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				Introduction

				… for the earth will be full of the knowledge of [the glory of] the Lord

				as the waters cover the sea. (Isaiah 11.9; see also Habakkuk 2.14)

				Perhaps you have been puzzled by this verse from Isaiah, and the similar verse in Habakkuk 2.14? On one level the meaning is obvious: according to Isaiah 11.9, at some point in the future people will fully know the presence of God and live in the light of that knowledge: in justice, peace, righteousness, and holy fear (cf. 11.2−5), so that there is harmony between species (cf. Isaiah 65.17−25).1 In Habakkuk 2.14, it is the glory of God − his splendour, power and majesty, but also his awesome presence − that will be acknowledged throughout the earth. But on another level it contains a mystery: what does it mean for the waters to cover the sea? Surely the waters are the sea?

				We shall return to the meaning of these verses later. For now it serves as a starting point for outlining what we are attempting to do in this book. The aim is to examine what the Bible says about the sea, hence the ‘Blue Planet’ of the title. We have found that the passages concerned with the sea challenge our thinking about God’s relationship with this important part of his creation and how he might feel about it, hence the ‘Blue God’ part of the title. Much of what the Bible says regarding the sea seems mysterious at first sight, but this forces us to reflect more carefully on its message. Even more, that very process will challenge our thinking on many issues that we as human beings face in today’s world.

				Little has been written on the Bible’s view of the sea. Traditional scholarship has tended to see the Israelites of the Old Testament as somewhat divorced from maritime concerns (with the possible exception of the story of Jonah). However, as we hope to show in what follows, this approach neglects the large amount of Old Testament material on the sea. New Testament scholarship has paid a little more attention to this topic, not least because Jesus recruited fishermen to be his disciples and spent some time in boats on the Sea of Galilee. In addition, Paul’s missionary journeys involved Mediterranean voyages and both Jesus and Paul experienced storms at sea. Despite this, there has been nothing written that looks at both the Old and New Testament material on the sea as a whole. This book attempts to remedy that lack to some degree.

				The book came about because one of us (Meric) is an oceanographer and goes to sea to carry out research. In reading the Bible he became aware of the wealth of material on the sea but found that biblical scholars had written little on this subject. He enlisted the help of a biblical scholar (Rebecca) and initiated the ‘Sea in Scripture’ project at the Faraday Institute for Science and Religion (where he was the Associate Director at the time). The outcome of this research is to be twofold: both this book and a more academic monograph. The book has resulted from our growing conviction as we studied the topic that the biblical material on the sea provides a ‘lens’ through which we may be challenged about our attitudes and behaviour – essentially, how we are to live in what the Bible understands to be God’s world.

				The Bible is the product of a faith community and written for people of faith. As such, it seeks to elicit a response and to effect changes in people’s lives. If study of the Bible evokes in us a desire to respond to God and to live our lives in the light of his character and purposes both for us and for his creation then it will have fulfilled its purpose. It is our conviction, though, that it can offer provocation and challenge, vision and hope, to anyone, regardless of their personal beliefs. Its call to justice and integrity, love and responsibility in our conduct towards others and to the rest of creation (among other virtues) can speak to all of us. In addition, as an ancient text, even the most recent parts of which are not much less than 2,000 years old, it offers a window on to a way of living and perceiving the world that is far removed from the modern Western, individualistic and largely urban perspective that we inhabit. This cultural gap can enable us to re-evaluate some of the often unreflective assumptions that motivate our responses, not least in relation to some of the most pressing modern issues that demand our attention; these will be considered in what follows. Our hope is that readers will be provoked and challenged by what follows and then respond accordingly. If that happens, then the book will have achieved its aim.

				Note

				

				
					
						1 The converse of the idea that peace in creation results from righteousness is reflected in Leviticus 26.22, in the notion that human disobedience will result in attacks from wild animals.

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				1. The Sea and Salvation

				When we tell people what we are working on – that is, what the Bible says about the sea2 – it often elicits the same reaction: ‘The people of the Bible didn’t like the sea, did they? They were afraid of it.’ It is true that there are indeed some passages in the Bible that portray the sea as terrible and threatening, but this is only one facet of a much more diverse picture, hence this book. In particular, at the very beginning of the Bible (Genesis 1.10) God gathers the waters and calls them seas, and ‘God saw that it was good’. He then (Genesis 1.21) populates the ocean with creatures and again sees that it was good. Our conviction, as expressed in this book, is that the sea is a good part of God’s creation and what the Bible says about it has relevance to us today. 

				Interestingly, in the Gospel accounts we find that a large part of Jesus’ ministry, especially the early part, was centred on the Sea of Galilee and surrounding districts (as in Mark 1–8). Additionally, at least one post-resurrection encounter between Jesus and his disciples is described as occurring by the Sea of Galilee (John 21.1−14).3 It is also well known that several of the disciples chosen by Jesus to follow him were fishermen, who were henceforth called to fish for people (Matthew 4.18−22). So it is apparent that Jesus was familiar with the sea and the creatures in it as part of his daily life,4 a fact that is often overlooked or unacknowledged and which this book seeks to re-emphasize.

				We begin by looking in this chapter at one of the major themes in the Bible − salvation − and how that is linked to stories of the sea. Being alone and vulnerable on the wide sea can create a sense of mortality and dependence on God that is seldom replicated elsewhere. In some cases, this can even provoke a total re-prioritization and change of life. However, in the Bible, salvation at sea also often marks a new beginning, as we shall see.

				The sea and salvation

				If you were asked to name stories from the Bible involving the sea, the chances are that the top five to come to mind would be Noah’s Flood (which, strictly speaking, is not really about the sea),5 the crossing of the Red Sea during the Exodus, Jonah and the ‘big fish’, and Jesus’ miracles of stilling the storm and of walking on water. The first thing to note is that, in all of these stories, the main protagonists voluntarily take to the sea. For Noah, the Ark was the only safe place to be in the oncoming Deluge (Genesis 6—9), and it became an early symbol of the Church − a safe haven, holding God’s chosen people and protecting them from the chaotic world outside. Jonah somehow imagined he could escape God’s call by being shipped to the other end of the known world. Of course, he could not − but he certainly did not dismiss the idea of taking to the sea, and viewed it as a way of escape (Jonah 1—2). Amazingly, the Israelites fleeing Egypt headed straight for the Red Sea (Exodus 14), only to experience the key act of salvation that formed them as God’s people and which became a fundamental aspect of their national story and religious identity. It is the event that remained at the heart of their faith and hopes for the future. For Jesus and his disciples, the Sea of Galilee was a constant scene of their activity, and crossing the lake by boat (or on foot!) was an easier, and more obvious, way to travel than walking round the shore (Mark 4.35−41, 6.45−52 and parallels in other Gospels). 

				Nonetheless, this is not to say that the sea is always a safe place to be in these stories: salvation from the sea is a common theme throughout these accounts. In the case of the story of the Flood, strictly speaking (and actually quite importantly), although the waters covered the earth and hence were quite sea-like, the sea is not mentioned. Water poured out through the windows of heaven (as rain) and the fountains of the deep were opened so that water welled up from beneath (like rivers and streams). In other words, its causes were like those of other floods experienced in the ancient world − excess rain and overcharged rivers − but now on an unimaginable scale. What is made clear is that the Flood was a divinely instigated event, prompted by the wickedness of humanity, or the corruption of ‘all flesh’:

				5The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. 6And the Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 7So the Lord said, ‘I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have created − people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.’ (Genesis 6.5−7)

				

				11Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence. 12And God saw that the earth was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth. 13And God said to Noah, ‘I have determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence because of them; now I am going to destroy them along with the earth.’ (Genesis 6.11−13)

				The Ark, however, was the means of saving the chosen few −righteous Noah and his family − together with representatives of all non-aquatic species, in order that it might cradle life through the Flood and provide a basis for a new beginning. 

				The saving of a chosen people (though now more numerous) is also the basis of the Exodus story, as also is the idea of a new beginning. This is the moment when the people cross out of Egypt, escape their Egyptian masters for good, and are forged together under God as his people, and he as their God. The sea is obedient to God − being piled up or dried (depending on the version you read) in order to let the people pass through, and then overwhelming the Egyptian enemy (Exodus 14.13−31).

				In the case of Jonah, this is a story of the wouldn’t-be prophet being saved from himself, in order that the Ninevites might be saved. The book of Jonah is full of parody and surprise, constantly reversing stereotypes: the Israelite prophet, who does not understand or respond to God, is sent to warn the inhabitants of a wicked foreign city to expect divine judgement for their sins, and finds (contrary to his expectations, and perhaps ours too) that they, unlike him, respond with faith. He knows God is concerned for Nineveh, but somehow imagines that he can flee from him by leaving Israelite soil. He confesses to the mariners that he worships ‘the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land’ − and is apparently unaware of the irony of this, whereas their much more perceptive response is to ask fearfully, ‘What is this that you have done?’ He had expected to be safe from God’s call on board ship, and indeed he even slept through the storm till the captain woke him, despite the fact that everyone else was crying out to their gods. However, when he is cast into the water, when we imagine all will be lost, that is when salvation comes, in the form of the ‘big fish’. Of course, it not only saves Jonah from drowning, but miraculously transports him back to dry land.

				The theme of salvation is very clear in respect of the stilling of the storm (Mark 4.35−41). Here, the people crying out for help are the core group who will form another new start for humanity − not the few chosen ones surviving the Deluge (as in the case of Noah and his family), nor the chosen people of Israel (as with the Red Sea crossing), but Jesus’ disciples.6 These were the people who would be the foundation for the Church and a new era of God’s engagement with a differently constituted people (Acts 1—2). In the story of Jesus walking on water (Mark 6.45−52), the ability to stride across the waves is the feature we tend to latch on to, but actually the setting is a stormy sea, and the disciples’ fear is associated with their peril, not simply their awe and alarm at Jesus’ appearance. Again, he stills the storm.

				In each case, then, salvation occurs at sea. However, at the same time something important happens at sea or on the sea,7 and a new beginning is made. Noah was saved not from the sea, of course, but from destruction and the eradication of most of creation as a result of human sin. The outcome was a fresh start for creation and a new relationship with God.8 At the Red Sea, the water was an instrument of God’s judgement again, as the waves destroyed a hostile army led by Pharaoh, who had caused suffering to the chosen people and attempted to thwart God’s purposes. This enabled a new beginning, the transition from slavery to freedom as the people of Israel journeyed to the Promised Land. For Jonah, in the sea he lost his sense of self-determination and independence from God, and learnt about the scope of divine power, and about obedience. When he emerged from the fish, he accepted his call and went to Nineveh to deliver the message with which he had been commissioned. The disciples understood on the sea that God alone could control the wind and waves: it was a moment, then, that revealed Jesus’ identity and that addressed their lack of faith. In each case, a ‘sea-change’ is effected.

				However, the story of danger and new beginnings through water (if not the sea) is not only confined to the Bible. It came to be expressed in due course on an individual basis through baptism: the believer is understood to pass through the waters of death, dying to sin and being born again to new life in Christ (Romans 6.1−4). Here salvation is spiritual (though ultimately physical at the resurrection), and thus is distinct from the judgement enacted against corruption on the earth through the floodwaters of the Deluge, or from the destruction of evil powers at the Red Sea,9 or from the stilling of physical waves at the Sea of Galilee. 

				It is a marked feature of modern life that we are reluctant to pass moral judgement, to talk about sin or to think of being saved from evil, and we tend to find the idea of judgement problematic. However, if we return to the biblical references to the sea, these help us to understand that the objects of our fear or the problems that we need to address are not confined to ‘sin’ in a purely theological sense, nor are they always embodied in other people, or indeed in ourselves − though they often are found here, at least in part. The sea in the passages we have looked at represents life-threatening danger, but not necessarily moral danger.10 Rather, the stories concern fear followed by salvation from the source of that fear. The Red Sea crossing is associated with escape from the terrifying threat of the pursuing Egyptian army, whereas Jesus’ stilling of the storm or walking on water represents his power over the natural forces of wind, sea and storm, despite the panic they induced in the helpless disciples. For Jonah, taking to the sea reflected his fear (or abhorrence) of his mission and desire to escape God’s call. By reading the biblical passages relating to the sea, we too can gain new insights into many of our deepest worries and fears.

				This book

				References to the sea are not merely confined to questions of fear and salvation, significant as these issues are. This book explores a wide variety of themes that emerge from the study of the sea in the Bible, ranging from the impact of the sea on spirituality, to the ocean as a sacred space itself; from the relation of God to his creation as seen in respect of the marine environment, to our own, human, impact on its manifold life. As the sea has for millennia been a crucial vehicle for trade and migration, biblical allusions offer much material for reflection on economics, trade and the movement of human populations. However, one of the most profound contributions of biblical thinking on the sea is metaphorical, for the sea can represent the unleashing of great chaotic forces beyond our control. Biblical evocations of the threat of the sea destabilizing the very world order speak powerfully to modern fears of the chaotic: terrorism, pandemic, climate change, nuclear disaster, and individual or collective annihilation. 

				This book, then, touches on some of the most fundamental issues for our time, such as economics, migration and climate change, but it also offers perspectives on some of the most enduring questions for humanity: those of meaning and purpose, of our place in the world, and the need to allay our fears and seek stability despite threats to the status quo. Biblical passages concerning the sea provide challenge and provocation in our thinking about our relationship with God, with creation and with the creatures in it. The following chapters focus on the most important themes that have emerged from our study of the Bible:

				
						The profound effect the sea may have on spirituality (Chapter 2).

						The relation of God and humanity to the life of the sea (Chapters 3 and 4).

						The sea as a space that has a sacred quality (Chapter 5).

						The sea as ‘chaotic’ and dangerous, but also vulnerable and in need of protection (Chapters 6 and 7).

						Economics, trade and travel on the sea (Chapter 8).

				

				The chapters address different aspects of the Bible’s view of the sea, but in each case we link the biblical material to current issues that directly or indirectly affect all of our lives. We seek to bring biblical insights to bear on contemporary problems, with results that are at times surprising and thought-provoking. We hope that this will evoke in the reader the same response as it does in us: how should we then live?11 The final chapter, ‘Blue Planet, Blue God’, seeks to bring together the themes and understanding gained to give a holistic picture.

				Each chapter begins with a brief look at a relevant biblical passage, then draws on the current scientific understanding of the ocean, before returning to examine the relevant biblical material in more detail. The book does not aim to be comprehensive; rather, we have selected aspects of the Bible’s perspectives on the sea that we think are interesting and less well known and that are likely to stimulate thought and action. To aid in this, each of the main chapters ends with a Key Message, a Challenge, some questions for Reflection and Discussion, followed by some thoughts on Action that could result. We want you, the reader, not just to find the book intellectually stimulating (though hopefully it is), but also to respond to its impetus to live life more in line with what we understand to be God’s intentions for his people and his creation.

				In this chapter, we started with the idea that the sea can represent what we fear, and emergence from it represents salvation. It is hoped that the following chapters will take you on a journey to confront some of today’s pressing concerns, and that our route will help you navigate a way through. However, we also want to leave you with a sense of delight in the sea, and a conviction that it is an important and valuable part of God’s creation. We hope that this journey will evoke in you, the reader, the same response as it does in us: a desire to preserve and treasure this wonderful, fearsome and vital part of creation, but also a wish to allow ourselves to be challenged by biblical perspectives on the sea. These perspectives, we believe, connect with many other aspects of our lives, and invite us, above all, to live in the light of the sea. Perhaps it would be appropriate to begin with the prayer of St Brendan the Navigator12 as we embark on this exploration of the sea in the Bible:

				 Shall I abandon, O King of mysteries, the soft comforts of home?

				 Shall I turn my back on my native land, and turn my face towards the sea?

				 Shall I put myself wholly at your mercy,

				 without silver, without a horse,

				 without fame, without honour?

				 Shall I throw myself wholly upon You,

				 without sword and shield, without food and drink,

				 without a bed to lie on?

				 Shall I say farewell to my beautiful land, placing myself under Your yoke?

				 Shall I pour out my heart to You, confessing my manifold sins and begging forgiveness,

				 tears streaming down my cheeks?

				 Shall I leave the prints of my knees on the sandy beach,

				 a record of my final prayer in my native land?

				 Shall I then suffer every kind of wound that the sea can inflict?

				 Shall I take my tiny boat across the wide sparkling ocean?

				 O King of the Glorious Heaven, shall I go of my own choice upon the sea?

				 O Christ, will You help me on the wild waves?

				Notes

				

				
					
						2 This book arises from a project at the Faraday Institute for Science and Religion, entitled ‘The Sea in Scripture’.

					

					
						3 Also known as the Sea of Tiberias or Lake of Gennesaret.

					

					
						4 He is even portrayed as looking to the sea to meet his needs in the provision of the money for the temple tax through a coin in the mouth of a fish (Matthew 17.24−27).

					

					
						5 There is no mention of the sea in Genesis 6—9, except once in relation to the ‘fish of the sea’ (9.2). Instead, the Hebrew uses a very specific word, hammabbûl, which is translated ‘the flood’ in English versions of the Bible. This term, with just one exception, only occurs in relation to the deluge of Noah’s time, even though there are many other more common expressions that might have been used to describe rain, flooding, rivers, and the sea. In order to understand its meaning better, we need to look at the other occurrence of this word, in Psalm 29.10, where God is described as being ‘enthroned over hammabbûl’. In this instance, it is clear that the term describes the waters held in heaven, which were understood as the source of the rain. (There was also thought to be a related water source under the temple, which fed the streams and other watercourses from beneath.)

						When we look back at the story in Genesis 6—9 more carefully, we find that the Hebrew refers not to ‘a mabbûl’ but to ‘the mabbûl’, suggesting that a particular object is in mind, not just an event or usual weather phenomena. Second, the ‘flood’ is something ‘brought on the earth’, suggesting that it previously existed prior to this time, but at some remove from the earth and then brought down upon it. Both of these considerations fit with the meaning of the word in Psalm 29, as a celestial reservoir that was ‘brought down’ to flood the earth. If we look more closely at Genesis 7, we find that although it mentions rain (vv. 4, 12), something more fundamental is happening than pluvial flooding. According to v. 11, ‘on that day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened’. In other words, the ‘deep’ beneath the earth was released on to it to flood it from below, and water was likewise disgorged from heaven above. Scholars have noted that this reverses the separation of the waters above and below the earth that was described as happening on the second day of creation. This is not just a ‘flood’ but, like the destruction of all life on earth, reverses creation itself.

					

					
						6 Note too that the disciples were chosen by Jesus (Mark 3.13−15), just as Noah and his family and Israel had been chosen by God.

					

					
						7 Of course, Jesus and the disciples were on the Sea of Galilee, technically a very large lake (Luke uses the term for a lake in his Gospel). Nevertheless, in a small boat, a storm on a lake can be just as terrifying as being in a storm on the open ocean in a somewhat larger ship, as in the case of Jonah on the Mediterranean.

					

					
						8 After the Flood, God institutes a new covenant with humans and with the wider creation (Genesis 9.1−17; note the echoes of the Genesis 1 creation story).

					

					
						9 Though note that Paul in 1 Corinthians 10.1−2 uses the passing through the Red Sea as a metaphor for baptism.

					

					
						10 Certainly, the Flood is the means of destroying a corrupt world, but it is in many ways the exception that proves the rule. Unlike the sea in the other stories considered here, it is a uniquely generated instrument of divine punishment for a specific purpose – one that God solemnly promises never to repeat (Genesis 9.8−17). Nor is the Flood to be confused with the sea itself, which has its rightful place in a good and well-ordered creation.

					

					
						11 To plagiarize the title of one of Francis Schaeffer’s books.

					

					
						12 St Brendan (c. 484−c. 587) was an Irish monk, a traveller and a founder of monasteries. On his first voyage he travelled to islands off Scotland and to Wales and Brittany, founding monasteries on the way. He is famous for his second voyage, which lasted seven years and is described in the ninth-century Voyage of St Brendan (Navigatio Sancti Brendani). He claimed to have discovered a new island in the far west. It is thought he may have gone as far as Iceland, Greenland and even North America, well ahead of the Vikings in the tenth century and Christopher Columbus in 1492. Various versions of the story may be found in W. R. J. Barron and G. S. Burgess (eds), 2005, The Voyage of St Brendan: Representative Versions of the Legend in English Translation (Exeter: University of Exeter Press). The possibility that St Brendan reached North America was tested successfully by Tim Severin, who built a boat similar to that used by St Brendan, and sailed it with a small crew from Ireland to North America, via the Faeroes, Iceland and Greenland (see T. Severin, 1978, The Brendan Voyage: Across the Atlantic in a Leather Boat, London: Hutchinson & Co.).

					

				

			

		

	
		
			
				2. The Sea and Spirituality

				God of the storm

				Close encounters with the sea can have a profound effect on a person’s spirituality, influencing their understanding of the world, themselves and God, and of the relationship between all three. Probably most impactful is the sensation of feeling out of place on the waves, particularly in the experience of being caught out in a storm. In such a situation, seafarers are powerfully impressed by a sense of helplessness, of knowing what it is to be dependent on forces beyond themselves and (in many cases) on God. Within a biblical context, this is described in Psalm 107.23−32:

				 23Some went down to the sea in ships,

				  doing business on the mighty waters; 

				 24they saw the deeds of the Lord,

				  his wondrous works in the deep. 

				 25For he commanded and raised the stormy wind,

				  which lifted up the waves of the sea. 

				 26They mounted up to heaven, they went down to the depths;

				  their courage melted away in their calamity; 

				 27they reeled and staggered like drunkards,

				  and were at their wits’ end. 

				 28Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble,

				  and he brought them out from their distress; 

				 29he made the storm be still,

				  and the waves of the sea were hushed. 

				 30Then they were glad because they had quiet,

				  and he brought them to their desired haven. 

				 31Let them thank the Lord for his steadfast love,

				  for his wonderful works to humankind. 

				 32Let them extol him in the congregation of the people,

				  and praise him in the assembly of the elders. 

				(Psalm 107.23–32)

				The starting point of going down to sea in ships, ‘doing business’ or ‘working’ on the great waters, reflects the preoccupations of everyday human commercial activity. However, once caught in a storm, these people know their dependence on God and ‘cry to the Lord in their trouble’ and deep distress. Interestingly, the biblical author understands God as responsible both for the storm and for delivering the sailors by calming the very waves that he had earlier lifted up. The storm itself is not depicted in a negative way. It is not a punishment or a sign of divine anger, but is understood as one of God’s ‘wondrous works’. This is the same terminology as is applied to his great deeds such as the deliverance of the people of Israel from Egypt at the Red Sea: it is a sign of his power and a reason for wonder and awe. The stirring up of a storm is an aspect of God’s mighty work, even though it causes terror and danger to the sailors. Thankfully, he also responds to prayer and quietens the storm for the sailors’ relief!

				‘O hear us as we cry to thee’

				Despite the millennia and technological advances that separate us from the biblical authors, even now fear of the sea has deep roots within our own culture. The naval hymn, ‘Eternal Father, strong to save’, with its refrain ‘O hear us as we cry to thee, For those in peril on the sea’, powerfully encapsulates this, as do the evocations of life-threatening storms in the great nautical novels of Herman Melville, Joseph Conrad, Robert Louis Stevenson and others. John Masefield provides a particularly striking window into the intense suffering and danger experienced by sailors by depicting the extreme risk and privation that counteracts the compelling draw of the sea, the ‘call that may not be denied’. Here is an extract from his portrayal of the attempt to round Cape Horn in his 1912 poem, Dauber:

				 Darkness came down—half darkness—in a whirl;

				 The sky went out, the waters disappeared.

				 He felt a shocking pressure of blowing hurl

				 The ship upon her side. The darkness speared

				 At her with wind; she staggered, she careered,

				 Then down she lay. The Dauber felt her go;

				 He saw his yard tilt downwards. Then the snow

				

				 Whirled all about—dense, multitudinous, cold.

				 Mixed with the wind’s one devilish thrust and shriek,

				 Which whiffled out men’s tears, deafened, took hold,

				 Flattening the flying drift against the cheek.

				 The yards buckled and bent, man could not speak.

				 The ship lay on her broadside; the wind’s sound

				 Had devilish malice at having got her downed.

				

				 How long the gale had blown he could not tell,

				 Only the world had changed, his life had died.

				 A moment now was everlasting hell.

				 Nature an onslaught from the weather side,

				 A withering rush of death, a frost that cried,

				 Shrieked, till he withered at the heart; a hail

				 Plastered his oilskins with an icy mail.

				

				 ‘Cut!’ yelled his mate. He looked—the sail was gone,

				 Blown into rags in the first furious squall;

				 The tatters drummed the devil’s tattoo. On

				 The buckling yard a block thumped like a mall.

				 The ship lay—the sea smote her, the wind’s bawl

				 Came, ‘loo, loo, loo!’ The devil cried his hounds

				 On to the poor spent stag strayed in his bounds.

				

				 ‘Cut! Ease her!’ yelled his mate; the Dauber heard.

				 His mate wormed up the tilted yard and slashed,

				 A rag of canvas skimmed like a darting bird.

				 The snow whirled, the ship bowed to it, the gear lashed,

				 The sea-tops were cut off and flung down smashed;

				 Tatters of shouts were flung, the rags of yells—

				 And clang, clang, clang, below beat the two bells.

				

				 ‘O God!’ the Dauber moaned. A roaring rang,

				 Blasting the royals like a cannonade;

				 The backstays parted with a crackling clang,

				 The upper spars were snapped like twigs decayed—

				 Snapped at their heels, their jagged splinters splayed,

				 Like white and ghastly hairs erect with fear.

				 The Mate yelled, ‘Gone, by God, and pitched them clear!’

				

				 ‘Up!’ yelled the Bosun; ‘up and clear the wreck!’

				 The Dauber followed where he led: below

				 He caught one giddy glimpsing of the deck

				 Filled with white water, as though heaped with snow.

				 He saw the streamers of the rigging blow

				 Straight out like pennons from the splintered mast,

				 Then, all sense dimmed, all was an icy blast

				

				 Roaring from nether hell and filled with ice,

				 Roaring and crashing on the jerking stage,

				 An utter bridle given to utter vice,

				 Limitless power mad with endless rage

				 Withering the soul; a minute seemed an age.

				 He clutched and hacked at ropes, at rags of sail.

				 Thinking that comfort was a fairy-tale.

				

				 Told long ago—long, long ago—long since

				 Heard of in other lives—imagined, dreamed—

				 There where the basest beggar was a prince

				 To him in torment where the tempest screamed,

				 Comfort and warmth and ease no longer seemed

				 Things that a man could know: soul, body, brain,

				 Knew nothing but the wind, the cold, the pain.

				Experiencing God in the storm

				The prospect of death at sea, whether imminent or prospective, has an almost unique capacity to enable vulnerable sailors to recognize what is most salient in life. John Wesley, on a ship crossing the Atlantic en route to Georgia, records: 

				At eleven at night I was waked by a great noise. I soon found there was no danger. But the bare apprehension of it gave me a lively conviction what manner of men those ought to be who are every moment on the brink of eternity. (Friday, 31 October 1735)13 

				Over the succeeding weeks, his fear of death troubled him, and he self-consciously drew on the pattern of Jesus’ disciples’ fear (Mark 4.40) in asking himself, ‘“How is it that thou hast no faith? being still unwilling to die”’ (Friday, 23 January 1736). As a result, he found himself being drawn to join in worship with the German Moravians on board, since he longed to be able to emulate their faith and fearlessness in the face of life-threatening storms, which contrasted sharply with his own fear and that of his compatriots. 

				Wesley’s experience of the sea as providing a context for his faith to be tested, a moment of truth in which he would come to a realization that could otherwise have eluded him, is far from unique. It is well known that John Newton, the Anglican priest and author of the hymn ‘Amazing Grace’, had turned, according to his own account, from a life of sin to grace after escaping death in a prolonged ordeal at sea. This began with his ship nearly sinking in a storm and having to be constantly plugged and bailed, and it then continued through the ordeal of attempting to reach safety despite severe food shortages, a mistaken sighting of land, becalming and very nearly running out of water. Parallel to the extreme physical challenges that attended this experience, Newton seems to have begun to undergo a no less strenuous spiritual transformation. After surviving the initial onslaught of the storm, Newton’s mind began to turn to the faith that he had so vocally rejected, but was initially convinced that ‘there never was, nor could be, such a sinner as myself, … I concluded, at first, that my sins were too great to be forgiven.’14

				This oppressive sense of guilt was not helped by the captain’s incessant joking that Newton must have been the cause of their troubles and should be cast overboard like Jonah in order to save the others from death. Newton recalls:

				He did not intend to make the experiment, but the continual repetition of this in my ears, gave me much uneasiness, especially as my conscience seconded his words, I thought it very probable, that all that had befallen us was on my account. I was, at last, found out by the powerful hand of God, and condemned in my own breast. 

				However, a progressive series of more favourable happenings, through which the mariners eluded death, persuaded Newton that

				I thought I saw the hand of God displayed in our favour; I began to pray − I could not utter the prayer of faith; I could not draw near to a reconciled God; and call him Father. My prayer was like the cry of the ravens, which yet the Lord does not disdain to hear. I now began to think of that Jesus, whom I had so often derided; I recollected the particulars of his life, and of his death; a death for sins not his own, but, as I remembered, for the sake of those, who, in their distress, should put their trust in him. And now I chiefly wanted evidence.

				Newton began to turn to the Scriptures and to prayer whenever opportunity afforded, with hope and fear alternately being excited by each turn of events. Gradually, however, 

				I began to conceive hopes greater than all my fears especially when, at the time we were ready to give up all for lost, and despair was taking place in every countenance, I saw the wind come about to the very point we wished it, so as best to suit that broken part of the ship which must be kept out of the water, and to blow so gentle as our few remaining sails could bear; and thus it continued, without any observable alteration or increase, though at an unsettled time of the year, till we once more were called up to see the land, and were convinced that it was land indeed. 

				Once they made landfall, the last of their meagre food supply boiling in a pot, a storm at once arose that would have ruined the ship and drowned its weakened occupants had they not first reached the safety of the harbour. ‘About this time’, said Newton, ‘I began to know that there is a God that hears and answers prayer.’ His faith journey continued once on land and was clearly fed, even in the dire conditions on the ship, by prayer and Bible study. Undoubtedly, however, the interplay of life-threatening danger and the prospect of faith as the only framework that could offer an explanation or hope in this desperate predicament provided the conditions that enabled this to happen: the religious perspective that he had brutally mocked suddenly impinged with intense urgency on his consciousness as the only means to understand his plight and deliverance, to seek help, or to prepare for what might happen next. Being baptized is symbolic of passing through the waters of death and being born again as a means of expressing the spiritual transformation undergone by the believer (Romans 6.4). For Newton, this transition from death to life was a process that he underwent literally, in experiencing deliverance from what seemed like certain death at sea; his spiritual journey back to faith followed in the wake of this profound embodied experience.

				Awe and wonder

				The power of the sea to raise consciousness of the transcendent and to prompt the observer to ask ultimate questions is not, however, confined to situations of dire need. The sheer scale and beauty of the sea, despite the fragility of those who sail on it, has always been a stimulus to awe. Wesley himself was struck, on viewing the Needles, by how 

				the ragged rocks, with the waves dashing and foaming at the foot of them, and the white side of the island rising to such a height, perpendicular from the beach, gave a strong idea of Him that spanneth the heavens, and holdeth the waters in the hollow of His hand! (Wednesday, 10 December 1735)

				Nonetheless, the sense of perspective afforded by the sea is also accessible, in some measure, from land. Recall Keats’s invitation (from ‘On the Sea’):

				 Oh ye! Who have your eye-balls vexed and tired,

				 Feast them upon the wideness of the Sea;

				  Oh ye! Whose ears are dimmed with uproar rude,

				 Or fed too much with cloying melody, − 

				  Sit ye near some old cavern’s mouth, and brood.

				Of itself, the sea invites contemplation and a wider perspective than usually enters our consciousness. This sense of perspective, transcending anything that may be experienced on land, and inviting a sense of being part of an unimaginably vast creation, is one of the greatest gifts the sea can bring. Walt Whitman summed this up in the poem ‘On the Beach at Night Alone’ in words incorporated into Vaughan Williams’s Sea Symphony:

				 On the beach at night alone, 

				 As the old mother sways her to and fro singing her husky song, 

				 As I watch the bright stars shining, I think a thought of the clef of the universes and of the future. 

				 A vast similitude interlocks all, 

				 All spheres, grown, ungrown, small, large, suns, moons, planets, 

				 All distances of place however wide, 

				 All distances of time, all inanimate forms, 

				 All souls, all living bodies though they be ever so different, or in different worlds, 

				 All gaseous, watery, vegetable, mineral processes, the fishes, the brutes, 

				 All nations, colors, barbarisms, civilizations, languages, 

				 All identities that have existed or may exist on this globe, or any globe, 

				 All lives and deaths, all of the past, present, future, 

				 This vast similitude spans them, and always has spann’d, 

				 And shall forever span them and compactly hold and enclose them.

				The sea invites questions of our place in the world, our relation to God and to other species. Our insignificance in the scale of space and time is impressed upon our consciousness by the vastness of the ocean. Encounters with the sea (whether literal or literary) can provoke a sense of transcendence and connectedness in the midst of the blinding rush of modern life. It is not surprising that the ceaseless, unpredictable and even violent energy and movement of the sea, its unfathomable depth and vastness, its beauty and ferocity, can provoke an awareness of powers and purposes beyond ourselves, and even a sense of being a frail and transient part of something much greater than humanity can be. It provokes questions about the nature of the universe, the presence or absence of benevolent or hostile forces within it, and our place within it. Even in a conceptual world preoccupied with material reality and fragmentizing analysis, this endlessly moving and powerful force that occupies 71% of the earth’s surface perhaps uniquely invites a perspective that attempts to encompass the totality of the Earth, and tugs our emotional and sensory perceptions towards questions of transcendence.This particular response to the sea, perhaps above all others, is attested across time and space, despite differences in how such spiritual impulses are outworked in various contexts.

				However, the experience of awe and wonder at the beauty and power of the sea, and a sense of human finitude against its scale and ferocity, is not confined to a specifically religious mindset. Writing from a secular viewpoint, Ellen MacArthur15 conjures up the extraordinary qualities of the sea,16 

				the mesmerizing beauty of the ferocious waves, foaming crests and seas so large and rolling you could have built villages in their valleys … seeing a pod of dolphins jump out of a mountainside of a seawave, seeing that for them it was probably just another day at the office. 

				She appreciates that ‘the power of nature out here knows no bounds – we are so lucky to live on an earth so full of treasure’ but at the same time perceives exquisite beauty in little things too. While attempting to repair storm damage, suddenly being struck by 

				a mesmerizing flow of bright blue water flying beneath her hull … I smiled out loud (if you can do that!) and bent down to touch this beautiful miracle of life. Just water − but in that second it was priceless.

				She likewise identifies aspects of living at sea which are lost on land, 

				the connection that you have with life itself, the rhythms of the natural world, and that feeling that you are seeing something special. Sailing at night is like peeking through a forgotten window to a timeless world beyond, which you have temporarily misplaced. There is no reason on earth that we cannot still see this beauty on land, but due to so many distractions we so rarely do. 

				An important part of this experience, complementing feelings of awe, beauty and transcendence, is an awareness of her own insignificance. Caught in a gale, ‘with winds gusting over 50 to 55 in the squalls’, she logged, 

				It’s about to go dark down here, and the waves are no smaller … In fact, now we’ve gybed they seem bigger and more powerful than before. I am completely in awe of this place. The beauty of the immense rolling waves is endless and there is a kind of eternal feeling about their majestic rolling that will live on forever, just watching them roll along – with nothing to stop them makes Mobi [the boat] and I feel completely insignificant – they are hardly aware of our tiny presence on their surface … I stand in the cockpit and stare – I think I must be the luckiest person in the world to be here seeing, feeling, smelling and touching all this with my own eyes and senses – I feel alive … 

				Though it is quite frightening being here and feeling poor Mobi being literally hurled down the waves as she was earlier … I am glad we have come down here and seen this storm … It’s a reminder of how small and insignificant we are on this planet – but at the same time what a responsibility we have towards its protection.

				A little later, she records: ‘As I pumped out I occasionally glanced up at the total turmoil of the ocean’s surface and marvelled at the raw power of the wilderness for thousands of miles around me.’ Conversely, a calm, flat sea brought an equal sense of ‘feeling utterly helpless and unable to make a difference’.

				A sense of higher powers enabling her passage also played a part in the struggle for survival and success. MacArthur scribbled down in her log something her father said to her: ‘at the end of the day the stars will either be with you or against you … and I think they might be with you’. Later, 

				as we crossed the Equator, we were over one day ahead of Francis [the previous record holder], and I called out to the heavens in delight. I had thought long and hard about what gift I would give to Neptune as we crossed the line, and had settled on a tiny silver charm I’d had round my neck. I wanted to give him something that mattered to show our appreciation for allowing us to pass there again … I was quite emotional as I broke open my tiny bottle of champagne and flung the charm into the sea. Grateful emotion though. 

				Moments of intense gratitude bordering on the religious also feature in her journey. When she finally managed to induce a broken generator to run at a normal temperature, ‘I sank to my knees with happiness’. The sense of ‘allowing us to pass there’ chimes in with a passage in Ezekiel 28 that we shall be returning to later. Here the author of Ezekiel expresses his horror of the hubristic confidence of the seafaring traders from ancient Tyre: like MacArthur, he instinctively recognized that we have no right of passage here, but are insignificant and dependent on God or other (transcendent) forces outside our control or understanding.

				For Newton, the sea facilitated a conversion experience and a profound sense of God’s ‘amazing grace, who saved a wretch like me’; for Wesley, already a man of deep piety, the sea forced him to discover the limits of his faith, since when faced with the prospect of drowning he found death was something he feared rather than embraced. For MacArthur, too, sailing round the world provided the stimuli, and the space, to rethink how modern consumer culture is configured, which ultimately led her to re-channel her energies away from sailing into something that she realized was more important and far-reaching: advocacy for a circular economy.17 As she explains on her website: 

				Sailing around the world against the clock in 2004, I had with me the absolute minimum of resources in order to be as light, hence as fast, as possible. At sea, what you have is all you have, stopping en route to restock is not an option and careful resource management can be a matter of life or death – running out of energy to power the autopilot means you can be upside down in seconds. My boat was my world, I was constantly aware of its supplies limits and when I stepped back ashore, I began to see that our world was not any different. I had become acutely aware of the true meaning of the word ‘finite’, and when I applied it to resources in the global economy, I realised there were some big challenges ahead.18

				Spirituality transformed

				Clearly, solitude at sea can offer opportunities for self-knowledge and reflection that rarely appear in the relentless activities in which we indulge on land. Perhaps it takes an experience like a life-threatening storm for us to discover whether, like Newton, we might find well-concealed religious faith in a life that seemed outwardly to protest the contrary, or whether, like Wesley, we will find limitations to a faith that, in his case, was so central a feature of his life. However, to seek to identify one’s true self, and to imagine one’s response as if, as Wesley put it, at ‘every moment on the brink of eternity’, is a discipline that may facilitate a focus on what is really important, wholly aside from the immediate preoccupations of everyday life.

				This, of course, leads to a further salient aspect of spirituality that may be brought into focus in the light of passing through the sea, namely the possibility of change and new life through an encounter with the prospect of death, or with our finitude, or merely with our insignificance before the vastness of the ocean. 

				Thus we see that the sea can be a place of transformation − where through facing death, life is brought new meaning and direction − and that this is not just a reality in individuals’ lives in the modern world. Shakespeare already picked up on this aspect of the sea in some of his late plays, such as Pericles, The Winter’s Tale and, of course, The Tempest. Here the sea, and in particular disastrous sea voyages, cause personal separation and apparent loss, but thereby also effect a change, or even a curative force, in the lives of certain key characters.19 As it is famously expressed in The Tempest:

				 Nothing of him that doth fade,

				 But doth suffer a sea-change

				 Into something rich and strange.

				However, the idea of the sea as a place of transformation, and even of effecting a passage from death to life, has much deeper roots, since in the Old Testament it is in passing through the sea that Israel was formed as the people of God. It became the pivotal moment of faith and salvation that was the reference point for all that followed. From the New Testament, it is clear that passing through water (though not actually the sea) in baptism was not only the marking point for the beginning of Jesus’ own ministry, but even in the earliest Church it became the key event for each convert as they passed from death to new life in Christ and received the Holy Spirit.

				Spiritually transformed?

				Two stories, one in the Old Testament and one in the New, show the potential for spiritual transformation that encounters at sea might effect, but also of limitations in the human capacity fully to trust in God. The familiar tale of Jonah is the first and Peter walking on the water is the second.

				Jonah’s story is one of fleeing God in disobedience but encountering God initially through a storm, and through miraculous intervention, being thrown into the sea, then swallowed and spewed out on to dry land by a ‘big fish’. Jonah’s spiritual transformation seems to be indicated by his willingness to be sacrificed to save the others on the ship (Jonah 1.12) and by his prayer to God for deliverance, once he is thrown overboard (Jonah 2.1−10). Through the drama of sea storm and deliverance, a disobedient prophet is transformed spiritually into an obedient prophet, ready to respond to God’s commands. He now understands what it means to ‘worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land’ (1.9). An ironic feature of this story is that once he has delivered his message of doom to the Ninevites and they repent, Jonah is outraged that God should withhold the predicted judgement. He then needs to be taught a further lesson by God in order to understand the value of divine compassion. It would seem that even dramatic encounters might not lead to total and lasting spiritual transformation, but rather often comprise part of an on-going process through which spiritual change and growth are achieved more gradually.20

				Matthew 14.22−3221 describes the experience of Jesus’ disciples being sent on ahead by him in a boat to cross the Sea of Galilee, while he went up a mountain to pray. Their boat is buffeted by waves as the wind is against them and then, in the middle of the night, they see Jesus walking across the water. Uniquely in Matthew’s version of the events, Peter asks Jesus, ‘Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water’, to which Jesus responds with the simple command, ‘Come.’ Peter, here acting with faith, steps out of the boat and begins to walk on the water. This is an extraordinary step of faith, yet in a very human fashion,

				30… when he noticed the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, ‘Lord, save me!’ 31Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, ‘You of little faith, why did you doubt?’ (Matthew 14.30–31)

				This encounter shows Peter spiritually transformed initially, from being fearful to having the impulsive faith to step off the boat. Unfortunately, as Wesley found too, in circumstances of serious immediate danger, fear can rapidly triumph over faith. Both Wesley and Peter exemplify the paradox that they maintained their reliance on God even while their panicked behaviour showed that their dominant instinct was to be afraid and so discover a limit to their faith. Wesley found himself unable to face death; Peter lost confidence once he became aware of the storm around him and began to sink, yet his instinct was still to cry out, ‘Lord, save me!’ 

				This clinging to faith even amid fear and doubt is encapsulated by the words cried out by the father hoping against hope that Jesus might cure his epileptic (or demon-possessed) child: ‘I believe; help my unbelief’ (Mark 9.24). Paradoxically, this distressed and desperate parent realizes that his capacity to believe is limited, yet by imploring Jesus to help his unbelief simultaneously also recognizes that the limitation is his, not Jesus’. He both believes and is afraid to believe. This shows that there is a tension between faith and fear in many circumstances and experiences. Nevertheless, such occasions, as for Peter here and for John Wesley described earlier, can be steps on the way to a longer-term spiritual transformation where our hearts can become ‘strangely warmed’22 and a longer-lasting change is effected. As we read the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, we can observe that longer-term change in Peter’s life.

				Key message

				Encounters with the sea can challenge and transform us in a multitude of ways – by its raw beauty and power; by its gift of enabling us to recognize our own insignificance; and by placing those who venture on to its waves into a situation of such immediate danger that it impresses upon the consciousness what is most salient in life in a way that is rarely possible in other circumstances. However, it also offers a window into the transcendent, impressing upon our senses a Power greater than ourselves that infuses all creation; it uplifts us by its beauty, bestowing us with a sense of connectedness through its immensity, and it forces upon us a sense of dependence on God as we surrender all illusions of control.

				Challenge

				Experience of the sea can provide a clearer window on to reality than is usually available to us. The challenge, then, is to live in the light of such experiences the sea, when the sea is not actually before us, imploding on our senses, overwhelming us with its beauty or threatening our very being. It was in a storm at sea that Newton discovered the grace of God, and Wesley recognized his fear of death; and it was through her solo circumnavigation of the globe that MacArthur had the insight to realize that her boat was like the world in microcosm in its finitude of resources. However, each of them discovered something that was no less valid in more secure and familiar circumstances, but just not otherwise visible to them. It took the challenge of the sea for these insights to impinge on their consciousness and to confront them with realities that may not otherwise have fallen within their horizon. Our challenge, then, is to enter imaginatively into that perspective, to know our frailty and the enormity of the world and to recognize our dependence on God while living under the illusion of autonomy and normality. It was a storm at sea that forced Wesley to consider ‘what manner of men those ought to be who are every moment on the brink of eternity’, but to think thus is much more difficult in the everyday. Paradoxically, tragic events such as terrorist attacks provoke an increase in people’s social focus and sense of connectedness precisely because the prospect of imminent death impresses the supreme importance of relationships over the other concerns that occupy much of our lives.23 Living with the same focus in the ordinary is much harder.

				Reflection and discussion

				
						One theme that emerges repeatedly from the experiences of the writers discussed in this chapter is the life-changing impact of the prospect of death at sea. However, though not always contemplating this in a focused way, we all live with the limits of mortality and the preciousness of the one life on earth that we have been given. Preparing for the next life is much neglected in our time, but worthy of serious attention. Along with Wesley (notwithstanding the gendered language of his time), think about what ‘manner of man’ (or woman) you would wish to be and how you would wish to be found by your Maker. The idea of death as the lens through which a life might be evaluated also speaks to a secular perspective: how would you wish to look back (or for others to look back) on your life when your time comes? It is important not just to prepare for the next life but to live this one well, and indeed the pursuit of virtue arguably answers both imperatives. If you knew your time was very limited, what would become most important to you, how would your priorities change, and what would be the main focus of your life? Perhaps you should act on this now? 

						The mariners portrayed in Psalm 107 recognized their utter dependence on God in their predicament at sea. Psalm 104, soon after celebrating marine life, reflects (in vv. 27−30):

				

				

				  27These all look to you

				to give them their food in due season; 

				  28when you give to them, they gather it up;

				when you open your hand, they are filled with good things. 

				  29When you hide your face, they are dismayed;

				when you take away their breath, they die

				and return to their dust. 

				  30When you send forth your spirit, they are created; 

				and you renew the face of the ground. 

				(Psalm 104.27–30)

				

				In other words, life and death, and all that sustains us, come from God. Despite our many technological developments, life and the many things that support it – like the earth’s climate system – are beyond our control. Probably we pay insufficient attention to the contingent and dependent aspects of our existence. Think (or discuss) for a while what this means. Reliance on God may raise many issues, from divine grace and our responses to it, theodicy (the problem of God’s justice in the face of suffering), gratitude and social justice (what do we own and should we have or share if everything we possess is a gift, ultimately not of our own making?). What does the giftedness of life suggest about our place in the world and our relationship to the rest of creation? Does the notion that we should tread lightly and view what we have as held in trust for the next generation suggest itself?

				
						Many of the spiritual impulses arising from contact with the sea explored here result from being attuned to nature, and absorption of its wild beauty and sensory impact. The loss of the richness of life through modern, often ultimately commercial, pre-occupations was recognized by W. H. Davies in his poem ‘Leisure’, published in 1911:

				

				

				  What is this life if, full of care,

				  We have no time to stand and stare.

				  No time to stand beneath the boughs

				  And stare as long as sheep or cows.

				  No time to see, when woods we pass,

				  Where squirrels hide their nuts in grass.

				  No time to see, in broad daylight,

				  Streams full of stars, like skies at night.

				  No time to turn at Beauty’s glance,

				  And watch here feet, how they can dance.

				  No time to wait till her mouth can

				  Enrich that smile her eyes began.

				  A poor life this if, full of care,

				  We have no time to stand and stare.

				

				William Wordsworth, in a classic example of the Romantic impulse in poetry, expressed this loss more vehemently in ‘The World Is Too Much With Us’:

				

				  The world is too much with us; late and soon, 

				  Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; −

				  Little we see in Nature that is ours; 

				  We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 

				  This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon; 

				  The winds that will be howling at all hours, 

				  And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 

				  For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 

				  It moves us not. Great God! I’d rather be 

				  A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn; 

				  So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 

				  Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 

				  Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 

				  Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.

				How far do you agree with Wordsworth’s sentiment? Is his assessment of people’s immunity to nature’s charms accurate, and how might you address this in your own life? Some people see the Enlightenment and industrialization as ultimately stemming from Christianity itself, with its valuing of the individual and sense of purposefulness in history, giving rise to the commitment to ‘progress’. Do you think this is a fair assessment or, indeed, even if it is true does it arise as a distortion of Christianity or one of its gifts? Does paganism really allow a better communion with nature as the poem suggests?

				Action

				Windows on to ‘deep Eternity’24 are not exclusively available at sea. William Blake, in his ‘Auguries of Innocence’, famously recognized that it is possible to gain insights into ultimate meaning through the smaller parts of the natural world:

				 To see a World in a Grain of Sand

				 And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, 

				 Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

				 And Eternity in an hour.

				Urbanization and the pace of modern life have done much to reduce our sense of connectedness with the wider web of life and our openness to what it may reveal. However, we too have the opportunity to experience the wonder of creation and access a more profound level of contemplation. This can be achieved through deep attentiveness to the natural world around us (specifically, in the context of this book, the sea) and through the wealth of images afforded us from memory, through the imagination or simply from those widely available online. St Francis of Assisi is famous for his attunement to the natural world, achieved through contemplative prayer in nature. This resulted in a deep understanding that he himself was part of creation, and other creatures simply his ‘brothers’ or ‘sisters’, but it also enabled him to see the abundant goodness and presence of God in the world. Take the opportunity, then, to sit quietly, perhaps for 30 minutes or so, and absorb the natural world around you, open to the wonders of creation and the presence of God in it. Perhaps, following Blake, you can contemplate something small such as a wild flower or even a grain of sand. Maybe you could ensure this way of praying becomes a regular part of your spiritual life, among other disciplines.25

				Notes

				
					
						13 This and subsequent quotations are from the Journal of John Wesley.

					

					
						14 The quotations here are from John Newton, 1765, An Authentic Narrative of Some Remarkable and Interesting Particulars in the Life of Mr John Newton: Communicated in a Series of Letters to the Reverend Mr Haweis, Rector of Aldwinckle, Northamptonshire, and by him (at the Request of Friends) Now Made Public, 3rd edition, London: printed for S. Drapier, T. Hitch and P. Hill, Letter 8.
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