The Threshold

by
Mary Jaksch

In old houses there is a stone or plank at the bottom of the front door. It is the threshold and
marks whee GomeObegins It marks the edge of intimate territory. The threshold itself is
neither in nor out. It is an in-between place. When you inhabit the place or the moment tha is
betwixt and beween, you inhabit a mysterious reallm. Something new, something unknown, is
about to open for you. The word GhreshddOis a poetic word which conjures up dreams and
images and | want to speak of tham in thehopethat you in turn will begin to dream and tha out
of your dreams anew awareness will arise.

1. Daily Life

No-man’s-land

Thresholds are about bounderies, they define GnsdeDand @utsided Our lives are full of
boundaries - we have boundaries in space and aso in time. We are guided by boundaries at
every turn and punishment awaits usif we ignore them - jus notice what happens when your
peeding car drives off theroad! Properties, cities, courtries are dl defined by boundaries. And
yet there are spaces that cannat be claimed by anyone. In medieva times they were called no-
man@-land.

No-manG&-land appears in many guises. If you walk aong the beach you will see the damp
gretch of sand tha is between high and low tide. People love to walk there and look at flotsam
washed up on theshore - treasures hoarded by the sea and offered for atime, ready to bewashed
away again. Thesong Scarborough Fair speaks of this never-never land:

Tdl he to find me an acre of land,
Parsdley, sage, rosemary and thyme,
Between thesdt water and the sea strand,
And then she@ beatruelove of mine.

Marshland is another place tha is nethe dry land nor water. Many fairy talestell of terrifying
dragons evil spirits and other dangerous creatures tha inhabit the marshes, ready to drag
unsugpecting wanderersto thar death. We are attracted to these places of beween-ness and fear
them at the sametime.

Crossroads



Crossroadsbdong to no onedirection. In olden times they were seen as places of magic. Spells
were woven there and bodies hung from the gallows. People believed that ghods visited
crossroads at midnight. Today, roundabouts, overbridges and underpasses have taken the magic
out of crossroads And yet you still enter that specia place of no-time and no-place when you
@ome to a crossroadgdin your life and have to make a decision that will change you for ever.
Will | seek treatment for my cancer? Will | marry my lover? Will | separate from my partner?
Will | seek a new home far away? Will | leave my job? Do | want a child? When you are
pregnant with such weighty questions you are on the threshold of something new. Time seems
to stop as you wrestle with @esOor @O All your ordinary life breaks open. And this openness
and broken-ness allows you to glimpse your caling or what James Hillman calls your @aemond
He refers to the (DIaemonOas our @efining imaged jug as there is a defining image of the ok
inscribed in the acorn.*

Rites of passage

Thresholds come in many forms, both in time and space - @Gimind Otates as they have come to
be cdled (@imenOis the Latin word for threshold)®. The limind is the sacred place found
between places, the sacred time found between times. In many cultures, rituas highlight the in-
between spaces and times. In indigenous cultures, people preparing to take part in rites of
passage are often sequestered. Young men in some African tribes are taken from ther mothers
and live together for a while, completely isolated from the normal life of the village. They are
taught by thar elders and prepared for theritua that will mark the end of their childhood. This
seclusion islimina time. In our own sodety, there are sill some ritualsthat mark turning points,
for example christening, confirmation, twenty-first birthday, marriage, retirement or funeral.

Creative act

Writers, composers and artists know about the threshdd you have to cross before a new piece
sarts to take shgpe Theterm Qvriter@ blodkOdescribes the painful inability to crossthe creative
threshdd. A swarm of judgements fly through your mind like meteors at such atime, each one
caryingadark message, O don® have anything to give of value,0OQ®n a fraud,00 jug can®do
it.OANd out of this dark threshold state, this dittle death® something new can arise. Here is a
description of this process, written by acomposer:

Whenever | am composng a new piece, it is thesame. | have to go through the agony of
not being able to do it. | keep trying to cut out the stage of inconpetence and misery, but it
can't bedoneg and I'mnat surethat | would want to do it. The blacknessisthedoor of the
creative process.’

Being on edge



Sometimes, when you are waiting for something to hgppen, you are @n edged Theeis a
gathering of energy in your body tha shows as afast pulse and afluttering in thebdly. | think of
asword moved from lying flat to being @n edge® showing its mettle, ready for action. This can
be the edge where stasis moves into change or order disntegrates into chans Sometimes you
can aso come to that in-between place in a very soft way, for example when you are @n the
verge of tearsO Something you say or hear touches your hidden pan or an unnameable yearning,
and then you can fed the tears pricking in your eyes. You are suddenly in touch with your

deepest sdif.
Birth

All of ushave experienced the strugde in the narrow birth cand, or the horror of bang plucked
out of the mother during a Caesarean - aterrifying time between the safety of thewomb and the
ecdasy of suckling a the breast. And, if you are a mother, youwill know about being in labour
as an (n-betweenOstate. You will remember the flush of excitement and terror a the first
contraction and the fear of going into the unknown. | remember reading many birth accounts
during my pregnancy because | was afraid to go into the unknown, but in the end, | found tha
they had no relevance at al to my own vivid expeience, filled with pain, wild joy and fear for
my baby® safety.

The limbo of sickness

In early Christian mythology, @imboOwas a place close to hell, where unbaptised infants and
other tormented souls languished. This place is familiar to al. If someone you love is on the
operating table and you are pacing the waiting room, hour after hour, then you get to know the
limbo state intimately. Y ou tagte this state also when you fdl ill. When you suddenly go from
seeming good hedth to severe or even termind ilIness, al your usua ways of experiencing your
life collapse and you enter alimbo state where you need to decide whether to give up or fight
back. Hereis an accourt of such atime:

And then when | woke up after the operation andwastold that | didn®only have bowel
cancer but | had secondary liver cancer and probably only six to nine monthsto live
andthere was nothing, absolutely nothing they could do except sew me up and send me
home to die, that wasreally, really a shok as anyonecould undestandE | look back
nowandrealise howclose | wasto giving up then. But | decided, ONo, |®n not going to
give upQ Sol battled back and got out of hosital. | decided to get on and do what |
canto keep me here aslongaspossible.’

People facing a debilitating physcal or mental disease are suddenly thrown into a borderland,
where thingstha were easy are now difficult or impossible. In our sodety sick people are
margindised. If you have ever been sick in hogital you may have experienced humiliation or
ange at dodors talking aboutyouin your presence, as if you were not fully human any more
and so not worthy of ther consderation. And sometimes there are exceptions | heard a story
recently of a surgeon who specializes in working with cancer paients in a large university
hogital. He was known to be cold and proud - no beside manne to spesk of at all. And then
oneday he had to tell a patient of his that there was no future for her anymore and she was
going to die, after he had put he through experimental treatment that they had both pinned
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thar hopes on. And he was suddenly in tears, while shetouched his hand and comforted him.
For both of them this was a moment of threshold where ther roles suddenly fell away and
they could meet each other fully, human being to human being.

Chrysalis

The chrysdisisabeautiful imageof aliminal state. When thetime for trandormation has come,
a larva wraps itsalf in a coooon and becomes a chrysdis. Jug imagine how tha might fed!
Suddenly the larva is condricted, can® move anymore and the light darkens Then a
disintegration begins Some cells die, othe's revert to an undifferentiated state, some cluder
together as @magina discsOthat carry a genetic blueprint for new structures. If you compare a
caterpillar to a butterfly they seem worlds apart and yet one trandorms into the other. In some
sense you could say that the caterpillar dies. From this death a new, beautiful form arises. Before
something radically new can appear, theold form hasto die.

Death

In the last few weeks | have been watching a sudent of mine, Linda Davies, thirty-four years
old, die of cancer. Sowly she had to give up more and more indegpendence and allow others to
care for her. And yet even in al the suffering, her wild, joyful spirit was still apparent and her
tremendous courage Oneevening, racked with pan, shelooked up a me and said, GRedlly, 1Gn
a peace with dying.OANnd then her mind started to give way. As she entered the phase of dying,
her body disintegrated more and more and she entered the place between places, where shewas
neither fully alive nor truly dead. Findly | visited her corpse, laid out in her favourite clothes at
home. Her poor, ill body bore no relation to who Linda redly was. | thought of the chrysalis
then and of the butterfly. Sitting quietly | could sense her bright, warm presence, radiantly alive
and unfettered by her broken body. Hereis abeautiful poem by Mark Strand tha speaks of such
a transition:”

Old Man Leaves Party

It was clear when | |€ft the party

That though | was over eighty | ill had

A beautiful body. The moon shonedown asit will

On moments of degp introgection. Thewind held its breath.
And look, somebody left amirror leaningagang atree.
Makingsurethat | was donre, | took off my shirt.

The flowers of bear grass nodded their moonwashed heads

| took off my pants and the magpies circled the redwoods
Down in the valey thecreaking river was flowing once more.
How drangethat | should stand in thewildsaonewith my body.
| know wha you arethinking. | waslike you once. But now
With so much before me, so many emerald trees, and
Weed-whitened fields mountainsand lakes, how coud | nat
Be only myself, this dream of flesh, from moment to moment?
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You can see in this example that poetry itself isathreshold art. As Ernie Hilber pointed outin a
review of Mark Strandscollection of poems caled A Blizzard of One, his podry O

Mark Strand has successfully voiced with clarity that which is seemingly beyond the purview of
everyday language His podry issituaed onavolatile fault-line between wha we accept as
redity and wha isjust beyond our grasp. Asaresult, hispoetry isremarkably serene with the
promise, alwaysthepromise, of impending fury and disintegration.

2. Pradice

Pilgrimage

When we begin to practise Zen we gart out on a sacred journey that continues endesdy. In
olden times, where people left to go on pilgrimage, ther special state would be confirmed
through a priest@® blessing and pilgrims were offered hospitality wherever they went. Those who
offered food and shdter themsalves partook in the blessng through ther acts of chaity. The
pilgrims were seen to be in a state of emerging grace. For the time of the sacred journey, the
pilgrims stepped asde from their norma soda paostion. Pilgrimage is a liminal time. You
yourself, as you wak the Zen pah, are on a pilgrimage, a sacred journey that has no beginning
and no end. On this path, grace can come to youin sudden floods of ingght or moments of love
and kindnessthat illuminate and warm your lives and the lives of those around you.

Starting out

When people approach Zen, they often hover on the threshold of committing to the practice.
Thereisapull towardsthepractice tha is elusve, can®beput into wordsand, at the same time,
a dazzling array of excuses. O@n too busy for thisO QGhe teachers should be pefect human
beingsOA@ do it if they didn® have dl this ritud, 000 redly a Catholic at heartOand so on.
This time of hovering, of inability to commit is important and fruitful. When you hover on the
verge of a commitment, you are readying yourself in the depth. A wise part of you knows that
you will be changed for ever when you step over the threshold and enter Zen practice. Mary
Oliver spesks of thismoment in her poem The Journey®

One day youfindly knew
what you had to do, and began,
as the voices around you

kept shouting

their bad advice

The Qoices around youOare aso the voices in your head tha express your fear and inertia
When you finally commit to the practice of zazen, you encounter mysterious n-betweenOstates
as you breathe, experience the moment, immerse yourself in retreats and enter the practice ever
more deeply.
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Breathing

When you bresthe there is a mysterious moment between the tides of in- and outbreath. For a
moment, & the fullness of breath, there is no movement. It is an in-beiween time. And again,
after theoutbregth, there isa dtillness, rather like alittle degth. It isalovely practice to turn your
soft attentionto these paints of gtillness. Though they are fleeting, yet they spesk of that whichis
aways present. This is rather like gtting on the seashore and watching thetideturn. It is said
time and tide wait for no-one But when you sit onthe wet sand, watching the tide or when you
pay soft atentionto your breath, it seemstha thetidedoes wait for you, it turnsfor you, it flows
for you alone The tide of your breath washes away the flotsam and jetsam of your thoughts.
You flow as your breath and the myriad beings of the world flow in and out of your body - as
you.

Present moment

Y ou may think of the present moment as anarrow bridge between past and future. But when you
enter amoment fully, it opensout and revealsits boundless qudity. Thisistruly alimind date,
where there are no boundaries - no pagt, present or future. No boundary of nsideCor @utsided)
just a vastness that has no attributes and yet freely comes forth as the song of the wind, the
muted roar of thecity, the stars pricking the sky asdarknessfalls.

Doorways

There is a lovely way of paying atention to the Gn-betweenOredm. | cal it Orhreshdd
PracticeO Jug hesitate for a moment in every doorway, on every threshold, acknowledging the
trangtion from room to room, from place to place. Jug give a little inward gassho, a tiny
invisible bow, each time you cross a threshdd. Celebrate the ones you natice and don® look
back in regret at the ones you missed. The ritud bow as you enter or leave a zendo is aform of
(rhreshold PracticeQ Y ou stop and bow to @e-mindQyourselves of the moment. Y our bow cuts
through the sweeping thoughts and suddenly you are fully present and fully dive.

In retreat

Zen retreats are a liminal gtate. You leave your ordinay life and loves behind, retreat into
solitude and slence. You are sequestered, with no contact to the outer world. Each sesshinis a
rite of passage You are changed forever, even though this change hgppens in the dak and
cannot be known by you. Your life shifts over time through these rites of passage, becomes
warmer and more vivid. Each time you emerge from a retreat, you sep forward into alife tha
opensto you more fully.

Ritual

Ritud hasthe function of highlightinglimind states. For example, the bows practised in Zen
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emphad se thresholds We bow aswe enter or leave the zendo or the dokusan room. Entrance
meansentering into the mysery, tha is, becoming en-tranced. In fact, theentry into sacred
spacesrelaesto the precept of Mot steding®lnstead of rushing in with our predictive mind,
thinking @ know what will happen here, it@ nothing different, Owe wait, bow, and complete the
past before being accepted into anew realm. Thisisaway of nat taking what is not given which
equates to the precept of Mat stealingd

Ritud is hdpful in defining limindity in ceremonies. Many ceremonies in Zen, such as
Shoken, Juka, or Trangmission are rites of passage There is, accordingly, an in-between, a
limind state - a moment on thethreshold. In Zen we use rituds to define this limind state.
Such as Shoken paticipants being called to the Dokusan line at a special time and doing a set
of nine bows, in the ceremony of Juka, having the paticipants in secluson before the
ceremony and then, once they enter the zendo asking them to knedl at a table in front of the
atar and so on.

On the edge of insight

Sometimes, when you are working with a koan you will fed asif you are on theedge of ingght.
Jug like when you are searching for a name and it is on thetip of your tongue but you can®
quite remember. Wu-men spesks of this in his commentary on the koan Mu® Qt is like
swallowing ared-hot iron bal. You try and vomit it out, but you can®OY ou are stuck in an in-
between state. Truly, to be stuck like thisisablessng! It alows thekoan to seep right into your
bones and marrow, to bless body and mind and to illuminae your life. When you goto Dokusan
a such a time you may fed tongue-tied, heavy and stupid. As if you are pregnant with a
mystery that has no words and no shape. Slowmly things shift and you get the fedling that you
have entered a new landscape but it is still unlit. Again Wu-men describes this experience with
sharp accuracy: Of ou®e like a mute person who has had a dream - you know it for yourself
dore.OThis sense of hovering on the edge may be accompanied by strange experiences, such as
trembling in the body or mysteriousvisons or a sense of degp broodiness. At such atimeitis
good to sit devotedly and alow thingsto unfold in their own way andin thar own time. As John
Tarrant Roshi said to me once, Orhe sunriseswithou thehdp of your handsO

Crossing the river

Many cultures have a myth about crossing ariver to the other shore. Often theriver symbdises
the interim state between life and death. In Buddhist lore, the crossing to the other shore means
crossing to the other shore of enlightenment. Zazen and the many rituds of retreat are the
endlesstask of rowing acrossto the othe shore. Andthen oneday you redlise tha you never |eft
the @ther shoreGin thefirst place - what alaugh!

Makyo
Makyo is theterm for the mysterious realm of degp-dream experiences that you can sometimes

touch deep in your practice. It can take theform of adramatic vison or unusial sensationsandit
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is sometimes a precursor to awakening. HereisaMakyo that | experienced many years ago that
has as its theme the waiting on the threshold of thingsto come:

| amin avag and andent temple. Huge pillars rise up at the sides into the darkness. The
ornate celling is faintly visible. The interior is dimly lit. | am doing zazen alone in the
middle of the temple on ore of the great flagdones that form the floor. People dressed in
bladk robes are hurrying about in the background, preparing a special ceremony for me.
In thedark distance of thetemple | see a fire has been lit for theceremony. | amwaitingto
be called.

Y ou can see clearly how thisvision describes athreshdd state: | am sequestered, Stting aone to
prepare for thecomingrite of passage. Thefire indicatesthat the ceremony is one of purification
to ready me for my initiation and it aso symbolises the coming of light into thedarkness. There
isafedingof the andent, of thetimelessream.

Dark Night

Alongthespiritud pah you can experience stretchestha are dak and arid, yet strangely full of
hidden promise. Saint John of the Cross called thisthe @ark Night of the SoulGendin the
psamsit is termed Ghevalley of the shadow of deathOY ou can fedl lost and bewildered at such
atime. Somehow you are drawn deep into thedarkness and it pervades you more and more. In
thistime of darkness, our sense of self crumblesaway. Thisis apanful process. St John of the
Crossexpressesit asfollows:

CE the soul feels itsdlf to be perishing and melting awayE in a cruel spiritual death, even
asif it had been swallowed up by a beag and fdt itself bang devoured in the darkness of
its belly, suffering such anguish aswasendured by Jonasin the belly of that beast of the
sea

All the while, in this great anguish and darkness, a trandormation is happening and such an
experience can sometimes be a precursor to awakening. Sandra Cronk cals the Dark Night an
Gnward re-paterningd® The @ark nightGis a liminal time, a borderland state where dl familiar
markers have disappeared. If you have ever been in the mountainson your own and tried to find
your path in gathering fog and darkness, you will know about the fear and londiness of such a
time. Here a Zen student describes the expaience of the @ark night®

In the desert that surrounds me there is no succour. Even desire has given way to a dull,
arid pain. Even though | can immerse myself in activity, yet, like a conpass needle that,
when shaken gyrates and then settles badk to point north, so does my soul returns to
darkness.’

Awakening

In Zen the moment of enlightenment is often called @wakeningCend the processitself isreferred

to asthe @reat DeathOln some way we have to die to our limited sense of sdlf to be reborn. We

have to let go of concepts of who we are and let go into unknowing. Thisislike thecelsin the
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chrysdis disntegrating. Only when we let go of knowing can the chirping of birds the flush of
thetoilet, therumbling of atrain suddenly speak to usin avoicethat is no other than our own.

Tung-shan spesks of thisin his Second Rank:

An old woman, oversleeping at daybreak,

enoountersthe ancient mirror

and clearly seesa facethat isno other than her own.
Don@wander in your head and validate shadows any more.

The timeis dawn, atime on thethreshold of day, ill full of darkness and yet with a promise of
daylight. It says that the old woman is @verdeepingd This is an experience that we al know
about. The darm clock has falled to ring and we wake up with a jolt, disoriented. Thee is a
moment of Gn-betweenOwhere we don® know whether we are adeep or awake and we don®
know what time it is, we don® even know whether it is still night or dready day. In the Second
Rank the old woman emerges from this mudde and corfuson into sudden clarity: CE and
clearly sees a face tha is no other than her own.OThis is the moment of transformation, the
moment of true intimacy.

Coming home

When we step over thethreshdd, we come home. Tung-shan saysin the Fifth Rank:

Everyone longs to leave the eternd flux,
not just to live in harmony, but to return and St by the charcod fire.

This is coming home. Remember how it is when you arrive back from travels? Y ou enter your
home, shedding bags and clothes right and left, until you findly st on your sofa and heave a
sghof rdief - ahl Homeisasafe haven, aplace tha holdsjoy but aso knowsthe tearsyou have
shed, it isthe place where you lick your wounds where you alow your quaking heart to come to
rest. This peaceisnat far away at all. You can find it each time you return from the wanderings
of your mind and come home to the present moment. As you degpen in your practice you find
that the eace tha passeth dl understandingOis always present, intimately present - offering
itself to youin every moment. Then you can say with the poet Rumi:

|®n at home wheever | am
and intheroom of lovers

| can see with closed eyes
the beauty tha dances™

Dedicated to LindaDavieswho crossed the Great Threshdd on January 18, 1999.
Photo??
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