Liminal Moments

Parshat B’Shalach 5782, Yael Keller

Definition

eliciting a response

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The Space Between - Bamidbar”

1: of, relating to, or situated at a sensory threshold : barely perceptible or capable of

2: of, relating to, or being an intermediate state, phase, or condition: In-between,
transitional ... in the liminal state between life and death.

Van Gennep in his The Rites of Passage argued that societies develop rituals to mark the transition
from one state to the next — from childhood to adulthood, for example, or from being single to being
married — and they involve three stages. The first is separation, a symbolic break with the past. The
third is incorporation, re-entering society with a new identity. Between the two is the crucial stage of
transition when, having said goodbye to who you were but not yet hello to who you are about to

become, you are recast, reborn, refashioned.

Shmot 13:17-18

Now when Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by
way of the land of the Phillistines, although it was nearer; for God
said, “The people may have a change of heart when they see
war, and return to Egypt.”"So God led the people roundabout, by
way of the wilderness at the Sea of Reeds. Now the Israelites
went up armed out of the land of Egypt.

Rabbeinu Chananel, 13:17
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He led them through the desert for a different reason, apart from the fact that the route through the land
of the Philistines was the most convenient one. Had He led them in that direction... God could not have
performed even a fraction of the miracles He had in mind to perform in order to strengthen the people’s

confidence in Him. (translated by Sefaria)

Guide to the Perplexed, Part 3:32

Here God led the people about, away from the direct road which
He originally intended, because He feared they might meet on
that way with hardships too great for their ordinary strength; He
took them by another road in order to obtain thereby His original
object. In the same manner God refrained from prescribing what
the people by their natural disposition would be incapable of
obeying, and gave the above-mentioned commandments as a
means of securing His chief object, viz., to spread a knowledge
of Him [among the people], and to cause them to reject idolatry. It
is contrary to man's nature that he should suddenly abandon all
the different kinds of Divine service and the different customs in
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which he has been brought up, and which have been so general,
that they were considered as a matter of course; it would be just
as if a person trained to work as a slave with mortar and bricks,
or similar things, should interrupt his work, clean his hands, and
at once fight with real giants. It was the result of God's wisdom
that the Israelites were led about in the wilderness till they
acquired courage.

Eruvin 53b.

One time | was walking along the path, and | saw a young boy
sitting at the crossroads. And | said to him: On which path shall
we walk in order to get to the city? He said to me: This path is
short and long, and that path is long and short. | walked on the
path that was short and long. When | approached the city | found
that gardens and orchards surrounded it, and | did not know the
trails leading through them to the city. | went back and met the
young boy again and said to him: My son, didn’t you tell me that
this way is short? He said to me: And didn’t | tell you that it is also
long? | kissed him on his head and said to him: Happy are you,
O Israel, for you are all exceedingly wise, from your old to your
young.
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