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Save Our Seafarers

Reading:

Luke 4:16-21

 16 He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. He stood up to read, 17 and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: 

18 “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
   because he has anointed me 
   to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
   and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 
   19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” 

 20 Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him. 21 He began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” 

Sermon
We’re going to look today at how people who are suffering may end up doubting God’s promise that he will never forsake us and will always be with us; and how we as God’s hands on Earth can take action and help those suffering,  through our prayer, and through our protest or action.

I have worked all my life in different parts of the tanker shipping industry. I am now working for Intertanko (the association representing 80% of oil tanker owners worldwide). 
The biggest issue preoccupying our tanker owner members is piracy off Somalia in the Gulf of Aden and Indian Ocean. Over 3,500 seafarers have been taken hostage by Somali pirates over the last 4 years; up to 800 have been held hostage at any one time; today there are 439 hostages on 23 ships. 
Seeing our ship owner members becoming increasingly desperate to do the best thing for their seafarers, Intertanko came up with the idea of an international campaign to try to do something about Somali piracy. 
The SOS SaveOurSeafarers campaign is supported by the biggest ever grouping of shipping industry organisations (25) having grown in four months from just 5 international supporting organisations at its outset. 
My involvement in this has been to get the campaign off the ground and drive it forward. It makes another half job on top of my normal job. But I feel in my heart that I can use this campaign to do something for these seafarers, something to make a difference. Doing the Benefice Ministry Course recently made me realise that I believe that God is calling me to do this work … and he honours my taking up the challenge by giving me the strength and inspiration to pull it off. 
Let me give you a bit of background. 
The combined naval forces that have been sent to this area, do a great job in supporting ships as they transit; and while the Somali piracy was limited to the Gulf of Aden, they enjoyed a measure of success in restraining pirate activity. The yellow lines are ship tracks. See how they bunch into the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden (top left) then spread out into the Indian Ocean (top right). You can see here how ships have been avoiding the whole area between Somalia and Madagascar. 
However the last 12 months have seen the situation escalating. Piracy now extends right across the Indian Ocean from East Africa to India, and right up to the Middle East. Each coloured ring is one year since 2005, each year getting darker red). The pirates have achieved this by using captured ships and their hostage crews to act as floating bases - these so-called pirate mother ships extend the range of the pirate’s fast light skiffs from a hundred miles or so to nearly 1500 miles. 
Today, Somali piracy is effectively out of control. The area involved is too big for the limited naval forces to cover – one naval commander likened the situation to police patrolling an area the size of southern England from Oxford southwards with just 3 patrol cars limited to 30 mph.

The pirates are increasingly well-equipped, with millions of dollars in ransom money being ploughed back into equipment as well as into luxury beachside residences in Kenya for the gang leaders. 
But tragically, whereas the pirates used to keep their hostages in reasonable shape, they are increasingly resorting to greater violence in capturing the ships (this hole in the ship’s steel accommodation block was made by a rocket propelled grenade), and then venting their frustration at the often lengthy negotiations by torturing their hostage prisoners (they hang them upside down by their ankles over the ship’s side; they shut them in the ship’s freezer room; they perform mock executions). They then force them to call their families and their employers in an attempt to shorten the ransom negotiation from a typical 4-9 months. 
In the last 4 years, 62 seafarers have died because of Somali piracy. They die from torture, from drowning, from illness and malnutrition, even from suicide. That’s more than one death a month.
The naval forces do what they can, but they are frustrated by the rules of engagement given to them by their respective governments. These restrict the naval forces to ‘deter and disrupt’ only. 
This means that captured pirates have to be released – sometimes sent back in their skiffs,  sometimes actually taken back and dropped off on a Somali beach. These 60 pirates are on an Indian naval ship – one of the few countries to take pirates for trial and punishment.
This has all left the seafarers feeling betrayed, alone and scared. Their families too. At any one time there are 100,000 seafarers either actually making the transit, or preparing for an Indian Ocean transit. 
This means training the seafarers how to respond to an attack, and also means the so-called ‘hardening’ of ships with razor wire, water cannon etc). Add to that their families and you have getting on for half a million people at any one time suffering severe stress and anxiety over Somali piracy. 
The world’s seafarers are getting closer than they ever have been to saying, “Enough is enough.”
We are doing what we can with the SOS campaign, which encourages individuals to e-mail a pre-drafted letter to the government of their choice. So far we have had over 52,000 visits to the website from 168 different countries, and over 14,500 letters have been sent to governments worldwide.
The campaign’s two key aims are: firstly to persuade governments to stop catch and release, and start detaining pirates caught in the act for trial and imprisonment; secondly to disable the pirate mother ships thereby reducing the pirates’ range.
I want to look at some of the human consequences of this piracy, the stress, the fear, the torture, the deaths. Some seafarers released from captivity vow never to return to sea. But a great number refuse admit defeat including a young 22 year-old Indian deck cadet called Dipendra who was held hostage for 8 months on board his chemical tanker. Here he is (on the left) on the day of his release.
He said to me: “ i dont mind being interviewed - i would love to share all my experiences...first it might help others and second it eases the pain…you know sharing with others...i was amongst the few fortunate ones and wasn't tortured much and anyways at my age you can still bear pain…but watching people twice my age being tortured...crying and begging for help is what really measured me...i felt so bad for them but i could do nothing about it...except for praying...and then came the time when i lost faith and stopped praying too.”
Dipendra has found his faith again and his praying. He refuses to be beaten by these pirates and will go back to sea later this year. He was brave enough to come down to I-o’s annual members’ meeting in Athens last month and told his story to 300 ship owners. These top-level business men were silenced and spellbound. He also offered them some very sound advice. 
They gave him a standing ovation.
But where God is in this catastrophic situation? The response that we live in a fallen world, that the pirates are greedy and evil, that the governments are weak and uncaring, may be strictly correct, but somehow it seems inadequate in the face of so much suffering being endured by innocent seafarers (and their families) who are just going about their job keeping world trade flowing.

What did Jesus show us about enduring suffering? 
By his example we are encouraged to endure suffering patiently. Deserted by his friends, ridiculed, beaten and tortured, Jesus felt abandoned by everyone (even by God his Father). 
Remember how he cried out on the cross, "My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46). 
Because Jesus Christ was a human being, he understands human pain. He can therefore be our greatest solace in times of loneliness or pain. 
Jesus himself told us, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matt 28:20). God himself told us (thro Moses) that ‘he will never leave us nor forsake us’. We know we can depend on that. 
Poor Dipendra ended up losing his faith and stopping praying. One of us in the same situation might be tempted to feel the same way. But even when people feel abandoned, God is still right there with them. God does not want anyone to stay in a place of suffering. God helps people in that place, and He helps them through us. 
He wants us to be his hands here on Earth. So when we see or hear of someone in dire straits, we can pray for them, and lift them up to God. We can also get up and go out and intervene and help them. This is prayer in action, and protest in action.
What did Jesus himself tell us about helping those who suffer?  
Jesus tells us the story of the Good Samaritan, where a man fell into the hands of robbers, was stripped and beaten.  As he lay defenceless, the priest ignored him; the Levite ignored him. So easy to do when one is busy, preoccupied, lazy, caught up in one’s own affairs.  Haven’t we all done that if we’re really honest? 

The priest was called to care for his fellow humans; he failed. He ignored someone in obvious distress.  Transpose that into everyday life: we’re too busy, too tied up to stop and help. Transpose that into the Somali piracy situation: governments are called on to ensure the welfare of their people … that includes seafarers. What is happening? They are ignoring seafarers. Seafarers are invisible, just like the industry they work in.

The Levite might have helped a fellow Levite; but faced with a foreigner, he failed. Governments and the media show concern and sympathy for European or American seafarers on yachts – take the Chandlers for example. We’ve all heard of them. But for the predominantly Filipino and Indian seafarers whose ships
keep us in fuels, food and clothes, there is, to be blunt, a feeling of indifference.

But a Samaritan took pity on the injured man, looked after him, paid for his welfare. As Jesus summarised it, he had mercy on the injured man. It’s a hard thing to do – it involved putting his own life on hold while he looked after someone else.  

The pastor and author Eugene Peterson, writing about Job, says that we need to identify with those who suffer and join them in prayer and protest. 
In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus focuses on words from Isaiah 61: ‘He has sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives, and release from darkness for the prisoners …’
The oppressed need people to intervene on their behalf. The hostage seafarers need people to proclaim freedom for them, to not only hasten their release but to help to make sure that they are not hijacked in the first place. They need us to protest and fight for their release and freedom. They feel abandoned by the governments and by all the people that they serve as they carry 90% of world trade – 90% of everything we eat, wear or use as fuel.
Why us? Because they are increasingly broken-hearted and they need someone to to ‘bind them up’ to comfort  them, as Jesus puts it. As God’s hands and voice here on earth, we can certainly pray for them. We can also do something in the way of protest and action, as Eugene Petersen puts it. 
If you feel moved by their plight, if you want to help the seafarers, you can go to the SOS SaveOurSeafarers website and with just two clicks you can e-mail a protest letter to the government of your choice. You can tell your family, your friends, your colleagues. You can write to your MP. You can write to the editor of your daily newspaper. 
You can also pray for the seafarers, and for the people in all those organisations driving the SOS campaign forwards. They would greatly value your prayers. 
Bill Box
PAGE  
1


