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I walked down the busy St Ives thoroughfare of Fore Street. The dim light of the 

winter’s evening sent my shadow reaching out before me. The cobblestones being 

relieved of their daily traffic 

looked a little deserted, but their 

contour and shapes were pretty 

to my welcoming eye. I turned 

left at the Fore Street Primitive 

Methodist Chapel and walked up 

Bunkers Hill past the Grey 

Mullet Guest House, the 

Anchorage, then a series of 

cottages, Rose-end, Breton and 

Cobble Street cottage. These 

narrow streets known as down ' 

long St Ives were once filled 

with the families of fisherman, 

and a lovely aroma from Kipper 

Houses used to smoke dried herring.  

 

I came to the Sunday School, a rectangular building made of grey granite and as solid 

as a fortress that had served the Fore Street Primitive Methodists for many a year. 

(Methodist Union took place 

in1931 but its impact in St Ives 

was limited. The name Wesley 

and the old terms and 

traditions, Primitive and Bible 

Christian live on here!!). 

According to our 86 year old 

neighbour Mr Henry 

Trevorrow, the Sunday School 

was opened by Rev Rutter in 

1923.  Eighteen Memorial 

stones decorated the outside 

walls bearing the names of 

Trevorrow, Jacobs, Uren, 

Lander, Richards, Pollard, 

Peters, Daniel and Tanner etc. Inside, the meeting of the Men’s Association had 

already started. I passed a tethered dog in the foyer, took off my overcoat and slipped 

into a rear seat. 

 

Tony a retired Bank Manager, tall in stature and with short white whiskers was 

leading the meeting. He stood behind a low wooden table with the letters CE 

(Christian Endeavour) crafted into it. It had been made by Mr Burrow Tanner the 

Secretary of the Society who was a carpenter. The sight of the antique table from CE 

days immediately reminded me of my early years at Salisbury in South Australia. The 

table triggered warm feelings, a reassuring sense of something in common and yet it was 
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more than a nostalgic memory of the past. The basis of Christian fellowship is our 

shared life in Christ. In CE days I had discovered Christ through people and all sorts 

of growth experiences that had both mirrored and introduced me to Christ. It was 

more than the old CE table out the front that evening, it was what it represented, it 

invoked a warm and powerful association. Here in this rather unique gathering of 

Christian men, there was a similar presence that mirrored Christ. Although we hardly 

knew each other we shared common life. I was not an alien presence; I felt I actually 

belonged to the church universal, to an international cross-cultural family.  

 

The men came from various churches 

but as locals they knew each other well. 

The mid-week Preaching Service 

sponsored by Fore Street Primitive 

Methodist had started over 60 years ago, 

and it still had the feel of past 

generations of God fearing fisherman 

about it. St Ives had been one of the few 

Puritan strongholds in Cornwall during 

the Civil war and for many years men 

had met in this way to open God’s 

Word, to exhort one another and to call 

on the Almighty. According to Henry, my 

neighbour who had been a Sunday School 

superintendent for 35 years it was regular 

practice for tired fishermen to come on 

Saturday night, straight from mooring their 

boats, before dinner and still in their fishing 

guernsey frock to pray. While Sunday School 

Students sat on bench seats during the prayer 

meeting, Henry remembered that when the 

Spirit moved one old chap would take a 

teacher’s chair, turn it around and kneeling 

with two elbows on the seat he would pray 

fervently. According to Henry his passionate 

prayers mixed with tears and perspiration 

would leave a moist pool on the chair and he 

said when he rose from praying his face 

seemed to shine. This was clearly the closest 

I had come to people who could recall stories 

on an intense, fervent spirituality of earlier 

days. 

 

Our Chairperson Tony led the meeting in a gentle prayer and one of the brothers rose 

and sang a solo inviting us to join in the chorus. All the hymns came from a well used, 

red covered Redemption Songbook and they moved at an exhilarating pace. I didn’t 

know the songs. They belonged to a past era but I was carried along by the strength 

and harmony of the singing. I found I was moved not just by the volume but by the 

depth of faith and solidarity they conveyed. Rather than ‘happy-clappy’ singing this 

seemed to be an authentic act of praise that in a releasing way triggered off a deeper 

desire to worship.  
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I was welcomed and invited to bring the message. Much of my ministry over the years 

has been in context where there has been a majority of women. This was different and 

humbling in a way to stand before 25 local St Ives men. In light of the International 

disaster that occurred on Boxing Day I took Romans 8:25 as my text. “We hope for 

what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.”  The soil seemed soft and I had no 

trouble holding their attention. The paradox stands, amid the day of death and 

disaster, amid suffering and feelings of grief Jesus, with reference to the Tower of 

Siloam, calls us with an urgency to take hold of the present as the day of salvation. 

(Luke 13:1-5)I have often found that it is in the actual preaching of the message that 

the Holy Spirit brings the truth alive for me as the preacher, and that is how it was that 

night on Bunkers Hill. 

 

As I left and made my way home through the night air I was pondering the thought 

that while God is described as the God of all comfort 2 Corinthians 1:3, His comfort 

now is limited and is only partial. God’s comfort will only be complete in that day 

when he wipes away every tear. In other words we continue to live in an incomplete 

vulnerable world plagued with environmental and humanitarian disruption. (Rom. 

8:22) I came to the end of Fore Street and looking to my left I had a clear view down 

Lifeboat Hill. In that moment as if to confirm my own vulnerability an explosion 

pierced the silence of the deserted streets. The rocket from the Lifeboat Station 

climbed higher and higher into the dark sky and then flashed its signal. This was a 

‘call-out’. Much like the Country Fire Service in rural Australia. Staffed by 

volunteers, the Lifeboat Service was called to action, but this time it was not the 

‘Aussie Scrub’ that was burning, it was an emergency in Cornish waters!! 

 

The coast around Cornwall is known to 

be one of the most treacherous in 

Britain. The rugged cliffs and rocks take 

the full force of the Atlantic gales. The 

Royal National Lifeboat Institution has a 

long proud history of rescuing those in 

‘peril on the sea’ and on this occasion 

the volunteers had been automatically 

alerted by phone. The rocket then 

signalled to the Community at large that 

enough trained crew had assembled to 

make a launch.  

 

I made it down to the West Pier and to 

the Boat house and Slipway in time to 

see the big glass doors fold back and the 

bow of the stately craft, “The Princess 

Royal” emerge as if hungry for the 

water. The Mersey Class vessel was 

pushed from the rear by a sophisticated 

caterpillar tread tractor. The boat 

towered above the small group of 

onlookers and was mounted on 

something that looked like the chassis of 

a semi-trailer. Tommy Cocking was the  
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Coxswain in charge. Men in orange overalls worked feverishly, fastening 

communication aerials and positioning themselves for the impact of the launch. This 

sort of public role is not for the fainthearted. The powerful seas that lash the coast 

have claimed the lives of many seaman and two disasters around 1939 took the entire 

crew of the St Ives Lifeguard (A similar disaster occurred at Mousehole in 1989 and 

is still having its impact on the community there today The Penlee Lifeboat answered 

30 shouts during 2004 and in gale force conditions went to the aid of a French 

trawler, the ill fated ‘Bugaled Breizh.’) 

 

Fumes from the Lifeboats powerful 

motors rose as the craft and the tractor 

headed down the slipway awash with the 

receding tide. Down in the water the 

tractor with its flashing lights accelerated 

across the seabed seeking enough water 

for a launch. I was surprised how far the 

launch tractor travelled. With water well 

above its tracks and lapping the base of its 

cab it stopped. The power of the boat’s 

motors propelled it forward from the 

tractor a short distance, still on its launch 

frame. This provided more depth to 

complete the final launch. The throttle opened and the lifeboat plunged into the inky 

black water and with its stern down and bow up the craft and its navigation lights 

quickly disappeared into the night. 

 

Before continuing my journey home I learnt that the ‘call out’ or ‘shouts’ as they are 

called here, had come from Pendeen, an old mining town further south on the coast 

between St Ives and St Just. Next morning we heard on the radio that three 

independent reports of red flares had been sighted, but emergency services had failed 

to locate a source. It was classified 

as a ‘false alarm with good 

intent’!! A week later both 

Lifeboats were called out to 

recover the body of a missing 

woman found in waters off the 

steep cliffs of ‘Hell’s Mouth.’   

 

The truth of our human frailty had 

visited me again, but rather than 

threaten to undo me, this 

experience seemed to reinforce the 

urgency of the gospel. The old 

seafarers of St Ives could tell us, 

and Jesus made it clear more than 

once that the temporary nature of this life provides us with a fleeting opportunity to 

prepare for the next. The disaster that surpasses the scale of any human tragedy must 

be that of us being left to ourselves, abandoned without hope and to a dark eternity 

without a loving or redeeming God.  

 

 

 


