
 

 

Sunday,  October 23, 2022 

  Sermon                                  “Holy Boats”                   Pastor Rhonda 

Scripture:  Jeremiah 29:11-13; Matthew 8:23-27  
 

A few years ago my husband and I took a trip to Alaska. One of our 

bucket list items is to visit all fifty U.S. states, and Alaska was number 

49 for us. As we were traveling back to Anchorage from Denali 

National Park, we made an overnight stop about halfway in between, in 

the little town of Talkeetna. Since we’d planned to spend almost a 

whole day there, we booked a raft trip on the Susitna River with one of 

the local guide outfits. To get upriver to the starting point of our float 

trip, we rode one of the last remaining flag stop trains in the United 

States. It’s called a “flag stop” because the train will stop and pick up 

anyone who stands next to the track and waves a piece of cloth - such 

as a handkerchief, a bandana, a shirt, pretty much whatever is handy. 

This train only runs a couple of times a week, and goes into remote 

areas where there are no roads. For people living on homesteads in the 

back country, the train is the only way to get into town, or to have 

supplies delivered. 

 



 

 

We boarded the train in Talkeetna with our guide, who loaded the raft 

and all the other necessary equipment into a freight car. We chugged up 

the track for several miles, then the train pulled onto a siding and 

stopped for us to get off and unload the gear. There were several other 

tourists on the train, headed farther up river for a speed boat tour, so 

they were a little confused when the three of us got off of a perfectly 

good train in the middle of nowhere. In fact, they looked at us as if they 

were questioning our mental faculties. When I say we were in the 

middle of nowhere I mean there were the train tracks, deep woods on 

one side, more woods on the other side reaching down to the river, then 

more woods on the other side of the river - no doubt the habitat of 

moose, and wolves, and grizzly bears. The other passengers waved to 

us through the windows as the train pulled away. Then our guide 

hauled the gear to the water’s edge, where he began to inflate the raft. 

 

That’s when I noticed that there were holes in the boat! Perfectly 

round, evenly spaced, obviously intentional, holes in our boat. This was 

only my second river rafting trip ever, so I don’t have a lot of 

experience with inflatable rafts. But I was pretty sure that holes do not 

generally help boats to float. I tried not to get anxious. After all, we 

were with a professional river guide, who knows the river, who knows 

the equipment. This should be OK, right? But I couldn’t let it go so I 

had to ask, “Hey, Corbin, why are there holes in our boat?” He replied, 

rather cheerfully, “This is a self-bailing raft.” I said, “Oh!” But I was 

thinking, “No!” And that’s when I started to imagine how I might bail 

myself out of this self-bailing boat ride.  

 

The train was long gone. There was nothing but woods, the river, more 

woods, wolves, grizzlies… How long until the train came back, I 

wondered? Do I have a bandana in my pack that I can use to flag it 

down? If I wave from the shore would those people in the speed boat - 

the ones who already had doubts about the soundness our minds - 

would they stop and pick us up? But there was no way out of it. For the 

whole vacation I had been posting pictures of our trip on social media. 

So I took a photo of the holes in the raft and uploaded it with the 

caption, “This may be my final post.” But, since I’m here to tell this 

tale, clearly I survived our holey boat ride. 
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Of course our guide knew exactly what he was doing. Once the raft 

was fully inflated, I could see that the holes were situated in a low 

gutter that rimed the raised floor of the boat. Any water that sloshed 

into the boat was channeled to the gutter, where the holes let it seep 

back into the river. We and our gear stayed high and dry. We had a 

wonderful float down river back to Talkeetna, seeing amazing 

wildlife, spectacular scenery, views of Alaska you can’t get from the 

highway or the railroad. All of this just goes to prove that if you’re 

willing to get into the boat, you’re going to have an adventure. 

 

Grace Church has been navigating in uncertain waters for over three 

years now. This river produced surprising obstacles, the rapids of 

COVID in addition to the undercurrents of anxiety that always follow 

any kind of pastoral transition. While you have been blessed with 

temporary guides to help steer your course for short stretches of the 

journey, an experienced, settled leader with a vision of Grace’s future 

was needed. Through all of it, this congregation has kept your 

balance, you could even say that you found your sea legs, stayed 

afloat through the turbulence, reoriented your bearings to keep the 

destination in sight and completed the voyage to calling a new 

pastoral leader. 

 

This thing we know as “call” can defy logic. It is a mutual leap of 

faith by a pastor and a congregation, trusting that the Holy Spirit is in 

the discernment process. It’s not unlike getting off of a perfectly good 

train in the middle of nowhere to take a ride in a holey boat. God’s 

call is an irresistible pull on our hearts to travel into unknown 

territory. But in the midst of any hesitation or reservation, we can 

hear God saying, “I know the plans I have for you! Plans for peace, 

not disaster; to give you a future filled with hope.” 

 

The prophet Jeremiah gives us some of our best insight into the 

challenges of following God’s call on our lives. Jeremiah laments the 

loneliness of being called to speak the truth to people who don’t want 

to hear it. His own family abandoned him. People plotted to kill him. 

He considered bailing out, keeping quiet. But Jeremiah tells us his 

attempt at silence produced a “burning in his bones!” In other words, 

he couldn’t not follow God’s call to speak the necessary and 
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disturbing words. Isolation was a common experience of Biblical 

prophets. Their words were unwelcome. Their lives were threatened. 

They spent much of their time adrift on a lonely current, alone in a 

holy boat. Through all of this, their Guide assured them, “The plan is 

not for disaster; the plan is a future filled with hope.” As empty as 

their boats may have seemed, the ancient prophets were not 

abandoned, they were never alone. 

 

Reassuring words like those can go a long way in trying times but I 

am still glad that Jesus had the foresight to invite more than one 

person to follow him into the boat. Jesus knew what the boat was in 

for, but I wonder if the disciples knew what kind of adventure they 

were getting into when they got into that boat with Jesus. I wonder if 

they ever had second thoughts about their decision to follow him in 

the first place. I wonder if they ever looked around searching for a 

way to bail themselves out of their situation, if they wished they had 

stayed on shore and flagged down a ride back to town. If there’d 

been such a thing as social media back in those days, I wonder what 

final thoughts they might have posted to their friends and loved ones 

when the boat hit rough water. I wonder if the disciples noticed that 

they were getting into a holy boat. 

 

When we booked our float trip in Alaska, we were told that the trip 

would run rain or shine. On the day of the outing it was cloudy and 

there was rain in the forecast. Halfway through the trip, our guide 

steered the boat over to a small island where we got out and ate 

lunch. Since the sky was looking a little angrier by then, Corbin 

thought it would be a good idea to put on some rain gear while we 

were on dry land, rather than trying to wrestle it on later in a moving 

boat. He pulled two survival suits out of a dry bag. The suit he gave 

to my husband was a pretty good fit. The suit he gave to me was a 

few sizes too large, so I looked like a blue version of the Stay Puff 

Marshmallow man. Although it never actually rained on us that 

afternoon, it did get cool and breezy, so it was nice to have the extra 

layer of warmth. 
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Hearing our scripture lesson this morning from the Gospel According 

to Matthew, I wonder if the disciples had figured out by that point 

that anybody who gets in the boat with Jesus is in for an adventure. 

There will be rough water and surprise storms. Sometimes the current 

will be so slow you will doubt you are making any progress. There 

will be obstacles hidden beneath the water that will, if you’re lucky, 

only throw you off course, but if less fortunate, have the potential to 

overturn your boat.  

 

If we, like the disciples, allow our faith to shrink in response to 

storms and turbulence, we might be in trouble. Because a shrunken, 

little faith allows us to be so distracted by the holes in the boat, that 

we forget we are in the presence of the living God. We forget that, as 

followers of Jesus, we have a Guide who is not steering us into 

disaster but into a future with hope. Our Guide knows what he’s 

doing; knows where we’re going; knows how to navigate the visible 

and hidden obstacles; knows how to weather the storm. Our Guide 

says, “I know the plans I have for you.” Which means that, rain or 

shine, you will be equipped with everything you need. Which means 

there is a survival suit on board in your size. You don’t have to ride in 

the boat looking like the offspring of the Marshmallow Man and the 

Blue Man Group. 

 

You have done the work and called a gifted, experienced, and faithful 

leader for the next long stretch of the river. He has the skills to read 

the river and probably spot obstacles in the stream before the rest of 

the congregation. It would be wise to heed his advice because he is 

skilled at reading the water and the map. But know that your new 

minister is not our Guide! Grace Church already has a savior, and it’s 

not the minister! Rivers are not static - they meander across broad 

valleys, abandoning old channels and carving new ones through 

uncharted territories, racing and rising during flood stage, and 

slowing to a trickle in the dry season. Your Guide is the one who 

created the river, and is revising the map as you float. Whatever 

comes next, your new pastor will be in this holy boat along with you. 
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It has been my honor to support Grace Church along this last stretch of 

your river journey. And it has been my joy to get to know so many of 

you in what I’ve described as the super deluxe version of the new 

member orientation. I can remember standing at this pulpit for the first 

time and feeling overwhelmed by the size of the sanctuary and the 

number of strangers who looked back at me. But in the past few 

months this space has grown less intimidating and more intimate as 

I’ve gotten to know so many of your faces and names.  

 

This is my last Sunday to preach as your Bridge Minister. I look 

forward to continuing as a passenger and occasional paddler in this 

holy boat of faith and service in Christ’s name, that is Grace 

Congregational United Church of Christ.  

 

May God continue to bless your journey together, no matter what you 

encounter around the next bend in the river.  

 

Amen. 
Pastor Rhonda 

Rev. Rhonda Myers, Bridge Pastor – rhonda@gracechurchvt.org 

Alastair Stout, Minister of Music – alastair@gracechurchvt.org 

Diane Chartrand, Assistant Minister of Music - dchar99@yahoo.com 

Kit Wallace, Church Administrator – kit@gracechurchvt.org 

Lois Jacubetz, Financial Secretary – lois@gracechurchvt.org 
David J. Dean, Minister Emeritus; Alan D. Walker, Minister of Music Emeritus 

An Open and Affirming Congregation 
Phone: 802.775.4301 www.gracechurchvt.org Fax: 802.747.3288 

Grace Congregational UCC ∙ 8 Court Street ∙ Rutland ∙ 05701 

                        Follow us on Twitter@GraceChurchVT   
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