
North West Wiltshire Pastorate 
Worship for Sunday March 29th 2020 
Led by the Revd. Sarah Simpson 
 
Good morning and welcome to worship today. 
Today we return to the lectionary, our usual practice. 
Let us prepare to come together to worship; 
Let us worship God. 
 
Let us pray, 
Eternal God, 
Constant and ever present, 
We come to worship you, 
In gladness and with thanksgiving in our hearts. 
Loving God, 
You turn our tears into joy, 
Your arms enfold us with the comfort only you give. 
You are the constant presence. 
 
We join together in celebrating the new life you offer, 
And the love you so freely give, 
Encourage us through this time of worship 
To feel ourselves connected to you 
And to each other, 
Amen 
 
John 11, 1-45 
Our gospel reading today is quite long and involved. It begins with a statement, a man called 
Lazarus is ill. This mightn’t seem specifically important but for the fact that this man is a friend of 
Jesus and so his sisters send word to Jesus to let him know. 
When Jesus hears this he announces that Lazarus’ sickness will not end in death and he remains 
where he is for two days. 
Then he decides to return to Judea, his disciples question his decision to do this on grounds of 
safety but Jesus does not listen to them; yet despite how this sounds the humanity of Jesus comes 
to the fore here, not just concern for his friends but also for the safety of his disciples, those 
entrusted to him. 
Whilst this conversation is happening the gospel writer records Lazarus’ death. By the time Jesus 
arrives in Bethany, Lazarus has already been in his tomb for four days; there are plenty of people 
around his sisters and Jesus is aware not only of their desire to comfort Martha and Mary but also 
of the standing of Lazarus in the community. 
Martha comes out to greet Jesus, walking to where he has stopped but Mary remains inside. 
Martha shows great faith in Jesus ability to heal, these verses make it clear: 
 
“Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will 
give you whatever you ask”. 
Jesus said to her, “your brother will rise again”. 



Martha answered “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.” 
Jesus said to her “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though 
he dies and whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
“Yes Lord” she told him, “I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who was to come into 
the world.” 
 
Martha then calls for Mary to come and see Jesus, she too echoes her sister’s words, “Lord, if you 
had been here, my brother would not have died”. 
Jesus asks to see where Lazarus is laid, by this point he too has succumbed to the emotion 
around him. On arriving at the tomb he asks for the stone to be rolled away. Martha is uneasy, by 
this point the body will have begun to smell but Jesus makes it clear that now is the time for 
Martha to make good her declaration of faith. 
Those around now see the stone being moved away, Jesus praying and then calling Lazarus by 
name; the subsequent appearance of his friend and the resulting increase in those who believed. 
 
And so a few thoughts: 
Here we have almost a resume of what happened, and hopefully I have managed to convey 
something of the complexity and emotion of the story. 
Because this is where it is getting personal; Lazarus, Martha and Mary are Jesus’ friends; this isn’t 
a plea for help from a random stranger, someone trying to cover all bases, and how hard it must 
have been for Jesus to hear the news and stay where he was, even only for a short time, and yet 
when he does leave to journey to the family he is naturally apprehensive at what might await him 
there, not the reaction of the sisters but the community and the authorities for whom he was 
already a person of interest and he is aware that it is not just his safety at risk but those he is 
responsible for. 
So he goes to Bethany. 
And which sister comes to meet him? 
Martha, which may seem strange. 
Why Martha, why not Mary? 
I ask that because it was Mary who seemed to be the one most interested in Jesus’ teaching and 
yet Mary stays indoors away from Jesus, from the one who we’d think she would take comfort from 
and it is Mary who has to be persuaded by Martha to come to meet him, almost like a shy child. 
 
Does this say something about the times when faith is shaken and needs to be restored? 
A feeling possibly echoed right now. This is a time when our focus shortly moves from Lent to 
Easter and the promise of Resurrection. We acknowledge Easter will feel very different this year 
but its promise is unchanging, that same promise which has brought the world through many 
disasters, many trials, and many difficulties in the past, and will do so again, but for the present 
that seems a long way ahead. 
Without Lazarus, life would be very different for Martha and Mary, uncertain, challenging. Society 
deemed him their protector, and without him their world looked a different place. The old 
certainties had gone, but then new certainties come in their place; the comfort of what is known, 
what is familiar can often prevent us from looking to the unknown with the confidence and trust of 
faith. 



As things change on a daily basis much is being learned, of human nature, resilience, friendship 
and kindness, as the community came together in Bethany and enfolded Martha and Mary, so too 
are we seeing that today, in communities all over the country, Europe, the world. 
This shows that however impenetrable the darkness may seem, the light will always overcome it. 
Keep on looking for the light of the resurrection. 
Amen. 
 
Let us pray 
Lord of love, 
Many are weeping at this time, 
In grief for loved ones taken from them, 
In despair for loved ones far away, 
In fear for loved ones working in the centre of this pandemic. 
 
Lord, we understand all these emotions, 
They are not new, neither are they exclusive; 
But at this time they seem overwhelming. 
 
We pray for all who are grieving, 
Those who, like Martha and Mary have faith, 
Those who have no faith, 
And those who long for something to cling to at this time. 
 
Lord, these times are strange, 
But we give thanks for the signs of hope shown, 
Neighbourliness, community spirit, 
Care for the vulnerable, 
Respect for each other. 
 
As we begin another week of isolation, 
We pray for all the good things we see in our lives, 
Knowing that they are rays of light in the darkness 
And glimpses of your love in our world. 
Amen. 
 
We join together in the Lord’s Prayer 
Our Father, 
Who art in heaven, 
Hallowed be thy name. 
Thy kingdom come, thy will be done 
On earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread 
And forgive us our trespasses, 
As we forgive those who trespass against us. 
Lead us not into temptation, 
But deliver us from evil. 



For thine is the kingdom, 
The power and the glory 
For ever and ever, 
Amen. 
 
And a Gaelic blessing to end, 
Words which may be familiar to many of you. 
 
May the road rise up to meet you, 
May the wind be always at your back, 
May the sun shine warm upon your face, 
The rains fall soft upon your fields. 
And until we meet again, 
May God hold you in the palm of His hand. 
Amen 
 
We say together, 
May the grace of our Lord, Jesus Christ, 
The love of God 
And the blessing of the Holy Spirit, 
Be with you 
And remain with you, 
Today and forever, 
Amen. 
 
Until we meet again – Amen. 

 


