and 
myself, we are in a ‘liminal’ time, while we listen to God’s Spirit and wait for that 
moment of new creativity which will surely come. God gave Abraham and Sarah a son 
whom they called Isaac; Velveteen Rabbit, in the story does become a ‘real’ rabbit; and 
for you and myself, we, too, can expect that new creativity to happen.   
We cannot, during this ‘liminal’, ie. ‘in-between’ time, in the wisdom of skin-horse,  be 
people “who break easily, or have sharp edges, or have to be carefully kept.” 

-Gary Hamblin          
 Sources: Fred B. Craddock et. al., Preaching Through the Christian Year; William J. 
Bausch, Timely Homilies; Richard Rohr, Adams’ Return; and, Falling Upward; Margery 
Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit. 


