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Reading 

Selection from “After the Flood: A Sermon in time of disaster,” by Rev. William S. 
Nichols, Minister of the Church of the Messiah (now the Unitarian Church of Montpelier) 
from 1920-1933, printed in The Christian Register, February 9, 1928


“We have certainly had it brought home to us very closely in these days that it is the 
spiritual values which are indestructible and enduring. The prompt lending of hands, 
the opening of homes, the willing offering of volunteer work, the cheerful greetings, the 
sympathetic inquiries, the outpouring of gifts near and far, the speedy function of the 
Red Cross, all these are the fruiting of the spiritual tree nurtured in the bygone days, 
and now blessing us in this hour of our need…because we have been spiritual seekers, 
and have in some measure at least followed the spiritual leadership of Jesus; because 
we have cultivated in our hearts and minds the great ideals of brotherhood among 
humans, and kinship with the Divine; because we are, in short, of a certain manner of 
men and women, we have a great foundation, an unyielding rock upon which we can 
build and build again without the slightest danger of destruction. 


When I say re-establish your churches, I am thinking not merely of the temple made 
with hands. I am referring much more to the deep spiritual structure which depends 
upon the loyalty and devotion of your hearts and minds. Be not indifferent worshipers, 
half-hearted supporters, luke-warm believers, but devote yourselves to the real spiritual 
culture offered by your church, and great will be your reward. If in the next decade, 
while the city may be slowly and painfully coming back to its former proud place of 
beauty and prosperity, you can correspondingly increase in your spiritual life, then 
wonderful will be our victory over material disaster, glorious will be our achievements, 
and whole future generations will benefit and point back to these days as heroic 
times.”
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Sermon 

Dear Rev. Nichols,


Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Joan Javier-Duval. I was called to serve as 
the settled minister of the Unitarian Church of Montpelier in May of 2015 and began my 
ministry that August. The name, Unitarian Church of Montpelier, may be both familiar 
and unfamiliar to you at the same time. The Church of the Messiah, which you served 
from 1920 to 1933, voted to change its name in 1979, though it had been popularly 
called, “the Unitarian Church.”


Rev. Nichols, it has been 609 days since we last held a worship service in the 
sanctuary with the congregation present. I do not wish to explain the details of the 
pandemic which has caused us to remain effectively in exile from our beloved 
sanctuary. Let me just say that a virus with potentially fatal ends has been working its 
way through the human population across the globe. I know you lived through a flu 
pandemic just before beginning your ministry with the Church of the Messiah, so you 
have some sense of what we are living through in this moment. While we have made 
some progress with immunization, we will likely never be rid of this virus and how we 
will live with these uncertain circumstances is still unfolding.


You would be pleased to know that this is a vibrant and thriving congregation, and 
Montpelier as a whole is a vibrant and thriving community. The church also draws 
people in from across the region, and now that we are conducting our services and 
other programs on something called the Internet, people are able to be a part of the 
church community who live quite a distance away. (As an aside, I would like to explain 
to you what the Internet is but I fear this would take several more pages of explanation. 
If you could, just imagine that in the future there will be a way for people to see and 
hear one another in real time who are not in the same room. Human ingenuity has led 
to some profound changes since your time.)


You will also be pleased to know that the church building has been maintained and 
attended to with great care over the years. The building at 130 Main Street would, for 
the most part, look familiar to you. There have been some cosmetic changes to the 
interior and there was an additional built in the 1980s for the growing staff and religious 
education program. Through all the physical changes, the building has fostered a spirit 
of communion among the people of the church and greater community through the 
interactions, exchange of ideas, and demonstrations of love held within.
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In my short time as minister of this church, I have experienced the joy of watching the 
congregation dedicate themselves to the nurture and care of one of their children. I 
have experienced the heartache of lighting candles for those we have lost. I have 
experienced the delight of dancing together in the Vestry (which I know you’d prefer we 
refer to as the Social Room).


This building has not only meant the world to those who choose to be members of the 
congregation but also to those in our broader community who have been drawn here 
by world-class music so resonantly played inside these walls; by hospitality to those 
with shared values seeking justice; by a spirit of service that tends to human need with 
love and care.


For so many reasons, this prolonged absence has been heart-breaking. I miss standing 
on the front steps before service on Sunday mornings and greeting people as they 
enter. I miss watching the faces in the congregation light up with a smile and a laugh 
when a joke is made at the pulpit. I miss watching someone’s eyes close and their face 
relax in a shared moment of silence. I miss seeing someone reach for a tissue to dab 
their eyes when overcome by tears of sadness, grief, or recognition. I miss how this 
physical space supports the intangible but deep sense of connection and meaning that 
comes from being in the presence of others who seek to live full lives with open hearts.


I was especially interested in writing to you, Rev. Nichols, because of the consequential 
events of November 1927 that greatly impacted the church and your ministry. I am, of 
course, speaking of the Great Flood.


I understand that you were away during the flood, and your words about the 
devastation are striking. You wrote: “I left a beautiful city with clean streets, houses well 
kept, and a proud, generous people. I returned to a devastated city, with streets deep 
in mud, buildings torn and wrecked, and the people toiling, dirty and sad.”


I can only imagine the shock you felt when you arrived to the church building. A 
building standing proudly since 1865 that had already seen its share of upkeep and 
repairs like when it was raised 16 inches in 1906 and practically fully renovated from 
foundation to steeple.


I have come to learn that the building was severely damaged - a collapsed wall on the 
first floor, furniture soaked and ruined, the vestry left uninhabitable. The building, as I 
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understand, could not be used for services or programs for several weeks while repairs 
were made.


You found temporary refuge at Trinity Methodist Church across Main Street for your 
services, and the children of the Sunday school joined with those of other churches 
while they were unable to meet in our building.


I can imagine the sorrow you all felt at having to carry on the life of the church outside 
of the church walls.


I was moved to read your communication with George G. Davis, Secretary of the 
American Unitarian Association, who reached out to you days after the flood to offer 
the support of the Association. An appeal went out, and the church received a great 
amount of relief funds from congregations across the country. 


From reading your annual report for the meeting held in February of 1928, I gather that 
you were reluctant at first to accept help and that the estimated losses shared were 
low in comparison to the real figures. You describe speaking for a “self-reliant and 
independent people” in your correspondence with the Association. I can tell you that 
the people of the church remain quite self-reliant and independent and asking for and 
receiving help is still a challenging spiritual practice.


In the end, it seems the congregation was quite grateful to receive the support of many 
generous people in rebuilding the church and also assisting the 70 or so families who 
suffered losses due to the flood.


Dorman B. E. Kent, Clerk of the Church, wrote these words to George G. Davis after 
that annual meeting: “Benefits sometimes also follow catastrophies. Without the 
financial assistance freely given by Unitarians throughout the land, our recovery from 
the havoc brought by the flood which swept this valley in November 1927 would have 
been slow indeed. We have all along known that we have friends everywhere but how 
good they could be to us we did not suspect. This affair has bound us strongly to all 
the other churches of our faith and what was done for us by you, by the other officers 
of the American Unitarian Association and by an army of generous contributors will 
never be forgotten so long as any now here shall survive.”


What a wonderful feeling of connection and interdependence you must have all felt in 
the days and weeks following such catastrophe.


Page  of 4 6



You were able to return to worship in the sanctuary on Christmas Eve of 1927 after the 
period of rebuilding and repair. From the Christmas Eve services that I have led in this 
very sanctuary, I can assume that it was quite the joyous occasion when you were 
finally able to gather once again inside this sacred space.


How I long to know when we, too, will be able to open our doors once again and fill up 
the pews of our sanctuary with eager worshippers!


The difficult truth is that we don’t yet know when this will be possible, and when we do 
reopen, the experience will be quite different form 609 days ago.


One reason for the uncertainty is a major undertaking to install a system that will 
exchange used air for fresh air making the air we breathe while we are inside the 
building healthier and safer than it would otherwise be. This kind of project takes time, 
and the current pandemic means we are also dealing with all kinds of factors that can 
cause delays.


As a minister, I am sure you can relate to the feeling of wanting to have better news to 
share with the people you serve, of wanting to bring assurance in a time of great 
uncertainty. Yet, I also do not believe in making false promises, and I am learning the 
great spiritual value in accompanying people through the unknown.


We miss being together in this building that you and many before you and after you so 
diligently cared for and maintained as a place of gathering. Yet, over the past 21 
months of this pandemic, I have also witnessed the ways connections can be made 
and relationships can be cultivated while we are apart.


There’s a song written by two Methodist ministers with a line that goes, “The church is 
not a building, the church is not a steeple, the church is not a resting place, the church 
is the people.”


It is a catchy tune that speaks to our identity and our sense of self as a religious and 
spiritual community. The church building alone does not make us who we are, as 
important as it can be to fostering the feelings and values that shape our purpose.


The sentiment reminds me of the words you shared in your sermon “After the Flood.” In 
that sermon, you encouraged people to re-establish their churches by building upon 
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the spiritual structure of their hearts and minds. The re-building of a house of worship 
was certainly at the forefront of the effort to recover after the disaster, yet you 
encouraged people to look within themselves for the upbuilding of the spirit that would 
bring a sustained sense of recovery and prosperity after tremendous loss.


I know that when we are finally able to return to this building and its sanctuary, we will 
be a changed people in many ways. We will recover the meaning held and shared 
within these walls, and we will also create new meaning with all we have endured and 
learned over our time away from this space and the physical presence of one another.


Rev. Nichols, my foray into our church records has given me a sense of the richly 
meaningful history that holds this present-day community now. It brings me solace to 
know that others before us have endured their own trials and come out of them 
stronger and wiser. Indeed, the care of this building and this community that you and 
those before you and those after you have demonstrated has made it possible for us to 
be the church we are today. 


I do not know if you prayed much, but I ask that you hold us in your prayers in our time 
of waiting. Pray for our patience, for our sustained care for one another and our 
broader community, and for our openness to what is yet to unfold in the days to come.


With the spirit of shared faith,


Rev. Joan Javier-Duval
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