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It was just about 10 years ago, in May, 2006,  
and I was heading off to one of the most stressful weekends of my life.  
 
It was the weekend, held once a year, 
where all those who aspire to ordination   
go off on retreat with the bishop,  
so he can get to know you  
and determine your future for you.  
Aspirants spend many months, if not years, getting to this point,  
and everything rides on the outcome of this one weekend.  
There’s a lot at stake.  
 
At the time, I was wrapping up my third year of seminary.  
One of my classmates, who is now a beloved priest in Nebraska,  
offered me this sage bit of advice: 
 
“If you want to impress the bishop,” he said,  
“just drop the words ‘liminal’ and ‘ontological’ into the conversation.  
It doesn’t matter if you don’t know what they mean.  
NOBODY knows what they mean.  
The great thing about those words is, you can drop them into any sentence  
and they won’t change the meaning of the sentence one bit.  
They’ll just give it more heft.” 
 
I laughed, and thanked my friend for his advice,  
never imagining I’d follow it.  
But sure enough, there did come a time during that weekend  
when I DID slip the word “liminal” into a conversation.   
Liminal is actually an excellent word to describe transitions.  
A liminal space is like a threshold.  
It’s that space between what you used to be  
and what you are in the process of becoming but are not yet.  
It’s a disorienting place to be.  
An in-between place.  
 



It’s sort of like Friday afternoon, when physically you’re still at work,  
but mentally you’ve already started your weekend.  
Friday afternoons are very liminal.  
Just as I was at that point in my life. 
 
Alas, I never was able to use “ontological” that weekend. 
In fact, up until today, I think I’ve only ever used it once before.  
If you’re wondering, “ontological” has to do with the nature of a thing,  
with its very essence.  
It’s a squishy concept, I grant you.  
But it CAN be very important … ontologically speaking. 
See? You can use it in any sentence! 
 
One year, I was chairman of the worship committee at Iliff School of 
Theology.  
Basically, that meant I got the privilege of showing up early for chapel 
services  
to help set up,  
AND I got to stay late to clean up.  
Trust me when I tell you there wasn’t a lot of competition for the job.  
 
One of the many wonderful things about Iliff  
is how diverse the student body is.  
Lots of different faith traditions are represented there.  
Each week, a different student group is in charge of leading the chapel 
service.  
Sometimes those services can be pretty eclectic.  
Worship at Iliff often doesn’t look anything like worship at St. Thomas. 
 
At this one service, we’d had Communion.  
But it didn’t LOOK like anything I recognized as communion.  
There was bread and there was wine. Or rather, grape juice.  
But there was none of this (bringing hands together)  
or this (elevating the host),  
and I didn’t hear any of the words  
that would indicate to us, as Episcopalians,  
that something was happening to that bread and that grape juice,  
that they were being consecrated,  
that they were BECOMING the body and blood of our Lord.  
If it happened, I certainly couldn’t tell you the point at which it happened.  



 
That’s okay. Different churches do Communion differently.  
Some treat it as a Sacrament and some treat it as a symbolic remembrance.  
I get that. Doesn’t mean it’s any less valid.  
 
But what affected ME was what happened after the service ended.  
Remember, I was responsible for cleanup.  
And we were left with a chalice full of unconsumed … something.  
What I did with that leftover something  
depended on what that something actually was. 
 
If it was just leftover grape juice,  
then I was prepared to wash it down the drain in the ladies room..  
But if it was consecrated, then it needed to be drunk,  
because we don’t pour the blood of Christ down the bathroom drain.  
We just don’t! 
So which was it? Was it consecrated, or was it not?  
Was it grape juice? Or was it something else? 
I didn’t know. 
 
So, chalice in hand, I went to the minister who had presided at the service.  
And I said, “Excuse me, sir.  
Just what IS the ontological nature of this grape juice?”  
He looked at me, and he looked at the chalice,  
then a smile of understanding broke across his face.  
He knew what I was asking.  
“You better drink it,” he said.  
And so I drank it.  
It was no longer simply grape juice. 
 
Now, I tell you this story,  
because I think it helps me to understand what Paul meant when he said  
“there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free,  
there is no longer male or female,  
for we are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
  



When we were baptized into Christ,  
our ontological nature,  
the very essence of what we are, changed.  
Just like that grape juice changed into something else.  
Something holy.  
Something Christ-like.  
 
We are changed.  
WE are not yet what we will become,  
but we are also no longer what we once were.  
 
That’s a message we need to hear over and over,  
especially in a week like this past week has been.  
Our nation once again has fallen on its knees in sorrow  
as we mourn the horrific shootings in Orlando.  
We weep for the dead and wounded and their loved ones,  
we are appalled by the callousness of the killer,  
we are furious at the spinelessness of politicians  
who refuse to address gun violence –  
we feel all these emotions,  
even as we fear we may be becoming numb to this seemingly endless 
onslaught of violence and hatred.  
 
But no matter what else we are, 
we are all one in Christ Jesus.  
If Paul lived today, he wouldn’t stop at saying there is no longer Jew or 
Greek,  
no longer slave or free, no longer male or female.  
I think he might well have added that there is no longer straight or gay,  
no longer Christian or Moslem,  
no longer immigrant or native-born, 
no longer ACLU or NRA.  
No, all of us are one – ONE – in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
  



And as such, we must see events such as the atrocity in Orlando –  
and all the other places whose names  
zAsqhave become synonymous with violence –  
we must see this not as a call to arms,  
not as a call to vengeance and retaliation,  
but as a call to peace. 
And compassion. 
And trust. 
And radical generosity. 
 
But how? How do we wage peace  
when our hearts our broken, our spirits heavy,  
when we are downright fearful for the future of our nation,  
and when it seems prayer – the very thing people of faith excel at –  
just isn’t enough?  
What do we do? 
 
Well, two questions emerge in today’s Old Testament and Gospel readings:   
“What are you doing here?”  
and “What is your name?”   
 
In responding to those questions,  
fear and powerlessness  
are transformed into resolve and action.  
Both Elijah and the man possessed by demons  
are given the same instruction following their encounter with God:  
“Return.”   
Go back to the place where life fell apart;  
return to the community you fled out of fear and powerlessness.   
 
Return, but return changed.  
Return as the new essence you’ve become,  
clothed with divine power and purpose.   
Return. Again. And don’t be afraid.  
Return. Again. And share your story. 
What would that look like for you? 
Where do you need to return to, and what do you need to say? 
Consider this an invitation to do it. 
 



Let me close by noting that this weekend is meant to be a time of 
celebration.  
This weekend, we celebrate fathers,  
and if you are a father, or a father figure in someone’s life,  
this morning, we honor you.  
We’ve got some candy for you at the back of the church. 
 
Also this weekend, we celebrate Gay Pride,  
and how very poignant that celebration is,  
as it was an attack on a gay nightclub in New York City,  
the Stonewall Inn, in 1969,  
that launched the gay pride movement.  
 
And this weekend we celebrate Juneteenth,  
which commemorates the end of slavery in the United States.  
It was June 19, 1865, that Union soldiers landed in Galveston, Texas,  
with the news that the Civil War had ended  
and that slaves were now free.  
But note that date: June, 1865.  
President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation  
officially freed all slaves on Jan. 1, 1863.  
That was two and a half years earlier!  
The slaves in Texas had been free for two and a half years,  
and they didn’t even know it.  
 
As of Jan. 1, 1863, their ontological nature changed.  
Something happened, and they went from slaves to free people.  
It happened, but they didn’t know it.  
 
Something may be happening right now. 
Something that will change the nature of everything.   
Just because we can’t always SEE what God is doing  
doesn’t mean God isn’t doing something.  
 
“What is your name?” Jesus asks.  
My name is Orlando. I think we are all Orlando.  
We are all Paris.  
We are all Charleston.  
We are all Newtown.  
We are all Garissa.  



We are ALL Sinjar.  
We are all Aurora. 
We are all Columbine.  
We are All Sand Creek. 
That is our name.  
 
And what are we doing?  
We are returning to the place of pain and fear and doubt.  
But this time, we know who we are, and we know what we are.  
We are one in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
And we are not afraid. 
Amen. 


