
THE OCEAN RESCUE LINER  

Maybe you haven’t heard of the ocean rescue liner, called Church.  Perhaps 
that’s because you're under the age of 60.  That’s all it takes these days, our 
young’uns are not interested in being up to date with the past, or even the 
present — they just want to know about the future.  But, let me tell you, in my 
day Church was a very well known ship.  We all wanted to sail the oceans on her.  
I was even fortunate enough to land a job keeping her in shipshape and apple-
pie order.  A bit later I was honoured to become part of a team designing 
improvements to make her even more efficient at doing her job. 

Of course, these days we expect different things from our rescue liner.  Well, at 
least I do.  And I can’t really explain how over the years we got it so wrong.  The 
plans for the new version of Church will fix the defects and get her doing the task 
she was meant to do right from the start. 

Oh, by the look on your face I can see I’ll have to heave-to and give you some 
info so you can follow my drift before I launch off again. 

Let me try to explain why Church was built in the first place.  You see, the 
central part of church buildings and cathedrals (the place where the congregation 
sits) is called the nave (which means ‘ship’).  I believe there was some connection 
between that name and the decision to construct Church.  I assume the naming 
came before the construction, but I’m not sure.  Whichever way it happened, 
church members came to see themselves as being passengers — well, really the 
crew — of a ship. 

Their tasks, as they saw it, was to sail around on the world wide Sea of Self 
(including such Inlets as self-serving, self-seeking, self-obsession, self-absorption, 
self-interest, and self-love).  There they would rescue anyone they came across 
who was wallowing in the waves.  They did this by warning the swimmers of the 
danger they were in from the waves around them.  They could easily flounder, 
they said, and sink below the waves, to be lost forever.  But the ship was there to 
rescue them from this Sea of Self.  The ship had a lifebelt called Jesus.  It could 
be thrown out to them so they could hang on and be pulled into the ship.  The 
crew of the ship hoped those in the water were so terrified about drowning that 
they would be eager to hang on to Jesus and be saved. 

After some time the ship was even equipped with a public address system.  
Now messages could be delivered loud and clear which would increase the terror 
of those in the water.  That was supposed to motivate them to hang on to the 
lifebelt and increase the number of those being saved.  It was also decided to rig 
out the ship with numerous lifebelts to ensue that the rescue work could take 
place right around the ship and cater for the anticipated increase in the number 
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of those calling out for rescue. 

  In time each congregation even built their own smaller version of Church.  
The idea was that the more ships there were on the Sea of Self the more chance 
people had of being saved.  I was among those who designed these smaller 
versions of Church, particularly ensuring that all the health and safety 
requirements were being met. 

But, as I hinted a moment ago, I started to worry that this whole rescue 
operation was going adrift and becoming loose from its moorings.  There were 
three things I was worried about: 

* I was concerned that the motivation we were using to try persuade people to 
join us on the ship, and also to hang on to the lifebelt, was faulty. 

* We gave people the idea that clinging to the lifebelt was a really big, 
important, and once-in-a-life-time, life-changing event.  Which I came to 
believe was drifting into dangerous waters. 

* Far more importantly, we almost completely ignored the patient, constant, 
amazing, mind-blowing love of the Rescuer, and his role in the process. 

Tying in with these worries were the discoveries we were making in our SBS 
(Ship-builders Bible Study) group.  We were looking at what the Bible says about 
God’s rescue work.  While the lifebelt seemed to be a great idea when dealing 
with ocean rescues, the Bible makes no reference at all to lifebelts.  (And maybe 
there’s a good reason for that.)  Instead it uses the picture of fishing.  Jesus didn’t 
tell his disciples he would make them the throwers-out of lifebelts, but the fishers 
of men and women. 

Another thing.  When you and I think of fishing, I would predict that the picture 
that comes to your mind is that of a fisherman standing on the shore or in a boat 
holding his rod or line and waiting for a bite.  Nowhere does the Bible talk about 
that kind of fishing.  It’s always net fishing, casting a net from a boat or at the sea 
shore.  And that gives us a totally different concept of rescuing people in the sea. 

With a fishing rod your concern is to attract a fish, to provide a temptation too 
good to miss.  You have to persuade the fish to take the bait.  But with net fishing 
you use no persuasion at all.  You just throw out the net, catching fish willy nilly, 
whether they want to be caught or not.  Now that’s how the Bible seems to see it 
— THAT’s the way God rescues us.  He does it whether we want it or not.  He 
does it even though we don’t realize, or aren’t aware, that we need rescue.  We 
may be content to wallow in the Sea of Self for as long as we can, and imagine 
that’s all there is to life.  But our Saviour wants more for us than that.  That’s why, 
ignoring all our protesting, HE hauls us into the safety of the ship. 
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As we shared our own experiences in our SBS group we discovered that 
becoming a part of the church really wasn’t our decision at all.  Circumstances, 
events, ordinary life experiences, unexpected happenings, anything at all, could 
be the thing that made us realize that God has chosen us, that he had stepped in 
and rescued us.  It was certainly nothing like making a decision to grab on to a 
lifebelt, resulting in a radical life-change from that time onwards. 

So the most obvious change in the design of our new version of Church is the 
removal of all the lifebelts and their replacement with nets.  The ship now sails 
around getting close enough to people in the sea so they can throw out the nets 
and drag them on to the deck.  How those folk may feel about being rescued 
from the waves is no concern to the crew — they have simply enacted the rescue 
process brought about by the Saviour. 

Once the rescued ones are on the ship, the crew have a big role to play.  And 
at the same time quite a simple role.  They just have to tell the rescued ones what 
has happened to them — that God has made great promises to them.  These 
promises are so great that they would never believe them unless God just 
stepped in with his net and dumped them on the decks.  He has rescued them, 
given them a new life where all our self-centredness, and even death, will have no 
lasting effect on them any more.  They are now part of God’s family, an eternal, 
faith-based, trusting-God’s-promises, family.  Welcome aboard, welcome to your 
new life. 

Now, if the rescued ones want to jump right back into the water, they can do 
that.  No one will stop them.  But, they are told, God will see to it that they will 
be caught in the net again.  They may find themselves thrown out on the deck of 
the Church a second or a third or even a twentieth time.  That’s how patient and 
amazingly loving God is.  He wants the promises he makes to you to be the 
trusted facts of your life.  So jump back into the ocean if you like — but we look 
forward to seeing you again sometime in the future. 

To make it easier — and harder — for those who are caught to jump back into 
the ocean, we built gates in the guard rail all around the ship.  We called them 
the think-again gates.  Our crew members were always on duty at those gates, 
with a duty-of-care role (yeah, I know; but that’s the way the legal system works).  
They ask questions like:  You’ve been made aware of the new life offered you by 
Church — right?  And the promises God makes to you?  And the love our 
Rescuer wants you to enjoy every day?  Are you saying you’re not ready yet for a 
life like that?  Well, we look forward to seeing you again, and again, and again.…  
Are you happy to jump, or would you like me to give you a gentle push? 



Page  4

Well, those are our plans for the Twenty-first Century Ocean Rescue Liner, 
Church.  Since you will be one of the crew on this ship, we’re keen to know the 
gifts God has given you for your involvement in this rescue work.  It’s important to 
us that you find fulfilment in working together with the rest of the crew in the 
work God has given to us all.  The work of making people aware of the rescue 
that God has brought about for them. 

Neil Stiller 
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