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Opening Words 
Duane Fickeisen 

It has been the tradition of your congregation, since before Judy and I arrived to 
be your ministers 13 years ago, to mark the beginning of the liturgical year with a 
gathering of the waters on the first Sunday after Labor Day. As many of you know, we 
will retire at the end of June, which gives this year’s gathering of the waters particular 
poignancy. 

We will leave with fond affection for you and with confidence in your future. We 
love you, and we love our work with you. It has been and continues to be a privilege to 
serve with you. We will certainly feel a sense of loss and grief. And we will always hold 
you in love. 

After coffee hour this morning, we invite you to come back here where we and 
Anne Gero, who is your President, will hear and respond to your concerns and 
questions. 

The congregation’s mission statement includes the powerful aspirations to 
transform lives and care for the world. It begins, though, with the vision of being an 
“enduring liberal religious community.” A robust and sustainable beloved community 
will indeed endure. 

The founders gave this congregation to the future, recognizing that a healthy, 
organic community would grow in numbers, in spiritual depth, in organization 
structure, and in its influence on the world around us. Of the 94 charter members, 54 are 
no longer members, mostly due to moving from the area or death. And yet their dreams 
for the beloved community live on. We have experienced change before and weathered 
it well. And we will do so again. 

We hope and expect the congregation will thrive through the transition and into 
a new, yet unexplored, and exciting future. 

For the next several months together, we will run the rapids of change. Today 
and next Sunday, in a two-part series, we will use the metaphor of river rafting to 
suggest how to navigate skillfully through the transition and how to equip ourselves for 
the journey. 

This boat is river-worthy and robust. It is strong. If we all hang on and keep 
paddling, the ride will be invigorating, even if at times we all get  wet. 



But first we will gather the waters as we have each year in the ongoing, living 
tradition. A water communion to symbolize the gathering of many into this beloved 
community, each bringing her or his own personality, skills and talents, joys and 
sorrows to pour into the community in acts of generosity and commitment. May it ever 
be so. 

The Gathering of the Waters 
Even though we meet all summer (and this has been a particularly high-

attendance summer, thanks to our air-conditioning), there is something about the early 
Fall that suggests beginning anew.  Regardless of whether we’ve been anywhere other 
than home all summer, regardless of whether you took the summer off from church or 
attended faithfully, today always holds a feeling of homecoming as we celebrate our 
community through the Gathering of the Waters. 

What we are really celebrating is the strength that comes from being together in 
community.  As Geneva wrote in a poem this week, “we are stronger as one than the 
strongest one of us alone. We have reached critical mass.” 

So let us celebrate our strength as a community and our relationship to the wider 
world by pouring together the waters we have brought — waters which symbolize the 
places we have been and the cool refreshment of coming together once again. 

Offering 
From many contributions, we have poured the waters of the world together, 

creating a whole that is much more than the individual parts. In a similar way, we pool 
our offerings of riches to create and support the beloved community. 

Look what can be accomplished when we join our resources as stewards in the 
service of a shared mission. The treasure we offer makes it possible to do and to be that 
to which we aspire. 

Coins in the offering all this month support the CARES shelter for homeless men 
and women, who are sleeping in our basement each night of September. Checks and 
bills support the congregation’s mission through its operating fund. Your offering will 
now be received. 

First Reading from “Flood Stage on the Green” 
 Chuck Morgan 
Chuck Morgan describes a rafting trip down the Green River at flood stage. As the group 
gathered at the put-in site, he writes: 

I had some hesitant thoughts like “Accident reports don't happen if you go 
home.” The four of us agreed to run with the option of pulling out before the gorge. 

The upper section was tough but all was going well so we proceeded into the 
canyon with no exit options left. Above the hardest section we stopped in an eddy to 
discuss the route. Three boaters had a clean run in very big water. 

Mine was not as pretty. I followed the main flow down river left. Hans moved to 
river center to ride the spout through the Nozzle. I followed and as I reached the crest I 
saw the seam of water between two very large holes. I put my boat on line and expected 



to enjoy the ride. When I hit the bottom the boat stalled and I ejected over the front. My 
first class V whitewater swim.  

The river was recirculating me and I had no up, down, forward, or back 
movement. The river pulled me below the surface and Vince could see the top of my 
helmet at river level for 6 or 7 seconds. I broke loose and swam for my boat. 

Out of breath I was just happy to grab hold of it. Hans yelled to get on top. With 
my feet on one tube and my back against the other I bridged out of the water and rolled 
on to the floor. Jumping into my seat I faced a pour-over with a 10-foot drop in Let’s 
Make a Deal rapid. You exit the rapid through Doors 1, 2, or 3. I was headed for the 
rock between Door 2 and 3. I back-stroked furiously as I rode up the pillow of water on 
the rock’s upstream face. At the last minute I slid off the rock through Door 2 and 
passed safely downstream into calmer water. 

Second Reading “Magnets for the Imagination” 
 Tim Palmer 

Rivers are magnets for the imagination, for conscious pondering and 
subconscious dreams, thrills and fears. People stare into the moving water, captivated, 
as they are when gazing into a fire. What is it that draws and holds us? The rivers' 
reflections of our lives and experiences are endless. The water calls up our own 
ambitions of flowing with ease, of navigating the unknown. Streams represent constant 
rebirth. The waters flow in, forever new, yet forever the same; they complete a journey 
from beginning to end, and then they embark on the journey again.  

Homily Navigating the Rapids I: 
 When the Unexpected Arises on the River of Life 
1.  Introduction (Judy) 

Okay, deep breath, everyone.  Yes, we will be leaving our ministry with you at 
the end of this church year — a long time from now at the end of June.  We still have 
plenty of time together, plenty of time to get used to this and have a good year, plenty 
of time to plan well for the future. 

Some of you may have been surprised when you heard the news of our pending 
retirement; others have probably seen this coming for quite a while. We’ve been 
thinking about it for a while ourselves, but couldn’t quite bring ourselves to actually 
make the decision until now, a time which seems well-suited for all of us to invite and 
welcome a transition.  We love you.  It’s not easy to leave. 

As Duane said, today and next week we’ll be talking with you from the pulpit 
about what this all means. Come back here into the sanctuary with your cup of coffee if 
you want to have some conversation with us and Anne Gero, and come again next 
week when our sermon will point out the many resources that will be available to you 
during your transition.  Paddles and lifejackets, indeed! 

Today we’ll address what happens when the unexpected arises on the river of 
life, and we thought that the metaphor of river-rafting was an apt one.  Lots of people 
together in the same boat, cooperating and contributing what they can to get everyone 
safely to their destination. With some surprises, and maybe even a few scary parts. But 
fun and exhilarating! 



So here are some lessons for all of us to keep in mind this year as we launch into 
this new adventure together.  Welcome to the river! 
2.  Somebody Has To Be In Charge (Duane) 

Imagine the chaos of a crowded raft entering the rapids without a leader. 
Fortunately you have skilled and capable leadership. They will have good support from 
the denomination through the transition. The board will meet in a planning retreat next 
month with an experienced UU facilitator to develop plans for a healthy ending of our 
ministry with you and for a successful transition in ministerial leadership.  

Your congregation is  strong. You have a wonderful, dedicated, collaborative 
staff team. With recent work on the building, the facilities have been improved, and our 
finances, while never allowing us to do all that we would like, are adequate and well 
managed. Your programs and support systems are strong. Others in the UUA have 
taken notice of this congregation, and we expect you will attract eager, skilled 
candidates to succeed us. 

Your leadership — Board members and committee chairs — needs your support. 
Please trust them, help them, volunteer and say “Yes!” if it is at all possible when they 
ask for your involvement. Let them know you appreciate their work and their devotion 
to the beloved community and its mission. 

Please don’t sabotage them. Transition times are stressful, and it is important to 
work toward resolving conflicts, not allowing differences to divide the congregation. 
There may be times when you disagree with your leaders. Trust that they have the 
congregation’s best interests at heart. Give voice to differences, and listen to each other 
with respect. Work toward transparency and open communications. Try to set aside 
individual preferences for the good of the whole community. 
3.  If The Raft Overturns, Hang Onto It (Judy) 

Don’t strike out on your own if something happens that you don’t like.  This is 
YOUR raft, YOUR church community.  There are lots of loving folks who want you 
among them and who value what you have to offer.  They need you, and they’ll be 
reaching out to pull you back on board.  Stick around for the ride. 
4.  When It’s Time to Paddle, Paddle; When It’s Time to Rest, Rest. (Duane) 

There is plenty of work to do through this year and beyond in the transition. 
When your leaders ask you to paddle hard, give it all you’ve got, knowing that every 
effort matters, and trusting that it will all be worthwhile. The more you put into your 
congregation now, the more you can expect to get out of it. 

And when it is time to rest, rest well, because no doubt you’ll soon be asked to 
paddle hard again. We will celebrate and play in the months ahead, hopefully with a 
good balance between ending and beginning. 

Expert players in chess recognize the importance of playing the endgame well, 
with the goal of finishing the game with dignity for all the players and with enough 
energy to begin the next game. That means staying focused on the objective and not 
being distracted by the opportunity to wipe out an opponent’s entire team. 

A good ending will enable us all to celebrate what we have accomplished 
together, forgive each other for the ways we have let each other down, and to recognize, 



name, and grieve the loss. Seldom can we ignore the work of forgiving and grieving 
without it returning to haunt the future, but if we do it well, all of us can move forward 
with positive anticipation of what comes next. 

And that means we’ll need to balance rest and work. 
5.  Wear Your Life Jacket (Judy) 

I hope that you have a spiritual practice that you can use to sustain you in the 
months ahead. If you don’t have one yet, this would be a good time to find something 
that you can rely on for regular renewal and clarity. I know that some of us pray, some 
meditate, some do yoga.  Some of us might have a sustaining spiritual practice but not 
realize that’s what it is — you write poetry, you take pleasure in the world by going for 
walks and taking photographs, you lose yourself in a craft project, you exercise 
regularly. 

Think about what keeps you balanced, and make it a regular practice this year. 
This can be a wonderful year of growth and learning, and wearing that life jacket of a 
spiritual practice can keep you focused and moving forward. 
6. Expect to Get Wet (Duane) 

It’s impossible to imagine running significant rapids without getting soaked 
from time to time. That’s why it’s called whitewater, after all. There will be spray in our 
faces and the occasional big wave. 

As we have done so often over these past 13 years, we will again be breaking 
new ground, running rapids we have not experienced before, creating precedents for 
the future of the congregation. It is impossible to know in detail what the whole journey 
holds for us. Surprise awaits, no doubt. And wouldn’t we be a bit disappointed if it 
didn’t? 

When the big waves come, we’ll come up sputtering and shouting and grab the 
bailers. We might as well enjoy the thrill of the unexpected as our adrenaline gets 
pumping. The cold splash in your face will serve to keep you awake, alert, and focused 
on the here and now. 
7.  If You Fall Out, Don’t Lead With Your Head (Judy)  

One thing I know from friends who are river-rafters is that if you fall out and 
find yourself propelled downstream by the force of the water, don’t lead with your 
head!  You want to be able to see where you’re going and keep your feet in front of you 
so that you can navigate your way to safety and your friends can pick you up. 

Personally, I kind of like the idea of leading with your heart.  Remember what 
you love around here, and pay attention to that.  Of course you want to be smart about 
figuring out what to do, but you can’t go wrong by loving each other and being kind 
and respectful.  Lead with your hearts… 
8. Keep the Destination in Mind.  (Duane) 

Look ahead. Scout the territory and keep the purpose and the mission in mind. 
While you may not be able to know where every boulder lies nor where every side 
channel leads, you have a solid mission that offers guidance in the journey toward 
creating and sustaining the beloved community. 



Imagine together what a bright future there might be for your congregation just 
around the bend, the resources and fresh ideas that a new minister will bring, and the 
still unrealized potentials for transforming lives and caring for the world. 

Keep the congregation robust and healthy, make sure it has adequate resources, 
and care for your leaders and staff so that you will attract a great minister and be ready 
to welcome her or him as you embark on the next chapter in the life of your 
congregation. 
9.  Don’t Panic.  Enjoy The Ride! (Judy) 

Every summer when we install our new Board of Trustees, we suggest some 
guidelines that will help them to be good leaders of the congregation.  One of these 
guidelines is “shun panic.”  

This goes for all of you.  Of course you will be feeling some loss and uncertainty 
about what lies ahead, but there is nothing to panic about. Don’t lose track of your own 
knowing that this is a great congregation; remember what drew you here in the first 
place.  

And remember the words that we all say together whenever we hold an 
Ingathering of new members:  we pledge to be a community in which we can honor all 
that life brings to us. 

So enjoy the ride — allow yourselves to be excited, scared, surprised, exhilarated.  
And have fun!  A great adventure awaits you!  Enjoy it! 

May it be so.  Amen. 

Choir Anthem  There’s a River Flowin’ in My Soul  

Closing Words  “No Rushing a River” 
 Jeff Rennicke, River Days: Travels on Western Rivers 

There is no rushing a river. When you go there, you go at the pace of the water and that 
pace ties you into a flow that is older than life on this planet. Acceptance of that pace, 
even for a day, changes us, reminds us of other rhythms beyond the sound of our own 
heartbeats. 
 


