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The Diocese of Norwich ‘Sunday Hope’ Podcast
Passion Sunday, the Fifth Sunday of Lent – 29 March 2020
The Rt Revd Alan Winton, Bishop of Thetford:

Welcome to my study in Herfast House in Wymondham for the second of these special Sunday Podcasts. We’re joined from her home in North Walsham by Canon Susanna Gunner who has written and will read the prayers. Susanna will also do our Bible reading.
Events are moving fast and having a huge impact on most of our lives. So much of the fabric of our day to day existence, that we simply take for granted, has been rearranged, so much has changed in a matter of days. It’s hard to take it all in. 
On top of this, the church building to which we might have turned is now closed: a ready source of comfort and stability is no longer available. But we are being urged to remember that the church is not just a building. The building may be closed but the church remains active and we are finding new ways of being church for these unprecedented times.  
This short podcast is one of those new ways of being church and worshipping God together. It contains a reading, a homily, some questions to ponder, and prayers. 
You might like to press pause now and light a candle as we help ourselves become more conscious that we are in God’s loving presence.

The Lord be with you.

The Collect for Passion Sunday.

Most merciful God,

who by the death and resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ

delivered and saved the world:

grant that by faith in him who suffered on the cross

we may triumph in the power of his victory;

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord,

who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and for ever. Amen.
Reading
Our reading today is a few verses from John chapter 11, the long passage where the fourth evangelist describes the death of Jesus’ friend Lazarus. Jesus delays his coming, but then is met by Martha and reveals himself to be the Resurrection and the Life. In verses 32-35, we hear of the moment when Mary comes to meet Jesus.
When Mary came where Jesus was and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, ‘Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’ When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and deeply moved. He said, ‘Where have you laid him?’ They said to him, ‘Lord, come and see.’ Jesus began to weep.
Homily

So much that can appear contradictory is held together in this powerful 11th chapter of John’s Gospel, much as our lives and our experience of faith’s journey are rarely neat and uncomplicated. 
On meeting Martha on the road we hear the next of those great “I am” sayings of Jesus, that run through this Gospel: “I am the Resurrection and the Life”. When the journey appears to be coming to an end, Jesus is the one in whom a new beginning is always possible, out of the deepening darkness he is always able to bring light and life.

But then we hear of Jesus encountering Mary and her fellow mourners and in response to their grief at the death of Lazarus he weeps. Jesus wept, the shortest verse, but one charged with such emotion and such significance. The one who knows himself to be the Resurrection and the Life weeps tears of compassion. Hope and grief are companions, side by side.
Even the one who embodies hope of new life discovers for himself that hope does not save us from the dreadful pain of loss. It is not a betrayal of the gospel for us to acknowledge the pain we’re feeling at all that has been lost in the space of just a few weeks. For some it is the cherished pattern of our daily lives, for others it may be the loss of someone we have loved. Be assured that Jesus weeps tears of compassion with you.
What, I think, Jesus’ tears do, as all expressions and acts of compassion do, is cut through the loneliness and feelings of isolation that grief can force upon us. When we experience loss, the effect is often brutal. We feel cut off, alone. All that has connected us to those around us can be swept away: loss creates a gulf.

Jesus’ tears of compassion can form a bridge across that gulf. They can cut through the isolation and separation and remake the connection, and thereby ease some of the pain.
There are many people living with anxiety and fear, people suffering real pain and loss at what has been taken away from them. It’s our natural instinct to go to them, to stand alongside them, to shed tears of compassion with them. But we are forbidden by our current circumstances from doing just that.

How can we do as Jesus did when he went to the home of his friend, to comfort his grieving sisters, shedding tears of compassion with them?
In a moment of inspiration, we were encouraged on Thursday evening to stand outside our doors to applaud our health workers.
So we should pray for the Holy Spirit’s inspiration to find new ways of bridging the gulf that pain and loss create with the people around us. 
We should pray for the grace to find other ways of showing that we stand alongside those who are suffering.

Of course, Jesus’ compassion didn’t end with his tears. The one who is the Resurrection and the Life brought light and hope and life to Lazarus, Mary and Martha, and he is the same Lord in whom we find our light, our hope and our life today. 
Questions for Reflection

· When we feel that God delays in coming to us, might it be that he is already with us, waiting for us to turn to him?
· How can we show our compassion for others when we cannot go to them?

· If you lit a candle at the start of this service, sit quietly for a moment and contemplate God’s promise that the darkness will never overcome the light.
Prayers
Let us pray:

Jesus, you wept at the tomb of Lazarus, your friend: 
weep now with us, 

join our lament for all that is lost 

and stay close to the dying and grieving.

Jesus, you shared with Martha the astounding truth 

that you are Resurrection, that you are Life: 

give us, too, the grace to hear this truth, 

to relearn its meaning in these testing times,

to live our altered lives in its power.

Jesus, out of the premature ending of life,

out of inconsolable grief, 

and out of a closed tomb

you brought to Lazarus and his sisters a new beginning:

embolden us to look for this same holy newness today,

awakening us to your presence in the midst of death.

Amen

Tender and compassionate God,

we hold in your loving protection
all who strive to limit the effects of COVID- 19 -
politicians and scientists,

farmers and food suppliers,

all who are caring for the sick, 

supporting the vulnerable,

encouraging the isolated

and consoling the bereaved. 

As we thank you for them,

and acknowledge with gratitude the army of volunteers mobilising to help,

we ask that each of us may be led by your Spirit to play our own part 

in bringing into this darkness the light of Christ.

Amen

Let us pray together as our Saviour taught us:

All: 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.

And 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.

Blessing
The peace of God which passes all understanding,
Keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God,
And of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord,
And the blessing of God Almighty,

The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit,

Be with you and with all those whom you love,

This day and for evermore. Amen.
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