
Reflections and Prayers by Henriette Howarth, Sunday 26th July 2020 
Theme: Moving forward with God’s Guidance  
Readings: Exodus 13:17-22 and Matthew 5:13-16 

 
I will briefly share with you a few reflections on the Bible readings we have just heard. The Exodus reading 
tells us that God liberated the people of Israel from slavery and oppression in Egypt. The story reminds us 
that God wants us to live in freedom. All of us. I hope this is an encouragement to those of us who feel 
enslaved or imprisoned in whatever way. Anxiety, worries, addiction, inequality, poverty – you name it. 
God wants us to live in freedom. This encourages us to stand with our brothers and sisters all over the 
world who stand up for justice. This struggle for freedom is not over yet. That is why the Black Lives Matter 
movement is so important. It is a cry for freedom that we can all join in with. The Exodus story tells us in 
13:17: 
 
When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, although that 
was nearer; for God thought, “If the people face war, they may change their minds and return to Egypt.” So 
God led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea. 
 
God knew his people: their fear, their weakness, their fickleness and he leads them in a roundabout way to 
protect them. It can be frustrating when God’s guidance, his liberation is not straightforward and quick. 
We are asked to live in uncertainty. We experience that at this time of the pandemic. Why can’t it just be 
over? We would love to start to make proper plans again for our 
lives, for our families, for the church, for the community, but we 
are a bit trapped between the lockdown on one side and an 
uncertain future on the other. Like Israel between Egypt and the 
Red Sea. Like them, we are not quite sure how we are going to 
get through it. The people of Israel are in the wilderness with 
mixed emotions. Elation about being liberated. Fear about the 
future. I think we all recognize this for ourselves. How does God 
help them to navigate this?  He guides them. Not by providing 
them with a full road map, a detailed plan, but by asking them to 
trust in him. He gives them enough for the next step. A pillar of 
cloud by day, a pillar of fire by night. He assures them of his 
presence. He assures them of his guidance. They need to trust him. Trust is not easy. We all know this. 
Difficult situations can keep us awake at night, give us panic attacks, make us even think that life is not 
worth living, it’s too hard. The Psalms in the Bible are full of experiences like this. For example, Psalm 
143:8:   
 
Let me hear of your loving kindness in the morning, for in you I put my trust; show me the way I should walk 
in O God.  
 
What makes it easier is when we are not alone. When we are together. I want to share with you a beautiful 
book that you may have come across. It’s called The Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse. The writer and 
illustrator, Charlie Mackesy, shares some profound wisdom about life and how we cope with difficulties in 
life. The mole character usually copes by eating cake. The boy, the mole, the fox and the horse have 
beautiful simple conversations. I’ll show you an example as it feels like it’s written for a time like this.  
 
It is life’s most difficult lesson to live with uncertainty and difficulty and to know we are not alone. And as 
people of faith on a profound level we know we are not alone because God is with us and we have a 
community, the community of faith. The people of Israel were learning this life’s lesson of living with 
uncertainty in the wilderness later on in the Exodus story, when the wilderness experience is bringing the 
people down and they start to complain and they even wish they were back in Egypt because at least that 
gave them certainty, God says to them through Moses in Exodus 14: 13: 



Do not be afraid, stand firm and you will see the deliverance the LORD will bring you today. The Egyptians 
you see today you will never see again. 14 The LORD will fight for you; you need only to be still.” 15 Then 
the LORD said to Moses, “Why are you crying out to me? Tell the Israelites to move on. 16 Raise your 
staff and stretch out your hand over the sea to divide the water so that the Israelites can go through the 
sea on dry ground.  
 
What is God saying to us? Do not be afraid, stand firm. But also, maybe something along the lines of crying 
alone won’t help you further. Move on a little and take some action. He then specifically asks Moses to 
raise his staff and stretch out his hand over the sea so that it will part and then the people have to walk 
through it, which must have been a scary experience: what if those walls of water came crashing down? 
What is it that God wants us to do? What might be the equivalent of raising our staff and walking through 
the sea? I dare to say that opening our church building may be an example of this. This links in with the 
reading from Matthew 5 where Jesus calls us to be salt and light: 
 
You’re here to be light, bringing out the God-colours in the world. God is not a secret to be kept. We’re 
going public with this, as public as a city on a hill.  
 
Our church building is literally on a hill, you can see it from quite far away. We are preparing again, slowly 
but steadily to open up, to be present, to shine and to bless. As a church community we will move forward 
slowly. Nurturing our own faith and at the same time, shining our light. As individuals you may find yourself 
in different places on the scale, anywhere between shielding and resting AND coming back to the building 
and being out and about. It is fine, wherever you are, we are holding one another on this journey.  
The most important thing is to trust in God and to look to him for guidance. And to look out for others on 
the way. At the end of our service today John will use the following blessing: 
 

As we journey together in the footsteps of faith 
may we never lose our sense of direction, 
keep eyes focused upon our destination, 
drink from the well and eat of the bread 
that will bring us life, and hold out our hand 
to any who may falter or stumble along the way. 
 

We can do this, we can do this together, because we know that Jesus walks with us. Jesus, who has walked 
through the wilderness, death and suffering himself and who is able to give us all we need for this journey.  
 

Prayers:  
We thank you loving God that we can trust in you. You are a faithful God. Help us to trust in you. Help us to 
be faithful to you and one another. We pray for those who are finding it hard to trust. 
Jesus shine your light through us.  
 
We thank you for our church community at St Paul’s. We thank you for the support we receive from the 
Diocese, our bishops and archdeacon. We pray for the Parochial Church Council as we seek to lead St 
Paul’s together. We thank you for one another and the way people are supporting each other. We 
particularly pray for those who struggle because of illness, those who mourn because they have lost loved 
ones. Help us to rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep. 
Jesus shine your light through us.  
 
We pray for the community of Shipley. For the families, children and young people, especially now that the 
schools have broken up. May the teachers find well deserved rest. Will you help families to find structure 
and resources to make the summer enjoyable and restful. We pray for the Zephaniah Trust and the online 
holiday club this week.  
Jesus shine your light through us. 



We pray for our country, for the government, for charities, for local leaders. We pray for our keyworkers, 
especially in hospitals, care homes and other public services. We pray for the public. Help people to be 
responsible in their behaviour, kind in their actions and wise in their day to day decisions. 
Jesus shine your light through us. 
 
We pray for your world, especially those countries where there is war, violence, and poverty. We pray for 
our link churches, especially in Sudan and for the countries where we have personal links, maybe through 
family or work.  
Jesus shine your light through us.  
 
Finally, we pray for ourselves. Where we are weak, give us your strength, where we are foolish, give us 
wisdom, where we struggle give us friends. In all that we go through help us to know we are not alone, we 
are accompanied by Jesus, the Good Shepherd, the Light of the world, friend and Saviour. Amen. 
 


