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Short summary:  
The theme for May is Thresholds, a very appropriate theme during the pandemic. The 
word “liminal” is derived from the Latin word for threshold, but it has come to mean 
much more. What do Humanist principles advise in this most liminal of liminal 
spaces? #thresholds #tension #anxiety #pandemic #covid19 #coping #humanism 

READINGS 

Henry David Thoreau from Walden: 

“I had not lived there a week before my feet wore a path from my door to the 
pond-side; and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. 
It is true, I fear that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it 
open. The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the feet of men; and 
so with the paths which the mind travels. How worn and dusty, then, must be 
the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity!” 

From Fr. Richard Rohr, a Franciscan friar and popular writer on spirituality:  

Liminal space is an inner state and sometimes an outer situation where we can 
begin to think and act in new ways. It is where we are betwixt and between, 
having left one room or stage of life but not yet entered the next. We usually 
enter liminal space when our former way of being is challenged or changed—
perhaps when we lose a job or a loved one, during illness, at the birth of a 
child, or a major relocation. It is a graced time, but often does not feel “graced” 
in any way. In such space, we are not certain or in control. This global pandemic 
we now face is an example of an immense, collective liminal space 

INTRODUCTION: Paths Are As Paths Do 



Last month we considered the theme of liberation, which, to put it succinctly, comes 
down for most of us to getting unstuck. Unstuck physically. Unstuck psychically. 
Sometimes unstuck both physically and psychically. 

The theme for May is Thresholds, a very appropriate theme during the pandemic 
because we are all—all the nations and all the human family—on a threshold at the 
moment. In liminal space.  

The word “liminal” is derived from the Latin word for threshold, but it has come to 
mean much more as it has come to be understood as a psychic space; a psychic 
space in which we experience “the tensions of the opposites.” Which way are we to 
go? 

What are we to do in this most liminal of liminal spaces? 

The pandemic has caused nearly everyone to come unstuck from something, even if 
it’s only from cherished old habits. As Fr. Richard Rohr says in the reading this 
morning, 

This global pandemic we now face is an example of an immense, collective 
liminal space. 

So, thresholds. We’re standing on one. Soon, we’ll have to decide which way to go . . . 

And, a friendly warning about today’s talk: fasten your seatbelts, it’s going to be a 
bumpy set of mixed metaphors. Because I want to talk today about a very abstract set 
of spiritual principles.  

ONE: Down Some Desire Paths 

But before we think about where we’re going, let’s consider ways we get somewhere.  

I’m always interested when someone uses the word “path.” I know non-metaphorical 
paths well, and as a lover of etymology, I know that the word “path” itself is off the 
beaten path of etymology. “Path” is a word whose origin equals its present meaning. 
“Path” has meant “path” since the days when all the Indo-European languages were 
one language, sometime back in the Neolithic, on the order of 12,000 years ago. 



Paths—both literal and metaphorical—have been important to people for a long time. 
And all of us have relationships with paths. 

When I was a kid, my grandfather would send me to find the herd of cattle for 
evening feeding. This wasn’t entirely easy, because the pasture was three hundred 
acres. Three hundred acres of very marginal land, with hills and ravines and rocks and 
scattered woods and a creek. 

You could walk a mile in any direction and not be anywhere near the cattle. Then walk 
another mile and another. So, I learned to use my head. For one thing, cows are 
creatures of habit, as are we all. 

When they travel as a herd, cows follow each other in single file and create paths a bit 
less than a foot wide. The cows on our family farm had been doing that in that 
particular pasture for well over a century, so the paths were worn deeply into the 
earth. It was a matter of discovering which path they followed and how long ago.  

Which, as you hunters know, has to do with following the feces. 

To save myself a lot of walking, my challenge consisted of deciding which path the 
cows had followed most recently. After I found them, I drove them with a stick back to 
the barn. And no matter how loudly I yelled or how much I swung that stick around, 
they always followed one of the paths. 

Those of you who have done some deer hunting also know that deer follow paths. A 
hunter can figure out where they will be and when by knowing where their water 
source is and where they prefer to graze and when.  

As Thoreau points out, we human beings do that too.  Fact is, the shelter-in-place 
orders issued during the pandemic have disrupted our routines. We all have worn 
some deep paths both real and metaphorical and for the past weeks, many of those 
paths have not been available. 

One of my grandfather’s stories was of an old mill horse he’d once had. The horse 
had been wild out West and was caught after he was grown. Consequently, he never 
got past what is called “green broke.” Which means that he could be very dangerous 
to ride or to work with most farm machinery. So they worked him only on the “pull-a-
mill” as the old saying went. In other words, he was harnessed to a long pole attached 



to a grinding machine, and the horse walked in circles all day long, grinding sugar 
cane or millet or wheat or corn or beans and that sort of thing.  

Thing was, on Sundays when he wasn’t harnessed to the mill, that old horse walked in 
circles all day anyway. He’d graze a while and walk a while. But it was always in circles. 
It’s how he had learned to make sense out of the confusing world of being a work 
horse that he never quite figured out.  

So, when I hear people talking about a “spiritual path,” you can see why I’m skeptical. 
In matters of the soul or psyche or whatever you want to call it, the word “path” 
indicates some potentially rote and cliched behavior.  

In matters of a spiritual nature, I’m with Mark Twain’s Huck Finn—I suggest that it’s best 
for all of us to “light out for the territories.” Or, to go back to the deer metaphor, “high 
tail it oughta there.”  

As far as I’m concerned, spiritual paths that are worth following are not paths at all; 
you’re always off-road, off the beaten path, going for the unknown. As Thoreau 
phrased it, “How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep 
the ruts of tradition and conformity!” 

TWO: Lighting Our for the Territories  

Henry David Thoreau. In his book  Walden he explains why he decided to abandon 
his experiment with living in his cabin by the pond. Thoreau wrote:  

I had not lived there a week before my feet wore a path from my door to the 
pond-side; and though it is five or six years since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. 
It is true, I fear that others may have fallen into it, and so helped to keep it 
open. The surface of the earth is soft and impressible by the feet of men; and 
so with the paths which the mind travels. How worn and dusty, then, must be 
the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity! 

“How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts of 
tradition and conformity!” 

Notice the subtlety of what Thoreau says: “I fear that others may have fallen into it, 
and so helped to keep it open.” His point is that even if you follow Thoreau’s eccentric 



path to your own “different drummer,” you will still be trodding a pre-fabricated path. 
His path isn’t your path.  

In addition, paths themselves are problematic. Even when you’ve created your own, it 
becomes worn; and so you’d better move on from that as well. 

Yes, that good ol’ “beaten path” is the enemy of continued spiritual insight.  

A path becomes a rut.  

You’ve seen the paths worn where sidewalks fail. Paths through forests that take a 
short cut. Paths in parks. Paths worn on college campuses and through junk yards. 

There’s a name for those sorts of paths. They’re called “desire lines.”  Usually, desire 
paths follow the shortest distance between two points. They are “well-trodden paths” 
not planned by the landscaper architects.  

During this shelter-in-place time, I suspect that many of us have already discovered 
some new “desire paths” that have become well-worn.  

We are creatures of habit.  

Thus many of us have felt like that old mill horse on Sundays: we know our path; we 
want our routine; and for whatever reason, we walk in circles rather than “light our for 
the territories.”   

THREE: Know the Past, Then Let It Go 

So, when we are necessarily on a threshold, in liminal space, how do we prepare 
ourselves to take that plunge into the unknown? 

When I try to question my assumptions, one of my go-to writers is the novelist Octavia 
Butler. As an African American woman writer shoved against her will into the often-
dismissed science fiction category, Butler knew a thing or two about paths and habits 
and taking leaps into the unknown. In her book Parable of the Talents she wrote:  

To survive, 
Know the past. 



Let it touch you. 
Then let 
The past 
Go. 
(“Earthseed: The Books of the Living,” from Parable of the Talents) 

To survive, 
Know the past. 
Let it touch you. 
Then let 
The past 
Go. 

There’s the wisdom about paths and thresholds. The old mill horse couldn’t let go of 
the past. He knew how to walk in circles—walking in circles made sense out of his 
reality of living wild and then being tamed, and he was darn well bent on continuing 
what he knew.  

All of us find ourselves in a reality that often confusing. And  each of us finds a path or 
constructs a path, and thereby a world.  

Some of us rush to rote identities—pre-fabricated worlds. Some of us search for 
meaning and purpose far off the beaten path. 

Whatever you or I have chosen, our present circumstances call our choices out and 
tell us that those old paths may not lead anywhere any more. As individuals; as a 
nation; as a world, we’re on a threshold. A liminal space we can’t get out of at the 
moment.  

That can be scary. Time to listen to Octavia Butler:  

To survive, 
Know the past. 
Let it touch you. 
Then let 
The past 
Go. 

And you know what? It’s a great gift to get blown way off your “path.” Way out of your 
“comfort zone” and all those other cliches.  



It’s a great gift to get blown so far off your path that you know beyond a shadow of a 
doubt that you’re “not in Kansas anymore.”  

Nope. Look around you. All that black and white is gone, isn’t it? 

Welcome to the technicolor part of the movie. Welcome to that “horse of a different 
color.”  

We progressives are always asking for change. Well, be careful what you ask for.  

We will find ourselves, individually and socially, on a threshold, looking at 300 acres 
with no paths at all.  

CONCLUSION: Toss the GPS 

Humanism does offer some options in this liminal space. I don’t want to call them 
“maps” because a map is a prescription: here’s the route from Denver to San 
Francisco.  

Humanist thinking doesn’t say “turn left in 800 feet.” Humanist thinking is not GPS. 
Humanist thinking says, “there are ways through this and out of this.” Humanist 
thinking says, “Lot’s of thoughtful people have made it before by living lives of ethics 
and grace without the GPS of dogmas and creeds. You can too.” 

When we all light out for the territories, we’re not going to be going in the same 
direction. We are all starting in an in-between spot. 

So much of our thinking is focused on “what ought to be” or “what should be.” The 
productive focus, however, is on what is. Now. Today. As I discussed last week, there’s 
a vast difference between attempting to be safe and attempting to be ready.  

And practice some self-compassion—better known as “lighten up on yourself!” None 
of us knows where this place we are is. Those who claim that they do know, they’re 
trying to sell you something.  

Deep breaths. Remind yourself of core Humanist principles:  



You were never broken, and you’re not broken now. As Buddhists teach, we are 
already free. All we lack is that realization that we are free to be ready to confidently 
step into the unknown.  

To survive, 
Know the past. 
Let it touch you. 
Then let 
The past 

            Go. 



SOURCES 

Learn more about Octavia Butler: https://octaviabutler.org 

On the psychology of liminal space: 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-creativity-cure/201306/creativity-and-
the-liminal-space 

www.FirstUnitarian.org 
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