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Introduction

“At sea!” What, I wonder, do these words suggest to you? 
In these islands we are surrounded by it. We may hate it, 
or love it. When I let the words “at sea” float through my 

mind and memory and imagination, all kinds of reactions arise. I re-
member times of my life when I have felt completely “at sea” amid 
unpredictable, or even hostile, circumstances, without a clue as to 
what to do or how to respond. The words can evoke fear in me, in 
the light of such memories, but also gratitude that, after all, I didn’t 
drown. Then again, there are images of awesome beauty—times 
when the waters were calmer, and seemed to invite me to unfurl my 
sails confidently and let the great expanse of life draw me beyond 
all my known horizons. I feel awe, and a profound sense of wonder 
that the “seas” can be so vast, yet so supportive of the tiny boat I call 
my life. This evokes a different kind of gratitude—a feeling of joyous 
amazement that I am a part of it all, however minuscule.

The sea is a source of terror and glory: the coastal waters that lap 
around our familiar islands; the ocean waters that beckon us beyond 
ourselves; the provider of food and the dwelling place of monsters. It 
has the potential to engulf us, and the power to carry us, rejoicing, to 
regions beyond our wildest dreams.

And what about those other two little words, “with God”? What 
might “God” mean for us? Or as Jesus might have put it, “Who is 
God for you?”

If I were to try to answer such a question (and any answer would 
have to remain forever highly provisional, since “God” is always 
going to be mystery, beyond name or face, image or definition) then 
some of the reactions that might come to mind would also be about 
“glory” and “terror,” about being held by someone I can’t see or un-
derstand, about sailing over waters that give me what I need to stay 
alive but also make me face my personal depths, where both my de-
mons and my angels live. But I think the sense of awe, and the desire 
to sail beyond what we can see and understand, can prevail over our 
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fears. If it were not so, I wouldn’t be engaged on what we often call 
“a spiritual journey,” and neither would you.

So this book is an invitation to make a voyage of the heart and 
soul and see what’s there to discover. It has nothing to do with creed 
or doctrine, but everything to do with the lived experience of being 
“at sea” in the events and relationships of life, and the intuition that 
we don’t make such a voyage alone. It is a voyage that involves all 
creation, and an adventure that can lead us closer to the core of our 
being and to the core of all being.

For me, perhaps, to be alive is to be “at sea” (in all its shifting 
moods and movements), and to be, at all, is to be held in being by a 
wholeness and fullness of Life and Love that I can only call God.

Before we set sail I’d like to express my love and gratitude to 
all those who have sailed with me through the years—especially to 
my parents, the late Irene and Bernard Ashton, to my husband Klaus 
and daughter Kirstin, who have shared the best and the worst of the 
weather and not given up on me, to Brian McClorry, S.J., and Gerry 
Hughes, S.J., who have guided my course through violent storms and 
over endless horizons of discovery, and to those “soul friends” who 
are always willing to share the wonder of the distant vision, help 
bale out the bilge water, and keep me hanging on in there when the 
weather turns foul.

I am particularly indebted to two friends, Ann Beazer and Chris 
Lane, who have helped to “ground” my metaphorical journey in the 
reality of the Solent waters on board their boat Otter II, and have most 
kindly sifted through the draft of this book to remove the worst errors 
of nautical fact from its pages. Whatever howlers remain are down to 
me and my deplorable lack of hands-on experience when it comes to 
manning real boats in real seas. It takes a special kind of sailor to con-
vince you that seasickness is a “good bonding experience,” and to 
bear with your incompetence in getting into a life jacket. Thank you, 
Ann and Chris, for your patience, enthusiasm, and sea-wisdom, and 
for the sheer fun of our days at sea with you and Jenny.

And thank you, too, to those who took part in three early “At 
Sea with God” retreats, at St. Antony’s Priory, Durham (March 2001), 
Highmoor Hall, Oxfordshire (February 2002), and Loyola Hall on 
Merseyside (April 2002), and who have enriched the journey so much 
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by sharing their own discoveries and insights. My special thanks are 
due to those who kindly gave permission for something of their ex-
perience to be included in these pages. I am also greatly indebted to 
Marion Jepson, who has been a dear friend and companion, first to 
my parents and now to me, and who has encouraged me so much 
with her wisdom and her comments on the manuscript of this book.

Finally, this is a moment to say “Farewell” to our beloved ship’s 
cat, Mustafa, who has, sadly, sailed beyond the horizon. Whoever 
God is, God is certainly big enough to embrace a little creature who 
generated so much love in his twelve years on Earth.

Boats get launched after the boatyard has finished building them. 
Books do things the other way round. They get built after the au-
thor has done her bit, and I would like to thank the “builders” of this 
book: my colleagues at Darton, Longman and Todd in London, espe-
cially Kathy Dyke and Helen Porter, for all their work in bringing the 
book to the shelves; and Brendan Walsh, for his unflagging encour-
agement and sensitive and challenging editing.

I was once reminded that the Ark was built by an amateur, but 
the Titanic was built by professionals. This is a book written by an 
amateur, for amateurs, in the art of sailing life’s waters by a Christian 
compass. We are all in the same boat. We are all “at sea.” But my ex-
perience, and yours, might give us reason to believe that we are not at 
sea alone. We are at sea with each other and with God. Journey well!


