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Holding On While Heaving To 
Focus: But now thus says the LORD: “Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 

I have called you by name, you are mine.When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; 
Because you are precious in my sight, and honored, and I love you.”—Isaiah 43:1-2, 4 

 
 

“Can you give us any kind of hope on when it might ease? We're having a hard time steering and we're getting 
awfully tired and we'd like to know when it might start easing up a bit.”—Diviana Wheeler, radioing for help from 

aboard the boat, Light Heart, from Rescue in the Pacific: A True Story of Disaster and Survival in a Force 12 Storm, 
by Tony Farrington 

 
"What those rescue people did  . . . it's very touching that people are prepared to do that for each other”—Sigmund 

Baardsen, owner of the boat, Mary T, also from Rescue in the Pacific. 
 

The people of New Zealand generously extend their protection and watchful eye to voyagers of all nations . . . I 
would like to pay tribute to these heroic men and women . . . and offer my deepest appreciation for their 
commitment to others.—Senator William S. Cohen, Maine, U.S. Congressional Record, July 21, 1994 

 
 
First Scripture Lesson: Psalm 46:1-7 
 
Our first Scripture Lesson is one that has given comfort and strength to many: it promises life and 
therefore gives us hope, in the midst of life’s storms. Listen now for God to us: 
 
God is our refuge and strength, 
a very present help in trouble. 
Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, 
though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea; 
though its waters roar and foam, 
though the mountains tremble with its tumult. 
 
There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God, 
the holy habitation of the Most High. 
God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be moved; 
God will help it when the morning dawns. 
The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; 
he utters his voice, the earth melts. 
The LORD of hosts is with us; 
the God of Jacob is our refuge. 
 
 
Second Scripture Lesson: Matthew 8:23-27 
 
Last week, I read from the Gospel Matthew, Jesus calling Peter and Andrew, James and John, away from 
their fishing boats—saying to them “Follow me.”  And Peter and Andrew, James and John, doing just 
that—immediately, even though they had no idea where they were going.  
 



 

 

Well, here’s where they end up—or at least one of the places they end up, out at sea, in a very small boat, 
in a very big storm.  And it looks like this could the end.  Listen now for God’s Word to us: 
 
And when Jesus got into the boat, his disciples followed him. A windstorm arose on the sea, so great that 
the boat was being swamped by the waves; but he was asleep. And they went and woke him up, saying, 
“Lord, save us! We are perishing!” And he said to them, “Why are you afraid, you of little faith?” Then he 
got up and rebuked the winds and the sea; and there was a dead calm. They were amazed, saying, “What 
sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?” 
 
 
Sermon 
 
Make it a metaphor!  That’s what we preacher’s want to do: we want to take this story of Jesus and the 
disciples in the boat—with Jesus asleep in the middle of the storm, with him chiding the disciples for their 
lack of faith, and then, with only a word, calming the winds and the sea—and make it into a metaphor!  
What are the storms in your life, in our lives, right now?  Where is your faith, oh, ye of little faith?   
 
We want to make the story a metaphor for us and our situations. 
 
Ok, well, I’ll probably do the same thing in the end.  But to appreciate this story as a metaphor, I think we 
first have to take it literally.  So a question: what’s it like to be out at sea, in a very small boat in very big 
storm? 
 
The story doesn’t really tell us; it’s so short, so bare-bones: all it gives us is the beginning (we’re in the 
midst of a storm), the middle (have faith; Jesus is in the boat with us) and the end (we’re going to make 
it).  But literally and metaphorically, there’s a whole lot of drama and whole lot to be learned—not to 
mention a whole lot of heavy weather—in between those points. 
 
So: Having never been myself out at sea in a very small boat in very big storm, I did the next closest 
thing: I went on line.  
 
Anyway, there I soon learned of the Queen’s Birthday Storm, so called  because it hit in early June when 
the Queen’s Birthday is celebrated (that’s not her real birthday, but . . . but well, it’s a British thing) in 
1994 in the South Pacific between New Zealand and the Fiji Islands. And thereafter I found a book about 
it: Rescue in the Pacific: A True Story of Disaster and Survival in a Force 12 Storm, by Tony Farrington 
 
The Queen’s Birthday Storm was a “Bomb Cyclone” out of season, a powerful, rapidly, intensifying 
storm associated with a dramatic drop in atmospheric pressure.  In the first days of June 1994, it swept the 
Pacific north of New Zealand with its core passing over 234,000 square miles, and gales affected more 
than 1.25 million square miles of ocean.  1.25 million square miles of ocean—that’s a big storm.  And it 
was also an unusually long-lasting storm—more than three full days.  As per Farrington’s title, observers 
believe that, at its worst, it was a Force 12 storm—the highest classification possible—with winds over 
100 miles and waves as high as 100 feet.   
 
And scattered throughout those 234,000 square miles, in the midst of those 100 foot waves and facing 
those 100 mph winds were 10 small boats, ranging in length from 32 to 45 feet, sail boats, pleasure crafts, 
with couples or families or friends, only two, three or at most four in a boat, taking a blue water cruise, 
living the dream, sailing their dreamboat. 
 



 

 

Now a 40-foot boat is not a big boat.  It would stretch only from the first row of pews to about halfway 
back the sanctuary.  And the inside of this sanctuary from floor to ceiling is about 66 feet, outside it’s 90 
feet from the ground to the top of the church. 
 
So to get an idea of what’s it like to be out at sea, in a very small boat in very big storm:  
 
Think of yourself in a boat of that size out on Wilkinson street, the wind roaring at 100 mph, the rain 
horizontal, the world going white, white, white (it’s foam, foam, foam), and you’re looking up at a wall of 
water looming  over you as high as, or even higher than, the church.  And then, after that, another as high 
as the Lutheran church, and then another and another and another, pounding and roaring, pounding and 
roaring pounding and roaring for three days—and nights.   
Oh, and don’t forget about the rogue waves: about one out of twenty waves is a rogue wave but you never 
know which one: it comes at you from a different angle with even greater force than the others. 
 
Voice: “Pan Pan. Vessel Destiny.  Pan Pan.” 
 
It’s a woman’s voice, that of Paula Dinius, she and her husband, Dana, were on board “Destiny,” the first 
sailboat to be hit by the bomb.  “Pan Pan” is an international distress cry, one step below “Mayday.” 
 
Her call is answered by radio operator Jon Cullen in KeriKeri, a town in northern New Zealand, about 
800 miles away. 
 
Jon: Destiny. Kerikeri. Go ahead with your Pan Pan. Over.  
 
Paula : “We are . . .” [she then gives their coordinates]. And then she says:” The seas are mountainous. 
[Farrington adds that her words were punctuated by pants and gasps.]  
 
Jon: Roger. I copy, Destiny. Is all well with you? Over.  
 
Paula on Destiny: Well, we're still upright.  
 
Jon: Roger, well okay, we'll stay on standby. Ah, just give us a call if you've got any problems. Over.  
 
Paula: Well, I'm going back out. [Farrington notes that Paula still sounds breathless.] We're going to be 
out topside anyway, I'll be back if I, if I ... [here her voice trails off] 
 
Jon: Roger. Okay. You make sure you've got those harnesses on. Over.  
 
Paula: Roger. Roger.  
 
Jon: Okay. Good Luck. 
 
The seas would only grow more mountainous in the hours and days ahead.  Destiny would never see port 
again.   
 
Dana Dinius was a good sailor—he knew the sea and respected it.  He and Paula worked well together, 
but he was the one who skippered the boat.  He prided himself on being prepared, on always having all 
the necessary safety equipment on board and up to date.  And on this trip he was prepared for 
everything—everything that is, except his own incapacitation.   
 



 

 

Because the boat didn’t stay upright.  When a particularly mountainous wave lifted the boat, it pitchpoled 
it, turning it upside down, capsizing it, stern over bow, and then the next wave rolled the boat, breaking 
its 65-foot mast like a toothpick in the process, wrapping the mast around the boat, AND bringing it down 
on Dana.   
 
After the initial terror (it was like being in a washing machine, Paula said) and the screaming—“My God 
My God, where are you”—after that, when Dana tried to move, he found that he couldn’t.  His leg was 
broken.  The pain was excruciating.  He was trapped underneath the mast.  If Dana were to stay there, 
trapped on  deck, he would in all likelihood go into shock and die. 
 
The drama of Paula going below deck which was swamped, chaos—everything floating everywhere—to 
find the hacksaw, to find the blade for the hacksaw, and then her slithering back up on on the deck with it, 
the storm raging around her, the sea tossing the boat, lifting it up and down; Paula trying to saw Dana 
lose, with Dana, believing he was going to die, trying to say goodbye, “I love you,” he said.  And Paula 
knowing what he was doing, getting really mad at him” “Don’t you say that, we got a job to do, and we’re 
doing it”. . . And finally them managing to drag him below deck. . . . the drama of all that . . . well, as I 
said, there’s a lot of drama between the beginning, middle, and end. 
 
And now “Pan! Pan!” became “Mayday! Mayday!”  And it was not just Dana who was incapacitated; it 
was Destiny herself.  Farrington describes it this way: 
 
The sea continued to pound the helpless, drifting boat. With frightening regularity, Destiny would rise 
and shudder as an enormous wave smashed into her. A period of weightlessness would follow the 
deafening explosion, and then she'd roll over on her side, knocked down by tons of water. Each time, 
Dana was thrown out of his bunk and slammed against the ceiling, then the starboard side of the cabin. 
He seemed to stay there, suspended, for a long time before falling to the bunk as the boat swung upright 
again. [Remember: he’s got a broken leg.] Destiny was knocked down at least six times by giant waves. 
Near-knockdowns were too frequent to count. Despite everything, Paula continued to clear debris that 
could obstruct the bilge pumps. 
 
And it got worse.  In a little while, they realized, because they could hear the constant banging and grating 
against the hull of the boat, they realized that the mast, wrapped around the boat, was actually banging 
against the hull because of the high seas, and they knew that soon enough (it was only a matter of time, 
but how much time?) the mast would break through the hull—and sink the boat.  All night, as the waves 
smashed into her, with the roar of the storm above, with the knockdowns and all the near knockdowns, all 
night long, they could hear the banging and the grating of the mast against the boat’s hull.  All night long 
. . . it was only a matter of time . . . but how much time? 
 
Well, that’s enough to give an idea of what’s it like to be out at sea, in a very small boat in very big storm.  
Now for the preacher’s metaphorical lessons . . . . What? . . what happened to Dana and Paula and their 
Destiny?  You want to know what happened to them? 
 
Oh. OK.  Well as I said there’s a whole lot of drama and even more rough weather between the 
beginning, middle and end. 
 
The first to reach them was an Orion plane from the New Zealand Air Force not to rescue them—there 
was no way a plane could get low enough to do that in that kind of weather—but to spot them, to track 
their location, until some ship somewhere could get there to try to rescue them somehow.    
 
But a strange and wonderful thing happened: after finally spotting the Destiny (it wasn’t easy: they had to 
fly dangerously low to do it), the airplane circled her for hours and hours, yes, to keep sight of the boat, 



 

 

but also to talk to Paula over the radio, to help her do what she could (there was a doctor on the plane 
giving what advice he could) but mostly to keep her spirits up, to encourage her, to give her hope.  And a 
kind of mutual affection, respect, and care—you could even call it love in this perilous situation—
developed between Paula and the eleven-member crew on the plane.  They even relayed a message to 
Paula from her mother, “Hang in there,” her mother said.   
 
The ship close enough to attempt a rescue was the Tui Cakau III 7,246 ton roll-on, roll-off container ship 
450 feet long and 60 feet wide, captained by Jim Hebden.   
 
The captain and his crew of mostly Fiji Islanders had sailed the South Seas together for eighteen years.  In 
Farrington’s words, “the crew trusted the captain’s seamanship and he, in turn, had full confidence in 
their strength and bravery; most were good friends . . . they were a close-knit community.” They would 
need to be. 
 
Even for a ship that big, the weather was dangerous.  One of his officers had already broken his leg being 
tossed about in the storm.  To stay on course towards Destiny, the captain would slow the engines to 
absorb the blow of a big wave, and then gun them to make headway.   
 
The captain worried that his ship might steam right over the boat not even seeing it because of the poor 
visibility.  “I can’t see a damn thing,” the captain said, “the sea clutter is throwing stuff all over the radar 
screen.” 
 
For a ship that large to pull up alongside a boat that small would be difficult even in good weather, but in 
that storm.  . .  And even if they could spot Destiny, and get alongside her, the ship could crush the tiny 
craft if it drifted underneath.  As Farrington writes, “it would take only one misjudgment, one lapse of 
concentration to destroy Destiny completely.”   
 
The captain and his crew devised a plan.  He asked two of his best men to volunteer; he couldn’t order 
them, it was too dangerous.   
 
The crew dropped a life raft (the ship was four stories high), the two crewmen got onto Destiny, got Paula 
into the life raft (“I’m here to save you,” is the way the one Fijian sailor introduced himself to Paula), 
strapped the 200-pound Dana onto a World-War II era stretcher, carried him up on deck (no easy task in 
that storm), and attached lifting lines to the stretcher so that the crew could begin to pull him up.  As they 
did, the stretcher banged into the side of the ship again and again.  Dana was delirious with pain. 
 
All the while, the two vessels, alongside each other, were banging into each other again and again, the 
Captain trying to hold the ship steady, full throttle forward on one engine and full throttle back on the 
other, and the chief engineer warning him, I don’t know how much more she can take, sir,” And the 
captain saying more to himself than to him, “She’ll hold, she’ll hold.”  
 
She did. 
 
Today, in a documentary available on YouTube, you can see Dana and Paula interviewed, along with 
other survivors of the the Queen’s Birthday Storm, along with Jim Cullen, and the airplane’s crew, and 
Caption Hebden. It was the biggest search-and-rescue operation of modern times in the South Pacific. 
 
They made it.   
 
So now for my preacher’s metaphorical lessons. 
 



 

 

In the storms of our lives, we have to heave to, we have to work together, and we have to have hope. 
 
Heaving to is when you turn the boat into the wind so that it stays put, so you can ride out the storm.  It 
sounds counter-intuitive but if you put the bow into the wind, facing the waves, you’re much less likely to 
get broadsided and therefore much less likely to get rolled. But it’s not easy. For one thing, there’s those 
rogue waves, and for another, there’s the strain of having to heave to much longer than you expected in a 
storm that you didn’t expect.  But that’s what you have to do.  Metaphorically speaking you have to face 
the problem head-on, you can’t run away from it or pretend it’s not there.  You have to face it; you have 
to heave to and then hold on.  It’s true: you’re not making progress. But sometimes, in life’s storms, just 
staying afloat is progress. 
 
And we have to work together.  Farrington says this about Captain Hebden and his crew: 
 
The truth was, it wasn't just his [the Captain’s] skill that counted. The sum of all the skills of all the crew 
of the Tui Cakau would decide whether the rescue attempt was successful or not. One slip, and the couple 
would die. One mistake at any time would have them crushed under the freighter's side. Destiny would 
shatter into hundreds of pieces. 
 
It is astounding what we human beings can do when we work together.  You can see this in the search and 
rescue operation during the Queen’s Birthday Storm: yes, the courage and fortitude, but also the ingenuity 
and resourcefulness.  Necessity may be the mother of invention, but it’s desperation that greatly 
accelerates the process.  Courage may be grace under pressure, but it’s cooperation under pressure that is 
grace—and heroism.  Just ask Dana and Paula Dinius. 
 
But most of all we have to have hope.  John Rousmaniere, a world-renowned expert on nautical safety, 
wrote the Foreword to Farrington’s book, in which he said this: 
 
The lessons [for nautical safety] here are legion. . . . But as important as equipment is, this book makes 
clear that the most crucial safety tool is the crew. . . . To survive we need gumption, a purpose, and a 
goal, but what we need first is hope.  Hope cannot always be self-generated. 
 
That last line bears repeating: what we need first is hope, but hope cannot always be self-generated.  Paula 
Dinius found hope in the voice of Jim Cullen, in the love of the airplane’s crew, in the words of her 
mother, in the sight of the Tui Cakau steaming towards them.  And we too must bolster one another up, 
give each other hope when and where we can.  But ultimately behind all our various hopes, behind all the 
hope we can give each other, there must be one hope that sustains us: that in the end, life, and not death, 
awaits us. 
 
Yes, we are in the midst of life’s storms personally and an unexpected and unexpectedly long-lasting 
storm nationally. and globally.  But have faith: Jesus is in the boat with us; we’re going to make it.  
We’re going to make it. 
 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.   
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


