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The Boat

Incredible journeys in little boats! They weave through human his-
tory like living strands that won’t lie down and be forgotten. They 
fire our imagination and stir up our spirit of adventure. We catch 

ourselves reaching for the oars, testing the wind, sniffing the salt air, 
and wondering, deeply, about the voyage of our own little life.

Legend has it that a Celtic saint called Brendan made an epic 
voyage from the west coast of Ireland, reaching America a thousand 
years before Christopher Columbus. Did he really do it? And if so, in 
what kind of a boat? The seafaring craft of the time would have been 
of primitive design, constructed from skins stretched over a wood-
en frame. Could he have crossed the Atlantic in such a fragile lit-
tle currach, or coracle? There was only one way to find out. After all 
the researching and debating, all the calculations and conjectures, the 
only way to be sure was to try to do the same thing. A boat was care-
fully constructed, using only the techniques and materials known to 
have been available at the time, and a second crossing was attempt-
ed. Those who believed Brendan really did it had to put their feet 
where their mouths were, get into their boat, and set sail. They em-
barked upon what became known as the Brendan Voyage.

South Sea folk memory also holds fast to the story that the Poly-
nesian Islands were first visited by adventurers who crossed the Pa-
cific Ocean from the land where the sun rises (South America) more 
than 1,500 years ago, and carried their civilization to the Pitcairns, 
Easter Island, Tahiti, and Samoa. But how? They had no boats! Or so 
it was thought. Thor Heyerdahl couldn’t take no for an answer. They 
may not have had boats, but they had coastal fishing rafts made from 
balsa wood logs. Could such makeshift rafts have crossed the 4,000 
miles or so that separated South America from the Polynesian Is-
lands? For Heyerdahl, the question wouldn’t lie down. And so began 
the Kon-Tiki expedition, in which, with five companions and a parrot, 
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he crossed the Pacific on a replica raft of balsa wood logs lashed to-
gether with ropes, trusting in a flimsy sail and the trade winds to 
carry them to their destination. Their journey has become a legend. 
Like the Brendan Voyagers, Heyerdahl knew that the only way to 
find out whether the incredible journeys of the distant past could re-
ally have happened was actually to get in the boat and sail.

There is something in this willingness to put to sea and discover 
for ourselves whether the old stories can possibly be true that reso-
nates with our Christian journeying. Millions of people believe that a 
special person, with divine power and huge charisma, lived and died 
two thousand years ago, and in some mysterious way still lives on in 
those who believe in him. The evidence is persuasive. But do we trust 
it enough to get in the boat and put to sea?

When I think of Brendan’s little boat, I can’t help noticing its simi-
larity to the vessel I call my life. I too, like you, consist mainly of a skin 
stretched over a rather flimsy framework—not of wood but of bone, 
muscle, and tendon. My “boat” may be slightly better padded than 
Brendan’s, but the design is otherwise much the same. My boat, too, 
is designed for an adventure—a voyage of discovery. It isn’t intended 
to sit in the boatyard all my days, or to bask in safe moorings.

Or, like Heyerdahl’s raft, my life is a bit like those nine balsa wood 
logs, roped together, floating along, often in uncomfortable intimacy 
with the “sea” of my life’s circumstances. He describes the sensation 
of sailing this raft as being “like lying on the back of a large breath-
ing animal,” yet the raft rides the waves with unexpected flexibility 
and resilience.

There is a secret energy in me, too, as in Brendan and in Heyer-
dahl and his companions, that yearns to be under sail and away be-
yond the horizon. I am not just a cog in the world’s wheel. I am a 
living cell in the thrilling dynamism of the evolution of life itself, both 
physical and spiritual. My own boat’s journey will—if I let it—open 
up some new part of the cosmic vision that only my personal voy-
age can reveal. It will, in some mysterious way, take me back to the 
source of my being, and take me forward to who I am truly meant to 
be. Yet I am one of a fleet of millions upon millions of human lives—
those who have already sailed beyond the horizon, those who are 
struggling and rejoicing even now on the high seas of life, and those 
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whose vessels are not yet built, yet wait in tomorrow’s secret places 
for their own tide to carry them into life. And each and every one of 
us has a voyage to make, a vision to discover, a new fragment of an 
old dream to give to creation.

So, do we believe it? Do we believe we are more than a cupful 
of carbon and a few liters of water? Will we put our feet where our 
mouths are, and sail the boat, trusting that such a frail little vessel 
will actually make the distance?

This book is an invitation to just such an adventure.

The shape of your boat
What kind of boat might represent this life we are living? We have 

established that its basic construction is skin stretched over a frame-
work of bone and muscle, and brought to life by an invisible energy 
that begins at conception and keeps us going until we draw our final 
breath. But no two human boats are alike. We are all a fusion of body, 
mind, and soul. We are all created from the matter of the universe 
and enlivened by what we might truthfully call divine energy. But 
built upon these basic properties, each of us is a unique vessel, sailing 
our own course and called to become uniquely who we are.

Our life is like a voyage of discovery. Every moment is an oppor-
tunity to discover something of the mystery of God and God’s desire 
for our personal living and growing. Every day is a chance to discov-
er new ways of cooperating with the coming of God’s Kingdom on 
our planet Earth. The circumstances of our own lives are the vessel, 
and the only vessel, in which we can make this voyage of discovery. 
What is our personal boat like? What kind of vessel might it be?

Reflect
You might like to begin this voyage by pondering the shape 
and function of the particular boat that is you. If you can 
imagine your life, and all you are, as a boat, what kind of 
boat would it be?

Is it, for example, a passenger liner, a cargo boat, a tug, or 
a fishing boat?
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Or perhaps a lifeboat, an explorer ship, a galleon, or a 
submarine?

Or maybe a rowing boat, a sailing dinghy, a racing yacht, 
or a coracle?

Maybe it’s even a canal barge, a man-of-war, an ice-breaker, 
or an ark.

Is it sailing the high seas, or paddling up inland waterways, 
or dabbling around on the pond in the park? All these places 
are equally good and proper places to be, depending on what 
type of boat you are and where your voyage has so far taken 
you.

Is it struggling, or cruising along nicely? Or, more likely, 
an unpredictable mixture of the two?

Are you alone in it, or one of a crew? Are you mainly a 
solitary soul who prefers to paddle your own canoe? Or 
are you a gregarious individual, tending to view your life 
and your circumstances more in the nature of a team effort 
alongside those around you? Just notice. Don’t make any 
judgments.

Simply enjoy a few minutes of fantasy, while you meet up, 
in your imagination, with your boat. This is going to be 
your partner in the adventure of life. How do you feel about 
it? And, of course, the kind of boat you are may well change 
over the course of your life, or you may feel that the kind of 
boat you are varies in the different roles and relationships 
of your life.

Whatever boat comes to mind may be suggesting something 
very specific and personal about the particular ways in 
which God is inviting you to make your life’s journey—
ways that are just right for your personality and within 
your own circumstances.
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The boatyard
Boats don’t just happen. They are made, and the making is a 

skilled and creative task. Your life, likewise, didn’t just happen, what-
ever the particular circumstances of your birth may have been. Long 
generations—indeed billions of millennia—of evolution and growth 
have gone into the making of you, just as long generations of boat-
building skills have gone into the creation of every new vessel.

The boatyard can mean many things. Certainly it is about your 
personal gene pool. The pattern of your becoming was being shaped 
long before any of your known ancestors walked the earth, or before 
human beings walked the earth at all. You have certain characteristics 
that are programmed into your physical and mental being. You might 
like to reflect on what good gifts you feel you have inherited genet-
ically from your forbearers. And notice, without any judgment, any 
less desirable characteristics that have come along with the package.

But the boatyard has to do with more than your physical makeup. 
It has to do with everything that has contributed to making you who 
you are—your parents and family, your own story, the whole human 
story, and the story of the universe itself.

When you reflect on those who are related to you, who have pre-
ceded you on this journey of exploration we call life, you may see 
other kinds of boats. For example, I feel (at this point in my journey 
at least) that my boat is an explorer boat. But when I look back a few 
generations, I can see other vessels in the family fleet. There are sever-
al lifeboats in my boatyard, who have relished the risk of being alive 
and defending the lives of others. And there are a couple of tankers, 
whose main role in life has been to supply the needs of others, some-
times at the expense of their own needs. There is at least one trading 
ship, plying the oceans of the world and probing the boundaries of 
new lands. And, yes, there are a couple of gunboats! How does this 
help me to become familiar with my own boat? Well, some of these 
other vessels from my history will have left their traces on how my 
own boat came to be how it is. It can be fascinating to do a spot of de-
tective work (without becoming obsessive about it) on these traces of 
“otherness.”
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Of course, the boatyard isn’t manned solely by our forebearers, or 
those who share our family tree. What about the people who have in-
fluenced your life significantly? Whether they are still alive, or long 
dead, remember who they were, and notice what gifting—what spe-
cial flavor—they have added to the mix of possibilities from which 
you are emerging. One of my dearest friends is probably a subma-
rine. He goes deep and you never quite know where he is going to 
turn up. Another is a self-confessed coracle, who teaches me a great 
deal about the spirit of pilgrimage. And I was deeply touched by a 
lady who once shared with me her feelings of being a tugboat. She 
was just about to retire from a life of working as a midwife, and she 
was longing to continue to be the kind of person who gently accom-
panies and guides others through the straits of transition and assists 
their rites of passage.

Another thing that the boatyard speaks to me about is tradition. 
Tradition is what has taught us how to become the boat we are, and 
has inspired us with the desire to sail the oceans of life. As we move 
into a closer focus on our spiritual journeying, many of us will find 
that an important aspect of the boatyard is the spiritual tradition that 
has formed and nurtured us. This book is written from roots deep 
within the Christian tradition, though I hope that it will also speak to 
spiritual pilgrims from other faiths or from none. For Christians, it is 
the Christian tradition that has told us the Christ-story, and given us 
the tools to enable us to live it in our own generation. It is this tradi-
tion that has fired us with the spark that makes us long to carry the 
story further, to make it known to others, and to deepen our own un-
derstanding and appreciation of its treasure.

If “tradition” represents a particular faith or denomination for 
you, bring to mind everything that this means for you. The shape 
and function of your boat will have been significantly shaped by this 
tradition. What do you especially value in it? Where, if at all, has it 
served you less well, and perhaps introduced a few kinks here and 
there into your boat?

If you come from a home where no one practiced any form of 
faith or spoke of spiritual matters, everything in the Christian boat-
yard will seem utterly foreign, and Christians you meet will seem to 
share a secret language that means nothing to you, maybe leaving 
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you with the feeling that you have to patch a boat together from al-
most nothing. Don’t let that put you off: some of the most seawor-
thy craft in history have been built exactly like that! This is your boat, 
and your soul’s journey. Let it be whatever it is, and rejoice in it, with-
out trying to conform it to someone else’s blueprint about how boats 
should look.

And if, like me, you are something of a Liquorice Allsort—of du-
bious spiritual origin and uncertain destination—look at the (possi-
bly) many churches or faiths and traditions that have added a pinch 
of their own special qualities into your life and rejoice. Remember: 
no two boats are identical, and all are equally welcome to sail God’s 
seas. Everyone who goes to sea knows both the power and the beau-
ty of the ocean and stands in awe of its mystery. The same is true for 
all who venture upon a spiritual path, whether or not they can name 
the ocean of mystery upon which they embark, or identify a particu-
lar boatyard as their home base.

Yet there is tension in our relationship with tradition, whatever 
shape it takes for us. We may be rooted in it, yet we also know the 
constant desire to move beyond it into uncharted waters. The boat is 
the product of the boatyard and the particular craftsmen who made 
it, yet it is made to sail. We acknowledge, wholeheartedly, our indebt-
edness to all that has shaped us: family, friends, history, culture, and 
spiritual tradition. And we honor that gifting best when we use it to 
journey on.

A spot of maintenance
Just as boats don’t simply happen, likewise they don’t remain in 

good sailing form unless they are properly and lovingly maintained. 
So what state do you feel your boat is in? That question, of course, 
could be a green light for the guilt trip that so often seems to be the 
first recourse for Christians when they stop to think about their jour-
neying. Many of us have overdosed on a sense of sin. Maintenance 
isn’t about standing in the corner of the boatyard waiting for the cane 
to descend. It is about valuing the treasure our boat represents, and 
doing what we can to ensure its seaworthiness. The more we learn to 


