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May the words of my lips and the meditation of our hearts be 

acceptable in you sight Oh lord my rock and my redeemer.  

Thank you for inviting me to join with you all this morning and for 
the opportunity to share an insight into the Mission to Seafarers 
Scotland. Tim Tunley sends you his love and prayers and my wife 
Margaret is also with us. 

Simeon took [the child Jesus] in his arms and praised God, saying, 

‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace according to thy 

word, for my eyes have seen your salvation’ (Luke 2:28-30). 

Those words stand at the centre of todays feast, the Feast of the 

Presentation. They are beautiful words by which Simeon tells the 

story of his life. But what about us? What about our story and our 

life? 

The feast commemorates how Jesus, as a baby, was presented to 

God in the Temple in Jerusalem. This presentation finds its complete 

and perfect fulfilment in the mystery of the passion, death and 

Resurrection of the Lord. It is a combined feast, commemorating the 

Jewish practice of the purification of the mother after childbirth and 

the presentation of the child to God in the Temple and his 

redemption from God. It is also known as the Feast of the 

Purification of Mary, and the Feast of Candlemas. It is also called 

the Feast of Encounter because the New Testament, represented by 

the baby Jesus, encountered the Old Testament, represented by 

Simeon and Anna.  

But what good is it to us if Simeon receives into his arms the child 

Jesus and we do not? What good is it to us if Simeon’s eyes see 

salvation and our eyes do not? What good is it to us if Simeon is free 

to go in peace if we are not? 



It’s not enough to come here to simply celebrate Simeon receiving 

the child, Simeon’s eyes seeing salvation, and Simeon being set free 

to go in peace. If that’s all we do, if that’s all this feast is about, then 

we have bound this story, this feast, this good news, to a time long 

ago and a place far away, and it doesn’t have much to do with our 

lives. We must let the truth of this story transcend its history. 

While there is historical truth to this story, there is also a cosmic 

truth, a truth that is not limited by time and place. This story is an 

experience that is happening in all times and all places for all people. 

The truth of this story is happening here and now for you and me. It 

is as much our story as it is Simeon’s. 

So let me tell you a story. 

 Just after midnight on Feb. 3, 1943, an act of extraordinary 

unselfishness by a group of men became a legend of martyrdom and 

sacrifice. When the Army ship Dorchester was torpedoed by the 

Germans just south of Greenland that night, its passengers and crew 

had 25 minutes to get off the boat. As 902 people went for the life 

jackets, it quickly was discovered there weren’t near enough. Of the 

13 lifeboats, only two functioned. In the ship’s final minutes, 

Methodist senior chaplain George Lansing Fox, Rabbi Alexander 

Goode, Dutch Reformed minister Clark V. Poling and John P. 

Washington, a Roman Catholic priest, were helping passengers leave 

the vessel. Then four men appeared all of them without life jackets. 

The chaplains quickly gave up their own vests and went down with 

the ship, perishing in the freezing water. Survivors saw them, locked 

arm in arm, praying and singing the Navy hymn, “Eternal Father, 

Strong to Save” just before the ship sank beneath the waves. It was a 

night as dramatic as the sinking of the Titanic but without a 

blockbuster movie to record the drama. “The Four Immortal 

Chaplains,” as they are became known, have been honoured many 

times, including on a stamp issued in their honour by the U.S. Postal 

Service.  They presented and offered themselves completely for the 



wellbeing of others as Jesus was presented to God his Heavenly 

Father in the Temple of Jerusalem for the salvation of the world.  

And so today Mission to Seafarers Scotland chaplain and volunteers 

may not sacrifice their lives but they do sacrifice their time, their 

energy and their health to visit crew whenever needed, they do 

present themselves for the wellbeing of others and yes, they do 

sacrifice themselves. To my knowledge 3 chaplains have succumb to 

COVID-19 and in one case their wife and child as well. 

For many years now we have been supporting seafarers from 
countries around the world that visit our Scottish Ports. When 
Scotland went into its first lockdown on the 23rd of March the 
country went into a form of isolation and for many of us life as we 
knew it stopped. Most of our volunteers were unable to do anything 
and our centre in Grangemouth had to close. The cruise ships 
disappeared and that industry ground to a halt. But that did not 
mean there was nothing for us to do. On the contrary we became 
busier, but just in a different way. 
 
The gas tankers still came to Braefoot bay, the oil tankers still came 
to Houndpoint and Grangemouth, the bulk carriers and the container 
vessels still came to Grangemouth and all still needed our support. 
Coupled with this the skeleton crews left on board the cruise ships 
still needed our support. 
 
As a charity we were classed as an essential service so a couple of us 
were still able to go out during lockdown. Whilst we could not go on 
board, we were able to meet crew at the gangway maintaining social 
distancing for some vessels, but for others that was still prohibited. 
Our means of contact was through email, telephone and Facebook 
messenger. We purchased shopping for crew and supplied both SIM 
cards and top ups. We probably reached out to crews over 40 times 
a week or put another way 7 times every day. We are there for them.  
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In the last 12 months we have also had to support crew during some 
difficult and emotional times.  
 
To be told that one of your fellow crew has disappeared overboard 
must be horrendous and unimaginable for us to hear but for the 
crew they still have to work and also take on extra duties and have 
no one to share their private thoughts with. The Mission was there. 
 
To have a fire on a gas tanker with one crew member being seriously 
hurt and in a coma, who subsequently dies brings home the reality of 
the danger of their jobs and for them, being left alone with only your 
own thoughts must be a living nightmare. The Mission was there. 
 
To be on a ship for 12 plus month and not be allowed off when in 
port and nobody allowed on creates for some crew unimaginable 
loneliness. The mission was there. The closest we can get to 
imagining this would be if you were in complete shielding and 
literarily never went out of your house. But even then you only 
would have endured 15 weeks. 
 
Yes, the Mission is still there for them. 
Text messages comes onto our phones 24/7 and we do our best to 
get back to them as quickly as possible. Sometimes its the Captain 
needing a top-up for his phone sometimes just one of the crew. 
 
We are a very small cog supporting a huge industry through all forms 
of trauma, through good times and sad times and without the 
support and generosity of congregations like you here at St James 
and St Mungo’s we would not be able to continue our work.   
 
This year has been difficult for all of us and yet, as chairman I still ask 

for your continued support. Our costs have not gone away, in fact 

they have increased as we now we have increased costs of PPE. 

Making a difference, showing love to Seafarers is what the Mission is 
all about. Many of these Seafarers are our Christian brothers and 



sisters, all are our neighbours as they enter the ports of Scotland. Are 
we, as Christians, willing to reach out to them with the love and 
compassion of Christ by helping to provide for their needs? Our 
Current campaign is R U 1 in a 1000 where we are asking people to 
sign up to £10 a month. Are we prepared to make that small 
contribution? 
 
 Are we prepared to accept Jesus' command to be as neighbourly, 
loving and compassionate as was the Good Samaritan? Your 
generous prayers and contributions can be a way in which you reach 
out in loving and compassionate Christ-like care to Seafarers who call 
at our ports around Scotland. 
 
For each of us, as we find ourselves tossed about and injured by the 
winds and waves of life, by the effects of COVID, knowing God is 
always present, whether we can sense him or not, can be a great 
comfort. The Welsh poet RS Thomas wrote a wonderful poem called 
‘The Other’ that affirms God’s constant loving presence: 
 
There are nights that are so still that I can hear the small owl calling 
far off and a fox barking miles away.  
 
It is then that I lie in the lean hours awake, listening to the swell born 
somewhere in the Atlantic rising and falling,  
 
rising and falling, wave on wave on the long shore by the village that 
is without light and companionless.  
 
And the thought comes of that other being who is awake, too, 
letting our prayers break on him, not like this for a few hours, 
but for days, years, for eternity. 
 
We send our love and prayers to all Seafarers and all of you who 

support our work. 

Amen 



 

 

 


