Sermon for Sea Sunday / Oxford Movement Sunday

Before I move onto today’s specific observances, I shall begin with some comments on the
passage from the letter to the Romans. It contains one of the great declarations in scripture.
“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor
things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able
to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

It is a wonderful passage that reminds us that in life, we face many things, but that there is one
thing which is constant: the love of God in Christ. With these words, we can find comfort in
knowing that whatever happens, God’s love stands fast, and when all else is gone, God’s love
remains, and always will. Thanks be to God for that love, and for that reassurance.

Today we have an interesting combination of observances. The first is Sea Sunday.

As part of Sea Sunday, we give thanks for the ocean, and all that it represents. It represents
life, in that it is a source of food and nourishment for us, but also that it is the home for many
sea creatures, both small and large. How apt that we have just had another magnificent visit
from Neil the Seal, and I am relieved and pleased that he has safely left the shores to return to
the water, where he can swim and feed and grow in peace.

The sea is a source of work for many thousands. People have long made a living from fishing
and other ocean related trades. From sailors to chandlers, shipwrights to marine scientists, to
those who work in ocean-related tourism, all can thank the sea for its provision of work. The
early disciples were fishermen, who earned their living from the sea, so the Christian faith has
a special connection to those who dedicate their careers to sea-based work.

For the longest time the sea was the preferred method of international travel. Massive ships
and ocean liners made what seemed a dream possible - sailing from one continent to another,
in comfort. The sea is something which inspires us, and speaks to the human yearning to
explore and travel. Whether on a raft or a ship, human beings have used the winds and tides
to travel to unfamiliar shores, and we should thank God for that spirit of discovery.

The ocean is also a source of leisure. From swimming to sailing, the sea is a place of wonder
and joy, and refreshment. Think of the delight in wading into the water on a hot summer day,
and bracing yourself against the cool water. Not to mention the sheer bravery of those who
swim during winter!

But the sea remains something else. Something to be respected. We must carefully use its
resources, and I'm sure we are all aware of the risk of over-fishing and pollution of the water.
The earth’s natural resources are finite, and we are charged with using them responsibly,
ensuring their continuity for future generations.



We must also respect that it is dangerous. The sea is wild, and too many lives have been lost to
the waves. That is why we pray, in the words of the hymn, “for those in peril on the sea”. That
is also why, in the Gospel passage, the disciples were so shocked when Jesus was able to calm
the stormy seas. The disciples were panicking, afraid of the storm that was swamping the
boat.

The image that the passage paints is a delightful one. Jesus is peacefully asleep in the stern, on
a cushion. You can almost imagine his contented face as he dozed. And then he is woken by
his frightened disciples. They wake him because they are scared, but also, I think, because
they know in their heart of hearts that he can help them. They plead, “Teacher, do you not
care that we are perishing?”, and with four words he shows that he cares. “Be silent! Be still!”,
and the storm subsides. They are safe once more. But it gets the disciples wondering ... just
who is this Jesus? How can he control the wind and the sea? It is a glimpse of his power and
authority, and it is a reminder that he is indeed the Son of God, and that all nature knows him
and responds to his command.

Today we also remember the Oxford Movement. July the 14th was the date in 1833 that John
Keble preached the Assize Sermon, which has been deemed the public beginning of the work
of the Oxford Movement, also known as Anglo-Catholicism.

Keble and his colleagues sought to reinstate some older Christian traditions into Anglican
worship and theology. They felt the current Church had lost sight of some important
traditions that helped connect people to God, and they wanted people to be able to return to
them. They also valued the unity of the Christian faith, even though it is expressed differently
within each denomination. They believed in the term ‘catholic” with a lower-case initial C,
meaning ‘universal’.

So the Oxford Movement Sunday stands as a time to celebrate Anglo-Catholicism, but also to
celebrate that the Anglican Church has space for liturgical diversity. Each person will relate to
God differently to those around them, and each is called to find the method of worship which
both speaks to their sense of the divine, and allows them to connect to God in prayer.

While those within the Oxford Movement preferred a particular style of worship, and
expressed their devotions through era-specific poetry and prose, their commitment to
reflection on how we worship, and what matters in worship, is an eternally relevant question
for the Church to consider. Long may the people of God be able to find the style of worship
that speaks to their experience of God, and long may there be such diversity in worship and
devotion throughout the Anglican Church.
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