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“[A] moving story for a new generation hungry to find the 
realness of God in the middle of life’s struggle.”

Miriam Swaffield, Fusion Movement

“[This book] will help those facing their own personal darkness to discover the 
light of Christ and inspire many to a life of adoring, trusting, radical discipleship.” 

Vaughan Roberts, Author and Rector

Rediscover God’s love and calling.
Find the life you were made for 

and the courage to live it.
“Every tragic loss has the potential to open up or close down the fruitfulness 
of our lives. The death of someone we love, the death of a dream, or our hopes, 
crushes, paralyses and immobilises us; it empowers doubt, releases hopeless-
ness, robs us of energy and can make us sit down by the wayside in tears, unable 
to go on.”

Nobody goes entirely untouched by hurt, grief or pain. Deep Night, Bright 
Morning guides readers towards the light and love of Jesus. Anita Cleverly 
includes insights and inspiration as well as comfort, to help readers find or 
recover friendship with God, and His calling on our lives. In this book, you will 
find a winsome source of love, hope and empowerment.

Anita Cleverly, along with her husband, Charlie, leads St Aldates Church in Oxford, one 
of the most influential churches in the United Kingdom. A well-established speaker and 
leader, Anita speaks widely at events and conferences across the UK and beyond.
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1

Unless a Seed Fall 
to the Ground

Diary of a Death

There is no mystery on earth
Exceeds the mighty miracle of birth
Not all the fearful mystery of death

Surpasses that first 
breaking into light

And timid, fragile breath.
- John Kitching, quoted in Judith 

Nicholls (ed.), Otherworlds 

Death be not proud, though some 
have called thee Mighty and 
dreadful, for thou art not so.

- John Donne, The Complete 
English Poems
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24 DEEP NIGHT, BRIGHT MORNING

Like a sharply focused photograph, I remember the room quite 
clearly. A crowd of well-dressed, smiling Americans were seated at 
round tables, enjoying a copious meal after an address from the 
Hispanic evangelist. I don’t recall much of what he said, but I clearly 
remember his small, taut form and the energy that poured forth as he 
exhorted his listeners to pray for the souls in Silicon Valley and the 
Bay area, and earnestly lamented the decline of American society. I 
remember that he was dark and had a certain attractiveness and that 
he was accompanied by more than one very glamorous woman with 
big hair, brightly coloured nail polish on long nails, well-fitting suits 
and heels. Newly arrived and rather bemused, I remember too feel-
ing unsettled in a context so different from my experience of church 
gatherings so far. Of course we were pretty tired, partly from jet-lag, 
partly from sheer excitement at having arrived for three months in 
the dream destination of California, but perhaps most of all because 
we had a new baby, only two-and-a-half months old, who had been 
restive since our arrival and had given us broken nights.

Now, as the meal drew to an end, the room was full of people mill-
ing around, and our host for the day was introducing us to a steadily 
growing number of people. It was exciting to have been brought to this 
meeting, and very thoughtful of the close and dear friends with whom 
we were spending these months to have released us by baby-sitting for 
our three children. Everything was new and fascinating in what I saw 
as a romantic wonderland, and the months stretched out ahead of us, 
full of promise and interesting meetings, events and trips. For a start 
the next day was my birthday and a champagne breakfast was planned. 
A champagne breakfast! Whoever heard of such an indulgence! Well, I 
was certainly up for it as a birthday treat. 
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UNLESS A SEED FALL TO THE GROUND 25

We had come for an extended placement as part of my husband 
Charlie’s training for ordination in the Church of England. We had 
somehow persuaded ourselves and our theological college that close 
observation of a Pentecostal church, where our friend was principal 
of the attached school, would be the best preparation for ministry in 
a British parish! More seriously it was an opportunity that presented 
itself to widen our vision and stretch our theological education. Added 
to this, it was a chance to spend time with close friends. Indeed, the 
goodness of God was boundless, and we were people with grateful 
hearts as we basked in this extraordinary treat that he had afforded us. 
Sometimes I could barely believe that we were on the road to becom-
ing a pastoral couple; to fulfilling our dream of serving a local church.

Suddenly our host, who had briefly left our sides, pushed his 
way unnaturally quickly through the crowded room and said tersely, 
‘We’ve got to go. Now. I’ve had a call and something’s wrong with 
Samuel. Come on.’

‘What’s wrong?’ I said, following him out of the room with 
Charlie. ‘What’s wrong?’ I repeated, more loudly and with less control.

‘I don’t know,’ replied David. ‘He didn’t know.’
‘What do you mean, he didn’t know? How can you not know?’
And so the questions without answers succeeded each other until 

we were speeding along the motorway in silence, all three locked in our 
own thoughts, our host David staring ahead, his jaw set. Road signs, 
directions, advertising billboards loomed up and were gone, almost lull-
ing me like music as the clammy hand of fear tightened its grasp. As we 
passed a sign reading ‘Hospital: 300 metres’, my stomach lurched and 
the first tears spilt over the edge. I turned to Charlie, silently pleading 
for help as my face crumpled, and he reached an arm round me, but I 
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26 DEEP NIGHT, BRIGHT MORNING

could see he was frightened too. Then the two of them began to pray. 
Raising their voices, they began to call on God: that he would drive out 
whatever was threatening Samuel, that he would heal and restore. Soon 
running out of words, they lifted their voices in heavenly languages. 
I remained mute, my whole body paralysed with a fear that was now 
uncontrollable, feeling myself to be in a reality outside time, in which 
the sole element was pain that might last for ever. Only it wasn’t real.

The car turned into our road and in the distance we saw a figure 
standing outside the gate. As we drew closer we could see that it was 
our friend, his face ashen, his body rigid. ‘Drive to the hospital,’ he 
ordered tersely.

‘What’s happened, what’s wrong, is he all right, will he be all right, 
how did it happen, he will be all right, won’t he?’ Our garbled questions 
matched the hope draining out of our bodies, our hearts, our minds.

‘I don’t know; I don’t know,’ repeated Stuart. ‘He wasn’t respond-
ing properly when I went to check him.’

San Jose, the capital of Silicon Valley, is a geometrically designed 
city, like so many in America. Left, right, right, left, right; we swung 
from street to street, almost rhythmically. There were no sweeping 
bends, none of the unpredictability of the English road system with 
its idiosyncratic and haphazard layout; just 90 degree turns, one upon 
another, and they seemed to go on for ever. I wondered if I would 
ever get there, if I would ever see Samuel again, ever hold him in my 
arms again. The city which this morning almost literally sparkled 
with light was this afternoon as grey and menacing as a mausoleum.

Turning yet another anonymous corner as David silently followed 
the clipped instructions, we came suddenly upon the huge, face-
less institution, rising like a grey and gloomy giant out of nowhere. 
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UNLESS A SEED FALL TO THE GROUND 27

Suddenly my best friend appeared, running towards us, her dark hair 
flying round her face. Getting out of the car, with a curious sense of 
slow motion and what felt like a Herculean effort, I fell into her arms.

‘Ani,’ she said, ‘Samuel will be yours for all eternity.’
It was 23 January 1982.
The blow, when it came, hit me head on. Inside me the noise of 

its impact resounded as in an echo chamber. In an instant my life 
unravelled with the speed of lightning, and chaos replaced order. 
Focus gave way to blurred vision and the next moments—or were 
they hours?—seemed to take place in another dimension, at another 
remove, through a glass darkly. Although my hearing was unim-
paired, I just couldn’t reach people. Most terrible of all I couldn’t 
reach Samuel. It’s curious what tiny details make their way into the 
memory files at a time like this. The doctor was tall, young and had 
fair hair and he said, very gently, ‘The child is not alive.’

I heard, but I didn’t believe. A nurse led us, with our friends, 
into the innards of the great, grey hospital, and then to a room in the 
centre of which, on a full-sized hospital bed, lay the tiny, motionless 
body of our only son, Samuel, ‘asked of God’. Of course, he wasn’t 
really dead, because he couldn’t be. Every fibre of my being rose up 
to refuse the sight before me. He would soon revive, we would take 
him home, and the doctor would help us.

‘Sudden Infant Death Syndrome,’ the doctor was saying, ‘is a 
relatively common phenomenon; there is no real explanation for it, 
although progress is being made through research.’

I still wasn’t registering. I knew he must be talking about some-
one else and that cot death, or crib death as it is known in the US, 
had nothing to do with us. It was strange, though, I admitted to 
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28 DEEP NIGHT, BRIGHT MORNING

myself in a fleeting moment of lucidity, that he should be talking 
about this here in this room, and now.

With infinite tenderness, and beginning his own journey through 
the valley of the shadow of death, Charlie bent over the bed and took 
Samuel’s lifeless, already bluish and stiffening frame in his arms, seem-
ing to impart new life, willing him to come back. As if at a signal, 
though none was given, the two men lifted their voices, just as he and 
David had done hours earlier, and commanded the spirit of death to 
let go, and the child to rise in the name of Jesus. Their prayers contin-
ued for several minutes, but Samuel didn’t move. We stayed for some 
time, and I stared uncomprehendingly at my son, an unutterable grief 
expanding like a hot iron in my chest. Yet I made no move to hold 
him and, to this day, I don’t know why. Perhaps I knew instinctively 
that he wasn’t there anymore, and that, much as I loved this child and 
fiercely longed for him to return, the inert body before me was just 
that: a body, a tent.

‘Now,’ says Paul, ‘we know that if the earthly tent we live in is 
destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, 
not built by human hands’.1 And a little earlier, ‘The body that is 
sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonour, 
it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is 
sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.’2

We had to leave him, hard as it was. I think I probably knew, 
with a mother’s instinct, that he was gone, long before we got to the 
hospital, but now we had to go, and no mother wants to leave her 
child unprotected, however irrational her desire.

Still in my world of chaos, I hammered on heaven’s door. ‘How 
could you let this happen? You promised him to me.…’
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UNLESS A SEED FALL TO THE GROUND 29

Two months earlier, two thousand miles away from that hospital 
room so imbued with death, we had been gathered excitedly in another 
hospital room, where two little girls had come to welcome their new 
brother. Two months earlier we had been overwhelmed with joy, excite-
ment and gratitude as we welcomed Samuel into the world, when the 
summer was ended and the winds of November were howling, snatching 
up the leaves and plucking at the coats that people pulled tightly around 
them. Now Samuel was dead. One hospital room is much like another; 
it is a place of work, of deliverance to life, or from sickness and death, if 
possible. But it is not always possible, and hospitals are houses of death 
for many. All that distinguishes one hospital room from another is what 
triumphs or tragedies of humankind are being played out in them.

All of us weeping, all of us in the surreal world that accompanies 
death, we drove slowly home. For the moment not even intelligible 
questions could be formed, and my mind was a scramble, the very 
worst sort of computer crash, the work of years irretrievably lost in an 
instant. Worse than that was the pain, hard to locate and intensifying 
by the minute, spreading slowly all over my body. Samuel, asked for 
and granted, was today lying stiff under a sheet in an anonymous 
morgue in a hospital. Not really, of course. Soon I would wake up 
and this terrible nightmare would fade away, like the times when I 
would wake to Charlie’s voice gently speaking my name as I rose 
out of a confused scenario in which he was leaving me. Just as those 
increasingly infrequent dreams related back to our student days in 
Oxford, so this event must simply reflect the earlier fear that I was 
not pregnant after all, and normality would soon return…

Back at the house a cup of tea was put into my hands and my 
little daughters were running into my arms and clambering onto 
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30 DEEP NIGHT, BRIGHT MORNING

my lap, elbowing each other out of the way. Our friends’ two small 
children circled about us excitedly, and there seemed to be quite a lot 
of people and movement in the house, and they all seemed quite real; 
frighteningly real. Because if they were real and this was not after all a 
dream, it meant that Samuel was really dead, was really not going to 
breathe any more, and my arms, though now around my daughters, 
would not hold him to me again. All these thoughts brought unbear-
able pain, as did catching sight of my friend’s rounded belly, home 
for the moment to their third child.

‘Let’s just gather together and honour the Lord and proclaim that 
God is God, even in the face of death.’ The voice that spoke was deep 
and rich, had a strong Scottish accent and belonged to Gramps. Gramps 
and Mabs, our friend’s parents, had moved to the States in the early 
1980s. Both were well known in the prayer world of the charismatic 
renewal, to which we had been introduced and were now discovering. 
They had embraced their son’s friends with open arms and already been 
wise counsellors to us who were so new to the things of God.

Gramps would often appear unannounced at breakfast time, his 
arms laden with doughnuts, his face beaming, and stand beneficent 
as the four children hurled themselves at him shrieking with delight. 
In response to the patriarchal generosity represented by such simple 
acts, a spontaneous well of love had sprung up in my heart for him 
and his wife.

Now all of us were confronted with calamity, and we were sud-
denly in much more urgent need of their wise parenting. Somehow, 
we were all collected together with them, including the children, in 
the spacious sitting room. Bread and wine had appeared on the table 
and the cacophony gave way to a respectful quiet. What followed 
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UNLESS A SEED FALL TO THE GROUND 31

was one of the most significant moments in the whole process of 
living through the death of Samuel. Quietly, simply and with great 
authority, we were led through a celebration of communion. We par-
took, in all our disarray, of the body and the blood, and proclaimed 
that Christ is risen and that he lives today and that nothing can 
dim the power and the truth of this historical fact, not even such a 
catastrophically violent blow from the dark as the one from which we 
were all reeling, even as we shared the eucharistic meal.

For I am convinced that neither death nor life, nei-
ther angels nor demons, neither the present nor the 
future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 
from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.3

Somehow, I got hold of this; somehow, the powerful, all-embracing 
words of the Bible rang wonderfully true, crazed as I was with pain and 
desperately yearning to hold my son and feel his heartbeat. Somehow, 
I was able to compute that, though ‘things fall apart; the centre cannot 
hold,’4 there was meaning and order to be retrieved, and that true 
reality lay not in the chaos of what had befallen us, but in the presence 
and parenting of God.

Samuel’s funeral took place a few days later. We chose to have 
him buried in San Jose, in the children’s area of the huge city 
ceme tery. Perhaps, had we had more time and less pain, we might 
have made other choices; we surely would have had more thought 
for our own parents, their pain exacerbated by the distance between 
us all. Decisions made in desolation will often be regretted, yet 
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32 DEEP NIGHT, BRIGHT MORNING

we had to decide. A ‘Catch-22’ that maybe you are familiar with 
too. Nevertheless, we have since been able to make several visits to 
California, despite the enormous distance, and to sit around his grave 
with our daughters and the two children born to us later, and thank 
God for his goodness and for giving us such a treasure in heaven.

Being able to return to California relatively often has been impor-
tant for those two little daughters as they have grown up. In the turmoil 
of events surrounding the immediate aftermath of Samuel’s death, we 
made the decision not to bring them to the funeral; a decision we have 
bitterly regretted ever since, though it was made with the best of inten-
tions. Our regret has grown rather than faded with the passing of the 
years, and we’ll explore this further in chapter 11. It was our first real 
brush with death, and we didn’t understand the importance of saying 
goodbye, until we did it ourselves that blustery January day.

Our surrogate father, Gramps, presided over and preached at 
the funeral, and it was a declaration of life over death. I, normally so 
timid about such things, but curiously liberated by the enormity of 
what was happening to me, lifted my voice and led the congregation 
in a song. It didn’t seem to matter so much what people thought. ‘I 
will enter his presence with thanksgiving in my heart’, I sang.5 How 
could I have given utterance to such words? Could it have been the 
courage and consolation of the Holy Spirit?

The funeral parlour director had greeted us kindly and with 
compassion on our arrival and led us in to see the tiny coffin. ‘He’s all 
ready,’ he said. ‘Cute as a bug’s ear.’ To this day, I’ve never understood 
that phrase, but I suppose it’s a florid way of saying tidy and tiny. 
After the service the solemn cortège wound its way up to the chil-
dren’s section where the cemetery workers had dug a fresh grave and 
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UNLESS A SEED FALL TO THE GROUND 33

were waiting to fill it in. I remember a light drizzle falling and the 
little box being awkwardly lowered. I remember my long inward cry, 
echoing in the chamber of my spirit; ‘Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?’; 
‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’6

Now we had to live on, and learn to lament.
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