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January 15, 2023 
Fellowship of Hope 
Exodus 13:17-22 
God leads the way / God is with us! 
 
Text: Exodus 13:17-22  
Image: PILLAR of cloud & fire  https://www.fapc.org/news/post/pillar-of-cloud-pillar-of-fire 
Designed and Created by Karen Brodie for Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church, New York, NY:  The Exodus Blueprint 2020 
This banner was created for a preaching series with a theme of ‘Exodus’.  
“Being reminded that God always goes before us—even during pandemics—has helped me enormously during these months.” 
 
God is present and the Spirit is leading. 

What is your pillar of cloud and fire?  
What is your reminder that God is present?  
What is your reminder that God has gone before you and will guide your path? 

 
The Inclusive Bible 
17 When Pharoah let the people go, God did not lead them the short way, through the country of the Philistines, for God 
thought: “If they are confronted with war, they are more likely to lose heart and return to Egypt” So God led them through 
the desert toward the Sea of Reeds. Even so, the Israelites left Egypt armed.  
 
19 Moses brought with him the bones of Joseph, for Joseph had made the Israelites swear an oath, saying, “It is certain that 
God will take account of you. When that happens, carry my bones with you.” 
 
20 After they left Succoth, they traveled to Etham, at the edge of the wilderness, where they camped. YHWH guided them 
with a pillar of cloud in the day, and with a pillar of fire to give them light after dark. They were able to travel by day and by 
night, and neither the pillar of cloud nor the pillar of fire failed to lead the people.  
 
----------------- 
SERMON: 
 
Four weeks ago I was here with you, to celebrate Suella and her 13.5 years of ministry with you. 
It’s good to back with you today, to consider how  

God’s loving presence will continue to guide you in this pastoral leadership transition.  
 
 
Nearly 22 years ago, my husband Kevin & I packed up our 3 elementary aged-children  

and returned to East Africa. 
One year earlier, when we were invited to this radical move, we said no.  
 We defended our answer by naming 4 obstacles that stood in our way. 
Over the next couple of months every one of those barriers was resolved. 

And… we… paid… attention.  
God’s miraculous removal of these 4 obstacles became a pillar of cloud and fire for us; 
 This reminded us of God’s presence.  

The removal of these barriers reminded us that God was leading in this monumental move.   
We sold our dairy cows and left the home and church that had provided security for our young family. 

We embarked a journey of transition with many unknowns. 
  

As we immersed ourselves in ministry with the mission team, connected with the local church in Kenya,  
 and raised pre-teens and teenagers in another culture, 
 we sometimes felt like we were wandering around in the wilderness.  
We sometimes doubted that God would show us a way forward.  

We needed to remember God’s Pillar of Presence in our lives. 
The same Spirit who created a well-lit path for our move to Kenya would continue to embrace us. 
The Spirit would not fail to lead. We were often comforted by God’s Word:  

Don’t be afraid. I am with you. I will guide you. 
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Transitions. Change. Uncertainty. 
These seem to be familiar topics for many of us.  
 
There are changes and uncertainties in the world all around us. 

The ongoing wars in Ukraine, Israel/Palestine, and in many other countries around the world. 
Political and racial tensions throughout our own nation. 
Climate crisis posing catastrophic consequences.   
Covid questions that have morphed to tripledemic issues with flu, Covid, and RSV.  
Inflation hitting us with higher grocery and gas prices. 

Many of us also have changes and uncertainty in our personal lives.  
Change and uncertainty are normal in life.  

 
And there are changes here at Fellowship of Hope…  
Over the past months, I met with your leadership team and had follow-up conversations,  

as they discerned a way forward after the news of Suella’s retirement. 
I met with Suella last month to listen to her reflect about her years of ministry with you. 
 She highlighted many moments in which she sensed God’s loving and guiding Presence  

in her ministry here at Fellowship of Hope.  
 
In the past year I also met with Sharon Norton numerous times. 

I did some happy dances as it became clear that she would be available to serve   
 as your transitional pastor for this next season of your life together. 

I sense you are also grateful for the new relationship about to unfold with Sharon. 
 
But - along with happy dances about new things on the horizon,  

there is also grief about the loss of what was. 
There is fear about what is unknown.  

Life is like that. That’s the reality with transition and change.  
As we learn to live with the happy dance and the grief-and-fear together…  

We build resilience... we build strength for the journey. 
 
Transitions. Change. Uncertainty.  

  
My prayer is that on this journey of transition at Fellowship of Hope,  

we will continue to witness God’s Spirit presence.  
The Spirit does not fail to lead us. We are repeatedly reminded:  

We don’t need to fear. God is with us. God will guide us!  
 
Likewise, God was present with the Israelites as they journeyed out of Egypt.  

YHWH was present in the pillar of cloud, guiding them and giving them shade in the daytime. 
YHWH was present in the pillar of fire, guiding them and giving them light at night. 

Exodus 13:22 states: “…neither the pillar of cloud nor the pillar of fire failed to lead the people.” (repeat) 
 
Project the image of cloud and fire throughout rest of the sermon  
 
This pillar of cloud and fire is a powerful image of God’s presence and guidance. 
It was created by Karen Brodie, Brodie Designs, in 2020  

for Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City.  
It is called Pillar of Cloud, Pillar of Fire. 

    Pillar of Cloud, Pillar of Fire | News from Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church (fapc.org)   
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Every time scripture references this image of cloud or fire,  
 it is a convincing reminder of God’s presence among the people.  
Today’s scripture notes that this pillar led the way. Day and night, God led the way.  
 
In Exodus 14, we’re told this pillar moved - from the front of the Israelites - to the back of their group. 
 The pillar became a buffer… between… the Israelites who were fleeing  

and the Egyptians who were pursuing them.   
 All during the night this pillar flooded the Israelites with light to guide their journey. 

The same pillar provided a cloud of darkness on the opposite side to muddle the Egyptians.  
This pillar separated the two groups the entire night.  

 What a powerful reminder of God’s presence with the Israelites.  
God was with them! God was guiding them! 

 
In Exodus 16, we’re told that the glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud as Aaron spoke to the people. 
The Israelites had been crying out in desperation to Moses and Aaron because they had no food. 
 They doubted that God would provide. Was God really present? 
 
Yes! God was present!   
The glory of the Lord appeared in the cloud as a vivid reminder of God’s loving presence,  

as Aaron told the people that God would bring manna and quail to satisfy their hunger. 
 
In Exodus 33, we read that whenever Moses entered the Tent of Meeting – or the Tabernacle –  
 the pillar of cloud would come down before the entrance and YHWH would speak with Moses. 
 Another vivid reminder of God’s presence with the people! 
 
Numbers 14 notes that even the Egyptians acknowledged God’s presence in this cloud. 
         Even the Egyptians knew this pillar would stay over the Israelites to guide them both day and night. 
 
Years later, the prophet Nehemiah recalls - in praise to God:  

“…You, in your compassion did not abandon them in the wilderness.  
The pillar of cloud leading them by day did not vanish,  
nor did the pillar of fire leading them by night fail to light the way.  

“You gave your good Spirit to instruct them…  
You sustained them for forty years; even in the desert they lacked for nothing…”  
 
There is no doubt that that the Israelites recognized God’s presence in this pillar of cloud and fire. 
And that is exactly why they followed the pillar even when it was confusing.   
 
The Israelites had been slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt for 400 years.  

400 years of oppressive labor and misery.  
They had been crying out to God, begging for divine intervention.  

YHWH finally heard their groaning. 
God provided a way for 600,000 families to leave Egypt…  Imagine – 600,000 families!  

 
These folks knew the lay of the land. They knew the way to get to Canaan.  

The logical way – the short way – was to head northeast out of Egypt. 
It was a direct shot from Egypt to Canaan.   

The route might be completed by foot in several weeks.  
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But as they headed out in the dark on that first night of their escape from Egypt,  

the pillar of fire led them southeast instead of northeast! Southeast instead of northeast! 
  
What? Why this way? Going south would take them into the wilderness!  

Imagine their bewilderment as the pillar of fire led them on this detour.   
They were leaving everything they knew and now they were embarking a bizarre route! 

 
Despite the mystery, the Israelites trusted God’s presence in the pillar of fire as they left Egypt. 

They were paying attention to how it was moving and they followed it.   
Thankfully, they paid attention and they followed the pillar of fire.   
 
Because YHWH knew that if the people went the most direct path from Egypt to Canaan, 

they would be met by Egyptian military posts. 
God knew they would get discouraged, change their minds, and return to Egypt.  
 They would miss their chance to find freedom from slavery. 
So, YHWH protected them, and led them on a detour that would save them in the end.  
 
The pillar of cloud and fire took the Israelites a roundabout way – through the wilderness.  

The way would be longer – 40 years longer, in fact.   40. Years. Longer. 
Trusting God’s presence in the unknown and moving towards the barren wilderness was a tall order.  

The Israelites would encounter many obstacles and have many doubts.  
  Would they be safe? Would they find food? Would they find water?  
There were many uncertainties as they navigated that desert journey. 

This pillar of cloud and fire brought them reassurance of God’s presence. 
 When the pillar moved, they noticed. And they followed it.  
They didn’t need to fear. God was with them. God was guiding them!   
 
God is with us today. And God is guiding us! 
We all face transition and uncertainty. It’s part of life.  
 
National and international political tension is all too normal. 
Realities of white supremacy and racial tension, 
 and growing polarities in our families and faith communities. 
The oppression that the Israelites were experiencing through slavery in Egypt  
 is repeated throughout the world today. 
 
Systemic oppression has not gone away.  
In fact, we face a growing number of injustices against people of color  

and other minority groups in our nation and around the world. 
Our hearts are heavy –  

We long to witness God’s powerful presence and guiding light amidst these tensions in life. 
 
Many times we feel out of control. We’re living in the wilderness, wandering around. 

Pondering how God is guiding through this… whatever this is. 
All around us, life presents uncertainty. 

Whether it’s political or racial tension, health issues, 
 personal life transitions, or changes in congregational leadership,  
 life sometimes feels crazy. 
Perhaps we doubt that God will lead. Perhaps we doubt that God is even present….  
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-------------------- 
Amid our doubts and ambiguities, 
I invite us to remember the image of this pillar…. this pillar of cloud and fire.  

Or perhaps you will claim another image that will remind you of God’s presence in your life. 
 
As we ponder this image, may we remember: 
God was present, guiding the Israelites through incredible ambiguity and frightening challenges. 
 Day and night, this pillar led the way. 
God was present, guiding my family through a daunting move to Kenya in 2001.  
 The Spirit who created a well-lit path would continue to guide us during our 6 years there.  
God IS present, guiding us today through ongoing and sometimes exhausting uncertainty.   
  Whatever the circumstance, may you find ways to notice that God… is… with… you. 

 
 
The pillar of cloud and fire is guiding you. 
The pillar of cloud and fire will continue to guide you.  
 Don’t be afraid. God is present. God is with us!  Amen! 
 
 
 
  


