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Scripture: Exodus 13:17-22 

 

Have you ever been lost? Not just mildly turned around, but truly, scared-out-of-your-wits 

lost—maybe deep in the wilderness on a hike, or as a child in an amusement park, crying out 

for a parent who’d suddenly vanished. When panic sets in, our instinct is often to bolt—any 

direction feels better than standing still. But those who’ve tried this often learn quickly: rushing 

off may feel like taking control, but it’s one of the surest ways to become even more deeply 

lost. 

 

These days, many of us feel that same kind of lost—only now it hits us as we wake up to 
headlines: another government agency dismantled, another social norm overturned, another 

basic act of decency treated as quaint. The dreams we once held—a peaceful retirement, a 

secure midlife, a promising young adulthood—feel like they’ve been swept off the table by 

powers we never invited to sit there. 

 

It’s as if we’re lost in that amusement park, only now it has morphed into a House of Horrors, 

with no Mommy or Daddy to lead us out. Or it’s like we’ve wandered deep into life’s Dark 

Wood. And if panic only makes things worse, then we have two choices: either reduce our 

panic or learn how to navigate in the dark—ideally, both. 

 

One thing I’ve come to appreciate about Dark Wood experiences is how they push us to seek 

guidance in unexpected places—especially when our usual sources of wisdom come up empty. 

Self-help books don’t offer much insight into civilizational breakdown, nor do other common 

sources of wisdom.  

 

This is where that dusty Bible on the shelf can prove surprisingly useful. Stories we once 

dismissed as irrelevant—or merely ancient tales—start to ring with unexpected wisdom.  

 

Take, for instance, the story of the Hebrew people being led through the wilderness by pillars 

of cloud and fire. To many, it sounds like fantasy—primitive superstition based on events that 

never happened. But these stories were never intended as literal, blow-by-blow histories. They 

reflect the mythic imagination of ancient Hebrews—an imagination grounded in real spiritual 

insight meant to reveal timeless patterns in human experience. So even if they didn’t “happen” 

in a modern historical sense, they may be more trustworthy than history itself—because they 

speak to truths that keep repeating, generation after generation. Truths we still need today. 

 

According to the Book of Exodus, the Hebrew people navigated the vast, uncharted wilderness 

of Sinai by following a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. Whenever the pillar 

stopped moving, they made camp and set up the sacred tabernacle at the center for worship. 

When the pillar moved, they packed up their tents, dismantled the tabernacle, and followed—
only to do it all again when the pillar moved on. 
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Did this story happen exactly as described? The ancient author would have found this question 

incomprehensible. The better question is: What is this story trying to tell us about finding our way 

forward when no amount of training or life experience has prepared us for the terrain? 

 

I find a couple helpful pieces of wisdom in this story. 

 

First, we won’t get to the Promised Land through reason and logic alone. The way forward is 

revealed, not merely deduced. This story shows us how to follow the Spirit’s guidance.  

 

The pillar is a symbol—an outward sign of an inward journey. Our fire is that “fire in the belly.” 

Those “thunderstruck” or “sweet spot” moments—when something clicks into place within us, 

lights us up or resonates with consistent clarity. These moments rarely act as floodlights 

illuminating the entire road ahead. Instead, they’re like crumbs scattered along a forest path, 

revealing just enough to guide us to the next step—or like headlights on our car at night. We 

may only see 100 yards ahead at any given moment, but it’s enough to reach a destination 
hundreds of miles ahead.  

 

Second, the Hebrews didn’t travel in a straight line across the wilderness. Following the fire 

took them on a journey with unexpected turns and detours. The story reminds us not to 

expect the Holy Spirit to point us in a straight line toward a clear destination. Rather, if we are 

to follow the Spirit’s guidance in the real world, where conditions are constantly changing and 

people have free will and thus cannot be controlled, even by God, then we have to pass 

through certain doors when they’re open and move around certain doors when they’re closed. 

We must be willing to change direction in response to changing conditions.  

 

In the Hebrew story, changing directions involved packing the camp, dismantling their sacred 

tabernacle, and carrying it with them. Again, this is an external description of an internal reality.  

Following the Holy Spirit often means letting go of cherished—even sacred—beliefs and ideas. 

It’s not that we need to throw all of them away, but we do need to make sure they aren’t 

anchoring us to ways of thinking or being that prevent us from moving forward.  As the late 

Tony Campolo used to say, the church needs to realize that “sacred cows make the best 

hamburger!” 

 

The story reminds us that Hebrews would never have made it to the Promised Land if they 

constantly said, “But we’ve always done it this way,” or “This tabernacle has always been in this 

spot.”  

 

Before we move on, I invite you to take a moment to reflect: 

 

When was the last time you found yourself in the right place at the right time, with the right 

people? Think about the journey that led you there. Was it a straight path or a winding one? 

How much of it relied on logic—and how much on intuition, grace, or what you might’ve called 

coincidence at the time? 

 

II. Where Is the Fire? 
 

Another insight the Hebrews’ wilderness journey offers is this: following the Holy Spirit is not 

just an individual pursuit—it’s a collective one. Our Congregationalist forebearers understood 
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this deeply. That’s why they developed the form of governance we still practice today. They 

believed the most reliable way to discern the Spirit’s guidance was by listening to where the 

whole congregation sensed the Spirit’s call—not just the minister, a church board, a bishop, or 

even a pope. 

 

In our tradition, major decisions are made by the congregation—after prayer, study, 

conversation, and reflection. Not because this process is foolproof, but because it’s more 

faithful and reliable than any single person or group. 

 

It was this understanding—that the Spirit speaks most clearly through community—that led me 

to set a goal of meeting face-to-face with at least 150 of you as I began my ministry here. I 

wanted to get to know you better, but also to listen—to hear your hopes and dreams for this 

congregation. 

 

As of this afternoon, I’ll have held my 100th meeting. And while I still have many more to go—
and I’m continuing to book them online (just go to the Staff section of our website1)—what I’ve 

learned so far is both surprising and deeply encouraging. 

 

On one hand, many of you have shared feeling spiritually lost right now—especially in light of 

what’s happening in our nation. You’re yearning to do something concrete, but with so many 

overlapping crises, it’s hard to know where to begin. 

 

You might be thinking, “Big whoop—I didn’t need a hundred conversations to figure that out!” 

And you’d be right. But here’s where the gift of community discernment comes in: while many 

of us feel lost as individuals, what’s emerged from our collective conversations is a sense that 

we are not as lost as we think. 

 

When I started these meetings, I wasn’t sure what I’d hear. A hundred different stories could 

easily lead to a hundred different hopes. But that’s not what happened. Two particular hopes 

surfaced so frequently—and with such consistency—among young and old, gay and straight, 

men, women, non-binary folks, newcomers and longtimers—that I would say a collective “pillar 

of fire” has appeared. It’s showing us where the Spirit may be calling us to invest our time and 

energy—at least for now, until that pillar lifts and settles again. 

 

First, you’re deeply grateful for how connected the congregation has become over the past few 

years and the energy that has resulted from it. You want to keep the momentum going, taking 

these connections to the next level. I’ve repeatedly heard your desire for more small group 

experiences, more social gatherings like Dinners for Eight, and more opportunities to get to 

know one another in deeper, more personal ways. 

 

To put it plainly: it’s not just about worshiping together, taking a few classes, or teaming up for 

good causes. You want to build real friendships—soulful ones. And this desire is so pervasive, I 

believe it constitutes a genuine spiritual calling. 

 

 
1 https://fcceugene.org/about-us/pastors-and-staff/ 

 

https://fcceugene.org/about-us/pastors-and-staff/
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I don’t know whether the Spirit is urging us to grow closer because something difficult is 

coming and we’ll need stronger bonds… or because an unexpected ministry opportunity lies 

ahead that will require broad participation… or perhaps because, in the words of our former 

Surgeon General, there is an “Epidemic of Loneliness” in our nation, and one of the best places 

to find belonging is in a community of faith. Who knows? But one thing seems clear: the more 

friendships you form here, the less lost you—and others—will feel. And those friendships may well 

become the foundation for whatever healing response the Spirit is preparing us to offer the world. 

 

Second, there’s widespread longing to welcome more young people into our community. For 

most, “young” means under 30. Of course, many churches express this desire—especially aging 

congregations. But what I’ve heard here goes deeper. It’s not just about sustainability. It’s about 

aliveness. It’s about spiritual fire. 

 

Why is the Spirit nudging us in this direction? Maybe because young people need exactly what 

we already have. Maybe because we’re called to create something new that speaks more 
directly to them. Maybe because they have something to teach us about how to navigate this 

moment in history. Or maybe all of the above. 

 

But honestly, the “why” isn’t the most important question. The most important question is how. 

How do we respond to the pillar of fire that’s burning in front of us? 

 

Let me be clear: I’m not saying deepening friendships and welcoming younger people are our 

only callings or that they define our mission forever. But right now, when so many of us feel 

lost, these two steps seem unusually well-lit. 

 

So how do we take them? 

 

I suggest we begin by imagining ways to bring the congregation closer together in ways that 

foster real friendship. And when opportunities arise to do so—whether through groups, events, 

or casual invitations—we aim to say yes more often than no. 

 

Likewise, let’s imagine how we might become more welcoming to younger people—how we 

might meet their perceived needs, honor their voices, and create space for their leadership. 

And again, when opportunities arise, we say yes more often than no. 

 

Now, I’m not suggesting that you get busier. In fact, to say yes to what matters most right now, 

many of us will need to develop the spiritual courage to say no—or not right now—to other 

good things. The goal isn’t to do more—it’s to redirect our energies toward the fire that the 

Spirit has already lit among us.  

 

What will be the payoff? 

 

I can’t say for sure. But if the only result is that more of us form real friendships—and our 

church becomes a place buzzing with youthful energy and cross-generational connection—what 

do we have to lose? 
 

Or perhaps a better question is: What do we stand to gain?  


