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INTRODUCTION TO LIMINALITY – AND MY FASCINATION WITH IT


Back in my early twenties, as a young journalist I had the good fortune to be sent on a press trip to cover a walking holiday in the wilds of the Scottish Highlands. Each day, the guide would take us to a different glen or hill, and while he accompanied the older, less fit journalist on the trip, I was allowed to ramble ahead among the gorse and heather on my own. It was on that trip, as the cloud hung low above the vast and empty purplish hillsides, that I first experienced a spine-tingling sensation of heightened sensory awareness and strong feeling of otherworldliness. The landscape itself was mystical and full of an indescribable energy. I felt as though I was on the edge of something inexplicably numinous, physical yet metaphysical at the same time. I was aware of something greater than myself. In the evening, in front of a blazing fire, I tried to explain my odd experience to the guide, hoping that I wouldn’t sound entirely mad. As a local, he didn’t bat an eyelid and told me that I was in a ‘thin place’, experiencing the liminal. That was the first time I had heard the expression, liminal space. Ever since, I have been drawn to those locations and to that awe-inspiring feeling. Liminality fascinates me.


The word ‘liminal’ comes from the Latin ‘līmen’, meaning ‘threshold.’ In its literal sense, a threshold is a doorway. Liminal is often used to describe the threshold, or gateway, between two stages. Its contemporary definition in the Marriam-Webster dictionary is either ‘of or situated at a sensory threshold – barely perceptible’ or ‘relating to or being in an intermediate state, phase or condition – transitional’. In anthropology, it is used to describe the ambiguity or disorientation that occurs in the middle phase of a rite of passage, while in psychology it defines the process of transitioning across boundaries or borders. Architecture sees it as the physical spaces between one destination and the next, such as hallways, tunnels, airports, carparks and corridors. Impermanence, transition, intermediary and threshold are the themes that link these multiple meanings.


As the years passed, my interest in the liminal grew, but when pressed, I found it hard to explain what it was about the subject that drew me. To be more accurate, I found it hard to even explain what liminality was. I would start by saying that liminality is ‘the spaces and times inbetween’ – the transitional moments and mystical places that we experience in our lives. As examples, I would talk about physical geographical spots, such as the coastline – where the land meets the sea – a perfect and readily understandable example of liminal space, and coincidentally a place where I love to spend time and to which many of us are drawn. I’d also talk of spiritual ‘thin places’ where ‘heaven and earth feel closer’, as first experienced on that trip to the Highlands.


When I tried to describe liminality further by launching into a description of the metaphysical space that is consciousness or the hypnagogic liminal state between sleep and wakefulness, I’d see people’s eyes start to glaze over like marbles and so I realized that I needed to explore the notion of liminality further, in order to be able to fully explain it.


What to Expect


Given our recent unnerving experiences of liminality during the uncertainty of the pandemic, it seemed pertinent to start our journey of exploration with a look at the effects of the unbidden periods of change that inevitably occur in our lives in Chapter 1: Transition and Change – the Fertile Void. How can we best navigate these turbulent periods in our lives and optimize the pause in perspective that they offer?


Of course, the one unavoidable transition for everyone is the liminality of life. Chapter 2: Hovering Between Life and Death looks at the transition as we pass from this life, and also delves into the views and research of those who have studied Near Death Experiences (NDEs) and Out of Body Experiences (OBEs).


Reports from experiencers of NDEs and OBEs, particularly when they were medically and clinically considered dead, led me to question the liminality of consciousness itself and whether it can indeed be sited in the brain? This topic, which so divides the scientific and medical world, forms Chapter 3: Opening the Doors of Perception.


Since it transpires that many people voluntarily seek to explore liminality and all that it can offer within an altered consciousness, Chapter 4: Mind-Altering Practices and Substances looks into the role of mind-altering substances, both natural and man-made, such as magic mushrooms, ayahuasca, ketamine and LSD, and higher-consciousness practices such as chanting, drumming and meditation.


This naturally leads on to Chapter 5: Tapping Into the Divine and the liminality of spirituality, divinity and prayer. Who or what are we connecting to when we communicate with a higher power or the Divine?


From here, our odyssey of investigation expands its scope from the metaphysical to the physical, as we look into the power and attraction of the liminal times in the day, the seasonal calendar and nature’s cycles in Chapter 6: Tuning In to Natural Phases and Cycles. Understanding more about being in tune with nature only served to pique my curiosity further about those places in our landscape that we are most drawn to – the wild places on the edge, the ‘thin places’, the sacred sites and the purpose of pilgrimage to such places – Chapter 7: Wilderness, Thin Places and Pilgrimage.


Finally, the search for answers about liminality led me to the global stage, with an exploration of how humanity finds itself teetering on the brink of ecological disaster in Chapter 8: Our Natural World on the Brink.


You can see just how vast and broad the topic of liminality is. You might be drawn to one aspect of it, say, the metaphysical rather than the geophysical, or the other way around. At the end of each chapter, I set out the take-aways that I have gleaned from those willing and generous experts who shared their wisdom, plus practical suggestions from myself and the experts that you might want to incorporate into your life view, to better understand and embrace the power of liminal spaces.


The Writing Process


The old saying goes, ‘If you want to give the gods a laugh, tell them your plans.’ In March 2020, the world was rocked by the global COVID pandemic, and this book project was promptly shelved. With our health under threat, lifestyles curtailed and indelibly altered, and our futures unclear, we found ourselves living in uncertain times. Few of us were immune from the unsettling feeling of being in transition.


Bizarrely though, for me, while lamenting the suffering and loss of life caused by the virus, I could also see how the feelings of being in limbo and on the brink of something unknown caused by the pandemic had given each of us a clearer understanding of liminality – the spaces and times where the known ceases to exist, where transformation takes place, the place in between the familiar and the unfamiliar.


Suddenly, when I used the example of the effects of lockdowns and COVID on the global population as a way to explain liminality, my enquirers had their own personal glimpse and thus a better understanding of what I was talking about. However, I felt the pandemic served only to show people how unnerving liminal space can be, how discombobulating and disconcerting. How downright terrifying. Instinctively, I felt that liminality, in all its guises, could also be a place where insight, creativity and inspiration are found. By accepting liminality into our lives, it has the potential to produce a sense of awe in us. In an age where so much is known, defined and explained, the feelings we derive from liminal spaces and times can shake up our complacency and enchant us if we let them.


As the pandemic restrictions eased, I started to compile my list of the aspects of liminality I needed to explore, reaching out to experts within those fields. Having spent almost 20 years as a contributor and/or editor for Kindred Spirit magazine, the UK’s leading guide to conscious living and wellbeing, I was exposed to countless different modalities, esoteric subjects, and both traditional and cutting-edge teachings. I was also lucky enough to have interviewed amazing and inspiring thought-leaders committed to helping others and making the world a better place to live. Some of these luminaries were the first people that I approached.


To my surprise and utter delight, most of these highly respected experts were only too happy to share their knowledge, wisdom and enthusiasm for their subject. At the outset, however, I didn’t quite understand how much of a double-edged sword all this insightful information would turn out to be. The deeper I dived into liminality, the more rabbit holes I ran down. The more answers I was given, the more questions were prompted in me. Little had I suspected that in the researching and writing of this book, the process would turn into my very own experience of being in the unknown, lost in the choppy waters of uncertainty.


I am far from inexperienced in the process of writing books, yet the writing process for this book was unlike any that I had experienced before. In the middle of the project, I found myself somewhat adrift, unsure of how best to pull together all that I was learning. The concept for the book changed and evolved.


And just as I had intuitively suspected at the outset, from the deeply uncomfortable and, for me, unusual place of not knowing how this book could best work, from that liminal space, a lightbulb moment emerged; this book became a documentary of my own investigation into liminal spaces, and I hope you find the voyage as engaging as I did.


I came to understand how liminality is all around us in our daily lives, how it affects our decision-making and our creativity; how exploring it can help us to better understand ourselves and our place in the Universe; and why welcoming change and liminality into our lives, rather than actively avoiding it, can be a good thing for us all. I’m left in no doubt that to more fully know ourselves and to be in harmony with the world around us, we need to lose ourselves in liminal space whenever possible.
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TRANSITION AND CHANGE – THE FERTILE VOID


Each and every one of us had a taste of being in the liminal during the COVID pandemic, where our trusted and true way of life was turned on its head and the shape of our future on the other side seemed uncertain.


In the midst of this confusing and challenging period, I saw an article in the July 2021 issue of Elle magazine entitled ‘Inbetweeners’, and a pull-out quote jumped out at me. It read: “What if setbacks were a rite of passage toward a new version of ourselves?” After reading the article, I tracked down the author, Abigail Bergstrom, an author and publisher, to ask her about the dramatic life choices she made in the midst of a global pandemic.


Bergstrom had experienced a kind of burnout at work and, after a period of sick leave, she says, “I knew I needed to do something drastic.” So she quit her job.


“I was jobless, which is the most insane thing for me, because my identity is so closely knitted in with what I do for a living. My job was everything. It’s what I care about, it’s my purpose, why I get out of bed in the mornings, what drives conversations with new people that I meet. And, while that’s great and a privilege, it can also be incredibly toxic when all of your value and all of your worth is inextricably linked to how you’re showing up in your career. For me, that balance was way off. So, I literally severed that connection, was unemployed there and then, and had no conception of what I was going to do.”


At the same time she left a very successful job in publishing, Bergstrom also gave up her home due to the pandemic to move in with her boyfriend, which in itself was a young relationship, to start over again in a new location.


Why had she chosen to embrace the uncertainty of a liminal life? I asked her. “The fact that the pandemic was at its crisis point weirdly spurred me on,” she replied. “It maybe made it seem more acceptable that you could make your life a bit more chaotic and in flux, subject to change and that unknowability as well. I’d been living in my flat with my dog, single, independent, and then I met Mark. We were very much trapped in that liminal space in the sense that we moved into a house, but of course, it was a temporary solution. My permanent solution – my flat, my home – I’d let go of. Being separated from my own stuff, those key identifiers – the books we own, the objects we carry around with us or the blankets that we love that our grandmothers knitted for us, whatever it is that mirrors back who we are – and living without them was strange and frightening.”


Knowing how disconcerting I had found the uncertainty of the pandemic, I asked her how it felt to find herself suddenly in this liminal space? Her candid reply: “It was terrifying. But it was also amazing, because for the first time ever, my key identifiers, like how people see me from the outside world or even how I see myself, weren’t there. They didn’t exist. I had somewhere to live but I was homeless in the sense of having my own curated home. Similarly with the job. It was almost like I had no idea who I was anymore. While that’s horrible, it also created space for me to put different hats on and to think, ‘Maybe I just want to go and work in a bookshop and have a quieter life?’ or ‘Perhaps I could live in Portugal?’”


As Abigail Bergstrom was finding out, liminality provides fertile ground for creative exploration of self. When your world is fixed and rigid, it can be hard to shake things up and explore other possible versions of yourself. By throwing her life up in the air, Bergstrom had the perfect opportunity to try out different options. It was the first time in her adult professional life that she wasn’t subject to regimented time constraints. “That was the biggest thing that I learned about myself, that I was living in a way where every single moment of my time was apportioned: 7am – wake up, 20 minutes to shower, 10 minutes to put on make-up and make a cup of coffee, 10 minutes to take the dog for a walk. Leave the house and call client on the way to the Tube; get off the Tube and 10 minutes later, have your first meeting; get out of meeting, go to the next meeting. It was insane. I would run from the office to have my bikini wax, and I’d be catching up on emails while there, then I’d run back to my office for the next meeting. In the evening I would go to a work event and then try to catch up with friends for drinks and the dinners I had missed. I couldn’t see at the time but there was no let up. I got to the point where I was siphoning off my weekends to rest in order to be able to keep up with the job, which is an awful way to live.


“For me, the biggest thing that I learned was that I cannot continue to have that relationship with time. I need to be more fluid. I can’t live in this stringent, anxiety-induced place where I’m obsessively letting time rule my life and document my day. So that was the thing liminal space showed me.”


The Fertile Void


I wondered whether Abigail Bergstrom would have had these self-realizations and insights into what was working in her life and what was not if she hadn’t taken such a radical leap of faith into this liminal space and left her old life behind completely? Could this greater understanding have come to her without such a drastic upheaval? There is no hesitation in her response. She says, “It was absolutely necessary. For me, the liminal space gave me the chance to sit with and really look at the way that I was living. The only way I could have grasped that fully was to have stopped living that way.


“In a way, it was complete and utter heaven. That’s the weird thing about liminal spaces; they’re like your worst nightmare, but absolute bliss. In a way, it’s almost like coming back to yourself, because you’re less preoccupied with the external moments in time, or those external key identifying pillars.”


Bergstrom returned to work in 2021 and set up Bergstrom Studio, a publishing consultancy and agency. Now that she had consciously let go of the safety of shore and launched into the uncertainty of the liminal seas, I asked Bergstrom if she discovered any other profound possibilities that exist within this “fertile void”, as she described it in the article? “I feel less afraid of not having those things that I think society teaches us we must have; we must have these things sorted out for ourselves and organized into neat little boxes that other people understand and can reference. Being in liminality has made me feel less fearful about what happens in life. I feel more independent. It made me feel fortified. It was never an ambition of mine to set up my own agency, and yet, falling into that liminality, being in a different space, instinctively, it just felt like the next step. Maybe I didn’t think that I had what it took to set up my own business and being in this liminal space showed me that I was capable. It made me have that self-belief.”


This statement felt to me as though the very act of taking a leap of faith into the unknown and coming safely out the other side (not a given I suppose) both more resilient and more self-reliant was akin to a rite of passage. Did Bergstrom think of it in the same terms? “You can suspect how you would react or how you might cope, but until you’ve done it, you don’t really know that about yourself. You think that you might be somebody who wouldn’t cope with liminality at all, and that it would be your worst nightmare. And yet, it can happen and you could love it. I loved it. Looking at yourself in a really intense way and taking away those distractions that we create for ourselves to make us feel safe is uncomfortable, but you can’t answer those questions unless you’ve been to that place of chaos and uncertainty.”


Finding a Catalyst


In truth, uncertainty is a state that causes, at the very least, anxiety in most of us, and fear in others. Not just the fear of liminality in and of itself, but fear that we don’t have the emotional resources to cope with the unknown quality of this state. Of course, unexpected transitions and changes are going to be sprung upon us at some point in our lives, but it is rare that someone actively chooses to let go of all that is familiar without something else in place, as Abigail Bergstrom did.


Psychologically and emotionally we crave homeostasis and predictability, though there are times in our lives when a decision or change is necessary and we’re just not sure what to do or are uneasy about making the wrong decision. At times like these, talking about your dilemma or taking yourself off to get a different perspective on your life can be helpful. I have attended a course that helps you to find the space to do this and know the founder John Parkin well. I first wrote about the ‘F**k It’ retreats he runs with his wife in Italy back in 2008, and can testify to the transformational effects many attendees report. I spoke to Parkin about the philosophy behind his course and his books, the first of which, F**k It: The ultimate spiritual way, has just been updated and rereleased.


He explained: “With the profanity of F**k It, it’s allowed people the courage to get out of the rut and off the path into something less certain. The main point really of the classic F**k It teaching is that instead of doing what we think we should do or what we’ve been told we ought to do or achieve, we should be more in tune with what’s going on inside us.”


Parkin himself has personal experience of turning his back on convention. In their early thirties, he and his wife Gaia Pollini left their well-paid jobs in an advertising agency in London and, together with their infant twin sons, headed off to a remote part of Le Marche, a region in northern Italy, to open a retreat called The Hill That Breathes. There, they taught their F**k It retreats on the art of giving less of a damn. Where did this irreverent, unconventional approach come from, I wondered?


Parkin says, “I think some of the trusting and leaping has been a reaction to my upbringing. My parents are very phobic of change or risk. I have a backdrop of ‘everything needs to be controlled and predicted, set up and planned.’ So, it was liberating for me to strike out and to go and do things differently, but not just in that kind of teenage way of reacting. There was no real ability in my family to be in discomfort or in conflict. No ability to be in the uncertainty, so I have really welcomed in my life the chance to be in the question, in the discomfort of things. That space you’re talking about, the liminal space, it seems to me that it is a necessary space if you’re moving from one zone of certainty to another. You have to be okay to be in the question before the question is answered. I’ve realized that the ‘corridors’ of my life, the times when I didn’t know quite which door would open, have been the most interesting, and I’m wondering if the gentle tension of those times was critical to that interestingness.”


Desire for Certainty


Despite our default desire for certainty and security, there will always be unavoidable transitionary periods in our lives, which can be thought of as liminal space. Whether it’s divorce or illness, grief or graduation, moving location or job change, some life phases will be longer than others, and some will be harder than others but, of course, liminality always has an endpoint. The trick is becoming more comfortable during the transition process itself.


Despite uprooting their life several times, John Parkin surprises me by telling me that he too has a powerful natural desire for safety – but he has come to realize that the reality of life is that it’s always moving around and changing. He says, “I’m aware that in my psyche is a great desire for certainty but whenever I get close, some part of it slips away, which, for me, is life telling me that this is how it will always be. So, the invitation that I’ve always had is how can I be in the bit where I don’t need security and certainty? How can I be okay in this space? I try to focus on the fact that things always tend to work out and the more relaxed I am about the uncertainty, the better it seems to work out. The more I allow the situation to move, the more it seems to be okay.


“On the F**k It weeks, we would talk about how we live in this frozen mid-land of life where we won’t really go for it, because we’re so scared of what can go wrong. We never go either side of this frozen mid place. Yet when you relax and let everything melt, it’s like all the emotions start to come up, and all the opportunities come up, and you begin to do things that you wouldn’t normally do. The liminal is where there’s more movement. It’s where the ice melts, where you have to be open to things going wrong, and the uncertainty of it and the potential pain and the mess of it, and then, great things come as well, because that’s what happens when it melts and it moves.”


Creativity in the Liminal


These words rang true to me in relation to the creative process that went into the writing of this book, probably more so than any of my previous books. I can honestly say that the concept that I started with changed, melted and morphed into something completely different by the end, but in the midst of that process, I found myself at a loss as to how this book would come to fruition, if at all. How could I translate my thoughts and the wonderful wisdom of all the interviewees into something cohesive and accessible for a wider audience? It became a creative liminal process in which I lost my original idea of what the book was going to be, sat in the discomfort of not knowing, and came out the other side with a different version. I must confess, it was a disquieting experience until the creative answer eventually came clear, and then it felt amazing.


Psychotherapist, broadcaster and author Robert Holden specialises in positive psychology and wellbeing, and hosts the weekly radio show Shift Happens! As the author of over a dozen books, his latest being Higher Purpose, I asked him about his creative process. He says, “One of the things about the liminal space, especially with writing and with creativity, is that you have to let yourself be lost if you are going to be guided. Most of us don’t like to feel lost. We are taught to be definite about where we are going, even if it’s the wrong direction. Lost sounds like we’re admitting to a failure, but actually, we have to be able to say in the creative process, and in the healing journey, ‘I’m completely lost and I’m willing to be guided. I’m completely lost and I’m going to let myself be more open than before, more available than before. I’m going to be uncertain in this moment, so that I can receive some sort of guidance.’


“I find in the creative process, in particular writing a book, you meet the blank page over and over again. You sit there and you go, ‘Maybe this book was never meant to be. Okay, I’m lost. I don’t know where to go next.’ And you ask for that bit of help and it’s amazing how it comes. It might be in that moment, it might come later in the day, but inspiration does come.”


John Parkin says of his own creativity, “I need to feel the tension of chaos. I need to feel the tension of something not being solved and not being worked out, and what I crave most is relief from that tension, and the moment of highest creativity – and this is liminal really – is the squeezing out of an idea, which is a relief from the chaos of not knowing. Creatively, the tension holds in it a desire for relief, of a door opening. I’m okay to be in that corridor space for a while, but then it’s the relieving of the tension that is the creative moment for me.”


Weave Wonder in a Story


All creatives – whether writers, artists, musicians, actors or sculptors – draw on their creativity to help us to make sense of the world. That is why we have such a strong emotional, and sometimes visceral, response to certain art forms that resonate with us. That’s also why historically our forebears used the liminality of storytelling as a way to convey allegoric liminal life lessons; a story is a place where we are able to lose ourselves in the liminal space of not knowing how it will end, whether it’s a book, film or other medium, and at the same time, the storyline can be a parable that helps to direct us and make sense of our lives.


Professional storyteller and author of Be Your Own Fairytale: Working with story-telling for positive life change, Alison Davies says, “The narrative allows us to feel that sense of wonder at not knowing what will come next, but we are able to do this in the safe space of the story. In real life, that feeling of uncertainty can be challenging and stressful, but in the framework of a story, it’s exciting. We instantly put ourselves in that liminal space, which can be a thrilling experience. When we hear or read a story, we take the experiences and scenarios present to us and ‘make it real’ – this is a natural part of the process of connecting with the story.


“As we follow the narrative, in ‘making the story real’ for ourselves, we are able to experience the familiar and the unfamiliar just like the characters; the difference is that we are able to do this with some degree of detachment. Our logical mind knows the story isn’t real, but we connect with the emotions, so it feels real. In effect, reading a story allows us to ‘practise’ and ‘play out’ different roles and scenarios so that we feel more comfortable when we do it for real in the world as is.”


The classic vehicle for the storyline in any narrative is the premise of the Monomyth, or ‘The Hero’s Journey’. The term was coined by the American writer Joseph Campbell, who noticed that heroes in mythology typically go through the same three basic stages (and 17 detailed steps) in their journey to hero-dom. Namely they go on an adventure, face a crisis and win, then return victorious. He wrote about this in 1949 in his comparative mythology book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, which was later adapted into the TV show The Power of Myth. Despite its origins in ancient myths, it is still commonly used in modern-day adventure storytelling.


The stages of the Journey are: Act One starts at home or in a safe environment and at the end the protagonist decides to leave on a journey. In the second part, Act Two, s/he goes on a journey, often with an ally, where they meet an antagonist and there are challenges that must be overcome. Help comes from the ally but toward the end of Act Two, the obstacles appear insurmountable and our hero is in dire straits. In screenplay writing, this point in the story is known as the ‘all is lost’ moment. When it looks like the hero cannot win, the intractable difficulties are overcome, and in Act Three the protagonist and their ally return home, either literally or metaphorically, having learned something massive about themselves. You could view Act Two in any story as liminal space. It’s where the protagonist starts to explore the wider world and/or themselves in greater depth and the outcome of the storyline is still uncertain.


John Parkin agrees, “Act Two, i.e., liminal space, is necessary for a journey of a life, but it’s not always pleasant to be in. Yet, you can never get to Act Three without going through Act Two; you cannot get to the other side without the journey.” Effectively, without the transformational possibilities of liminal space, our lives remain rooted in Act One – you stay at home.


Rites of Passage


Psychotherapist Michael Boyle is well aware of the transformational power of stories and he has been using storytelling in his rites of passage work with men, both young and old, for more than 20 years. He is a co-founder of the global The Mankind Project, which offers courses designed to help men to mentor each other to step out of their ‘ordinary’ life into an ‘extra-ordinary’ space, from where they are able to see themselves and their life with greater clarity. From that experience, Band of Brothers was born – a programme using rites of passage techniques to help younger men to negotiate the transition to better life choices for themselves, drawing on the wisdom, support and community of male elders who have been through The Mankind Project. Boyle says, “The Mankind Project and Band of Brothers experience rides on a story. I started off by telling the stories, and then we realized it is actually better to make a script out of them and to enact them with the men. It’s an exacerbated liminal space because we go into this make-believe place. For us, liminal space is enhanced by the vehicle of the story. I’m guessing that was the way it always was when we were sitting around fires thousands of years ago. People were transported in their imagination and then that allowed new possibilities to open up.


“It’s an eye-opener for the young men on the course that we actually involve them in stories. They always say, ‘If you’d told me what was going to happen, I’d never have come. But I’m glad I did.’ We set up very dramatic, powerful scenes, which you make your way through during the weekend. Then you spend the next few weeks in groups trying to work out what was going on for you. This integration part is really important. The elders have all been through the same thing, so there’s nothing that goes on that they haven’t been through, and when they’re mentoring, there’s a bond of the shared experience and a shared imagination that is very hard to get in the real world. Every experience has a physical, emotional, cognitive and imaginative/spiritual aspect to it that must be acknowledged. As a facilitator, you make sure all those bases are covered.”
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