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Living on the Threshold
Rev. Joe Cleveland
May 3, 2020

Are we there yet?  We’ve all heard this question from the back seat, or we asked 
it ourselves.  On a school field trip, spending hours and maybe a few days on a bus 
together, Asking “are we there yet?” got to be a thing with my classmates.  Again and 
again, one or another of us would whine “Are we there yet?”  And the parent roped into 
chaperoning us would turn and say “Ten minutes” no matter where we were or how far 
to our next stop.  Eventually, someone would say “Are we there yet?” and the whole 
rest of the bus would holler: “Ten minutes!”

I think we’re all asking “Are we there yet?” these days, and I think we all know 
that it’s going to be longer than ten minutes.  And this anxious time is taking a toll on all 
of us, though we need to admit it is taking more of a toll on some than it is on others.  
The friend of mine who is sick with the coronavirus is only just recently after many 
weeks starting to feel their breathing ease.

The federal and state governments are starting to relax or think about relaxing 
restrictions.  And with beautiful spring days like yesterday, it does feel like we are 
opening up again, in some way.  Even if we know now that the rest of the school year 
will be all online.  Even if we UU’s know that General Assembly is going to be online, 
UUnirondack and Star Island will be closed for the season this year, and all the UUA’s 
events through September 1st will be online or postponed or canceled.  

We’ve reached a new threshold, I think.  Maybe it’s because we know all of these 
things and more now.  If before the question was “how long will this last?”—“are we 
there yet”— now the question is more “What should now be like” and “What will there 
be like?”

The spiritual writer John O’Donohue, when interviewed by the journalist Krista 
Tippet, once described—for a pre-covid-pandemic world— what a threshold is.  He 
said:

If you go back to the etymology of the word “threshold,” it comes from 
“threshing,” which is to separate the grain from the husk.  So the threshold, in a 
way, is a place where you move into more critical and challenging and worthy 
fullness.  There are huge thresholds in every life.  You know that, for instance, if 
you are in the middle of your life in a busy evening, fifty things to do and you 
get a phone call that somebody you love is suddenly dying, it takes ten seconds 
to communicate that information.  But when you put the phone down, you are 
already standing in a different world.  Suddenly everything that seems so 
important before is all gone and now you are thinking of this.  So the given 
world that we think is there and the solid ground we are on is so tentative.  And 
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a threshold is a line which separates the two territories of spirit, and very often 
how we cross is the key thing.”   1

How we cross is key because in our manner of crossing we participate in creating 
the there we are crossing into.  The political theorist John Schaar says 

“The future is not some place we are going, but one we are creating. The paths 
are not to be found, but made. And the activity of making them changes both the 
maker and the destination.”

I say things like this a lot when I preach.  We can participate in creating the future.  I 
really believe that this is true.  And at the same time, it is also true that we do not have 
control over the future.  Change is something we can participate in, but lots of what 
changes that we cannot control.  Stanley Kunitz in his poem “The Layers”  says that “I 2

have walked through many lives, / some of them my own …”  We are not the sole 
owners of our lives.  The threshold is not an easy place to be.  It is not simple.  On a 
threshold, as John O’Donohue says, “a great complexity of emotion comes alive: 
confusion, fear, excitement, sadness, hope.”  3

I’ve been feeling all of these emotions and more.  During this pandemic, the lines 
from Kunitz’s poem that strike my heart are these: “How shall the heart be reconciled / 
to its feast of losses?”  So much of this threshold moment seems to be about grief.  That 
is what seems to be motivating many of us.  And yet, hope is here with us, too.  

Grief and loss are things that we think of as happening to us — and we can get 
consumed by them, they can become all we see.  I am wondering if it is the complexity 
of emotion, the presence of and our acknowledgement of many emotions that is 
important.  If I’m stuck in an emotion, that is not a threshold — I am not living on the 
threshold.  I am wondering if I can claim this moment now as a threshold, if that helps 
open up that complexity of emotion for us.  Because this moment we are living now is a 
moment of both sadness and hope.  John O’Donohue said “At any time you can ask 
yourself: At which threshold am I now standing?”  Claiming a moment as a threshold 4

changes our experience of that moment.  Living on the threshold, more becomes 
possible.

I think this is why the Buddhist scholar and environmental activist Joanna Macy 
started talking about “The Great Turning.”  She wants us to see now as a threshold.  
There was an agricultural revolution, and then an industrial revolution, and now there 
is the Great Turning, a shift from “a doomed economy of industrial growth to a life-
sustaining society committed to the recovery of our world.”   She wants us to see now 5

as a threshold moment because then it is a place of not just grief but a place also of 
hope.

One of the most interesting documents of grief and hope I’ve run across lately is 
something published by a state government.  It’s called “Building Bridges, Not Walking 
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on Backs: A Feminist Economic Recovery Plan for COVID-19.”  Hear how it claims now 
as a threshold:

Rather than rush to rebuild the status quo of inequality, we should encourage a 
deep structural transition to an economy that better values the work we know is 
essential to sustaining us.  We should also address the crises in healthcare, social, 
ecological and economic policies laid bare by the epidemic.  In order to do this 
well, we must integrate the knowledge developed by marginalized communities 
that will help us to prioritize greater well-being as key to the economy.6

I think this is an amazing document.  If now is a threshold and we can open ourselves 
to the great complexity of the moment, maybe we can see something new.  The report 
says: 

If one recalls that the definition of the word “economy” comes from the Greek, 
meaning to “manage the household,” this helps to bring into focus that women 
in our communities have never been busier taking care of loved ones, 
provisioning supplies, and finding ways to offset the enormous economic and 
social burdens of this time.  These aspects of the economy usually go uncounted 
and hidden yet there would be no economy without these activities.7

So says the Hawai’i State Commission on the Status of Women.
What the state commission is saying is clearly motivated by both hope and grief, 

grief over the reality that “Women’s health, livelihoods and bodily integrity are also 
particularly at risk during this time due to reports of increased domestic violence, sex 
trafficking including sexual harassment and coercion by landlords, interruptions to 
abortion access …, women’s roles caring for the ill and other longstanding gender 
inequalities.”   8

This is an awful moment.  How could we tally up the pain?  One threshold we 
crossed this past week:  More Americans have died from COVID-19 than died in the 
Vietnam War.  

Stanley Kunitz says in his poem:
In a rising wind
the manic dust of my friends,
those who fell along the way,
bitterly stings my face.

But his poem doesn’t stop there.  The next lines are these:
yet I turn, I turn,
exulting somewhat, 
with my will intact to go
wherever I need to go,
and every stone on the road
precious to me.
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A threshold is a special place.  It is a place that combines stillness and change.  It 
is a place of refuge and possibility.  

John O’Donohue teaches us that 
A threshold is not a simple boundary; it is a frontier that divides two different 
territories, rhythms, and atmospheres.  Indeed, it is a lovely testimony to the 
fullness and integrity of an experience or a stage of life that it intensifies toward 
the end into a real frontier that cannot be crossed without the heart being 
passionately engaged and woken up.9

Are we there yet?  The child in Marie-Louise Fitzgerald’s book There asks: “Will I know 
everything, there?  Will I know all the secrets?  Will I know how to count the stars and 
how to fix broken things?”   Maybe not everything.  Maybe not all the secrets.  But we 10

will be better able to nurture wholeness.  The child in Fitzgerald’s book wonders if there 
will be dragons there.  There are always dragons there.  Some frightening and some 
magnificent.  Claiming now as a threshold may help us to encounter those dragons with 
confidence.  

My prayer for you is that your heart is passionately engaged and woken up, and 
that you can claim a threshold place and know both stillness and possibility.  To use the 
words of both Fitzgerald and Stanley Kunitz’s words: May every stone in the road be 
precious to you.  You are not done with your changes.  You will go there tomorrow.  
Definitely.

Are we there yet?  Ten minutes.
Amen.

 John O’Donohue. Interview with Krista Tippet.  “Beautiy Is an Edge of Becoming.”  On Being.  re-1

broadcast March 18, 2016.  https://onbeing.org/programs/2-beauty-edge-becoming-john-odonohue/
#transcript 
 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54897/the-layers 2

 John O’Donohue.  To Bless the Space Between Us: A Book of Blessings.  Doubleday, 2008.  48-49.3

 John O’Donohue.  To Bless the Space Between Us. 48.4

 Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone.  “The Great Turning.”  https://www.activehope.info/great-5

turning.html 
 Hawai’i State Commission on the Status of Women, Department of Human Services, State of Hawai’i.  6

“Building Bridges, Not Walking on Backs: A Feminist Economic Recovery Plan for COVID-19.” April 14, 
2020.  https://humanservices.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.13.20-Final-Cover-D2-
Feminist-Economic-Recovery-D1.pdf 
 Ibid.7

 Ibid.8

 John O’Donohue.  To Bless the Space Between Us.  48.9

 Marie-Louise Fitzgerald.  There.  Roaring Brook Press, 2009.10

https://www.activehope.info/great-turning.html
https://www.activehope.info/great-turning.html
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/54897/the-layers
https://humanservices.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.13.20-Final-Cover-D2-Feminist-Economic-Recovery-D1.pdf
https://humanservices.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.13.20-Final-Cover-D2-Feminist-Economic-Recovery-D1.pdf
https://humanservices.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/4.13.20-Final-Cover-D2-Feminist-Economic-Recovery-D1.pdf
https://onbeing.org/programs/2-beauty-edge-becoming-john-odonohue/#transcript
https://onbeing.org/programs/2-beauty-edge-becoming-john-odonohue/#transcript

