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Samuel was a grumpy old prophet, and he couldn’t sleep.  

All his life had been dedicated to God.  

His mother had prayed for him as a gift, then offered him as a gift.  

He had been a key player in Israel, a judge administering national business,  

       a kingmaker anointing first Saul then David.  

But he was getting tired,  

       and he realised with a half-smile that he was becoming like Eli,  

the cantakerous old priest he had kept waking up that night so long ago   

       when he received his call.  

He wondered what had happened to that first love,  

      ‘speak, Lord, your servant is listening’.  

He had been such a busy prophet, in demand, solving problems, managing crises   

Now he felt as dry as the waterless night keeping him awake,  

       no wind, no rain to mask the quiet stillness.  

There was no warning, nothing to suggest the angel who suddenly appeared.  

‘I bring you a gift.’ Samuel hoped for a jug, but received a spade.  

I’m thirsty, he said. Dig, said the angel. I’m old, he said, Dig, said the angel. 

What about the wells of salvation, he said.  

Of course, said the angel, but who do you think’s going to dig them? 

  

  Martin was a restless young man, a would-be monk, and he couldn’t sleep.  

He was desperate to leave the army, desperate to begin a solitary life of prayer.  

There had been a surprising incident earlier that day,  

      when he had felt compelled  

      to give half his cloak to a beggar in the fields outside the city.  

But the restlessness remained, like the wind and the rain that battered his door.  

Finally he drifted, exhausted, into a sleep which led him,  

       not to the rest he desired,  

       but to a strange figure wearing that half cloak he had given to the beggar.  

Thank you for your gift, he said. Who are you? said Martin.   

I am the one you are seeking, he said.   

But I want to seek you in the caves, not in the fields, said Martin.  

What’s more important, he said, the seeking or the finding?   

 

Today we celebrate the ordination 25 years ago of your vicar, Samuel Martin Wells.  

Samuel the prophet, Martin the monk.  

What a wonderful combination of names to be given.   

The prophet speaks, the monk listens.  

The prophet goes out to the world, the monk withdraws from the world.  

The prophet challenges, the monk seeks.  

  

Such a neat distinction, and such a false contrast.  

Because the prophet Samuel began his ministry  



      listening to the Lord in the darkness of the Temple. 

Because the monk Martin ended his life as a bishop  

      renowned for his healing and his preaching.  

To be a Christian does not, in my experience, mean neat categories.   

A monk who thinks he is fleeing the world,  

      has to learn how to welcome the world, to recognise Christ  

      in difficult superiors, in impossible brothers, in strange guests.  

A prophet who thinks he has a message for the world,  

      has to learn how to surrender that message to the silence,  

      to rediscover its truth, tested and purified. 

 

Jesus is pointing to this in today’s gospel.  

What I say to you in the dark, tell in the light;  

       and what you hear whispered, proclaim from the housetops.  

Those who instinctively prefer the soothing world of whispers and darkness  

       are called to the challenging world of light and rooftops.  

Those who are more than happy with high pulpits and stage lights  

       are called to the challenging world of silence and darkness.  

There is no comfort zone in the kingdom of heaven.  

  

 

And so today’s baptism is not a nice social moment, a public naming.  

The water is not a reassuring washing  

it is the gift of a living stream that can be neglected, denied, but never stopped.  

It is a stream that will always be murmuring ‘come back to God’,  

       in the pride of your successes or the despair of your failures.  

Just as we rejoice at a birth of a child,  

       knowing that they will experience not only joy but also sorrow,  

so we rejoice today at the rebirth of a child,  

       knowing that this rebirth offers the stream  

that will bring them through suffering to glory, that will carry them home.  

And that stream will be nagging them,  

       nagging them to go out to the world, to find the Lord in the naked,  

       and to turn back to the Lord, to dig afresh for that water.  

 

The young monk is called out to mission, Martin out into the fields.  

The old prophet is called back to prayer, Samuel back to the Wells. 


