
Address at the funeral of Laurence Nicholls   

John 14.1-6 

Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid, in my 

Father’s house are many dwelling places.  If it were not so would I 

have told you that I go to prepare a place for you, so that where I am 

there you may be also? 

These words from John’s gospel in the bible are often read at funerals 

because of those first words, ‘Do not let your hearts be troubled.’  

They are comforting when we’ve lost someone and on one of those 

dark days when we are feeling it hardest.  And Jesus is speaking these 

words to his closest friends, the 12 disciples, just a few days before 

his own death.  He wants to comfort them, to prepare them, to 

reassure them that there will be light in spite of the darkness ahead.  

He’ll still be with them, but in a different way, after his crucifixion.  He 

is saying, in effect, that his death won’t be the end, but the start of a 

new kind of relationship.  Christians believe that because of Christ’s 

death and then his rising from death he can dwell within us and we in 

him.  That he is alive in a new way and we can encounter him here 

and now.  That we can be where he is, because through his death he’s 

gone ahead and prepared a place for us to be with him.  For some of 

us, and I suspect Laurence, it’s when we receive the bread and wine 

at Holy Communion that Jesus can feel most real.  We look forward 

to being even closer to him after we die. 

It’s at this point that I might hear Laurence saying, ‘Christine, can I 

ask you a question?’  Do any of you remember him doing this, I 

wonder?  You never knew what he was going to come out with!  He 

would sometimes tease, sometimes challenge, sometimes want to 

make a point, and sometimes ask a very deep question.  After our 

Holy Communion (with coffee afterwards) in our café Laurence would 

wash up in the kitchen.  It was typical of him to do this because he 

was kind, as some of you have noted.  It was over the washing up 

that we might deal with a mix of banter and big life questions.  So, he 

might say (and I paraphrase because I don’t remember his exact 

words, only the gist of what he was saying), so, what I want to know 

is, this being close to Jesus and his having prepared a place for us, is 

all very well, but what about the darkness, the mess we’re in?  What 

about all we do wrong, or have done wrong?’  And he was including 



himself in this.  The implication was, How could any of us dare to even 

look at Jesus, let alone come close to him?  It was all too good to be 

true. 

I was reminded of a poem by George McLeod, founder of the Iona 

community.  George had endured fighting in the 1st world war as a 

young man and he emerged with what we now call post traumatic 

stress with bouts of depression.  Like Laurence, he was asking how, 

if at all, he and other human beings could approach Jesus when the 

world was in a mess and they were part of it, and had even 

contributed to the mess.  He poured some of this into poems.  He 

referred to the mess, which he called sins, as a thorn in what he 

termed the garden of our lives, a thorn which was always there, 

contrasting with God’s beauty.  He puts it like this: 

But always in the beauty, the tang of sin in our consciences. 

The dry lichen of sins long dead, but seared upon our minds. 

In the garden that is each of us, always the thorn. 

Always the thorn  -that was what resonated for me with Laurence.  As 

though he had this thorn that would sometimes dig into him when 

invited to receive God’s love, God’s forgiveness and mercy.  For 

George McLeod the clue to his recovery from the sins of the war was 

recognising the thorn, and repeatedly handing it over to Christ.  Yes, 

it was there but it no longer kept pulling him down.  Jesus had 

removed its sting on the cross.  He was a sinner, yes, but he was a 

loved sinner, a forgiven sinner.  He could hear Jesus’ reassurance not 

to be troubled or afraid.  He really did have a place with him 

I sometimes wondered if Laurence thought that there wouldn’t be a 

place for him, that it was all just pie in the sky, so I rather delight in 

picturing him now at the doorway to the Father’s house, hesitating as 

he sees Jesus there, and then automatically coming out with, ‘Jesus, 

can I ask you a question?’ to which Jesus simply says YES and draws 

him inside! 

 

Christine Bainbridge 


