Those who study this kind of thing have a word for it: liminal. Liminal comes the Latin word meaning "threshold". If we stand on the threshold we are neither in one place or another but just at the very point of change. Liminal places are places of transition and transformation. If I stand on the threshold, I am about to leave one place in order to enter another. The door to a house is a threshold. When we pass over it we enter in to a new space, from outside to inside. Throughout our lives we experience these liminal moments, threshold moments, when things change for us and these moments are tremendously important times in our lives full of danger and opportunity. The moment of birth is a threshold moment for example. The child must move from the womb to the world, through a door from one place and one kind of life to a completely new one. The child's mum and dad move into the new state of being parents.  At the other end of life, at the deathbed at home or hospital, the dying and their relatives are suspended in a liminal or threshold moment between life and death. No wonder we devise rituals to help us through these extraordinary and life changing events. When the bride and groom stand before me at the chancel step they are held in a liminal moment about to step over the threshold from singleness to being married. At these crucial moments of change it seems important for us to acknowledge the moment and call upon the wisdom of the ages to guide us through.

It's not only in religious rituals that we find an attempt to understand these threshold times. Music, poetry, art and literature give us ways of understanding that throughout our lives we find ourselves facing liminal moments, moments of choice, opportunity and danger. And in the arts it is not unusual for these moments to be dramatised by people actually passing through doors. Perhaps you can think of the children in the Narnia books passing through a wardrobe door into a new world, here the door represents the threshold between our world and the parallel alternative world. The same thing happens when you open the door to Dr Who's Tardis. In horror films, it's always best to keep the door firmly closed because what lies behind is usually enough to send you scurrying behind the sofa.

We all experience liminal moments of one kind or another. In one sense we experience little moments of change and transition every single day of our life. Every day we are faced with choices, doors we can choose to pass through or not; doors that are open to us or appear firmly shut. Most of the time these decisions are not life changing or earth shattering and do not require much energy on our part. But sometimes we find ourselves in a situation or a stage of life where we sense we are on a threshold and we wonder whether to pass through the door or not.

Today, the fourth Sunday of Easter, is often known as "Good Shepherd Sunday" for the fairly obvious reason that today we hear some of Jesus words from chapter 10 of John's Gospel that lead up to him declaring, "I am the good Shepherd." The image of the Shepherd is one that would be full of significance for his hearers not only because most of them would have been very familiar with the work of actual shepherds in a largely rural society but also because in the Jewish Scriptures the King is described as a shepherd to his people and then, by extension, it was an image associated too with the Messiah who would come and shepherd his people. So Jesus is the Good Shepherd and his claim reached deep into the story of his people but there is a parable within the parable that he tells in the first few verses chapter 10 of John's Gospel. He is not only the Shepherd but he is also the gate or the door to the sheepfold. William Barclay suggests in his commentary that it might be possible to be both at the same time -  that the shepherd might quite literally be the gate by lying across the entrance to the sheepfold to prevent any wayward sheep escaping or any wild beasts or thieves getting in. Be that as it may, Jesus claims both images for himself. He is both the gateway to new life and also the guide to lead his people into that new kind of life. As door and shepherd, Jesus is both threshold and guide. 
In and through Jesus, we are invited to step over the threshold into new life, the kind of life that we are celebrating in this season of Easter, resurrection life. It is the kind of life that Jesus promises us in one of my favourite verses of the Bible from the end of our passage this morning:
I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.
Jesus says, "come to me and I will give you life, not just existence but life that is full and abundant and overflowing and unimaginably rich and free." Jesus offers us a gateway from death to life, from slavery to freedom, from darkness to light. And notice what Jesus doesn't say here. He doesn't say "I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full, when they die and go to heaven." No doubt we can trust Jesus to be the door to whatever lies beyond this world but Jesus' words are about abundant life starting here and now. Don't wait until you die to start living! Resurrection starts here.

But threshold moments can be fraught with danger and uncertainty. There are choices that we can make that are destructive; there are doors through which we can pass that lead not to abundant life and there are shepherds whose intentions are only to steal and destroy.
“I tell you the truth, the man who does not enter the sheep pen by the gate, but climbs in by some other way, is a thief and a robber..... Who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them..... The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy".
Who are these false shepherds whose intentions are not life-giving but death dealing? It is hard to be precise who is in Jesus' mind here. No doubt there are some religious teachers in his sights, as they usually are in the Gospels but I'm struck how closely these bad shepherds are associated with violence: they come to "steal and kill and destroy"; they are predatory and cruel because there are always those, as recent events in Pakistan have shown, who believe that somehow the way to life is through more death and violence. At the fork in the road, at the place of decision, it's easy enough to take the road of violence and destruction rather than the more demanding way of peace and life. So violence is one false door. There are no doubt others too – ways that seem to promise life but actually rob us and others of life: the usual things: money, sex and power. So Jesus not only promises us a door that leads to life but also to be our guide so that we can negotiate those moments of change and decision in ways that lead not to death but life. There will be other bids for our allegiance, other voices that perhaps appear to wish us well yet actually are not interested in us, don't, as it were, "know our name". It is only the Good Shepherd whose sole desire is for the good of the sheep. It is he alone who leads us to good pasture.

So one final thought. I wonder whether you are standing on the threshold? By which I mean, are there decisions, perhaps big decisions, that you need to take and you're not sure which way to go? Or do you sense this invitation of God to enter a new perhaps richer, fuller kind of life that you are uncertain as to whether to step over the threshold? Jesus promises us that we should trust his guiding and leading. We should trust that he knows our name, that he wants the best for us and that he longs to share with us his risen life in all its abundance. How do we hear that voice, the voice that calls us by name? How can we be sure that in the midst of life's complex decisions we are following the Good Shepherd? It may seem rather obvious to say it, but to hear the voice of the Good Shepherd we need to listen, which is the beginning of the kind of prayerful openness to God that allows us to hear what he has to say to us. It is not that we will get some kind of magical sign or a voice in our head but the gathering sense through prayer and listening that this is where the Good Shepherd is leading us. So to hear the voice we need to take time to listen. When we have big decisions to make or major challenges to face, when we are unsure, perhaps, which door will lead to life, it is at this point that we need to pause, to be still and to try and discern what it is the Good Shepherd wants to say to us.
And we are here to help one another with this, as members of the same sheepfold we learn from one another how to trust the Shepherd and discern his voice. One of the best ways to know how to make decisions that are life-giving is to be part of the community that knows what it is like to make life-giving decisions. If we have choices to make, if we stand on the threshold uncertain of whether this step will lead to death or life we can call upon one another, seek one another's counsel and ask for one another's prayers. The good Shepherd gives us one another for a reason and through the voices of our Christian brothers and sisters we hear the voice of the good Shepherd. So if you feel you are on the threshold, if there is a choice to make, if there are doors through which you must pass, then listen in prayer and through your brothers and sisters in Christ to the still, gentle voice of the Good Shepherd who leads us on to life and life in all its abundance.
