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The Benefit of Doubt 

By Laurel Moffatt 

 
Something extraordinary happened this year. It was March 5 and on that day, 

an underwater drone was busy searching the floor of the Weddell Sea in 

Antarctica. It transmitted the images of what it found to a crew on the 

icebreaker Agulhas. Onboard, a man named Mr. Bonim inspected the images. 

It’s reported that upon seeing them that day, he was ‘excited but cautious.’ His 

words were these: “My first reaction was  – Hah! We found it. But we have to 

verify.” He checked the findings. His excitement was merited. It turns out this 

was the first sighting of Ernest Shackleton’s ship, the Endurance in over 106 

years.   

 
The story of the ship’s sinking in 1915 and its discovery in 2022 could be told 

as a modern-day allegory about the obvious: endurance. The dogged 

persistence of Shackleton to save his crew of 27 men after the shipwreck is a 

perfect tale of such fortitude. (They were all saved, by the way). As is the 

preservation of the ship in the icy waters of the Weddell Sea and the 

determination of those who had been searching to find it. But this is not all it 

is. The story of the discovery of the wreck of Endurance could also be a story 

about doubt. In particular, the benefit of doubt. The kind of doubt that’s helpful 

for knowing anything for certain. 
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[SFX - underwater sounds of a drone or small submersible] 

 
By March 5th, the drone had been scanning patches of the seafloor for many 

hours every day for two weeks. In four days time, the icebreaker would have 

to return to Cape Town. The time remaining was running down to hours and 

the team still hadn’t found the wreck. And so, with little time remaining, 

Menson Bound and John Shears, the director and the leader of the expedition, 

did what anyone would do in such a situation. They went to visit some 

penguins.  

 
[SFX - sounds of two sets of feet in snow boots walking on snowy ice (Arctic 

ice :) and Arctic penguins] 

 
It was the mention of penguins that got me, in the stories about the discovery 

of the Endurance. That, and the willingness of the leaders of the search to 

walk away for a time from the theatre of the search. To hold the methods and 

tools of their search loosely enough in their hands and minds to go for a walk 

on the ice, to stretch their legs and see what they could see.  

 
[SFX - sounds of penguins dies down]  
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From time to time I find myself in a conversation with a friend or a family 

member about doubt and faith, and the relationship between the two.  

 

Sometimes it becomes clear in the course of conversation that faith often 

seems more like blind certainty, something antithetical to doubt. Certainly 

blind certainty, dressed up as faith is antithetical to doubt…but is that what 

faith really is? A simplistic trust that never questions? A rigid certainty about 

things? About anything?  

 
There are many definitions of doubt, competing ones even. The two main 

rivals in the duel would probably be between those who question the 

possibility of ever knowing anything, and those who would say that doubt is a 

useful tool, a necessary one even, to knowing anything at all. It’s the latter that 

is a friend to faith, as well as the foundation of scientific investigation. 

Including the investigation of the floor of the Weddell Sea, that led to the 

discovery of the Endurance.  

 
Certainty and the Endurance 

 
If you read the news stories that followed the expedition to find the Endurance 

you may find the marks, not only of something historical, and newsworthy, you 

may also find evidence of elegant choreography.  
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[SFX - ballet instructor or dance instructor giving instructions, students 

following the instructions and then an encouraging word of the instructor]  

 
 

Beyond the history, and beyond the news, the expedition to find the 

Endurance was a dance between doubt and certainty.  

 
[SFX - waltz music begins] 

 
The Endurance had been trapped by pack ice and sank in the Weddell Sea in 

1915. Certainty.  

 
Its current location was uncertain. Doubt.  

 
The area where it sank was precisely recorded in the Endurance’s logbooks 

by the ship’s navigator, Frank Worsley. Certainty.  

 
The location as calculated in 1915 was made using a watch that was off by 

about ten minutes. Doubt. 

 
Previous searches for the Endurance had failed and resulted in empty hands, 

in fact, very cold, empty hands. Certainty. 
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The exploration director, Mr Bound (a great name for the director of an 

expedition) stated that the Endurance was ‘the most unreachable wreck ever’. 

Certainty. 

 
And yet, presumably, Mr Bound had enough doubt about his certainty of this 

impossibility to be willing to venture out on the Endurance 22 expedition.  

 
 

The likelihood of failure was high. The outcome of the expedition, unknown. 

Many certainties made the expedition almost impossible. And yet it was the 

unknowns that drove the expedition on. Was it the willingness to move back 

and forth between what was known and what was unknown that led to the 

expedition’s success? The dance between certainty and doubt continued.  

 
The area of the sea that was searched was vast, 150 square miles.  

 
A previous expedition had lost its drone. And so, doubt over whether another 

might be lost informed the choice to bring two on this expedition. A main one 

and a spare. The loss of communication with the previous drone also informed 

the decision to tether the drone to the ship with a thin fibre-optic cable that 

could run for miles of uncertain sea. As a result of this doubt-led decision, the 

cable could transmit images of the seafloor live, as well as receive new 

instructions and changes in direction if a new course was needed.  
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The expedition benefited from the doubt of whether or not they might lose a 

drone. It’s doubt rather than certainty that can accept that a decided path may 

not be the best one to the desired destination. 

 
Rigid, unquestioning certainty has a place, but rarely is it with true scientific 

enquiry or a vigorous, healthy faith. Unquestioning, adamant certainty is often 

more comfortable in echo chambers, particularly in the tempests in many  

 

Twitter-handled teapots. It can end up blinding us to the truth, after all, rather 

than revealing it. Doubt can be a helpful friend of enquiry; which is true for 

both faith and science. But it is certainty that helps you know that you’ve found 

what you’re looking for.  

 
In the Advancement of Learning, published in 1605, over 300 years before the 

sinking of the Endurance, Francis Bacon penned an aphorism about doubts 

and certainties that’s still quoted today: “If a man will begin with certainties, he 

shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end 

in certainties.” 

 
This is a bit like faith in God at times, a questioning, curious faith in God. 

There are uncertainties in life, including the Christian life, and times of doubts 

and questioning, that can be used by God to enrich faith in him, rather than  
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counter it. Just as the search for the Endurance was improved by doubts and 

questions but only ever guided in part by them.  

There was never any doubt regarding what they were searching for. This they 

were certain of. The expedition was informed along the way by uncertainties 

and difficulties but the bow of the icebreaker was always pointed in the 

direction of what was known and certain. It did not lose sight of what it was 

hoping to find for one moment. Not even in the moments when Bound and 

Shears stepped off the icebreaker and went for a walk on the ice.  

 
 

It is this certainty in the face of uncertainty that reminds me of a man who 

brought his son to Jesus so that he could heal him. But he hedged his bets, he 

managed his disappointment, he said ‘if you can .. please help him’. It’s the ‘if’ 

that Jesus latches onto. ‘If?’ he asks, ‘everything is possible for one who 

believes.’ And then the man responds in doubt and faith, ‘I do believe; help me 

overcome my unbelief!’ Both his belief and unbelief were directed and pointed 

toward Jesus.  

 
I like to think of Bound and Shears, on the 5th of March, four days away from 

potential disappointment, their boots crunching across the ice. And how, their 

minds must have still strained toward the thing they most wanted to see, the 

discovery they craved, and yet, in that moment, they went for a walk to see  
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the beauty of a glacier embedded in pack ice, and to enjoy the sight of the 

penguins living there.  

 
It was only when they walked away for that time, that the images came 

through bright as light up the length of cable thin as a string. And the 

discovery made of the certain thing that had been under the ice all along.  

 
This is how the expedition to find the Endurance becomes for me, a story of 

doubt, but also faith. That is, faithful endurance that has full confidence in God 

as the certain thing. The certainty towards which the bow is pointed and the  

 

ship will fight the ice to find, but still has room for doubts, and questions, for 

uncertainties, and for penguins. 

 

Show notes:  

If you’d like to read a bit further about the discovery of the Endurance you 

might enjoy this piece from the New York Times: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/15/climate/endurance-shipwreck-

shackleton.html   
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Or perhaps you’d like to learn more about Ernest Shackleton and his original 

voyage. If so, this piece by the American Museum of Natural History may 

prove helpful. https://www.amnh.org/exhibitions/shackleton/the-expedition 

 

The Scientific American published a piece on the relationship between doubt 

and knowledge: “Why Doubt is Essential to Science”, 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/why-doubt-is-essential-to-science/ 

 
While the shipwreck of the Endurance is protected as a historic site, questions 

remain regarding what happens now to the wreck and are addressed in this 

article in The Conversation. https://theconversation.com/now-shackletons-

endurance-has-been-found-who-determines-what-happens-to-the-famous-

shipwreck-179752 

 
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-navigation/article/abs/on-

the-location-of-shackletons-vessel-

endurance/5F1AD80B3445C2653F1C24EAD4B7460D 

 
 


