
Knox United Church 
Sunday, Match 14th, 2021 

Fourth Sunday in Lent 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
again & again,  
God loves first 
 
 
 

(portions of this service are taken or adapted from Again and Again, a Lent worship resource 
with prayers by Sarah Are / 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. 
 

Before we were born, 
 before we took our first breath, 
 before the week started, 
 before the year started, 
 before we said, “I love you,” 
 before we said, “I’m sorry,” 
 before we figured out who we really are, 
 before we figured out who we want to be, 
 before it all –  
 God loved us. 
Unconditionally and freely, 
 fully and honestly –  
 God loved us. 
Again and again, this is where our story begins.  
 

 

https://youtu.be/tbj7WzLEfvc


Gathering Prayer 

In this sacred moment, may we leave our daily concerns aside.  Here, may we recall 

the stories of faith; here may we see the extraordinary in the ordinary; here may we 

hear good news; here may we remember to whom we belong. 

In this time, in this place, with these people gathered together, may we find courage to 

celebrate in joy that nothing – no wilderness of the soul, no barrier of life, no despair so 

deep, no pain so great – can separate us from God’s love. Amen. 

 

Hymns: 

 Spirit Open My Heart” MV 79  

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnU09HqzJvs 

 Of the Father’s Love Begotten VU 61 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98ie4a4tXvE 

 

Holy Conversation 

We forget the beginning of the story –  
that we were made from love, to be love, to give love. 
Instead of rooting our narrative in the goodness refrain of creation, 
we skip ahead and find our worth too late, 
with Cain and Abel, lost in the wilderness. 
We forget that first there was God, and God is love. 
We forget that out of that love you created us. 
We forget that from the very first day, you loved first. 
We forget, because a love like that doesn’t make sense to us. 
May our low self-esteem come to nothing. 
May our resistance to love ourselves be gone. 
May our hesitation to trust that even we could be made good be dismissed. 
And may we let go of our tendency to pass that doubt on – from generation to 
generation. 
May we write a new beginning that roots our confidence in God’s unrelenting love. 
Yet no matter what we do, where we go, or what we tell ourselves –  
God is love, and God is loving us. 
Again and again, we are claimed, held, forgiven, and cared for. 
Thanks be to God for a love like that. Amen. 

 

Prayer before Scriptures: 

To our God of the here and now we pray. 
We have heard the words, “For God so loved the world 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnU09HqzJvs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98ie4a4tXvE


 that he gave his only son,” time and time again. 
We have read them on billboards, 
 heard them in worship, 
 and seen them on signs. 
And yet we know, 
 there is a difference between 
 hearing those words in passing 
 and truly, deeply listening. 
We long to listen. 
We long to hear God’s truth. 
We long to know God’s love. 
May our hearts and minds be opened. 
We are listening. 
Amen. 

 

Scriptures: 

Ps 107:1-3, 17-22 

O give thanks to the Lord, for God is good; 
   for God’s steadfast love endures for ever.  
Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, 
   those God redeemed from trouble  
and gathered in from the lands, 
   from the east and from the west, 
   from the north and from the south.  

Some were sick through their sinful ways, 
   and because of their iniquities endured affliction;  
they loathed any kind of food, 
   and they drew near to the gates of death.  
Then they cried to the Lord in their trouble, 
   and God saved them from their distress;  
God sent out God’s word and healed them, 
   and delivered them from destruction.  
Let them thank the Lord for steadfast love, 
   for God’s wonderful works to humankind.  
And let them offer thanksgiving sacrifices, 
   and tell of God’s deeds with songs of joy.  

John 3:13-21 

No one has ascended into heaven except the one who descended from heaven, the 
Son of Man.  And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son 
of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.  



‘For God so loved the world that God gave God’s only Son, so that everyone who 
believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.  

‘Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order 
that the world might be saved through him.  Those who believe in him are not 
condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have 
not believed in the name of the only Son of God.  And this is the judgement, that the 
light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because 
their deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so 
that their deeds may not be exposed.  But those who do what is true come to the light, 
so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.’ 

 

Anthem 

 What Wondrous Love is This 

  Appalachian Folk Hymn – Southern Harmony, 1835 Arranged by Jack Schrader 

 https://www.stantons.com/sheet-music/title/what-wondrous-love-is-this/C5443/ 

 (click on the right arrow under the music cover page) 

 

Reflection 

Ask a stranger on the street to quote a Bible verse and you may get a blank stare.  But 
ask them to name a Bible verse, and you’ll likely get John 3:16.  People have seen and 
heard of that one their whole lives.  They’ve seen it on billboards and on large signs in 
the stands at football games.  It’s a favourite shorthand for some more evangelical 
Christians to name their version of a gospel truth, to simplify and shorten it to an easy 
sound bite.  And it does carry a lot of truth, just not the whole truth of the gospel 
message. 

You need to take this one verse and put into the context of the surrounding passage.  
You need to look at the whole message to get the full meaning of what the gospel-
writer John is getting at here. 

The key to this passage is the reference to light and dark.  This is one example of 
John’s liking for clear dichotomies – opposites to make his point.  Here it’s light and 
dark.  He also uses believer and non-believer, saved and condemned, those who do 
good and those who do evil as opposing terms for his clear distinction between people 
who follow Jesus’ ways and his message and those who do not. 

John is very clear-sighted in his observation that some people choose darkness and 
evil over light and good.  That is the way of the world, he is saying.  His readers, and 
we too, need to recognize the presence of evil around us, as well as the good that 
many people do.  It is only with that recognition that we can address the evil and 
change the way things are. 

https://www.stantons.com/sheet-music/title/what-wondrous-love-is-this/C5443/


So the verses say that God’s plan includes Jesus coming into the world to save it.  To 
save it from what?  From evil and wrongdoing, it seems.  That is clear in the context of 
the larger passage. 

But it’s not individualistic sin that John, and Jesus, are talking about here.  This is not 
about individuals having a change of heart and turning from their sinful ways.  It’s not 
about souls being saved.  It’s about systemic sin, the evils of the world – racism and 
sexism, consumerism and obscene wealth in the face of poverty, hatred and warfare, 
injustice and oppression.  Those are the sorts of things from which Jesus is to save the 
world. 

And how is that to happen?  The only way to change those systemic evils is to change 
the systems that foster them, to change the very nature of societies and cultures.  
That’s a big task, don’t you think?  Is believing in Jesus as the personal, individual 
saviour of our souls enough to change things?  I don’t think so.  The thing is, you see, 
that it’s not about us as individuals, not entirely anyway.  Oh, we do need to be our 
individual selves, and the state of our own life is important.  We do need to be people 
who choose the light, who choose good over evil.  But we need to do it two ways – 
both individually and corporately. 

The individual ways we know something about.  We’ve been taught to be kind and 
generous, even if sometimes we aren’t.  We know how to share and look out for 
others, even if sometimes we don’t.  We know these things, and can act accordingly in 
our best moments.  Of course, we’re not always at our best.  We mess up, and choose 
selfishly sometimes, arrogantly sometimes, hurtfully sometimes.  But, for most of us, 
our conscience redirects us back to paths of goodness, at least some of the time, 
hopefully most of the time.  Our individual acts of evil can be overcome by our own 
action, given the spirit of holiness that dwells within.  As those who seek to follow the 
ways of Jesus, we are pulled back to the light. 

Corporate evil, systemic evil, though, is harder to deal with.  The “-isms” of the world 
are tough.  They’re so well entrenched in the ways of our society that they can 
sometimes even be hard to identify and spot.  Racism, sexism, ageism, ableism and 
others are woven into the ways we grow up and the ways we are taught about how to 
be in the world.  We just absorb them.  And then they are perpetuated by how they 
support some who have power and naturally want to keep it, even unknowingly at 
times.  We too are complicit, in all the ways we benefit from some of these evils, and 
the ways and times we fail to name them and confront them in our daily living. 

If Jesus is to save the world from these evils, what needs to happen?  How is that to 
come about?  Well, there’s only one way, and that’s for us, and others like us, to act.  If 
we say, and really mean, that we are followers of Jesus, then we too are called into 
action.  That’s how Jesus works in the world, through ordinary people like you and me.  
We need to be the ones to notice the instances of these systemic evils that unfold 
around us.  We need to spot the “-isms” as they occur, name them, and then do what 
we can to eliminate them or minimize them.  It’s not easy.  It can be unpleasant 
sometimes.  It puts you in the spotlight, and sets you going against the grain 



sometimes.  It gets you in people’s faces sometimes.  It means standing with the 
outcast sometimes.  It means naming and calling out bad behaviour when you 
encounter it. 

But it’s not just our individual actions that can make a difference, as important as that 
is.  Sometimes we have the opportunity to work with others in ways that can make 
even bigger differences.  We can work on coordinated campaigns of information, 
education, empowerment, and encouragement.  We can join groups and movements 
that seek to bring to light the evils of society and change people’s thinking and their 
behaviour.  We can support and become part of organizations advocating and 
mobilizing for change.  We can join with others in finding ways to remedy the damage 
these systems in society do that keep some people down, disenfranchised and 
disempowered.  We can become part of things that are so much larger and more 
effective than anything we can do on our own. 

So don’t discount what you can do by yourself.  It’s important – all of it.  Your own 
actions can make a big difference for others and can be a model of right-thinking 
behaviour.  Your positive steps to avoid and counter the “-isms” of society are so 
valuable.  But as well, find ways to engage the “-isms” by joining with others in the 
larger work of changing social norms to more closely follow the paths of equity, justice, 
compassion, fairness, and generosity.  This work too is important.  Whether it’s by 
supporting organizations at a distance, or engaging directly in the work, you can truly 
make a difference.  And that’s how God’s love for the world is lived out in the ways of 
Jesus. 

“God so loved the world …”  That’s what it says.  And this is what it means.  Let’s be 
part of that love emerging and growing around us. 

Amen. 

 

Minute for Mission 

“It took eight years to get where God had been calling me.”  

Deb Anderson-Pratt is presented with the eagle feather at 

her ordination ceremony.  

Credit: Kent Stewart  

Growing up, Deb Anderson-Pratt would never 
have imagined that she would become a minister. 
A Cree/Saulteaux residential school survivor, Deb 
disliked the church for many years. 

“I grew up living on the George Gordon First 
Nation reserve. Religious leaders visited us all the 
time to try to convert us. One of them told my 



great-grandmother, MaryJane Anderson, that we were all going to hell because of the 
Native teachings she was giving us.” 

Deb has vivid memories of the day a group of ministers were at her great-
grandmother’s home for a meal. An argument broke out about whose theology she 
should pass along to Deb and the other children: “We used to have a tent down the hill 
from our house. My grandmother told them to go to the tent and discuss whose 
teaching was right, and if they could agree, she would teach her children that. 
Needless to say, no one came back.” 

Deb’s great-grandmother struggled to maintain her belief in both the traditional 
Indigenous teachings and the biblical ones, turmoil that was instilled in her at 
residential school. “She was taken to residential school when she was just four and 
was forbidden to mention, much less live out, traditional teachings. She shared them 
with me kind of in secret. She had to be subtle about it because if she got caught, she 
could go to jail,” says Deb. 

How did Deb become a minister? In the late 1980s she took a job as a secretary in a 
Lutheran church, and the minister encouraged her to answer God’s call. She began 
studying but at that point wasn’t ready to become a minister. Still, she continued to be 
involved in the United Church’s All Native Circle Conference and eventually, in 2012, 
began to feel the Spirit pull her toward ministry again. 

The exact time she responded to God’s call is etched in Deb’s heart. It was September 
14, 2012. Deb had quit her job to look after her ill sister, whose bed she was changing. 
“I sat down and I said, ‘Sister, I have this strong call. God is calling me to train [for 
ministry] again.’ My sister had tears in her eyes and said, ‘I think you need to answer 
the call.’” Deb contacted the Sandy-Saulteaux Spiritual Centre to re-enroll. 

The following October, Deb’s sister died. “I found I wasn’t angry at God for taking her. I 
knew God had used her for a channel to get me where I needed to be,” she says. 

In fall 2020, Deb was one of six Indigenous ministers ordained or commissioned in the 
United Church. “I cried when I was ordained. It took eight years to get where God had 
been calling me.” 

Since 2016, Deb has worked for the Regina Native Outreach Ministry. Today, she is 
working hard to help purchase a building. “Our people will not go to a mainstream 
church. We have very many lost people in the community, especially in the core area, 
and we want a place where they can come and feel safe. That’s our dream.” 

Your Mission & Service gifts help train ministry leaders whose work transforms their 
community. 

Your generosity through Mission & Service supports the Sandy-Saulteaux Centre in 
Manitoba, where both Indigenous and Christian spiritual beliefs are respected, shared, 
and understood―where Indigenous leaders like Deb answer God’s call to a ministry of 
healing and hope.  

Thank you. 

https://united-church.ca/donate


 

Affirmation of Faith 

We believe God is love –  
 unconditional, constant love. 
We believe this love exists for all, 
 choosing each and every one of us, day after day, 
 again and again and again. 
We believe that God’s love is like a river. 
Rivers cannot help but flow toward the sea; 
God’s love cannot help but move toward us. 
We are swimming in it. 
We believe that God loved first. 
We believe that God breathed life into dust. 
We believe that God said, “This is good,” 
And because we believe that God loved first, 
We strive to build lives that reflect God’s love. 
May we begin again here. 

 

Hymns: 

 For the Healing of the Nations VU 678  

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AgxrHYpFlhw 

 Let There Be Light VU 679 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbJUAl6iyBk 

 

Community Prayer 

We say that God is everlasting, and we can hardly take that in.  The whole cosmos 
finds its beginning in the creating power of God, and the touch of holiness is as close 
as our breath. 

We have been known in the heart of God since before we entered the world, and each 
one of us finds care and grace in God’s hand.  

In times of despair, when we struggle to feel God’s touch in our lives and our spirits, 
may we know again the truth of holy presence.  May we feel again the wind of the 
Spirit on the fabric of our souls.  May there be a friend or a loved one who holds our 
faith for us, even when, for a time, we cannot.  

In all the ways the world cries out for healing, may we become instruments of peace 
and justice that we know most fully in Jesus.  

The love of God at the centre of our faith spans the whole world, and even our corner 
of it. Yet when we get weary, may another encourage and embolden us toward the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AgxrHYpFlhw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbJUAl6iyBk


hard work of discipleship.  May all people and their burdens be carried to renewal of 
life in all its fullness. 

May we gain the wisdom and have the will to do good more than harm, seek to 
understand more than dismiss, share with companions more than walk on our own 
way.  May we find ways together to encourage and uplift one another, and be mindful 
that there is truly no “them and us,” for in God all are one.  

And may we discover our vision and uncover the purpose for our living as children of 
God, becoming more fully people of the Spirit of Life and followers of the ways of 
Jesus.   

Now we name our deepest yearnings in the words of the prayer of Jesus, 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 

 A Prayer of Blessing 

  Words and Music by Marty Parks 

  https://www.jwpepper.com/A-Prayer-of-Blessing/10454042.item#/submit 

  (click on the speaker icon under the word “Preview”) 

 

Postlude: 

https://youtu.be/4lDLF99XOXg  

 

 

https://www.jwpepper.com/A-Prayer-of-Blessing/10454042.item#/submit
https://youtu.be/4lDLF99XOXg

