(Adapted from a talk given by Walter McGillivray and Bob Lawson, for the Sea Sunday service, Leith St Andrew’s Church, on 10 July 2011).
The Ministry of a Ship Welfare Visitor  
What is a typical day for a ship visitor?  It starts with the check-in to the Security Desk in the cruise terminal, where we are given badges by the security staff and hear the latest on the ship’s movements.  This is our second summer of ship visiting.  The staff now recognise us as ‘old hands’ and are very helpful and friendly.  Our team is fully ecumenical, with the visiting shared between port chaplains and volunteers from several traditions (Catholic, Anglican, URC and Church of Scotland).  
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It is not always possible to board the ship immediately, as the crew may be busy with eg. security drills or unloading baggage.  Occasionally, for one reason or another, we are not given access to the ship, and in those cases, we now set up a ‘welcome stall’ in the terminal building so that crew members can make contact with us when they go ashore.
If we get the all-clear, we are usually taken down to the crew messroom, where we meet the crew members who are coming off duty, have a chat, provide phone cards which they can use to contact their families, and supply maps or information about Leith and Edinburgh.   
Our ‘stall’ includes the most popular items – woolly hats, knitted with great goodwill as gifts for the seafarers by skilful knitters around Leith, including some from Leith St Andrew’s.  They are much appreciated, both for the thought that has gone into them, and for cold weather.   
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Other items which we can provide at need are news updates, pens, Bibles, rosaries (the majority are Catholics). But we also offer a contact with ordinary people outside the ship’s environment and a listening ear for the crew members to chat, perhaps about their family or a work situation.                                                                                                      
A cruise ship’s staff may include seamen from many countries – Philippines, Ukraine, India, Russia.  Most recently, we met some from Burma.  They are away from home for long periods, a typical contract being 9 months.  Other ports (such as Invergordon or Montrose) have a Seafarers’ Centre; this is something we don’t have in Leith but shops are near at hand and transport to the city is easy and frequent.  
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The Sailors Society also has an 8-seater minibus and if the crew’s schedule allows, a group can be taken ashore, for a tour of the city, a trip to a shopping centre such as Fort Kinnaird, or a church service.  In general we stay on board 1-3 hours, depending on the crew’s availability, and are usually offered hospitality – tea, coffee or lunch with the crew members.  Sometimes we arrange to come back later in the day, particularly if there is a high demand for phone cards – it’s not unusual to run out of our supply on the first visit!   
Visiting is a humbling and rewarding experience.  
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