
                             
 
 

   
 

One of the more troubling characteristics of the times in which we are living is the frequency of people 
receiving death threats. About ten days ago in The New York Times, the journalist Bret Stephens opened his 
column by quoting a death threat he had recently received by telephone. He went on to talk about the 
increasing vulnerability he feels as a journalist, because many journalists routinely receive death threats, and 
just a few weeks ago several of them died when someone walked into a Maryland newsroom and opened fire. 
 
Bret Stephens is not alone in feeling vulnerable when on the wrong end of a death threat. Young men and 
women who live in high violence neighborhoods in Chicago, like Austin or Lawndale, receive death threats on 
a regular basis from rival gang members, or others in their neighborhood who have some kind of beef against 
them.  
  
Religious communities receive death threats. It is not uncommon to open the paper in the morning and read 
about some mosque or synagogue that has been plastered with graffiti threatening "death to" its adherents. I 
live in relative safety in the comfort of my living room, reading the paper, but I'd be really frightened were I to 
see graffiti like that plastered on the west wall of First United, or any other house of worship that I attended. 
  
Death threats apparently abound on social media. Someone posts a courageous or maybe super partisan post, 
and strangers respond with venom.  
  
As you have surmised, like many of you, I have been protected from this sort of interaction. No one has ever 
threatened my life because of something I have said or done, or the church I've attended, or the color of my 
skin, or the texture of my hair. I recognize, though, that some of you in this room may not have lived as 
protected a life as I have, and you may know first-hand what it felt like to be in Bret Stephens' shoes when he 
picked up that phone and heard that voice on the other end of the line. 
  
Our text this morning opens with a death threat and, although Jezebel gives Elijah a 24-hour warning and 
allows him plenty of time to get out of town, he takes this threat very seriously.  He goes first to Beersheba, 
and then into the wilderness.  
 
The wilderness. What do you think of when you hear that word? 
The desert or other barren landscapes? 
The scorched earth of lava fields or wildfires? 
Food deserts? 
The number of days remaining in the current presidential administration? 
A jungle? 
 
Maybe the idea of wilderness is more positive for you.  
Is it, perhaps, the vast expanses of national parklands? 
Is it a place of escape and respite? 
A place to discover yourself? 



   
 

 
What is wilderness for you? 
Is it hospitable or inhospitable? 
Or maybe a bit of both? 
 
The wilderness can be many things, and by force or by choice, we find ourselves there for many reasons. You 
could say that we are there as a congregation.  
  
In his books about transitions, William Bridges talks about the wilderness when he discusses the middle stage 
of organizational change, which he calls the "neutral zone." Most of you are familiar with this, because our 
previous interim, Kent Organ, used Bridges' model for thinking about change when he worked with you a 
couple of years ago. At that time, you talked about the neutral zone a lot. The idea was that a congregation 
needs to let go of its past, move through a neutral zone of transition and reorientation, and then it can 
experience a new beginning with a search process and a new pastor.  
  
When Bridges describes the neutral zone, one of the examples he explores most closely is that of the Israelites 
in the wilderness. Bridges says that the temporal and physical space between Egypt and the promised land, 
which the Bible consistently names as wilderness, is Israel's neutral zone. Bridges recognizes that it's not an 
easy space to inhabit. 
  
In the Bible, the wilderness is a confusing space. Neither the people nor their leaders have a map that can tell 
them where they are going, and they are isolated; there are no other people around from whom they can ask 
directions. They are on their own out in the wilderness, and their resources get stretched really thin. They are 
hungry. They are thirsty. They are worn out. And they get really frustrated with the people in charge. They get 
frustrated with God. And the feeling is mutual. Everybody is frustrated with everybody else.  
  
Now - don't read too much into this. I am not trying to give you a sideways message. I'm not frustrated with 
you or with the Council. And, as far as I know, you are not frustrated with me - yet. But, we are only about half 
way through this partnership. If we should get annoyed with each other, let's not blow it out of proportion. 
The wilderness is a place of frustration and impatience. It is not an easy space to inhabit.  
  
We see that in this text. Elijah's out there all by himself. He's scared, and, probably because he did not 
anticipate being there, he has not equipped himself very well for this journey. He's run out of food and water. 
He's also run out of steam for the work he's called to do. He's discouraged about his ministry; it has kind of 
blown up in his face. He does not see a way forward. Even if he did, he might not want to go there anyway. Let 
me die, he says. Let it all end here. 
  
The wilderness is a place of despair for Elijah. It's a place of despair for Israel. And it can be a dismal, deserted, 
despairing place for us, too, when we find ourselves there. There is another way to think about the wilderness, 
though, and we see glimmers of an alternative reading in this text. 
  
The anthropologist Victor Turner calls the wilderness a place that is "betwixt and between." Turner studies 
rites of passage: religious rituals from any tradition that move a person from one identity or reality to 
another. A marriage is a ritual of passage that changes a person from being single to being married. It is a 
ritual that realigns legal statuses, family relationships, and the way a person connects to the larger 
community. You and I observe lots of rites of passages in our lifetimes: funerals, baptisms, getting a driver’s 
license, retiring, all sorts of things that realign our connections to ourselves, other people, and our society.  



   
 

Victor Turner thinks about rites of passage much like William Bridges thinks about change. Rites of passage 
have three stages, and the most important one is the one in the middle. In stage one, you separate from past 
reality; in stage three, we reintegrate with society. In stage two, we become transformed. In this middle stage, 
says Turner, we are betwixt and between past and future realities, and things are in motion. We are vulnerable; 
things can be a little mysterious; maybe we have new experiences we have never had before. Turner argues 
that there is a spiritual openness in this stage that is unlike our capacity for openness at other times. He says 
this stage is "liminal" space. 
  
This is where we find Elijah - in liminal space that is betwixt and between the wrath of Jezebel and whatever 
comes next. It is at this moment, and in this space, that an angel of God taps Elijah on the shoulder. It's at this 
moment that he discovers a jar of water and a small cake baking on hot stones. I wonder if it smelled like 
bread or cookies baking. He sleeps. The angel touches him a second time. "Get up and eat, otherwise the 
journey will be too much for you." On the strength of this nourishment, Elijah gets up, and he puts one foot in 
front of the other, and his story goes on. 
  
In his reflections on this text, which were published earlier this week as part of Fourth Presbyterian Church's 
daily devotions, John Sherer surprised me in the direction he took. He wrote, "We are all on a journey, and 
every day, every encounter is part of that journey. The only journey that really matters is the journey to 
become fully aware of each moment, being totally present and completely open to seeing God in each other. 
To do this . . . we need to simply be more attuned to what is around us." He went on to talk about the 
importance of clearing away the clutter and being focused on the experience at hand. Although he did not use 
the jargon, he was talking about mindfulness, the importance of being focused on the present and all that it 
has to offer. 
  
I read this quickly, and initially thought, "What's mindfulness got to do with this text?" But the more I 
thought about it, I thought about how easy it might have been for Elijah to miss or ignore that tap on the 
shoulder. How simple it might have been for him to mistake the whisper in his ear for the rush of wind. How 
insignificant that little jar and small cake were - might he have missed them? 
  
Whatever else the wilderness does, it helps Elijah stay alert. When the tap on the shoulder comes, when the 
nourishment is offered, he receives them. 
  
"Get up and eat. Otherwise the journey will be too much for you." In times of transition, it's easy to focus our 
attention on what's coming next, and really focus in on the future. And we have a lot to live into. We have a 
new staff structure in place, a building project in process, a capital campaign to be designed and mounted, a 
program year about to unfold, and a pastoral search in progress. We lean forward in anticipation of all the 
great stuff that lies ahead.  
  
This text reminds us that maybe we shouldn't be so quick to lean forward. Not only do we need nourishment 
now, right at this moment, lest the journey be too much for us, but if we lean forward too far, we might miss 
the good stuff God offers right now. 
 
You and I are in liminal space right now. I'm in my pre-retirement liminal space. You are in liminal space 
between lead pastors. We are vulnerable. We are spiritually open. Who knows what messenger might tap us on 
the shoulder, or whisper in our ears, or give strength for the journey? God is here. Right now. Pay attention. 
 
Amen. 


