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Dramatic Reading 
 
“Experience” 
By Carl Sandburg 
 
This morning I looked at the map of the day 
And said to myself, “This is the way! This is the way I will go; 
Thus shall I range on the roads of achievement, 
The way is so clear—it shall all be a joy on the lines marked out.” 
And then as I went came a place that was strange,— 
’Twas a place not down on the map! 
And I stumbled and fell and lay in the weeds, 
And looked on the day with rue. 
I am learning a little—never to be sure— 
To be positive only with what is past, 
And to peer sometimes at the things to come 
As a wanderer treading the night 
When the mazy stars neither point nor beckon, 
And of all the roads, no road is sure. 
I see those men with maps and talk 
Who tell how to go and where and why; 
I hear with my ears the words of their mouths, 
As they finger with ease the marks on the maps; 
And only as one looks robust, lonely, and querulous, 
As if he had gone to a country far 
And made for himself a map, 
Do I cry to him, “I would see your map! 
I would heed that map you have!” 
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Introduction  
 
1. It was an American novelist who once said, “Metaphors have a way of holding the most truth in 

the least space.”1 Well, I have two metaphors for those moments in our work life when either by 
our choice, or the choice of our employers, we find ourselves “between jobs.” The first is an 
optimal metaphor: “Job transitions are like the transition of a caterpillar to a butterfly.” The moment 
our employer hands us a pink slip we are like a well fed caterpillar with a generously thick skin that 
gently envelops us in a chrysalis (chris-a-lis) our womb of transformation until we emerge and 
spread our wings like a monarch butterfly and take wing in our new opportunity.  
 
Wouldn’t that be that be great?! 
 
The second metaphor is “job transitions are like going on a carnival ride”—At the point we or our 
employer believes our future is brighter elsewhere, we step into a ride called many different 
names depending upon what amusement park you go to: “Silly Silo,” “Barrel of Fun,” “Spindle 
Top,” “The Rotor” and “Hell Hole.”2 –The ride begins with your back against a wall of a large 
cylinder. Then, you start spinning until things get blurry, and finally, the floor drops out from 
underneath you.  

 

 
 
2. May the carnival ride happen to you in your work life fewer than times as I have ridden such a ride 

which was once! My wife Holly were together and she puked after that ride. What a metaphor! The 
butterfly and the carnival ride is the metaphoric continuum of what life can be like when we are in 
transition between jobs and careers. Remember that, in this series, we have been learning about 
the difference between jobs, which tend to be repetitive tasks, careers, which tend to be widening 
pathways of advancement within particular fields, and vocations, which are the higher level 
themes that we discern over time as being our most important lifelong aspirations regardless of 
jobs and careers, paid and unpaid.  
 
You may or may not be in a time of transition, but at some point in your life you will be. And, the 
invitation we have while in transition is to embrace such seasons as opportunities to refine our 
vocational themes amidst job and career movement. Whether the transition is a big or small 

                                                
1 Quote― Orson Scott Card, Alvin Journeyman http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/metaphors (accessed 7-22-16) 
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rotor_(ride) (accessed 7-23-16) 
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(because some are small and short term, and others are more dramatic and life altering) we need 
to see waiting, tensions, and disorientation as necessary thresholds for personal transformation.  
 

3. The Scripture we are going to look at to bring us deeper into the topic of transition is the second 
half of an epic Hebrew narrative account in the life of a famous prophet named Elijah.  
 

4. The first half of today’s narrative is found in the Hebrew book of 1 Kings chapter 18 where Elijah’s 
world is framed by a theocracy (or system of government where monarchs and priests rule in the 
name of God) that has gone bad. God warned the Hebrew people prior to their first king, King 
Saul, that entrusting their religion to a monarch was a bad idea, but they did it anyway. And, at 
Elijah’s life point in the biblical history, the religious winds were shifting to Baal and Asherah, two 
created gods who were easier to control than Yahweh, the single. transcendent and yet imminent, 
Creator of all things.  

 
The king and the queen of Elijah’s country, Ahab and Jezebel, had hunted down and killed priests 
and prophets of Yahweh until finally there was a huge show down between the prophets of Baal 
and Elijah. Elijah went head to head with 400 prophets of Baal and won the day because of a 
miraculous fire from heaven that consumed his alter and not theirs.  
 

5. That is the context for today’s Scripture, but there is one more important piece of background. 
After Elijah’s victory on a big stage, Elijah became a wanted man. He had a bounty on his head 
because right after he embarrassed the prophets of Baal, he won the crowd and the soldiers and 
ordered their execution. 1 Kings 18:40 says “Elijah had them brought down to the Kishon Valley 
and slaughtered [them] there.” That part of the story never finds its way into children’s Bibles! And, 
one could argue that Elijah made a serious mistake because violence for violence may have been 
an ethical standard in Elijah’s time, but we know from Jesus, God made manifest, that violence for 
violence always makes things worse, and is not the way of Yahweh, who charges his followers 
with reconciliation not revenge.  
 
Revenge made things worse for Elijah because it gave King Ahab and Queen Jezebel a clear path 
to issue a death warrant and this is where today’s text picks up Elijah’s story.  
 
1 Kings 19:1-18: 

 
1 Now Ahab told Jezebel everything Elijah had done and how he had killed all the prophets 
with the sword. 2 So Jezebel sent a messenger to Elijah to say, “May the gods deal with me, 
be it ever so severely, if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life like that of one of 
them.” 
 
3 Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his 
servant there, 4 while he himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He came to a broom 
bush, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, LORD,” he said. 
“Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” 5 Then he lay down under the bush and fell 
asleep. 

All at once an angel touched him and said, “Get up and eat.” 6 He looked around, and there 
by his head was some bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water. He ate and drank and 
then lay down again. 
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7 The angel of the LORD came back a second time and touched him and said, “Get up and eat, 
for the journey is too much for you.” 8 So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that 
food, he traveled forty days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain of 
God. 9 There he went into a cave and spent the night. 

And the word of the LORD came to him: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
10 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the LORD God Almighty. The Israelites have 
rejected your covenant, torn down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. 
I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
11 The LORD said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for 
the LORD is about to pass by.” 

Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before 
the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but 
the LORD was not in the earthquake. 12 After the earthquake came a fire, but the LORD was not 
in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. 13 When Elijah heard it, he pulled his cloak 
over his face and went out and stood at the mouth of the cave. 

Then a voice said to him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
14 He replied, “I have been very zealous for the LORD God Almighty. The Israelites have 
rejected your covenant, torn down your altars, and put your prophets to death with the sword. 
I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” 
15 The LORD said to him, “Go back the way you came, and go to the Desert of Damascus. 
When you get there, anoint Hazael king over Aram. 16 Also, anoint Jehu son of Nimshi king 
over Israel, and anoint Elisha son of Shaphat from Abel Meholah to succeed you as 
prophet. 17 Jehu will put to death any who escape the sword of Hazael, and Elisha will put to 
death any who escape the sword of Jehu. 18 Yet I reserve seven thousand in Israel—all whose 
knees have not bowed down to Baal and whose mouths have not kissed him.”   
        

1 Kings 19:1-18. NIV 
 

6. This narrative is epic and insightful. In a very short amount of time Elijah went from feeling 
powerful and in control to being afraid and wanting to die. And, after a season of waiting, tensions, 
and disorientation, he was able to return to his day to day life, but he was changed. While not 
wanting to strain the connections between ancient Elijah and our modern day lives by being too 
literal, there are a few observations in this text that help us in our work life transitions whether they 
be small or epic. 
 
First, Elijah assumed that he was all alone and the only person who was going through what he 
was going through. But, he wasn’t alone. Not by a long shot. 
 

A. You Are Not Alone 
 

1. Elijah said to God, “I am the only one left, and now they are trying to kill me too.” In 1 Kings 
chapter 18 we are told that Obadiah, the palace administrator for Ahab and Jezebel, was a good 
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person who hid hundreds of faithful prophets in caves and supplied them with food and water. 
And, in today’s Scripture we learn there are actually seven thousand others besides Elijah who 
were faithful and courageous.  
 
This is a very important lesson. While in transition we easily can be lured into a false and 
despairing narrative in which we believe that no one else can understand our misery and we are 
completely on our own to find a path forward.  
 

2. Isolation did not serve Elijah well, and it doesn’t serve us well, either. It is one of the biggest trap 
doors of work life transitions. And, why it is important to reach out to others who have experienced 
such seasons, or who are in the same kind of moment with us, in order to listen and learn from 
one another in community. Elijah had a hard time listening to anyone including angels, and God 
which leads to a second observation from the text: the way forward may come to us with little to 
no fanfare. In fact, it may come in a whisper. 
 

B. God is in the Whisper 
 
1. Verses 10-13 of today’s text are a clinic on listening to the voice of God in our lives. We read “the 

word of the Lord came to Elijah: “What are you doing here, Elijah?” And, then Elijah rambled his 
way through his self-loathing speech until God changed the channel by giving Elijah an 
experience. And, the experience was a demonstration of a powerful wind, earthquake, and fire 
with Elijah sensing that God was neither in the wind, nor in the earthquake, nor in the fire. So, 
when he finally did sense God approaching, Elijah wrapped himself in his cloak and moved out to 
the edge of the cave probably wondering to himself, “what could possibly be next and more 
powerful that God might be made manifest in it?!”  
 
Wait, what was that, God? (whispered) “What are you doing here, Elijah?” To which Elijah 
launched into his speech again, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God Almighty…” “Wait.” I 
can almost hear God saying, “That is your closed doom loop. Let’s change the channel. Go back 
the way you came, and put a new plan into motion that isn’t all about you, but is about you 
working with others to accomplish my ways in your time.” 
 
Let me break this experience down into a few specific points of reflection for work life. 

 
2. First, when we are in transition, we need people and the voice of God asking us “what are you 

doing here, Dan?” It snapped Elijah out of his lethargic trance and is a great question for us to 
hold. It is the purpose question. The meaning question. And, it is important to answer it honestly, 
like what Elijah did, but do our best to differentiate between ourselves and that which has bruised 
us: “They weren’t fair.” “That was a lousy place to work.” “I might have made a mistake.” “I am 
hurt.” “I am confused.” “I am angry.” “I’m running.” “I am lost.” For in answering the questions 
honestly, even with raw unformed answers, we are actually planting our feet on the ground of 
reality.  
 

3. Second, in what seems like a complete surprise directive, God asks Elijah to go back the way he 
came! “What? Is God crazy?” I can just imagine the thoughts of Elijah when pondering returning to 
on his former path. But, this time that return path, though being the same road, was to be travelled 
differently and with different people. 
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C. Go Forward by Going Back the Way You Came, But Differently 
 
1. This is really important because as we have discussed, our vocational themes continue to be be 

refined and amplified even if we change our jobs and careers. And so, we need to remember that 
in most cases (and I say that because there are always exceptions!) there will be connectedness 
between our past and our future, even if the future looks very different and may be with different 
people.  
 

2. There is a Hebrew word for this complex concept.  It isn’t in today’s Scripture but, is in many other 
places in the Hebrew portion of the Bible, including the famous text read for Baby Oscar’s 
baptism, Jeremiah 29:10-14 where God says through Jeremiah, “’For I know the plans I have for 
you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a 
future.’”  

 
The Hebrew word for “Future” is “Aharit” which literally means “the destination or end to a journey. 
A future that is connected to the past that went before it.”  

 

 
 
Many Christian thinkers liken this sense of the word to a rower positioned backward in a boat who 
pulls toward their destination while facing the past. The Hebrew word and this image tells us that 
our past is in front of us even while we move toward an uncertain future, a future that, according to 
God’s promises, includes the goodness of God as the over-riding sense of possibility even if 
accompanied by suffering and travail.  
 

3. So, what does this all look like in everyday life and with work-life transitions? I have two work life 
stories to share. The first is a story about Garrison Keillor, the famous voice of “A Prairie Home 
Companion” who recently retired. A woman named Joanne Jonson Kilde wrote an opinion piece 
on the marking of Keillor’s retirement with a long title: “I Fired Garrison Keillor: Long ago, a young 
man with ideas of his own got his walking papers. It was the right choice for both of us.”3  
 
A quote from Kilde is telling about how they both needed the transition:  
 

“I’m glad I “fired” the young man. He simply continued to march to his own beat. He found his 
niche in weaving original, magical, human life takes with music and sound effects that 
persuaded his listeners to tune in next week. Kudos, Garrison, from one hard head to another.”  

 
This quote looks back at one specific moment where two people parted ways and now deem it a 
good decision and forced transition that helped Garrison even though he has reportedly looked 
back on that moment with some pain.  

                                                
3 http://www.startribune.com/the-end-of-an-era-x2009-x2009-i-fired-garrison-keillor/385272211/ (accessed 7-23-16) 
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4. We should think of such stories when we feel the sting of being fired. This kind of narrative is not 

uncommon with many famous people including Oprah being fired from her job as a news reporter, 
Author JK Rowling being fired from her job as a secretary because she spent too much time 
daydreaming about book ideas.4 Walt Disney was told “he lacked imagination and good ideas,” 
Albert Einstein was expelled from school, Inventor Thomas Edison was told “he was too stupid to 
learn anything” and on and on.5   

 
Most of these people looked at the moment of transition as a “What are you doing here?” kind of 
moment, and moved deeper into their vocational themes even thought their jobs and careers 
where in flux. 
   

5. The second example is personal and mid-life. Prior to being called to be the Lead Pastor of First 
Covenant I was in an associate pastor position in a very large church. I was one of 16 full time 
pastors and oversaw the worship and arts planning for the church with a team of 13 full time staff 
spread over two campuses. To put it succinctly, I was “busy bored.” I arrived at the large church in 
1998 with the sense of call to eventually being a lead and teaching pastor, and those who hired 
me agreed with me at the time knowing that my leadership of worship and arts was merely the 
starting point. 
 
But, after more than a decade of time passed, the church leaders forgot about the early 
conversations and I found myself doing the same thing I had been doing for ten years only added 
new layers and more hours. One lesson in that decade of time was that we are to never leave our 
career and vocational pursuits in the hands of institutions or other people. Some organizations do 
a better job of developing people than others, but it is always up to us as individuals and those 
close to us whom we trust to process our path with, to be responsible for our own lives.  
 
 

6. In my situation, I was fortunate enough to be able to choose the moment in time for my transition. 
Although, beginning to end, I felt that I was in transition for three years. One defining moment took 
place while sitting in my church office after a particularly defeating moment in which I felt like 
Elijah, self-loathing and trapped in my office. (That felt like a cave) In that moment of self-
flagellation, it was as if I heard God’s voice tell me clearly, “None of what you are telling yourself is 
true. And, its time to go.”  
 

• I could take hours to describe the drama and the process that brought Holly and our family 
downtown.  
 

• I could go on for even more hours as to how leading a church through a complete 
turnaround has felt like continuous transitions, tensions, and disorientations leading to 
about a year ago where our community finally obtained clarity and health after 6 years of 
struggle.  

 
• I could write a book on how Christianity in the 21st century is going through massive 

reformations and transformations with many denominations and few leaders knowing how 
to puzzle their way through the post-modern age. Actually, I did write a book with the help 

                                                
4 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/22/8-successful-women-who-were-fired_n_3790824.html (Accesssed 7-23-16) 
5 http://www.budbilanich.com/50-famous-people-who-failed-at-their-first-attempt-at-career-success/ (accessed 7-23-16) 
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of Shelly Barsuhn, but in total, it now reads to me merely like a preface to a much larger 
conversation.  

 
• I could talk for days about how surprised I was to awaken to a bi-vocational career path in 

the civic world that was discerned with the leadership of the church both by desire and 
necessity. And, now, how the balance of the two careers inform my vocational call which I 
post transparently on my twitter account: “A pastor and civic leader who spends most days 
bringing people together across sectors through inter-disciplinary work for the purpose of 
human flourishing.” 

 
I could talk about all this for days, but what I will tell you briefly, is that much of the last seven 
years have been, like Elijah being asked to go back the way he came, a re-capturing of the multi-
faceted and life giving lessons of my past, but this time framed in completely new terms and in a 
large container that I still struggle to understand: “liminal space” 

 
7. Christian author Richard Rohr describes liminal space in the following way: 

 
“…liminal space (from the Latin for "threshold") is an inner state and sometimes an outer 
situation where we can begin to think and act in genuinely new ways. It is when we are betwixt 
and between, having left one room or stage of life but not yet entered the next. We often enter 
liminal space when our former way of being is challenged or changed--perhaps when we lose 
a job or a loved one, during illness, engagement, or at the birth of a child. During this graced 
time we are not certain or in control.”6  

 
8. Our understanding and embrace of liminality can be the difference between our season of 

transition being a carnival ride or a season of transformation. The work we need to do in liminal 
space includes: 

 
• Giving ourselves permission to fail. Times of transition require taking risks doing traditional 

things such as networking, resumes and phone calls while asking the deeper questions of our 
journey. Not everything is going to work out and sometimes will even flop and will cause us to 
question ourselves. That’s ok! One Scriptural metaphor used throughout the Bible and helpful 
here is the potter’s wheel. Just as God is framed as the potter7 and we are the clay, so are we 
the potter and our jobs, careers, and vocations are the clay. In all cases the clay is not thrown 
out, it is formed…sometimes broken down to start again, but always kept on the wheel adding 
water and infusing color while using our hands and various tools to shape the clay into a 
uniquely beautiful pottery piece it must become.  
 

• Giving ourselves permission to fast, or temporarily withholding some aspect of our lives to 
create new mental space. This could be something traditional such as from food, or tech, or 
TV, or Facebook—all as a spiritual exercise to be more awake to reality, the wisdom of others, 
and the often times quiet voice of God. 

 
• And, as Richard Rohr advises: Giving ourselves permission to let go of the false ego. 

Simultaneous to the outward practical work of job searching we need to take time to  
 
                                                
6 Richard Rohr, Devotion “Living on the Edge” Wednesday, July 13, 2016. 
7 Isiah 64:8; Job 10:9; Romans 9:19-21; Jeremiah 18:3-4 (to name a few) 
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“…be silent instead of talking, experience emptiness instead of fullness, anonymity 
instead of persona, and pennilessness instead of plenty. In liminal space, we descend 
and intentionally do not come back out or up immediately. From this experience we can 
reenter the world with freedom and new, creative approaches.” 8 

 
Conclusion 

 
Some believe it wise for Christ followers to aspire to remain in liminal space even if we are not in 
seasons of transition. The thinking is that we will remain more agile and ready for multiple 
transformations over time rather than merely specific seasons of transformation in select moments in 
time.  
 
In a season of transition or not, we are all invited to remember that we are not alone, God is in the 
whisper, and often times our way forward requires being formed and informed by our past such that 
while rowing toward our futures on the river of time, we move on the same flow of water, but in 
completely different and life giving ways.  
 
Prayer 
 
God in all and above all, be near us when we are in transition and when life feels as if our back is to 
the wall with our feet dangling below. Be near us in our liminal space and help us to be transformed 
by all that may come. 
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 
 
Benediction  
 
As the new week begins, may we embrace work life transitions as invitations to liminal space in which 
we can refine our vocational themes alongside job and career movement.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 
 
 
 

                                                
8 Richard Rohr, Devotion “Living on the Edge” Wednesday, July 13, 2016. 


