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Candlelit Choral Evensong        St Nicholas, Sutton 
to mark the anniversary of the bomb close to the church, 24.09.1940   22 September 2019 
 

Gospel of Luke, chapter 13, verses 1-5 
   

Jesus said, ‘I am the light of the world.’ (John’s Gospel, 8.12) 
 

Services of remembrance are usually about those who died.  This one, thank God, is about those who survived 

the bomb which fell between this church and the old Rectory seventy-nine years ago.  The eightieth 

anniversary will take place next year; but we are taking this occasion to think about the damage to the 

building, especially to the windows, as we come to the end of the Heritage Open Days exhibition.  This tells the 

stories of the people who made this building so beautiful for succeeding generations to enjoy.   So the themes 

this evening are not only remembrance but also thanksgiving and reconciliation, typified by our choice of 

German music for the anthem. 

 

Still, our New Testament lesson confronts us with the problem of undeserved suffering, as did the bombing 

raids of the Second World War.  The people who told Jesus ‘about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had 

mingled with their sacrifices’ were talking about the same thing.  They were challenging the justice of God and 

Jesus doesn’t dodge or try to minimise the problem.  On the contrary he acknowledges that what has 

happened is a terrible atrocity, but at least we know who is responsible.  It is not God, but an identifiable man, 

Pontius Pilate.  Incidentally, Rector Edward Woollcombe in 1940 ascribed what he called a ‘barbaric infliction’ 

to Hitler, whom he describes as ‘the insufferable breaker of the world’s peace and happiness.’   

Jesus then goes on to speak of an accidental disaster, not a man-made one - what insurers call ‘an act of God.’  

He is answering the idea that suffering must be deserved and that misfortune is a sign that you are being 

punished by God for wrongdoing.  This is the idea which surfaces whenever we catch ourselves saying, ‘What 

have I done to deserve this?’  We may take comfort from the fact that Jesus gives the lie to that, even as we 

take to heart his challenge to take the opportunity to mend our ways and lead better lives. 

An example of the randomness of suffering is given by Mr and Mrs Heald, a young couple living in a flat just 

twenty yards from the crater.  They had nearly moved to another flat nearby.  This flat took a direct hit from 

an incendiary bomb; and they told the local newspaper: 

 ‘We woke up with a start and felt some fine bits of ceiling falling on the bed.  Apparently the softness of the 

ground saved us.  When we went outside it looked just like a wilderness in the bright moonlight.  Afterwards 

we went to bed in the front room and it was not long before we were asleep again.’   

The newspaper account ends, ‘Mrs Heald said some bottles of jam on a shelf were not even disturbed and 

some eggs were unbroken.’  We find it again in Rector Woollcombes’s account, beginning, ‘I say my daily 

thanksgiving for the miracle that not a human being was so much as scratched’.  We can all give thanks for that 

- as we will, in the General Thanksgiving at the end of this service.   
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The newspaper records that:   

‘Two small trees were lifted out of the ground and implanted in the roofs of the flats, looking … as if they were 

growing there.  The most curious feature of all was the effect on the church clock.  Three of the four faces now 

show 12.50, the time the bomb landed, but the fourth continues to register the correct time.’ 

The Rector said he and his family were asleep downstairs when the explosion occurred:    

‘The house seemed to lift up and then go down again… Then we heard tombstones rattling down in all 

directions, sounding just as if more bombs were falling.  But we were carrying on.  We held our usual service at 

7am.  There were 8 people present. We would have had more but for the action of the police in preventing 

people from coming in.’ 

Then, in a phrase reminiscent of Mrs Heald with her jam and eggs, he said:   

‘I remember the brussel sprouts, tomatoes, cabbages, carrots and celery, especially celery under several feet 

of chalk.  I walked through… the debris with the Blessed Sacrament to two sick cases later in the morning… I 

only wish I could have taken some photographs.  It was a sight worthy of record to see both churchwardens, 

coats off, brooms in hand and sleeves rolled up, scouring the church as if charring was their usual vocation.  

The old Mother Church seemed in spite of her wounds to smile down upon them in deep appreciation of these 

affectionate attentions.’  

I include these quotations from contemporary sources because they give us a wonderful sense of the spirit of 

‘Keep calm and carry on‘ that unique mixture of stoicism and matter-of-factness which prevailed then and 

which was the spirit of 1940.  There is a lot of myth-making about the Blitz, but survivors tell us that it really 

was like that, jam, eggs, celery and all.  In Sutton’s little epic there are no great deeds of valour or self-sacrifice, 

but there is throughout a basic human decency and neighbourliness, the ordinary everyday goodness which 

got the nation through its darkest hour and which we need to recapture today. 

We lost some priceless stained glass; and that was a grievous loss to our architectural heritage.  Still, it was 

replaced with plain glass, which lets God’s gentle northern light flood in and illuminate an otherwise rather 

dark interior.  We may take that as an indication of spiritual gain, as a sign of God’s grace and of his ability to 

bring good out of evil.  We have just prayed, ‘Lighten our darkness’ and we are about to sing, ‘A man that looks 

on glass, on it may stay his eye, Or, if he pleases, through it pass, and there the heaven espy.’  Today, as we 

remember what happened seventy-nine years ago, we ought not to dwell too long upon what we lost then.  

Rather we should rejoice in what we have now and, when we look through the windows, give thanks to God 

for his gift to us of Jesus Christ, the light of the world.  Amen.  

 


