
Pillar of Cloud, Pillar of Fire 

September 10, 2017 

 

Rev. Joe Gastiger: 

 

 Good morning and, if you’ve been away—taken the summer off—welcome back.  

Welcome back, Kate, and our wonderful choir; now it’s a lot less lonesome up here.  Welcome 

back teachers and helpers and thank you, for looking after our children this term. . . . 

 Rarely do congregations like ours get a chance to dedicate a new steeple, or celebrate the 

work of repairing a gilded cross.  That is why Judy and I have asked Bill and Jane Ann to come 

up today, to speak to the church they served years before us. 

 In our different ways, we will try to say what our spire has   meant, what it represents 

now, and what it may come to mean after we’re gone. 

 It’s a beacon, of sorts—you can spot it from far off, if the weather’s right—that’s partly 

why I wanted to read you this scripture today: 

 

A Reading from the Book of Exodus 

Chapter 13:17-22 

 

 17Now when Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, 

although it was nearer; for God said, “The people may have a change of heart when they see war, and return to 

Egypt.”  18So God led the people roundabout, by way of the wilderness at the Sea of Reeds. 

 Now the Israelites went up armed out of the land of Egypt.  19And Moses took with him the bones of Joseph, 

who had exacted an oath from the children of Israel, saying, “God will be sure to take notice of you:  then you shall 

carry up my bones from here with you. 



 20They set out from Succoth, and encamped at Etham, at the edge of the wilderness.  21The LORD went out 

before them in a pillar of cloud by day, to guide them along the way, and a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, 

that they might travel day and night.  22The pillar of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night did not depart from 

before the people. 

 Hala-l-Badr is a mountain in the northwest corner of Saudi Arabia—a volcano, dormant 

now, but long ago, geologists say, it could’ve thrown plumes of smoke and fire three miles up in 

the sky. 

 Easy to spot if you wandered the desert, even from miles and miles away.  Scripture tells 

us the Hebrews felt some security when they could look out across a vast wasteland and figure, 

“Well, at least, there’s God.” 

 Maybe that’s part of what a steeple does—reassure people as they go by.  Try to explain 

what a church is to someone who doesn’t know.  It is this real estate we set aside for 

communicating with an invisible being we’ll never fully understand. 

 Spires send messages.  I have a friend who lives across from Clinton Rosette, and when 

he wakes up and comes down the stairs, he looks out a window and sees the sun flashing from 

our new copper steeple. 

 He thanks us for that, and, by the way, his family’s Jewish. . . . 

 Fire on the mountain and, yes, an outstretched cross each represent a dynamic 

theology—a God still speaking, not one buried in a book. 

 Ages ago, a pillar of cloud, a pillar of flame, led people to a new of life.  It helped them 

believe that whatever kept moving ahead of them had to be greater than all their fears, poverty, 

doubt.  It had to be taking them all somewhere. 

 In our own time, that cross high overhead says there’s a power greater than you or me.   

Ralph Waldo Emerson once preached, “The task ahead of us is never as great as the power behind us.” 

 Asterisk that.  Later, he said, “What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared 

to what lies within us.” 



 Here’s today’s lesson from the book of Exodus:  When the cloud moved, they moved.  They 

didn’t ask, “Do you want to move?  Because we’re pretty comfortable here, and if we keep traveling on,  some of 

our best people may get madt and leave. . . .” 

 When the cloud moved, they moved—geographically, and theologically.  They realized 

something they hadn’t before.  That’s how our forebears turned against slavery, took up the 

cause of Civil Rights, supported farm workers on strike across the West. 

 One day, enough of us reread our Bibles, asked about this, thought about that—and we 

became an open and affirming church.  

 Please don’t misunderstand:  when it comes to justice, inclusion—whom can we love—I 

am not saying God changes her mind.  I am saying that, over time, if we are listening, God 

changes us. 

 We’ve got to learn from our life experience and each other’s prayers to hear what God 

has to say to us through the Holy Spirit. 

 In last month’s newsletter—I don’t expect anyone to remember this—I tried to say what 

a cross up there reaching out in every direction at once can represent in different faith 

traditions. 

 Clement of Alexandria, one of the first Christian theologians, claims it embraces all the 

possibilities God has created and is creating — for each of us, and for all that is alive.  

 The Qabalah—mystical Jewish writings from medieval Spain—tells us the point at which 

forward and back, right and left, and up and down meet reminds us of the moment time began, 

when  everything burst to being, the moment God whispered “Let there be light”—call it the “Big 

Bang.  

 Islamic scholars equate this cross with the “tree of being,” though a Sufi, Ibn ‘Arabi 

disagrees.  He says it stands for “God’s passion to be known”—in every culture, and in every heart.  



 That’s the one I like most of all.  Think of some day you’re out in the parking on a sunny 

day, and look up.  Before that copper weathers green.  Ask yourself, “Where and when in my life have I 

felt God ache to be known?” 

 God bless you all. 

* 

Rev. Bill Moore: 

 We are delighted and honored to be here this morning to share some thoughts with you 

some.  The three dimensional cross became a symbol for us of Christ’s redemptive love, reviving 

our divided church.   In a way it was like “the cloud” and “the fire” that guided Yahweh’s people 

through the wilderness to the Promised Land. 

In 1991, contentious issues were lingering in this church.  A fourth of the members had 

left just a few years before.  Members were confused and upset about the previous minister’s 

sudden resignation, without sufficient explanation.  Group power struggles, feelings of betrayal, 

political ideologies, conflicts over forms of worship and  the uniqueness  of a clergy couple 

contributed to an uneasy atmosphere.  However, the congregation was blessed with faithful 

men and women seeking to be responsible in a mixed-up world. 

 After numerous earnest discussions of the past and brainstorming sessions on the future, 

we were searching for ways to tie them together.  One day we observed a rainbow encircling the 

church steeple.   The 3D Cross emerged as a symbol for us of God’s way to unify the diversities 

in the congregation.  In a way, it was similar to Moses hearing the Divine Presence coming from 

the burning bush saying, “My name is Yahweh” which means “I am here, really present, ready to 

help.” 

 This understanding encouraged an article entitled, “The Whole Gospel To The Whole 

World, With The Whole Person in the Local Church.”   A diagram of the 3D Cross helped to 

demonstrate how the Gospel’s proclamation of God’s redemptive love in Jesus Christ overcomes 

sin, suffering and the senselessness.. 



Also in 1991, the congregation became aware that it was founded as an antislavery church 

in 1854; and that The Hon. Rev Owen Lovejoy was the leader of the religious, political 

antislavery coalition in Northern Illinois that made significant contributions end slavery. 

Lovejoy declared at the First National Republican  Convention in 1856 that human beings were 

created in the likeness of God, having a miniature God within them, and that their immortal 

souls should not be crushed.   

 For me today the 3D Cross is a symbol of the inexplicable mystery of the Divine Presence 

that holds together the past and the future in the living present.   It is our souls that enable us to 

remember the past accurately in order to be free to intend a just enduring future.  

Hear some foibles of our own Congregational forebears that we often have trouble 

remembering.  They came to have freedom to practice their religion, but then they established a 

religion funded by the state that required fines for non-attendance; and the New England 

ministers in the era of big cotton factories only advocated that slaveowners should be kind to 

those they enslaved. 

In sum, may every religious and every political institution begin to own its own mixed 

history more accurately in order to intend a just an enduring future for humanity! 

In 1954, when the new church building was dedicated to the Glory of God, the guiding 

principle was “The Power behind us is greater than the tasks before us”  Today as we rededicate 

this risen 3D Cross, may our guiding principle be “The Divine Power within us is greater than 

the tasks before us.” 

* 

Rev. Jane Ann Moore: 

       In the winter of 1985 Bill and I drove into DeKalb.  Driving around Clinton Rosette Middle 

school, straight ahead of us was the snow-covered Ellwood Woods, and just to the right, a 

beautiful church in deep snow.  The sun was shining on the steeple and at its very top, a gold 

cross! 



            We learned that the church was started in 1854 by a radical abolitionist, Rev. Horatio N. 

Norton, as an antislavery church.  The minister was a radical simply because he believed blacks 

and whites were equal in the sight of God and should be free.  Eight men and women pledged to 

receive gently those of all races.  Antislavery sentiment grew in northern Illinois and in 1860 its 

people voted overwhelmingly for Lincoln! 

            But after the Civil War racial prejudice in Illinois came alive in a new way.  White 

superiority regained the upper hand.   As many as 100 cities and towns in Illinois put up signs at 

their entrances saying “No Negroes allowed overnight.”  DeKalb was one of these “sundown” 

cities that did not allow blacks to stay overnight. 

            This was still true in 1935.  Two members of this church were the Wiswall sisters. Vera 

taught music at the Normal School and NIU and directed the church choir.  Hazel taught art in 

Cleveland Heights.  Both were graduates of antislavery Oberlin College with its premier Music 

Department.  When a couple purchased the Wiswall home on Augusta Avenue around 1990, 

they found, in the attic, seven boxes of letters the sisters had written to each other!  I remember 

one especially:  In 1935, Vera and Hazel invited the Oberlin College Choir to present a concert at 

this church.  They planned for the students to stay overnight at the Rice Hotel on Third Street. 

But the Rice Hotel refused to admit the single African American soprano student.   Vera and 

Hazel took her home with them.  That solved the humanitarian problem, but did the church act 

politically to correct this injustice against its guest? 

            This prohibition continued until the 1950s, when the real estate interests finally allowed 

two black families to buy plots of land at the edge of town.  In the 1980s, when the NIU Chance 

Program opened, there was still muttering around town. “Why are they here?”  Blacks 

were still not welcome. Just two weeks ago a group of citizens of DeKalb urged School Board 

#428 to hire a firm to investigate certain children to determine if they belong in our schools. 

            The Three-Dimensional Cross is here to give everyone the insight and courage to make 

DeKalb a genuinely Welcoming city.  Opportunities abound.  University Village has a new 

owner.  He has promised to provide $500,000 over the next ten years to find creative ways to 

build a sense of community in University Village and between University Village and its 

neighbors—US!  That’s not much money.  But already a creative group is already trying to figure 



out how white neighbors—like you and me—can become friends with talented African 

American residents of the Village! Can the church extend a welcome? 

The city council voted in August to study the North Annie Glidden corridor and make 

recommendations on how to improve its amenities, services and safety.  The intersection of 

Hillcrest and Annie Glidden is the outmoded point for these five residential sections: (1) behind 

the Old Movie Theatre; (2) fraternity row; (3) Eden’s Gardens; (4) Hillcrest Avenue west of 

Annie Glidden; and (5) University Village. Improving this area would be a sign of welcome to 

many newcomers! 

            The three-dimensional cross leads us to look after our own soul; to care for the well-being 

of our church; and, then to move out beyond ourselves to the political decision-making life of 

the people of the world. 

* 

Rev. Judy Harris: 

 Today we are celebrating and re-dedicating a bright shiny new cross atop a bright shiny 

new steeple.  But it is not really new, is it?  Underneath the new gold paint on the cross are the 

hopes and dreams and prayers of all the members of this church family since it began its history 

163 years ago here in DeKalb.  Your dreams, hopes, and prayers are there too, as are mine.  That 

cross contains more than that, of course.  It also sends a message for miles around.  It proclaims 

who we are: people of God who bring life, light and hope to the world around us. 

 I had the opportunity to be here the day the cross was hauled up to the top of the steeple 

by the very capable workers of Inspired Heights.  Extra rigging had to be put in place to 

accommodate the cross’s nearly eight-foot length.  Two strong men wrestled with it for hours—

nearly a whole day—before it was finally in place and secure.  It wasn’t an easy task, but they 

stuck with it until they achieved their goal.  Now, as I drive to church, I spot the cross from 

quite a distance away; and if the sun is shining, the cross fairly glows! It reminds me in a way of 

the pillar of cloud and fire in the Exodus story letting the Israelites know that God is with them 

leading them into a new future. 



 First Congregational United Church of Christ isn’t doing anything so daring as crossing 

a wilderness into a new land.  But we are moving into a future that is just as unknowable as the 

land of Canaan.  Everyone who writes about church—especially mainline Protestant 

denominations—says that church has to change.  More music, different music, different styles 

of worship, more community outreach, less time in the church and more time helping others 

outside of church doors.  It is hard for me, a member of the oldest end of the Baby Boomer 

Generation, to imagine church too much differently than we offer church here at First 

Congregational.  And yet I agree that there has to be some change if churches are going to 

continue to be a vital part of our communities and our lives.  What that change looks like or 

how we’ll whether it or make it happen,  I do not know.  I doubt that Pastor Joe or the Revs. 

Moore know either.  It is yet an unknown filled with all the doubts and perils of travelling 

through the wilderness. 

 One thing I do know, though, is that the change that needs to come into being will be 

made apparent to us, if we keep our eyes on the goal.  And the goal is to live out who we are: 

people of God who bring life, light and hope to the world around us.  Putting it another way, we 

are “Embodying God’s love for all by living an active faith in service to others.”  

 I hope that each time you walk into this building or drive by on the nearby roads, you 

will look up and see the outstretched arms of the cross pointing east and west, north and south 

inviting you to follow the Christ who teaches about the God of the past, present, and future 

who will show us the way as long as we keep our eyes on the goal.  Amen. 

 

 


