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SIGNS AND WONDERS PART 1:  SEA CHANGE 
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19 The angel of God who was going before the Israelite army moved and went behind them; 
and the pillar of cloud moved from in front of them and took its place behind them. 20 It came 
between the army of Egypt and the army of Israel. And so the cloud was there with the 
darkness, and it lit up the night; one did not come near the other all night. 
21 Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea. The Lord drove the sea back by a strong 
east wind all night, and turned the sea into dry land; and the waters were divided. 22 The 
Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall for them on their right and 
on their left. 23 The Egyptians pursued, and went into the sea after them, all of Pharaoh’s 
horses, chariots, and chariot drivers. 24 At the morning watch the Lord in the pillar of fire and 
cloud looked down upon the Egyptian army, and threw the Egyptian army into panic. 25 He 
clogged their chariot wheels so that they turned with difficulty. The Egyptians said, “Let us flee 
from the Israelites, for the Lord is fighting for them against Egypt.” 
26 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand over the sea, so that the water may 
come back upon the Egyptians, upon their chariots and chariot drivers.” 27 So Moses stretched 
out his hand over the sea, and at dawn the sea returned to its normal depth. As the Egyptians 
fled before it, the Lord tossed the Egyptians into the sea. 28 The waters returned and covered 
the chariots and the chariot drivers, the entire army of Pharaoh that had followed them into the 
sea; not one of them remained. 29 But the Israelites walked on dry ground through the sea, the 
waters forming a wall for them on their right and on their left. 
30 Thus the Lord saved Israel that day from the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians dead 
on the seashore. 31 Israel saw the great work that the Lord did against the Egyptians. So the 
people feared the Lord and believed in the Lord and in his servant Moses. 
 

At the beginning of Joel and Ethan Coen’s Depression era crime comedy 

“O Brother Where Art Thou?” three convicts make a dramatic escape from a 

chain gang. They are Ulysses Everett McGill (George Clooney), Pete Hogwallop 

(John Turturro), and Delmar O'Donnell (Tim Blake). The men are on a mission 

to retrieve a treasure Everett claims he buried in an area about to be flooded to 

make a lake. 

The first signal that this is no ordinary adventure comes when Everett, Pete 

and Delmar get a lift from a blind man driving a handcar on a railway. He tells 

them, among other prophecies, that they will find a fortune but not the one they 
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seek. The trio make their way to the house of Wash Hogwallop, Pete's cousin. 

After a questionable meal and strange conversation, Wash demonstrates his 

hospitality by supplying Everett with a hair net left behind when his wife 

deserted him. You may recall that throughout the movie Everett takes pride in his 

hair style, taking time to apply Dapper Dan pomade and a hair net before retiring 

at night even if he’s sleeping in the woods. 

Wash then invites his guests to sleep in the barn, and promptly reports to 

Sheriff Cooley that the escaped convicts are in his loft. The sheriff arrives with 

his posse bearing torches and an assortment of hounds. The men surround the 

barn, the dogs begin to bark, and Sheriff Cooley calls out to Everett and his 

friends: 

Sheriff:  All right, boys! It's the authorities! We got you surrounded. 

Everett:  (face in the spotlight as he looks down from the loft) We're in a tight 

spot. 

Sheriff:  Just come on out! And don't try nothin' fancy. Your situation is pretty 

nigh hopeless. 

Everett:  We're in a tight spot!  

Delmar:  What in the Sam Hill...? 

Everett:  Pete's cousin turned us in for the bounty, Delmar. 

Pete:  What are you sayin'?! Wash is kin! 

Wash’s voice from bellow:  Sorry, Pete! I know we're kin, but they got this 

Depression on. I got to do for me and mine. 

Everett:  (watching the Sheriff’s men surround the barn) We're in a tight spot! 

Sheriff:  Boys, you leave us no choice but to smoke you out. Light her up! (His 

men begin to set fire to the barn.) 
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Well Sheriff Cooley was right. The situation appeared “pretty nigh 

hopeless” for Everett and his buddies. About as hopeless as the situation for the 

folks in our scripture today. For 430 years the Israelites had been the source of 

slave labor for Pharaoh and his Egyptian development projects. In recent days 

their freedom had been hard won by a series of plagues visited on all of Egypt. 

Finally, Pharaoh let the people go. But let me share with you a couple of And 

fascinating details that occur in the Bible just ahead of our reading today. 

Chapter 13, verse 18: 

“So God led the people by the roundabout way of the wilderness toward the 
Red Sea.” 
 
Really! The roundabout way. Why would God send the people by the roundabout 

way? Read ahead a few more verses and you find this: 

Chapter 14, verse 1 

Then the Lord said to Moses: Tell the Israelites to turn back and make camp 
between Migdol and the sea. Pharaoh will say of the Israelites, “They are 
wandering aimlessly in the land; the wilderness has closed in on them.” 
 

And wouldn’t you know…just as the Israelites turn back a second time 

appearing to have lost their way, Pharaoh changes his mind about losing his 

entire labor force. 

But have no fear—this is all part of God’s plan to lay a trap for Pharaoh’s 

army. Moses and the people had desert on the west and marshes on the east. 

There was no place of safety to the south and the Egyptian army was bearing 

down from the north. 

As Everett McGill would say: they were indeed in a tight spot. But that’s 

just where God does some of his best work. 
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I found an interesting resource regarding what happens next. It’s called 

Exodus in the 21st Century and the subhead reads: A Discussion Course about 

Exodus using biblical, archeological and climatological evidence for its historical 

setting. 

Here’s what the evidence indicates about what happens when Moses lifts 

his shepherd’s staff over the water… 

A mighty wind blew from the northwest driving water from the marshland onto 
the Red Sea.  The wind dried the region between the Bitter Lakes in the north and 
the Red Sea in the south. The people then crossed on the dried marsh. Then the 
wind shifted in the opposite direction and blew the water of the Red Sea back 
onto the marsh. The water rehydrated the muck so that the feet of horses and 
soldiers and the wheels of chariots were stuck as the water began to rise. 

 
How about that! God’s plan using the pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of 

fire by night was not just to guide the people but also to protect them from harm. 

When God is at work to deliver his people, he guides AND protects. 

I’m sure you are familiar with the Common Lectionary which is a 3-year 

cycle of scripture readings used by Catholics and Protestants to make sure we get 

a balanced diet of all the books in the Bible. A few months ago when I looked 

forward to see what the lectionary readings were for the first Sundays after 

Dave’s retirement, I found that the wilderness journey of Moses and the Israelites 

was assigned for these Sundays. 

Let me say up front that I will do my level best to keep us out of the 

wilderness while our Search Committee seeks the next Senior Minister. But I 

think we can learn a lot in these verses that will sustain us during this in-between 

time. In the centuries to come as the Israelites began to shape their identity as 

God’s people, they would look back to this moment when Moses lifted his staff 
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and the winds blew and the marshland dried up. This event found its way into the 

official mission statement for the chosen people. You can find it in Deuteronomy 

6:20-24. 

Listen to just a portion of that text: 

When your children ask you in time to come, “What is the meaning of the decrees 
and the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord our God has commanded 
you?” then you shall say to your children, “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, 
but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a might hand. The Lord displayed 
before our eyes great and awesome signs and wonders.” 

 
“Signs and wonders” is a phrase that appears 35 times in the Old 

Testament. Basic to Israel’s faith is the conviction that God is not aloof from the 

world of daily affairs. Their time in the wilderness taught this rag-tag group of 

former slaves that God was in their midst. They came to believe that any event—

either ordinary or extraordinary—could be a sign that God was at work on their 

behalf. 

Think again of that testimony in Deuteronomy 6: The Lord displayed before 

our eyes great and awesome signs and wonders. 

That’s what we’re going to look for over these next few weeks—signs and 

wonders that God is in our midst right here and right now. Together we are going 

to activate our spiritual wifi, and when we notice God at work we’re going to 

speak about it and encourage each other. There will be signs and wonders we 

experience together as a church family, and there will be individual experiences 

that need to be shared. I hope you will share your own stories of signs and 

wonders with me! 

So I’ll go first. I can see God at work in the two new members of our 

church staff. You met Claire today and you will meet Josh next Sunday. Harry 
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Tonemah began his work gathering the search committees just after 

Thanksgiving last year. This team worked tirelessly to cast a vision for the 

candidates we were looking for, to go to the Executive Council for the funding 

that would be needed, to fine-tune job descriptions and post notices on national 

job banks and talk to candidates by phone and then in person. 

We got to August and we were eight months in and we were getting tired 

and frankly discouraged. We wanted so much to have the positions filled before 

school started and not to compromise on who we were looking for. And then two 

things happened almost overnight. Circumstances changed for the first candidate 

we interviewed for youth minister, and we invited him back for another 

conversation. Days later, a wonderful new candidate for children’s ministry 

seemed to materialize out of thin air. I think I speak for every member of the 

search committees when I say that we had no doubt God was in our midst, that 

God had provided Josh and Claire at the perfect time. But don’t take my word for 

it. Let me ask the members of the search committees to stand so that you can 

thank them for their faithfulness and seek them out when worship is done to hear 

their own version of God at work in our midst. 

 The Lord displayed before our eyes great and awesome signs and wonders! 

Let’s keep our eyes open in the weeks ahead. God is most certainly with us on 

our journey. 


