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 We are in a sermon series titled, Pathways of Renewal.  We’ve talked about 

renewal through listening to God and renewal through alignment with the perfect 

prayers of Jesus who heals in one of five ways.  Today we focus on renewal 

through rebalancing in our lives. 

 

 The parables of Jesus help us to rebalance and reclaim God’s perspective.  

The parables are often among people’s favorite stories in the Bible.  They provide 

drama, humor and common, ordinary images to help us understand the uncommon, 

extraordinary truths of God. 

 

 I like the image of the tiny mustard seed being broadcast and growing up 

strong, abundant and lush.  Imagine the smallest of seeds growing into the largest 

of bushes.  How like God!  This reminds us not to despise small beginnings. 

 

 Leaven or yeast is an image that works well for many of us, especially in 

homes where bread is still freshly baked.  Leaven illustrates quiet, hidden growth.  

Although imperceptible at first, it has pronounced effects in the long run.   

 

 The parables of the treasure and the pearl of great price speak of the supreme 

values of the kingdom.  The kingdom is worth everything we have and all that we 

are.  According to Jesus, the kingdom of God is of incomparable value.  The 

values of the kingdom are among the few things we can take with us to heaven 

because they form part of our legacy and contribute to us fulfilling God’s call. 

 

 This morning I will share a modern story with parabolic lessons for life.  I 

hope it will help you understand some of God’s intentions for your life and for the 

church. 

 

 A few years ago, my wife Jane, our daughter Michelle and I traveled to 

Yellowstone National Park and the Grand Tetons in Wyoming.  We had a 

wonderful time as a family.  We were treated to the sulfurous emissions of 

countless geysers, ate tender bison steak and pan fried, succulent mountain trout.  
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We hiked in the wilderness, saw hundreds of buffalo and elk, and have lasting 

memories of some of this nation’s finest scenery. 

 

 When we arrived at Jackson Hole, Wyoming, at the foot of the Tetons, I 

stopped at the Chamber of Commerce to get some brochures.  I had not known that 

there was white water rafting on the Snake River.  When I discovered this, we 

decided to try it out.   

 

 As usual, I was gung-ho.  Jane also enjoys white water rafting.  Our teenage 

daughter, however, had never been and was a bit reluctant.  After some discussion 

we decided to go if we could get full wet suits to wear.  We hoped for a nice day.  

It was late May; the snow was melting fast in the mountains and we knew the 

water would be cold.    

 

 As morning dawned the next day it was dreary, cloudy and raining with 

intermittent snowflakes.  We were already booked and the guide said they rafted 

rain or shine, so we drove into Jackson Hole.  We donned the wet suits, got on the 

rubber boots and gloves and rode in an old bus with about thirty others to the point 

of departure some fifteen miles to the South.   

 

 The Snake River has only one place where there is white water.  It is located 

where the river runs through the mountains with high walls rising on both sides.  

As we arrived, the sun broke through the clouds and we had marvelous weather. 

 

 The white water was of medium difficulty.  The rapids ran Class 3 and low 

Class 4s on a scale of 6.  We were told to expect some fast water with standing 

waves as high as three to four feet.  Our guide had us sign a release of liability 

form and then told us to say our prayers.  There was nervous laughter around the 

eight-person raft.  Guides often say things like this to help you relax and have a 

nice time.  It usually works if you know how to swim and aren’t afraid of 

drowning! 

 

 The water was a toasty 45 degrees, cold enough to keep a person’s feet 

somewhat numb even in a wet suit.  No one was anxious to fall in after we all got 

our feet wet pushing the raft into the river.  Our guide controlled the basic direction 

of the raft with a set of oars in the back.  The job of the rest of us was to paddle 

together and to do what the guide said.  We first learned to paddle forward and 

backward in synchronization.  Then we were off on our adventure. 
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 The first few rapids were not too difficult.  They had names like “S-Turns” 

and “Three Oar-Deal.”  One was called the “Rope,” a narrow place in the river 

which we had to thread carefully, or risk gashing open the raft on the sharp rocks. 

 

 After each set of rapids, we had to bail out with a 5-gallon bucket.  

Fortunately, there was usually a set of rapids followed by some flat water before 

we came to the next set of rapids.  This enabled us to empty out most of the water 

we had taken on.  All of us took turns paddling and bailing. 

 

 Jane and Michelle were sitting in the middle of our eight-person raft, the 

sides of which were about 18 inches off the water, when we came to a place 

nicknamed “The Big Kahuna.”  It was a roaring three-foot-high standing wave 

which we hit dead center.  The raft bucked as we swooped down in the huge trough 

before the wave.  It seemed as if we paused for a second in our descent and then 

suddenly were thrust upward through the crest of the great wave.  Gallons upon 

gallons of freezing cold, snow melt water poured into the raft.  People screamed 

and laughed uproariously.  Jane and Michelle, who had been on the center seat of 

the raft ended up on the backs, bobbing like apples in six inches of ice water at the 

bottom of the raft.  Other people were tossed on top of each other like a jumble of 

match sticks...all in the raft fortunately.  It was great fun!  

 

 After we got bailed out, it was my turn to rest while someone else paddled.  I 

asked our guide if I could sit in the “cowboy seat” which is in the center at the 

front of the raft.  In the cowboy seat you can see particularly well and can call out 

if there are any hidden dangers such as rocks or logs close to the surface.  In the 

cowboy seat, you hang your feet over the front of the raft and hold on to two ropes, 

one in front of you and one behind you.   

 

 The closest comparison is that of riding a bucking Broncho.  In other words, 

you hang on for dear life!  When the raft pitches forward in the water, you hold on 

tight to the rope in the back or else you will fall out of the raft and its 10 feet of 

rubber and hundreds of pounds of cargo go over the top of you while you get spun 

around underwater like a washing machine on rinse cycle.  Sounds great, doesn’t 

it?! 

 

 When the person in the “cowboy seat” gets pushed backwards by an 

oncoming wave, they hold on to the front rope or they will do a backwards 

somersault on to others in the raft.  Being the adventurous type, I figured that this 



 Rowing and Resting, 4 

 

was the place for me.  We negotiated several rapids with me pitching backwards 

and forwards, holding tightly to the ropes.  No problem! 

 

 Our guide then mentioned that we were coming to a rapid called “Lunch 

Counter.”  Let’s just say it was not named for the place people willingly get out of 

their raft to eat lunch.  It was a long series of tricky class three and four waves. 

 

 I tightened my grip on the rope until my knuckles were almost white.  Our 

speed picked up as we started through “Lunch Counter.”  The guide yelled for 

everyone to stroke as hard as they could on the paddles.  This helped to keep the 

raft going straight downstream and at sufficient speed to punch through the tops of 

the standing waves rather than being upended and swamped by them.    

 

 A moment later I noticed that we were going at a good clip straight toward a 

four-foot tall standing wave.  Four feet may not seem like much until you imagine 

sitting on the floor and a four-foot wall of water towers menacingly in front of you.  

Just as we got to it, the raft felt like it was being picked up and thrown down into 

the trough.  I pitched forward, my face just inches from angry, roiling black water.  

In another instant, we rode up the face of the wave and punched through.  At that 

moment, it was like getting hit all at once with a bathtub full of forty gallons of ice 

water.  It took my breath away as it smacked into me and slammed me backwards.  

Everyone was shouting, paddling and trying like crazy to keep us heading 

downstream. 

 

 I never let go of holding on to both ropes.  But instead of sitting upright, I 

was now on my back, “n” shaped.  I was nearly upside down in the raft, my feet 

over the bow, my head and shoulders being treated to a cold bath by the many 

gallons of water which were now inside the raft and in my wetsuit.  I must have 

made quite a sight because everyone was laughing hysterically.  We went through 

several more waves before I figured out a way to get myself upright.  It was not 

one of my more graceful moments, but it was still great fun!  Miraculously, we all 

stayed in the raft even though different people ended up being pitched onto the 

floor of the raft.   

 

 When we were through “Lunch Counter,” I grabbed the bucket and began to 

bail for the next few minutes.  We were all soaked, laughing wildly and carrying 

on, entirely satisfied that this was a splendid time and we were having a fabulous 

day! 
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 Perhaps you can tell I like adrenalin adventures.  I enjoy doing new things, 

pushing my limits, and seeing what can be accomplished as an individual and with 

a team. 

 

 In life, it is important to have times of stretching like this.  If we are 

never pushed, we can grow up fearful, complacent, apathetic, bored, and lazy.  

We do not discover our full potential without being pushed beyond our limits 

and beyond our comfort zone.  Neither do we ever really shine at anything.  

But this is only one side, one learning from this parable of the raft trip.  

Another realization is that it’s important to have times of rest, periods of 

renewal, relaxation, and respite.  As much as I enjoyed the rapids, the places 

of flat water were also invaluable. 

 

 Sherry Leggett’s excellent article in the church newsletter this last week 

addressed the topic of needing rest and renewal after times of exertion.  I commend 

it to your reflection and implementation. 

 

 The restful, quiet water times in life is where the stream broadens, where the 

risks and dangers decrease, where you do not have to be as alert or cautious.  These 

times are essential to help us prepare for the next series of rapids and stresses in 

life.  The flat-water time is time for bailing out the accumulated water from the last 

rapid.  In life, it is time for sorting out the last chaos or crisis.  It is time to 

unburden oneself, to relax, and get ready for the next experience.   

 

 Unless we do this, unless we use the flat-water times, the slower, drifting 

times of life wisely, we will not be prepared for the next critical event of our lives.  

We may get swamped on the next rapid if we have not bailed out our boat or 

reordered our life during the quieter times. 

 

 What I mean is that we need to take care of the things that are worrying us 

and weighing us down.  We need to take care of unfinished business we have with 

others: a parent, child, co-worker, spouse or ex-spouse.  We need to learn to keep 

short accounts with God.  We don’t want to allow sin and guilt, shame, fear or 

anything else to linger and harden what should be a soft heart. 

 

 Life together in the church is a lot like a raft running a river.  We are all in 

the raft together.  We must learn to listen to and trust the instructions of God who 
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is our guide.  We need to know how to paddle together.  We need to understand 

why it is important to row together or we will find ourselves being swamped and 

maybe even overturned in difficult, challenging times. 

 

 We do not have the option of choosing whether we will go through the 

rapids of life.  They are part of life, part of what we all face as Christians; part of 

what is involved in being the church of God.  The truth is that the rapids are part of 

everyone’s journey, just as the quieter, flat water times are also part of the journey. 

 

 The fact of the matter is that there will always be some who complain about 

the rapids.  And there will always be others who celebrate the rapids.  Regardless 

of your feelings about them, we all face them.  We cannot go around them.  We 

must go through them.  It’s best and safest when we go through them together. 

 

 Wherever the river of life takes the church, I encourage you to have 

confidence that you have been, are and will be guided and protected by God.  God 

is steering the raft of this church.  God knows the river you are on and where you 

are going.  God knows how to help you navigate this river safely and God knows 

how to help you have some fun in the process. 

 

 I had fun riding in the “Cowboy Seat” through those rapids on the Snake 

River.  I would not have been there had the guide not said it was okay.  He knew 

the river.  He knew what was around the next bend.  I could trust him because he 

had been down that stretch of river hundreds of times before. 

 

 Friends, I trust that God knows where God is taking this church, His church.  

He is your guide and mine.  We need to listen to God’s voice and follow God’s 

instructions very carefully.  We have not been on this stretch of the river of life 

before, but God has.  On this trip, you and I have been given a paddle.  Pastor 

David Rittgers and I know how to use these paddles.  Each of us needs to know 

how to paddle.  When we listen to God and row together, we can get through the 

rapids safely and experience great joy in the process.   

 

 Some of you have had to negotiate some white-water times in the past few 

years; white water of sickness, death of loved ones, losses, upsets and 

disappointments.  Perhaps you feel like you are fighting desperately for hope and 

really needing to find firm footing again.  I invite this congregation to willingly 
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come around these persons so that they can experience once again from God and 

from you the stability, safety, understanding and protection they are needing. 

 

 My hope for each of us is that whatever life holds for us, that we will seek 

God and the support and strength of one another to joyfully engage in both rowing 

and resting.  I hope you’ll celebrate when God has safely led you through some big 

rapids.  Having done so, we have a better idea of what we need to do so we can 

make it together safely through whatever rapids the future may hold. 

  

 Perhaps some of you have just gotten into the raft of this church or perhaps 

you have been sitting in the center letting others row on your behalf.  I encourage 

you to ask God, “When is it time for me to take a turn at paddling and working to 

move this church forward?”  Pray first.  Pick an area of interest.  Ask God to use 

you.  Then step forward to volunteer your time and energy.  Use your gifts in 

helping the church.  It truly is rewarding and fun to get involved and be a part of 

something bigger than yourself! 

 

 If you are unsure of what you should do, perhaps you need to try several 

different areas to gain a variety of experiences before you settle on something that 

especially suits you.  If so, be courageous.  Step out and try something new.  

Volunteer short term for some ministry.  Help in the church or community.  

Authentic Christianity calls for personal involvement. 

 

 In the area of financial support, every person is asked to make an 

investment.  Regardless of how much you earn, each person is invited to make a 

meaningful financial contribution.  My family and I enjoy giving to the church 

because we believe in it and what God does through the church.   

 

 God is calling us to venture farther down the river of faith.   Later this 

summer and fall I am sure that the Lord will inspire you and Pastor David to 

explore new opportunities and find fresh ways to minister to one another and the 

community. 

 

 If you are not sure of what to do or how you need to grow, I encourage you 

to spend some quality time in prayer asking God to take you further on the journey.  

Some of you need to learn how to put your hand to a paddle and learn to row in the 

waters of faith.  Others who have been rowing hard probably need to learn how to 
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take time for renewal and rest.  Whatever you did last, you probably need to do the 

opposite next.  If you have been rowing, it might be time for more resting this 

summer.  If you have been resting, it is probably time for rowing.  We need to 

take turns putting our hands to the oars.  No one is simply along for the ride.  Even 

when we are resting, we can be encouragers to those who are working hard.  Some 

of you might even choose to sit in the cowboy seat at the bow and spot rocks and 

other potential dangers.  

 

 I invite you to think about what you have been doing--rowing or resting.  

Ask the Lord what you are to do next.  Ask the Lord how you can best serve the 

church as this point in your life.  We are in the raft of the church together.  Think 

about how, with God’s help, you can you best contribute to moving the church 

safely through the next set of rapids.  As you seek God’s direction, do not be 

hesitant to talk with other Christians whom you trust.  Every one of us has and will 

face challenges.  We need one another’s expertise and commitment to navigate the 

white water of life faithfully and safely.  Through it all, we can trust that God will 

guide us. 

 

 Let us pray.  Dear God, you have promised to be our Guide.  You promised 

in your Word, “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20).  “I will never leave you or 

forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).  You have also said, “Come to me all that labor and 

are heavy laden and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28)  Thank you for these 

assurances.  Thank you that we can trust you to lead us and this church.  We praise 

you for the ways you have led us in the past.  We ask for guidance, courage, and 

strength to follow your direction now and in the future.  Keep us growing, 

searching, exploring, and journeying in faith.  Help us to balance times of resting 

and periods of rowing.  May each of us begin to see more clearly how you want to 

use us, whether we be six or sixty, nine or ninety.  Help us to hear and obey your 

call in our lives as individuals and as a church.  In Christ’s name, we pray.  Amen. 

 

Benediction 

 

I invite you to ask the Lord to show you what rebalancing your life looks like in a 

practical way and may you have the courage to make the needed changes in order 

that you may experience the abundant life of Christ. 


