IN LivMINAL SPACE AND TIME
Katy Z. Allen

Human beings are generally uncomfortable with fluidity, uncertainty, imper-
- manance, change - and with liminality. Yet, during the holiest time of year, we
immerse ourselves in uncertainty and liminality. The process begins with the
month of Elul, when we hear the sound of the shofar every moming. The loud
blast is a warning, a wake-up call, reminding us to prepare for what is to come.
Then, on Rosh HaShanah, the Book of Life is opened - but it is not closed, and
most of us enter into a period of waiting:
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Three books are opened [in heaven] on Rosh Hashanah, one for the
completely wicked, one for the completely righteous, and one for the
those who are in between. The completely righteous are immediately
inscribed and sealed for life. The compietely wicked are immediately
inscribed and sealed for death. Those who are in-between are left unde-
cided from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur. Those who deserve it are
inscribed for life; those who do not deserve it are inscribed for death.'

On Yom Kippur, we anxiously await our fate - will we be written in the Book of
Life? Will our sins be forgiven? Will we continue through another year? The Day
of Atonement is a liminal time - perhaps the most intense liminal time of the
Jewish year. We enter into a liminal state that is reminiscent of death - we do not
eat or drink, we refrain from the sexual relations that can lead to the formation of
new life, and we wear the white of burial shrouds. Liminal times are full of poten-
tia] - potential for failure, but also potential for success and change. Thus, the
intense himinal time that is Yom Kippur is fraught with danger, and yet it is also a
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time when we are able to make reshuvah, and to gain forgiveness.

On this Day of Atonement, we read the Book of Jonah, which is awash with
images of liminal time and space. In Chapter 1, Jonah seeks to run away from
God, and when he fails in this attempt, he tells the sailors to throw him overboard,
so that the storm will abate. Does Jonah want to die? Perhaps. He certainly enters
into a state of distress. He goes down, and down, in a series of steps, first down to
Jaffa and then down into the ship. Once the storm begins, Jonah descends even
further in the ship, then from standing to sitting and from consciousness to the
semi-consciousness of sleep. Finally the sailors throw him into the sea and he
sinks down in the water. Yet, with all this descending, Jonah doesn't die. Instead,
he ends up in the belly of a fish.
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The Lord appointed a large fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the
belly of the fish three days and three nights. Then Jonah prayed to the
Lord his God from the belly of the fish. He said, I called out to the Lord
from my distress, and He answered me. From the belly of Sheol I cried
out; you heard my voice.?

From the belly of the fish, Jonah calls out in distress. It could be argued that Jonah
is in a state of depression, of spiritual death. Spiritual death is not actual death, but
it 1s a step toward it, for one who is in this state is not fully alive. Spiritual death
is a liminal state of being from which one may re-emerge into full life, or succumb
to death. Jonah, in the fish's belly, is also physically in a liminal place and state.
For three days and three nights, he lies there between life and death. From a real-
istic point of view, it is impossible for him to be alive in a fish's belly. Yet, as we
read the story, we suspend reality and we believe that Jonah lives inside the fish.

After Jonah's release from the fish, and after walking for another three days, he
arrives at the city of Ninevah, where he delivers God's message of impending
doom.
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Jonah began to come into the city, a journey of one day, and he called
out, and be said, Forty more days and Ninevah is overthrown.?

These forty days are similar to the ten days from Rosh HaShanah to Yom Kippur.
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They are a himinal time that may be followed by either grace or punishment; they
are a time for repentance. During this period, the people of Ninevah enter into a
liminal state: they fast, thus refraining from life-giving sustenance, and they put
on sackcloth, a sign of mourning, which is a time of stepping back from fully par-
ticipating in life, and also a form a depression.

At the end of the story, Jonah builds himself a flimsy hut, a place that is neither
totally mside nor totally outside, and there he sits in the shade, which is neither
fully dark nor fully light, and waits to see what will happen to Ninevah.
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Then Jonah went out from the city and sat to the east of the city, and
made himself a booth there and sat under it in the shade, until he would
see what would happen in the city.*

Even if we are written into the Book of Life on Yom Kippur, we do not escape
from liminality at the end of the day. Immediately after Yom Kippur ends, we
begin to build a flimsy hut - like Jonah's - in which to live for the seven (or eight)
days of Sukkot. The Mishnah tells us:
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All seven days a person makes his sukkah a permanent [dwelling] and
his house temporary. When rain falls, when is it permissible to vacate?
When the gruel begins to stink. An analogy was drawn: to what can this
be compared? To a slave who came to fill a cup for his master, and he
emptied the jug over his face.’

Sukkot happens at a liminal time of year. In Israel this is a season when it may or
may not rain. A little earlier in the year, and there would definitely be no rain. A
little later, there would definitely be rain. But Sukkot is on the cusp between the
dry season and the rainy season; the weather can go either way. And during this
liminal time, we are to live in a liminal space, a space that is neither fully inside
nor fully outside, a space where we may be touched for better or for worse by the
fact that this is also a liminal time. While we are sitting in liminal time and space,
we hope that God will not be angry with us and throw us out of our temporary but
sacred abode.
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We experience liminal time and space in other ways at Sukkot as well. The Torah,
in the commandments related to the holiday tells us;
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You shall dwell in booths seven days; all the native Israelites shall dwell
in booths; in order that your generations may know that I made the chil-
dren of Israel to dwell in booths, when I brought them out of the land of
Egypt; I am the Lord your God.*®

The Torah tells us to remember. Remembering thrusts us into another kind of lim-
inal place - we are not really back in the desert, but through our remembering of
that time, we are not really here in the present, either. We are somewhere in
between. Also, at Sukkot, living in a simple space without all of our usual materi-
al belongings helps us to remember a time when we had nothing. Although we
now have many things, we live for a time as though we had nothing. We live
between the reality of who we are now and of who we were in the past. In addi-
tion, during this time we invite the ushpizin, or guests, our ancestors, into our
sukkot, and in some mystical way we spend time with them. We are not really with
them in an eatlier time, and they are not really with us here and now, and yet we
are together in some way. It is another example of how we put ourselves in
between - in liminal space and time - during Sukkot.

On Sukkot, this holiday of in-betweenness, we read the Book of Kohelet. Kohelet
tells us to take pleasure from life, and he reassures us that this is acceptable to
God, for example:
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Go, eat your bread in gladness, and drink your wine in joy, for God has
already accepted your actions.’

In fact, Kohelet says, we might as well enjoy ourselves, because we have no idea
what 1s coming in the future, and in addition, we have no control over what will
come:
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No one person has mastery over the lifebreath, to restrain the lifebreath;
there 1s no mastery over the day of death.®

74



KATY Z. ALLEN

1 e TS TN SRRY I T DR T RO

A person cannot know what will be; who shall tell him what will be after
him?*

Learning to live with uncertainty and the unknown 1s another way of living in the
in-between. We are alive in life, and yet we have no knowledge of what will bap-
pen tomorrow, or even in the next minute. We are between knowing and not know-
ing, for we know what is happening now, but we don't know what will happen
next.

Avivah Zornberg, in her book The Particulars of Rapture, quotes the following
midrash to help us understand that reshuvah takes place in the in-between places,
the liminal spaces:

When the Israelites were in the desert, they acted offensively. Then,
they did teshuvah, they repented in secret, as it is said, "Whenever
Moses went out to the tent . . . and when Moses entered the Tent . . .
when all the people saw the cloud . . ." This teaches that their teshuvah,
their repentance, was 1n secret. Therefore, God's compassion was stirred
and He gave them Yom Kippur for forgiveness, to them and their chil-
dren and their children's children till the end of all generations.”

Zornberg focuses on Moses' going out of and into the holy space of the Tent of
Meeting, the Mishkan, which was the precursor of the Beit Ha-Mikdash, the
Temple, the holiest of places, saying "The moment of 'secret teshuvah' is the
moment when the people prostrate themselves, each in the privacy of his tent-
flap."" In other words, teshuvah, repentance, happens at a liminal place, at the
petah, the tent entrance, which is both inside and outside, which is in the bound-
ary between holy and profane.

Kohelet reminds us that we are all fallible:
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For there is not a righteous person on earth who will do good and not
sin."?

And, since we all make mistakes, we all must engage in teshuvah. The founder of
the Musar Movement, Rabbi Israel Lipkin Salanter once said,

Most people repent during the Selichot week preceding Rosh
HaShanah; the more pious during the month of Elul preceding Rosh
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HaShanah; but I say that one should begin to repent immediately after
Yom Kippur."

And in the Talmud, we read:
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Rabbi Eliezer said: Repent one day before your death. His disciples
asked Rabbi Eliezer, Does a person know on what day he will die? He
said to them, All the more so that he repent today, lest he die tomorrow.
And thus he spent all his days in repentance.

Both Rabbi Salanter and Rabbi Eliezer are telling us that we should repent every
day of the year. And, as we have seen, repentance happens when we are in a lim-
inal place.

The relationship between feshuvah and liminality can also be approached from the
other direction. Rabbi Neil Gillman says in regard to our collective time here on
Earth, "Eschatology...[and creation] . . . provide a frame for the "iIn-between,’
which, in classic Jewish religious thinking, is understood as the age of history, the
age in which we are now located.” Gillman is referring to our collective time on
Earth, from the creation of the world to the end of the world as we know it. But if
we think of this framework individually, we can see that our entire physical time
here on Earth is in-between - liminal time; it is a time of constant change and con-
stant teshuvah. Teshuvah not only occurs in liminal space and time, but being in
the process of feshuvah is in and of itself a liminal state, between who we are and
who we will become, Thus, the sense of being in flux comes from both directions
- from life itself, and from the process of doing teshuvah,

In Judaism, we continually sanctify liminal moments and liminal spaces. With the
mezuzah, we sanctify the liminal space between the inside and the outside of our
home. By lighting candles, we sanctify the liminal moments when day meets night
and when profane time meets holy time. At all of these places and times, God is
present, and through our rituals, we attempt to make contact with the Divine
Presence, to make God immanent in our lives and our world.

By immersing ourselves in Himinal space and liminal time during Sukkot, we are
reminded (immediately after Yom Kippur) that repentance is ongoing and change
is ongoing.-We are also reminded that repentance and change are holy. Kohelet
calls out to us to recognize and acknowledge this constant experience of change:
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A generation goes, a generation comes, but the earth remains forever.
The sun rises, and the sun sets, and longs for the place where it rises."

At the end of Sukkot, on the holiday of Simchat Torah, we celebrate the Torah, to
remind us that during the difficult process of change - which is, in fact, ongoing -
we have the Torah to hold on to, to help us stand in the tension of that place of
change. Kohelet also tells us to hang onto the Torah:
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The end of the matter, when all has been heard: Revere God and observe
His commandmenis.”

Thus the Torah is the one thing we have to hold onto, for all else is constantly

changing. The word ban, which occurs five times in the second verse of the Book
of Kohelet, reminds us of the transience of all:
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Utter vanity, said Kohelet. Utter vanity? All is vanity?"

This word then recurs repeatedly throughout the book. One of the ways to under-
stand 527 is in a negative way, as a condemnation of how people spend their
money and their time. It is a recognition that this is all a waste of one's time and
one’s life. However, a second way of considering this word is that it means tran-
sient. This is neither a positive nor a negative concept. It is simply a recognition
of the way life is. Nothing stays as it is very long. Everything is constantly chang-
_ing.

Transience has to do with change, and liminal space and time are in-between
places and moments. They are boundaries. They are neither here nor there.
Transience is also neither here nor there. It is always on its way. Both are areas
that can feel uncomfortable, they are conditions or places where we humans like
least to be. However, if we can accept them, we can open ourselves up to the third
meaning of 53, which is emptiness - the great void, the time and place before cre-
ation from which all newness comes. Learning to stand comfortably in our sukkah,
in liminal space and time, requires us to empty ourselves, but it also makes 1t pos-
sible for us to empty ourselves. And once we have done this, we open ourselves
up to the possibility that God will fill that space, and the result will be a new cre-
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ation - a new creation of who we are. Only then will the process that began with
the month of Elul and reached its climax on Yom Kippur be temporarily complet-
ed, and only then will we taste the fruits of tfeshuvah; we will be recreated; we will
be transformed. This transformation will bring with it true happiness, for only in
being fully in relationship to the Divine can we find contentment and peace, and
contentment and peace lead to happiness.
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