
Epiphany: Pilgrims at the Threshold 
Matthew 2:1-12 
 
This Epiphany story offers reflection of Pilgrims at Thresholds: 
 
The travelling Magi:  
From the East encountering first century Jewish, Hellenistic and Roman Culture  

- They bring gifts 
- They offer wisdom 
- They honour the leading of dreams and stars/planets 

 
Mary/Joseph 

- A Yahweh-fearing Jewish couple 
- Travelled to another town 
- They followed the rules of the Roman census 
- Yet they are also out of their cultural norm - in a liminal space  
- Mary’s pregnancy and their marriage were following different rules!  

 
Pilgrims at Thresholds: 

 
John Philip Newells notion of being a pilgrim is one who approaches a different other not only 
to offer my gift or treasure but also to deeply receive the gifts of the other.  
 
This is echoed in that lovely poem by Jan Richardson: offering gladness for the gifts that come, 
and that somehow walking the pilgrim way, means that we are changed, our path is forever 
altered, even our home may be changed. 
 
Seeing ourselves as pilgrims means that we walk a gentle curious path, open to receive and 
open to change. 
 
John O Donahue describes a threshold as a shorelines of new worlds; a new experience, or 
encounter. He writes:  
 
“A threshold is not a simple boundary; it is a frontier that divides two different territories, 
rhythms, and atmospheres. At these thresholds a great complexity of emotion comes alive: 
confusion, fear, excitement, sadness, hope” 
 

(To Bless the Space between Us).  
 
A Threshold is a liminal space where the known rules are laid aside and we are invited to 
interact from a deeper place, to rethink, to readjust, to question even our deepest values.  
 
 
 



Today I would like to offer some personal reflections on two thresholds in my life, and as I 
share, I invite you to ponder the threshold  of your past and present:  
 
(1) The Threshold of Gender: 
What I mean by Gender is the social and cultural construct that is given to us about how our 
biological sex (male/female) is lived out and expressed in society.  
 
In the South African context I was raised in, a conservative white family (with Dutch, French 
Huguenot and Scottish Heritage), Gender was limited to fixed binary categories of Men and 
Women and the social rules were explicit on how each was to function in the work place, the 
home AND in the church.  
 
I was raised to value humility, gentleness and godliness as a young woman and to focus on 
home keeping, have a short career, find a suitable husband and then to become a mother as my 
primary vocation. In the Christian Church of my youth, women were not permitted to be Elders, 
Presbyters and there was debate about their role as Deacons. 
 
The Anglican Communion ordained women to the Priesthood in 1974.  
South African Baptists were far behind. 
 
The literal reading of the letter 1 Timothy 2:12: “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have 
authority over a man; she must be silent." Created a culture of limitation and prescription, I 
knew no different.  
 
Yet living inside me and in my dream life, the rules were different.  
 
As a pre-teen I often experienced vivid spiritual dreams. One is particularly memorable. I woke 
up one night and in this semi-dream state, my bed was a table where Christ was serving 
communion of the Last Supper. Looking around I realized that I was the only woman seated. I 
felt alive and liberated. 
 
I had no idea that in 2001 as I began my seminary training in Vancouver, my culturally defined 
gendered self would be challenged, shaking up my marriage and setting me on a new pathway 
surrounded by female and male clergy role models.  
 
I continue to visit this Threshold of Gender.  
Opening up to the fluidity of masculinity and femininity  
To non-binary, transgendered and bisexual…  
 
And each time I stand at the Threshold, meeting people who embody different ways of being, I 
enlarge. My understanding of myself changes and my understanding of God changes.  There are 
gifts at this threshold. Hard earned gifts. 
 
 



(2) The Threshold of Nationality:  
 
Among South African Anglicans – Archbishop Tutu 
Among South African Methodists – Rev. Peter Storey 
Among Dutch Reformed – Rev. Beyers Naude 
Among South African Baptists – Rev. Terry Rae 
 
These leaders forged the anti-apartheid movement in the churches of South Africa.  
Rev. Terry Rae is my father.  
 
I was born into a family who loved South Africa.  
And who, despite the cultural norm to stay separate, embraced all South African people, my 
brother and I were encouraged to celebrate the many cultures around us. We were urged to 
learn greetings from all 11 languages. As my father and mother forged friendships with people 
and often illegally offered shelter to their black peers. 
 
In the late 80’s when Apartheid rules were thankfully being dismantled, my father began an 
organization that trained Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana, Shangaan, Sotho men to plant new churches in 
the growing urban centres of South Africa. 
 
Most weekends we would travel as a family to a newly developing settlement, help set up a 
tent, and worship African Style with 100’s of people, singing, dancing, telling stories and 
testimonies – listening to sermons that went on for 45 minutes, sometimes an hour! 
 
South Africa was my home, South Africans were my people. 
 
Following my marriage in 1996, my husband Alex and I intentionally moved into one of the first 
multicultural suburbs of Johannesburg. And there we were part of starting a new church. 
Windsor Fellowship, we met in the local community centre, and we were a very mixed group of 
people. 
 
It was to my surprise that in the middle of 2000 Alex and I began to dream of studying theology 
in another country.  
 
And an even bigger surprise when on December 29th, 2000 we took off for Vancouver Canada. 
And stayed and stayed and stayed… receiving the many gifts Canada had to offer.  
Here I am 21 years later… 
 
This threshold of Nationality is so complicated.  
Who I was, who I am becoming, there are lines of continuity and discontinuity.  
 
I have, at times, felt like a traitor to South Africa, yet being uprooted as a pilgrim, I have been 
planted as a guest on this land, and it has nourished my growth and my learning and my newly 
cultured self and opened doors to new relationships and a new sense of mission. 



When I am in South Africa, I am told I sound Canadian, and  
when I am in Canada, I am told I have a lovely accent, and asked where are you from?  
 
Being from away, it is difficult to feel that deep, in your bones, sense of home.  
 
Standing at the threshold of nationality, is also standing at the threshold of identity and 
belonging. There is not just one crossing, there are many. And with each crossing, many 
invitations to expand my being. I look for places that accept both my South Africaness and my 
growing sense of being a Canadian. 
 
Author America Ferrera writes this:  

 
“I grew up believing I was alone in feeling stuck between cultures. I didn’t know other 
North Americans shared my experience, because I never saw my story told. I tried 
shaping an identity that would make sense to other people by shedding pieces of myself 
and attempting to assimilate. Ironically the opportunities to fulfill my dreams were the 
ones that required me to embrace my unique identity.” 
 

“America Like Me, Reflections on Life Between Cultures, by America Ferrera” 
 
 
Friends - to acknowledge and stand at a threshold is always a challenge. To walk across it 
demands courage and also a sense of trust in whatever is emerging.  
 
Suddenly you stand on completely strange ground and a new course of life needs to be 
embraced.  
 

- At which threshold are you now standing?  
- At this time in your life, what are you leaving?  
- Where are you about to enter?  
- What is preventing you from crossing your next threshold?  
- What gift would enable you to cross?  

 
 


