
Knox United Church 
Sunday, February 21st, 2021 

First Sunday in Lent 
 

 
(portions of this service are taken or adapted from Again and Again, a Lent worship resource 
with prayers by Sarah Are from A Sanctified Art LLC / sanctifiedart.org)   

 
Prelude: 
  https://youtu.be/tbj7WzLEfvc  
 

 
As we gather for worship today, we acknowledge that the land on which we gather is 
Treaty 6 territory, the ancestral land of several Indigenous nations, and part of the 
homeland of the Metis. We respect the sacredness of our shared home and the ground 
on which we walk, and we are grateful for its stewardship through the centuries. 
 

God meets us in the night— 
Before the sun rises, 
Before the wound heals, 
Before there are answers, 
Before there is closure. 

God meets us in the light— 
Where joy is effervescent, 
Where laughter is contagious, 
Where flowers bloom from cracks in the sidewalk, 
And where people gather around the table. 

God meets us at the threshold— 
At the edge of the water, 
At the beginning of the wilderness, 
At the start of something new, 
On the edge of faith. 

And if God meets us in all those places, 
Then surely God meets us in between— 
Staying with us through the wilderness. 
We are not alone. God is all around. 
Let us worship the God of the here and now. 

 

Gathering Prayer 

May the God of the Wilderness, the God of the Journey, break into our hearts, open wide 
our minds, and reach into the depths of our souls.  May we heed Wisdom's call to 

https://youtu.be/tbj7WzLEfvc


faithfulness in love, compassion in action, openness in welcome, and generosity in 
service.  May we be stirred to acts of faithful living, and extend God’s grace and love 
wherever there is need for hope or healing, peace or promise.  
Amen. 
 

Hymns: 

 Shall We Gather at the River  
  Anne Stepehenson, Paul Denham 
   https://youtu.be/JLiLrhb8CwY  
 
 Like a Healing Stream  
  Mary Lou Beck 
   https://youtu.be/3c6hMZTYa6k  
 

Holy Conversation 

Again and again, God meets us where we are. 
God’s love knows no bounds, which is hard for us to understand and easy for us to 
forget. 
Therefore, in confession we remember together that we are not alone. 
And in a unified voice, we once again ask for God’s grace in that holy reminder. 

There is nowhere we can go that God is not.  God was with Jesus at his baptism.  God 
was with him in the wilderness.  And even in between, God was there, saying aloud, 
“This is my beloved.”  We know that God is with us too – in the good, the bad, and 
everything in between.  But so often we act like we are alone.  Instead of coming to God 
with our hurt, we hold it in or cast it onto others.  Instead of coming to God with our joy, 
we credit ourselves and offer God nothing. 

How can we long for a deeper relationship with God while living like God is nowhere to 
be found? 

May we be forgiven for our self-centered ways.  May we be reminded that in every 
breath, in every step, God is there.  This is the God who meets us where we are.  Before 
and behind, above and below, within and around. Amen. 
 

Scriptures: 

Genesis 9:8-17 

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, ‘As for me, I am establishing my 
covenant with you and your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is 
with you, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as 
many as came out of the ark. I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all 
flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy 
the earth.’ God said, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you 

https://youtu.be/JLiLrhb8CwY
https://youtu.be/3c6hMZTYa6k


and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: I have set my bow in 
the clouds, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. When I 
bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, I will remember my 
covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters 
shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is in the clouds, I 
will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature 
of all flesh that is on the earth.’ God said to Noah, ‘This is the sign of the covenant that I 
have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth.’ 

Mark 1:9-15   

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the 
Jordan. And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart 
and the Spirit descending like a dove on him. And a voice came from heaven, ‘You are 
my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.’  

And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness 
for forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited 
on him.  

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 
and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the realm of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news.’ 
 

Anthem 

 Fall on Me 
  Words by J. Paul Williams, Music by Douglas Nolan. 

  https://www.jwpepper.com/Fall-on-Me/3001013.item#/submit 

  (click on the speaker icon, and then the arrow) 
 

Reflection 

“The realm of God has come near”.  What a powerful statement!  I wonder how those 
who first heard Mark’s gospel heard these words.  I wonder what they thought they 
meant. 

In Mark, things happen fast.  We already heard part of this passage a few weeks ago, 
when we celebrated Jesus’ baptism.  But now we get the baptism in its fuller context in 
the story.  It happens just after John the baptizer is introduced, and is followed 
immediately by Jesus’ testing in the wilderness and the beginning of his preaching 
ministry.  The three mini-episodes go right together here in this action-packed story. 

In the baptism, the key moment is when the heavens are literally ripped open and the 
spirit descends on Jesus.  A better translation from the Greek original text would be that 
the Spirit descends into Jesus.  The Spirit becomes part of Jesus, imbuing him with the 

https://www.jwpepper.com/Fall-on-Me/3001013.item#/submit


power of God in a way beyond any other human experience.  This is the point of John’s 
assertion that Jesus would baptize people with the Holy Spirit. 

Then, immediately, the Spirit casts Jesus out into the wilderness, that place of boundary 
between the civilized world and the primordial world of chaos and danger.  Here Jesus 
confronts Satan, the embodiment of demonic power that so troubles the world.  Mark 
doesn’t go into the details of what transpires in the wilderness, as do Mark and Luke.  
We’re left to wonder a bit at what goes on out there.  But, as Jesus returns in good form, 
presumably he prevailed over his adversary.  Again, translation would see a better word 
in tested rather than tempted, but the idea is similar.  In the testing, Jesus finds whatever 
he needs, with the assistance of heavenly beings, to overcome the obstacles placed in 
his way.  He becomes ready to face the rigours of his mission and ministry, which as 
gospel goes on to portray, carries its own heavy burdens. 

Finally, Jesus begins his preaching and proclaiming ministry, saying that right now, even 
today, God’s realm is at hand, and he invites people to turn their lives to the vision of 
that realm in truth around them.  “The realm of God has come near.” 

When you pair that message with the message toward the end of the Noah story from 
the Genesis reading, there is hope abundant.  God’s presence on Earth becomes 
unmistakable, and people indeed know that this is good news.  The statement of the 
rainbow is surprisingly universal.  God’s covenant of benevolence extends to all of 
creation, every woman, man, child and every creature of land and water and air.  It 
extends to every person of colour, every gay or queer individual, every criminal, every 
person on the fringes of society by virtue of their class or nationality or language or 
education or physical capability.  God’s blessing is on those we love and those we don’t 
love.  It’s a sobering thought.  Of what importance are our judgements in the face of that? 

That universality is at the centre of the notion of God’s kingdom or realm.  It is for 
everybody and everything.  The kingdom is mentioned fourteen times in Mark’s gospel 
– it’s important to that story.  God’s realm is not about a place.  Rather, it’s a power.  It’s 
God’s dynamic potency to mend and heal all that is broken and wounded in the world. 

And what does this universal, near-at-hand powerful realm have to do with us and our 
twenty-first century lives?  Do we still hear in it a promise?  Or are we so jaded and 
overwhelmed by the harshness of our world that we can no longer find in it the promise 
of good news?  I wonder how we hear these words today. 

We could well just see the statement, “The realm of God has come near” as the naïve 
and innocuous words of someone seeing the world through rose-coloured glasses.  We 
could see it as the banal and trite statement of one who cannot see the hard reality of 
what the world brings to so many people.  But neither Mark nor Jesus is naïve.  They 
see the world as it is.  After all, Mark has already acknowledged that John has been 
arrested.  And Jesus is about to confront a demon inhabiting a man in the synagogue, 
as we saw a couple of weeks ago.  Mark and Jesus are pragmatic, as well as spiritual.  
This part of the story is not about pie-in-the-sky niceties, but about the real world – the 
world as real as it can get.  And Jesus is clear that the real world is inhabited by God’s 
realm, if only people can see it. 



Can we see it?  Do we have the eyes for the deeper reality of God’s immanent presence 
among us?  Can we understand these words as applying to us as well as those listeners 
so long ago?  I hope so. 

These are the words of hope for today.  The are words that so many people desperately 
need to hear.  They are words for the discouraged petition-signers and letter writers, who 
see their words ignored by the powers of government and business.  They are words for 
those who support community and world-wide agencies and organizations with time and 
treasure, and who see the work as never ending.  They are words for those unjustly 
imprisoned and sometimes tortured.  They are words for those who are homeless or 
hungry or unemployed.  They are words for those who society steps on as too many 
others climb a ladder to wealth and worldly success.  They are words for those judged 
unworthy because of the way they look or the way they are.  These are words that we 
need desperately because we see so much around us that engenders fear or despair at 
the seeming intransigent and unstoppable ways the world treats people and creatures 
unfairly and with no reverence for life. 

But this hope is meaningless if healing remains just a dream, an unreachable ideal.  We, 
and others, are called into action to address the wrongs and seek the ways of wholeness 
and harmony and justice.  Without us becoming the hands and feet of the Christ around 
us, the hope will be merely an ephemeral way to mitigate the guilt of those who oppress 
and to soothe those who are oppressed.   

It takes people of will and courage to challenge the ways of the world.  We can be those 
people, and can support others who are as well.  We can be the letter-writers and 
petition-signers.  We can be the donors to causes that seek to overturn imbalanced 
standards.  We can be those who stand with the marginalized, help them, and work to 
change the social circumstances that keep them there.  We can feed those who are 
hungry and clothe those who are cold.  We may have already done these things, and 
can do them still.  We need not despair, nor give up. 

Our faith in the good news of God’s realm carries us into territory that can feel like the 
wilderness at times.  We too are tested sometimes.  But we can take the spirit with which 
we have been baptized and its power to take us out into the world to challenge the 
principalities of our age, just as people have done down through the centuries. 

If we actually get the point of Jesus’ assertion that “The realm of God has come near,” 
then we are pulled into action to make that realm a fuller reality around us.  We long for 
the truth of that statement to become even more clear to even more people.  We learn 
what it takes to make changes in our world’s ways, and then go on to work toward those 
very changes.  We become part of the many movements that are transforming the social 
and political structures in which we are enmeshed.  We take action, and invite others to 
join us along the way.  Our faith calls us into all of that, and we cannot deny its call. 

So what do you say?  Are you on board?  Are you interested in the realm of God?  Does 
it call to you?  If it does (and how can it not), then you too are among those to whom 
Jesus speaks.  You too are hearing his bold assertion that the realm is near at hand.  



And if that is so, then all it takes is a bit of action from you to bring it even closer.  And 
then closer yet.  Are you with us? 

Amen. 

 

Minute for Mission 

 Turning Hard Work into Hope Every Day – Margaret’s Story 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=01bV5fYgFDQ&list=PLQDu-SgFb3Rjbi4t2qvhNhbEA17GXiLNo&index=7 

Hard work doesn’t always pay off. Around the world, many people work hard and still 
can’t feed their families. Your gifts through Mission & Service turn hard work into true 
hope for the future. Thanks to your support, resourceful people like Margaret Kagundu 
don’t just survive but thrive. Margaret and her children live in challenging conditions in 
Nyeri, Kenya. In an area of widespread poverty, families live in makeshift homes without 
running water and have very little access to healthcare. Disease is so rampant that the 
average woman like Margaret can expect to live just 30 years. Margaret struggled to 
meet her family’s basic needs before she received a micro-loan from a lending program 
called Jamii Imara (pronounced Jam-ee EE-mara), which your gifts support. Wanting to 
improve her life, Margaret applied for a small, interest-free loan from Jamii Imara to lift 
herself out of poverty. She used it to purchase a home to rent out. With the rental income, 
she paid back the loan and then applied for another. She has received and paid back 
many loans to date. Margaret now owns two rental homes and is a proud landlord. The 
income is helping her feed and educate her family. Your support teamed up with 
Margaret’s hard work means that Margaret’s son is in high school today. Considering 90 
percent of children living in poverty in Kenya don’t finish grade 8, that’s a remarkable 
achievement. “I was granted 10,000 shillings four times. I have even started keeping 
goats that reproduce. I have educated my children,” Margaret says. The Jamii Imara 
project helps women like Margaret establish their businesses. Together, the 
businesswomen share best practices and help each other financially to survive difficult 
times. “We help our fellow members. If one’s husband is ill, we continue to help her. If 
one’s child is ill, we contribute to help her,” says Margaret. “There are many women who 
want to join the group because they see that I have progressed a lot. I am no longer the 
way I was before.” 

Supporting women like Margaret who are determined to change their lives is just one of 
the ways you are helping to turn hard work into hope every day. Make your Mission & 
Service gift today to help transform and save lives. 
 

Affirmation of Faith 

We believe in a God who is everywhere and right here, 
 bigger than the sky and in the smallest details, 
 all at once and in every moment. 
We believe that God meets us where we are –  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=01bV5fYgFDQ&list=PLQDu-SgFb3Rjbi4t2qvhNhbEA17GXiLNo&index=7


 in heartbreak and high hopes, 
 around crowded tables and in quiet homes, 
 in joy and in suffering, 
 in loneliness and in connection, 
 in sanctuaries and in living rooms, 
 in marches and in waiting rooms. 
We believe that nothing we do or leave undone 
 can distance us from God’s love. 
God is forever drawing us close and pulling us in. 
Again and again, God meets us where we are and invites us into wholeness. 
Thanks be to God for a love like that. 

 

Hymns: 

 My Love Colors Outside the Lines  
  Donna and Wayne Knouse 
   https://youtu.be/lQF7piaimWw  
 

 Deep in our Hearts  
  Anne Stephenson, Blandine Norman 
   https://youtu.be/OYt2aOw_EQo  
 

Community Prayer 

In God’s light we find our way more clearly, and know our lives more fully.  With 
longing hearts we yearn to know God’s presence even more deeply. 

Our lives and our world hold constraints and barriers in many forms. Those who don’t 
fit the normal ways of society can find themselves shut out from taking full part in the 
community around them. Those with limited education find that far fewer possibilities are 
theirs.  For those with health concerns, each day can bring its share of anxiety and 
problems.  Those with unseen differences run into assumptions of others that can pose 
barriers at every turn.  Poverty brings poor housing and poor health, while it weighs down 
the spirit and robs life of so much of its joy.  Violence brings fear and takes root in too 
many places and too many families.  The world seems filled with problems, and we are 
at a loss to know how to respond. 

We need God’s generous heart to touch our hearts, God’s powerful Spirit to lift our 
spirits, God’s welcoming embrace to hold us close.  May we hear the invitation to enter 
fully into the heart of holiness, and then may we act.  May we find ways to take the time, 
and make the effort, to open up to God in our everyday living, to hear Jesus speak our 
name and guide our ways, to feel the breath of the Spirit gently on our cheek.  In this 
Lent season – and in every season – may we be willing to let the touch of God change 
us, and mould us more closely to the ways of faith. 

https://youtu.be/lQF7piaimWw
https://youtu.be/OYt2aOw_EQo


And now let our hearts and spirits speak their burdens and joys through the words of 
Jesus’ prayer, as we say: 

Our Creator, who is in heaven, 
hallowed be your name. 
Your Kingdom come,  
your 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 yours is the kingdom, 
 the power and the glory,  
for ever and ever. Amen 
 

Benediction 

Go from here knowing that God is always with you.  Go from here with the blessing of 
Gid’s grace embracing your heart, with the call of Jesus’ discipleship ringing in your ears, 
and with the passionate wind of the Spirit lifting your soul.  Go from here in God’s love 
and with God’s peace.  Amen. 

 

Postlude: 

  https://youtu.be/4lDLF99XOXg  

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/4lDLF99XOXg

