
Readings: 1 Samuel 3.1-10; Revelation 5.1-10; John 1.43-end 
 
“Habit is a great deadener,” wrote Samuel Beckett in Waiting for Godot.  We often do not see, really 
see, the things closest to us.  Travelling to a new place can open your eyes, break the habits which 
deaden and the familiarity which stops you looking.  For the first week of the New Year I got away 
from St Martin’s and London.  I took the Eurostar to Paris and by ten in the morning was having 
breakfast in a French café, alive to all that was around me.  
 
For the first two days I was with a friend and we chatted and looked and wandered and felt the 
excitement of being away.  But I suppose it was when my friend left for England on the Sunday 
night, and I was left on my own, that I really began looking.  I had said goodbye at the Gare du Nord 
and I had four or five hours before I was due to meet friends who live near the Sacré Coeur.  
Trundling a suitcase on dodgy wheels with a bag on my back, with evening setting in, I suddenly 
became acutely aware, alone in an unknown area, of all that was around me.  I notice the huge 
number of other people hanging around the outside of the station seemingly with nowhere to go. I 
notice the bent railings over the hot air vents outside the station and the dirty blankets and bedding 
of where people are hanging out or sleeping.  I notice the large numbers of young North African 
migrants, standing around in the damp and cold.  I imagine the long and perhaps dangerous 
journeys they have all made to arrive here in this limbo.  I wheel my suitcase past them, very 
conscious of the sound of the wheels on the pavement.  A long line of derelict-looking shops with 
people standing in the doorways watching me as I pass; under a bridge with cars coming from all 
directions.  A group of lads shout at me and lunge towards me for seemingly no reason and I jump 
out of my skin, and they laugh and walk on.  I turn up through Montmartre.  No toilets anywhere.  
How do you find a toilet when you have no home especially with no money?  Finally I reach the 
steps that lead up to the Sacré Coeur.  People on the steps are trying to sell me stuff: dark red roses, 
fluorescent butterflies that you can shoot up into the air, counterfeit handbags with designer labels, 
and a large number of migrants selling those sticks you can attach your mobile to in order to take a 
selfie.  We used to take photos of other people, now everyone is taking photos of themselves.  In 
front of the Sacré Coeur a young man from Sierra Leone is juggling a football ball with his head and 
feet; twisting and spinning while climbing to the top of a lamppost silhouetted against the whole of 
Paris.  Such brilliant talent – but somehow wasted on a lamppost, and yet strangely beautiful 
because of that.   
 
Inside the Sacré Coeur they want to keep the tourists moving but I climb over the rope when no one 
is looking, to stay inside and keep warm – remembering all those who come into St Martin’s out of 
the cold to sleep and rest with nowhere really to go.  I feel very alone.  I wonder how they feel.  I try 
to pray.  Later in the evening when I have met up with my Parisian friends I talk about the huge 
number of people I have seen who I recognise from my work here at St Martin’s as being homeless: 
the disenfranchised with seemingly nowhere to go – it felt restless, rootless and bleak.  Or was that 
just my own imagination?  Quickly on this cold night I, a stranger, can empathise and am 
wondering how I would survive on the streets of a foreign country with no money.   
 
My friends said they had not noticed it – never seen the footballer juggling his football or ever really 
been much aware of the many homeless people.  Perhaps we see but don’t really see when we live in 
a place.  How many of us really think about the living statues in Trafalgar Square hanging above the 
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pavement, who seem to multiply each day; or the group who hang around the Underground 
entrance in Adelaide Street, or sleep along William IV Street over the hot air vents there?  How 
many of us have noticed the large numbers that wait outside Rymans on the Strand each night for 
the free food handout?  The closer we are, perhaps the easier it is to see, but not really to see.  I 
explained to my friends in Paris how there seemed to be this large underclass.  If people are not able 
or allowed to integrate how will they ever belong?  How do we learn to love rather than hate?  I saw 
a divided society; the gulf between the included and the excluded.  I had a sense of foreboding.  Two 
days after leaving Paris there was news of the terrorist attack. 
 
Sam Wells in his Thought for the Day after that attack spoke of the mission statement of the French 
Revolution, ‘Liberty, Equality and Fraternity,’ and concluded that the word that has really been 
neglected in this venerable motto is the word fraternity.  Fraternity, he said, names the challenge of 
our time.  Fraternity is the call to become part of that reconciled diversity that people call the 
kingdom of God.  Fraternity is the place where alienation becomes belonging.  But there can be no 
fraternity when one simply does not hear or see or engage with the other. 
 
What is it that Christ offers us in his life?  It is presence – real presence.  It is hard to be present, 
truly present, to another.  Indeed in our society it is difficult enough to be really present to oneself.  
There are so many conflicting calls upon our time, our thoughts and our attention – a constant 
sense of fragmentation.  Sometimes we are not present at all.  We meet but do not meet.  Or perhaps 
we try to be present but our presence is clouded.  We half hear, we engage but not fully, we feign the 
conventions of interaction but disconnect the soul.  I want you to imagine real presence: a person in 
your life who was or is really present to you.  This presence may not be for long but you will 
remember it.  It was a moment of luminosity where for that moment you dwelt in a presence in 
which you knew you fully belonged – dwelt in a moment of time that strangely contained all of life. 
 
The little boy Samuel hears that voice of God’s presence.  At first he is distracted.  He thinks it is Eli 
calling.  And Eli too, has not realised either what Samuel is really hearing.  He tells him to go back to 
bed.  But the third time Eli perceives that it is the voice of God and gives the child the best possible 
advice that anyone could be given – if only we can act on it.  “Speak Lord, your servant is listening.”  
 
In our Gospel, Jesus is the one who becomes fully present to his disciples.  He sees things without 
the need to be told – he recognises.  And straight away through that luminous presence he begins to 
draw a community together.  “Come and see.”  And they do come and do see, and they dwell with 
him and he dwells with them.  Andrew finds Simon and brings him to Jesus; Jesus finds Philip; 
Philip finds Nathaniel; Nathaniel is astonished by Jesus’ presence to him and asks, “Where did you 
come to know me?”  What is happening here?  Christ’s presence is creating fraternity, and that 
fraternity is rippling outwards.  “Come and see.”  And we too are called by Christ into that same 
fraternity.  In this encounter we discover ourselves exchanging complexity with a profound 
humility.  We find ourselves in the depths of our being opening up, becoming aligned.  And perhaps 
we recognise our true belonging, our true home and the free passage of God’s love from above to 
below, from below to above – the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of man. 
 
How is this possible?  Well I believe this miracle takes place again and again in our midst if only we 
have eyes to see.  I will give you an example.  For several years I worked in this church and I did not 
know those that who sat around its edges.  I saw and yet I did not see.  I heard sometimes their 
needs or their anger or glimpsed their perseverance and courage, but I did not really hear.  But then 
one day I was invited to come and see for myself, and others came with me.  And week by week we 
have come and seen, come and listened and realised people are not just hooded shapes in our pews 
but those in whom God also dwells.  We have been called to enter a place where we are not defined 
by our status, or our property, or our home, or our job – but by our humanity.  And in this place, 
stripped of pretention, in poverty, and in the realisation of our mutual need of God’s grace, we 
discover a richness we never believed possible.  When the place of poverty becomes the place of 



hatred and abandonment, then we die, but when the place of poverty becomes the place of 
encounter and presence then we are born anew.  That’s what Epiphany means.  That’s what those 
wise men from the east found in the stable – God’s presence.   
 
Last week a middle-aged man came to our Sunday International Group.  He was from Pakistan.  I 
nearly didn’t let him in because he arrived late without an invitation and we were already full.  But 
then I listened and he told me how he had been homeless for six months and every place he had 
been told could help him had told him to go to a different place.  He held a modest plastic bag in his 
hand full of clothes.  “All I am asking for is the chance to wash these.”  I let him in and Dorothée 
made space to wash his clothes, and we gave him some new warmer ones – not much really, but 
when he left, this same man, in the space of two hours, seemed to have become so luminously 
present.  It was as though he had been lit up from the inside.  He found me and thanked me before 
he left.  But really it should have been me thanking him, for we were visited by Christ.  
 
You see, all of us, all of us, are ultimately homeless.  Whatever we build with stone we won’t take 
with us.  But our lives are the dwelling place of God.  Jesus says “When two or three are gathered in 
my name – I will be with you.”  We can’t do it alone, we need others with us, but we can be God’s 
home.  And he can raise us up even when everything else is destroyed.  He can raise us up.  Come 
and see. 
 
 
 
 
 


