Second Sunday after Christmas Day
“A Wayfaring Stranger”
Exodus 13:17-22 / January 2, 2022

   Introduction 
   I wish you a happy new year. It’s finally 2022. Time seems to pass indifferently and rather faster, despite the huge obstacle of the pandemic halting our daily life and preventing us from moving towards the future. No matter how shocking events or big problems arise, time goes by, and life is moving towards somewhere. It seems as if we live in a stationary time and space, but in fact we are heading somewhere like wayfaring strangers.
   In a true sense, ‘spiritual life’ is not just a habitual repetition of religious rituals, but walking on a ‘spiritual journey.’ Spiritual life is not about participating in fixed religious practices, but about changing and growing into a new being. Therefore, in order to live a spiritual life, the most important thing we need to watch out for is repeating religious habits and staying in familiar places. We have not arrived yet and we must keep moving towards our destination.
   An untraveled road called ‘2022’ lies before us. While walking on this road, we do not know which forest we will pass, which valley we will cross, who we will meet, and which village we will stay in. Sometimes you will be in danger, and sometimes you will be exhausted and want to give up on your trip. However, under no circumstances should we give up on our trip or return to old place in 2021. Because we are ‘soul travelers’ who have to keep walking towards our holy destination.
   Today, on the first Sunday of the new year, we are going to follow the journey of the Israelites from Egypt to the land of Canaan flowing with milk and honey. The entire journey from the land of Egypt where you should never stay, through the wild and dangerous wilderness, and finally to the land of Canaan flowing with milk and honey is the ‘Spiritual Map’ of all those who walk the spiritual journey. This map contains the ‘principles for travelers’ that people on the spiritual journey should keep in mind. What are the principles that travelers on a spiritual journey must follow?

   1st Rule for Travelers – Don’t Stay
   When the Israelites left Egypt and began their spiritual journey, the biggest obstacle was not too many people, not even Pharaoh’s hindrances and threats. The biggest problem was that they got too used to life in Egypt. Although they were subjected to extreme oppression and exploitation of labor, they were not willing to follow Moses when he asked them to leave Egypt. No matter how deadly it is, people are afraid to leave the place they are accustomed to.
   It is a mistake to think that the Jews who were taken captive to Babylon must have rejoiced when they returned to Jerusalem after 50 years. The people, who had become accustomed to the advanced Babylonian culture, were not comfortable leaving Babylon and returning to their unfamiliar homeland. They had to think deeply about whether or not to return to their hometown. According to records, the Jews who actually returned to their homeland accounted for less than 5% of the total captive population. The human tendency to stay in familiar places is tenacious and deep-rooted.
   A person who miraculously survived from a major fire in the North Sea Oil Field of England told an eyewitness account. He said that even though the flames soared, and all the structures were collapsing into the sea, people choose a certain death in order to survive for only 30 minutes on a deck, which was familiar and safe, rather than jumping into the sea, which would be an adventure with the only possibility to live albeit with the risk of death. Staying for a moment is a comfortable but deadly and leaving for the unknown world is uncomfortable but the only way for survival.
   There is a ‘spiritual point of Egypt and Babylon in our lives’ where we cannot enjoy true freedom but we keep living there, and that makes us stay even though we know we shouldn’t stay any longer. If you want to live as a genuine traveler on a spiritual journey, you should never stay in ‘your Egypt and Babylon.’ Let’s remember God’s words to Abraham and us: “Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you!” 

   2nd Rule for Travelers – Throw Away Unnecessary Baggage
   When the Israelites decided to leave Egypt and prepared for a long journey, how did they pack their belongings? It was a trip that had to be done on foot, without horses or other means of transportation. Naturally, they would have thrown away everything but the most important things and packed their things simple. But while being pursued by Pharaoh's army, crossing the muddy mud of the Red Sea, walking through a wilderness full of heat and all kinds of danger, even these would have been thrown away one by one.
   During their journey from Egypt to Canaan, they must have realized that there were not as many things that could never be thrown away. They would have a new realization that they don't really need that much in life. Throwing away such unnecessary things one by one, they would have gradually changed into true travelers.
   The reason we don't become good travelers may be that we have too many things packed into our backpacks of life. They are too heavy and too numerous to carry on the shoulder or to leave quickly. The body becomes heavy, we become lazy, and we become complacent. What's in our backpacks? Why do we live with so much baggage? That would be the reason the journey is slowing down. Have you already given up on the trip? Let’s remember that there aren't many things that we really need in life. Let’s remember that we are travelers. Let's check our bags and throw away unnecessary baggage.

   3rd Rule for Travelers – Be Prepared for Many Difficulties
   The Israelites had to go through great hardships during their journey. The Red Sea blocked their way, and thirst and lack of food created a serious crisis while passing through the wilderness. The long moving procession became a target for thieves, and as many people moved together, endless conflicts and accidents occurred. Those were really difficult and painful things, but they were things that had to be endured and resolved. There was nothing wrong with this process, but in a way it was quite natural.
   When we face difficulties in life, we often think that something that shouldn’t have happened has happened. But the troubles in life are like waves crashing into the sea. If we must sail, we have no choice but to endure the waves. It is a very natural process for hardships to come along the way, and we must be prepared for it. However, we cannot overcome hardships just by being prepared for them. It's important to believe that there is a planner in our journey, and that there is someone who is with us on every journey.
   In today’s text, we can see that God led the Israelites on their way out of Egypt with the pillar of cloud leading the road during the day and illuminating the road ahead with a pillar of fire at night. The pillars of cloud and fire did not have magical powers in themselves. They were just symbols that God was with them. The pillar of cloud and fire became a source of incredible strength and courage to them whenever they recognized that God was with them. It is important to realize that God is not the one who removes difficulties from our lives, but He is with us in the midst of difficulties. If we have this faith, we will be able to continue our journey toward a land flowing with milk and honey in the face of many hardships.

   4th Rule for Travelers – Don’t Forget Your Final Destination
   If you lose your destination, your journey will be useless from then on. If you don't know where you are going, the journey becomes a wandering from then on. The Israelites also went wildly wandering. You can see that it took 40 years to get to Canaan that could be reached in 3-4 months. Their destination was the land of milk and honey. Whenever they forgot their destination, the road split into tens of thousands of chaos. Whenever they remembered their destination again, a clear trail opened. Although they wandered, they were able to finally enter Canaan because they did not forget their destination.
   Where is our life's destination? To be rich? To get a high position? To be recognized by people? To enjoy life to a ripe, old age? Actually, these wishes are not wrong. But what I can say for sure is that it is not the destination of our life’s journey. So where is our destination? As travelers on a spiritual journey, where is the final destination of our journey that we must not forget? Where is our ‘land of Canaan flowing with milk and honey’?
   ‘A land flowing with milk and honey’ is another metaphor for the Garden of Eden or Heaven. So, where is Eden? It is the base of the original life where God and man were not separated. This is the destination of our trip. It is to be reconnected with the separated God and to live with Him. After Adam and Eve, the first human beings, were separated from God, man's reunion with God became the ultimate goal of the salvation journey and the final destination of the spiritual journey. A journey to the land where we become one with God and live together with God, that is the destination of our journey.

    Wrap Up 
   There is an old gospel called <Wayfaring Stranger>. You would know that. Let's take a quick look at the lyrics of this song.

I’m just a poor wayfaring stranger,
I’m traveling through this world below;
There is no sickness, toil, nor danger,
In that bright world to which I go.
I’m going there to see my father,
I’m going there no more to roam;
I’m just a going over Jordan,
I’m just a going over home.

   We are now traveling. On this journey we will have to face the challenge of just staying down. We will also have to fight the temptation to own more. We will have to endure many hardships and difficulties of life. We will have to be constantly awake in order not to forget our destination. But this trip is not a trip we go alone. Because God is with us as a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night.
   My friends, let's go together. Let's all start a new journey in the new year. Let's move toward a land flowing with milk and honey, the restored land of Eden, and a life where we love more, forgive more, share more, mature, and become more beautiful every day by living with God. Let us cross the Red Sea, through the wilderness, and go over Jordan to our Father's home, flowing with milk and honey. Finally, I hope you will meditate on today’s message once again while listening to <Wayfaring Stranger> sung by Emmylou Harris in a beautiful voice.
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