
Common Worship in Separate Places 

For the people of Elmwood Avenue Presbyterian Church 

London, Ontario 

and their friends 

  

The 18th Sunday after Pentecost 

26 September 2021 

  

To cross the threshold into worship, light a candle and keep a moment of silence. 

  

Opening Words  

L:  O God, be gracious to us and bless us, and make your face shine upon us. 

P:  Let all the peoples praise you, O God, let all the peoples praise you. 

L:  Let us worship God. 

  

Prayers of Adoration and Confession 

God most holy, you are so high above us we cannot comprehend you, yet so 

deep within us we can never escape you. Enliven us now in body, mind, and spirit, that 

we may, with joy, offer our praise and acclaim your glory, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

one God forever. 

Holy One, at times you ask so much of us. We falter at the demand your Gospel 

makes upon us. But your mercy is higher than the heavens and deeper than our failings. 

Forgive our waywardness and heal our hardness of heart. Receive your bewildered, 

broken children back to yourself. Assure us that your loving kindness is already at 

work within us, and free us by your Spirit, that we may be free to serve you with joy. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

P: Christ, have mercy upon us. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

            Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly cares, but to love that 

which is above, and even now, while we live among transient things, to hold fast to 

those things that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with 

you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen 

             

An Assurance of Pardon 

L: “God was in Christ reconciling the word to himself.” May God grant us pardon, true 

repentance, and bring us to eternal life. 

P:  May the peace of Christ be with us all. 

  

Prayer for Illumination   Holy One, awaken us to the movement of your Spirit speaking 

in your Word; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 
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The Psalm for the Day 

  

Psalm 124      (Thanksgiving for Israel’s Deliverance) 

  

If it had not been the Lord who was on our side 

   —let Israel now say—  

if it had not been the Lord who was on our side, 

   when our enemies attacked us,  

then they would have swallowed us up alive, 

   when their anger was kindled against us;  

then the flood would have swept us away, 

   the torrent would have gone over us;  

then over us would have gone 

   the raging waters. 

Blessed be the Lord, 

   who has not given us 

   as prey to their teeth.  

We have escaped like a bird 

   from the snare of the fowlers; 

the snare is broken, 

   and we have escaped.  

Our help is in the name of the Lord, 

   who made heaven and earth. 

  

(Said together) Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was 

in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen 

  

A Reading for the Day 

  

St Mark 9: 38-50  (Jesus’ speaks of the demands of the Gospel.) 

  

John said to Jesus, ‘Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in your name, 

and we tried to stop him, because he was not following us.’ 

But Jesus said, ‘Do not stop him; for no one who does a deed of power in my 

name will be able soon afterwards to speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for 

us. For truly I tell you, whoever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the 

name of Christ will by no means lose the reward. 
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‘If any of you put a stumbling-block before one of these little ones who believe in 

me, it would be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck, and you 

were thrown into the sea. 

‘If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life 

maimed than to have two hands and to go to hell, to the unquenchable fire. 

‘And if your foot causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life 

lame than to have two feet and to be thrown into hell., 

‘And if your eye causes you to stumble, tear it out; it is better for you to enter the 

kingdom of God with one eye than to have two eyes and to be thrown into hell, where 

their worm never dies, and the fire is never quenched. 

‘For everyone will be salted with fire. Salt is good; but if salt has lost its saltiness, 

how can you season it? Have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.’ 

  

L: This is the Gospel of our Risen Christ 

P: Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ. 

  

Some thoughts on the Reading 

  

St Mark 9:40   Whoever is not against us is for us. 

  

If you’ve tried shooting rapids in a canoe, as I have, you know they can sneak up 

on you as you paddle along. There comes a moment when you can’t change your mind. 

Or rather, you can change your mind but it’s too late now. You’re committed and down 

you go. 

You may get a soaking. You may lose your wallet and glasses. But on the far side 

there’s a calm and placid pool. There you can build a fire and dry yourself out. And as 

you do, there comes a feeling of having lived, really lived, through an adventure, a 

thrilling test of your courage and commitment. You even have the bruises to prove it. 

            St Mark’s Gospel is full of white-water rapids. Each one is a test in discipleship, 

and they come rapidly. Jesus prepares his followers for those rough waters which, 

really, we can never fully prepare for: the tests life throws at us – not just any old life, 

either, but a life spent trying to follow him. He teaches what our commitment to him 

really means, not just in receiving his solace, but in the face of trial and challenge. He 

knows we’ll ‘tip the canoe’ as we make this journey. But it’s not the end of the world if 

we do. It’s just the cost of taking this adventure instead of staying safe onshore. 

Still, he asks so much of those disciples, doesn’t he? “If your hand makes you 

stumble, cut it off,” he says. “It’s better to enter the kingdom maimed than never to 

enter it at all.” It’s better to have tipped the canoe and lost your paddle, in other words, 

than never to head downstream. 
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But who could do something so drastic? “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut 

it off?” Really? A shoelace, sure. A hangnail, maybe. But our whole hand? A foot.? Pluck 

out an eye? That’s where we stop taking the Gospel seriously, isn’t it? 

And here’s where the liberal Bible scholars come to our aid. I like them. I’ve got 

many of their books on my shelf. “Jesus is just speaking dramatically here,” they might 

say with a smile. “Doesn’t he always drive his point home in a colourful way? Relax. He 

doesn’t mean we should literally maim ourselves. Commitment shouldn’t 

hurt that much. He just wants us to take him a bit more seriously and try a bit harder. 

It’s not a real canoe trip, after all, it’s just a ‘spiritual one’. We can take it on-line if we 

want. That way, we never get wet at all.” 

But what if, one day, the Gospel really does “demand my soul, my life, my all,” as 

the old hymn says? The Gospel can sound so demanding, so intolerably severe. And 

yet, what tolerance Jesus has. “Whoever is not against us is for us,” he says. 

Why did he say this? He said it because his disciples had rushed up to him like 

tattlers in a school playground. “We saw someone healing in your name,” they cried, 

“so we put an end to it because he wasn’t playing by our rules. Anyone who’s not with 

us – and we’re the ones with you, Jesus – must be against us. And if they’re against us, 

they must be against you, right? So, we excommunicated him. You’re welcome, Lord.” 

But now, suddenly, Jesus sounds as liberal and as a Unitarian Universalist. 

“Don’t’ stop him,” he says. “He’s doing some good in my name. I like that. So, think of it 

this way. Whoever is not against us is for us,” he says. 

George W. Bush said the opposite soon after 9-11. Because of the terrible thing 

that happened to America, the American President said the whole world now had to 

decide whose side they were on. “You’re either America’s friend,” he said, “or you’re 

America’s foe, so you’d better decide right now which side you’re on.” He left no room 

for the friend who helps, not by endorsing everything you do, but by trying to 

understand you, and by drawing gentle attention to your errors, with sympathy. Nor 

did he leave room for those who stand completely outside the conflict, who have ‘no 

dog in that fight’. 

For example: when Australia and England meet in a cricket match, if I fail to 

cheer for Australia, that’s not because I’m cheering for England. It’s because I’m not 

keen on cricket. How odd it would be if an Australian came up to me and said, “Since 

you’re not cheering for Australia you must be against Australia!” No. More seriously: 

just because we refrain from waving a flag, that doesn’t make us an enemy of the State, 

does it? If it does, maybe there’s something wrong with the State. 

            It’s as though, as he takes this journey with us, Jesus always has an eye fixed on 

the far horizon. He sees our home and final destiny, beyond our boundaries and 

borders, beyond those rough rapids that dash us on the rocks – our conflicts with each 

other, with God, with life, with ourselves. He sees the time when all conflict will be 

absorbed in God’s peace, and all people will find their true self within the one 
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boundless ‘body of Christ’, of which the Church is a foretaste, despite its petty conflicts, 

and frequent failures. 

He sees the placid pool beyond life’s rough rapids, and the campfire awaiting us 

there, the still waters and green pastures he’s been leading us to all along. He sees 

beyond the crucifixion to the promised resurrection. And he calls us to live as though 

we’re already there. 

            “Be ready to throw anything overboard that gets in the way of this journey,” he 

seems to say. “If your foot trips you up, cut it off. If your eye makes you stumble, pluck 

it out. This hurts, yes, but its purpose is to heal. Such healing may call for the excision of 

our egocentric illusions, the open-hearted confession of the guilt we keep hidden. We’ll 

have to give up the notion that the Gospel is a hobby we can pick up and put down at 

our pleasure. We’ll have to be tolerant of each other too. 

            Did we in our own strength rely, none of us could make this journey. But it’s a 

powerful current. It has us in its grip, and it’s too late to turn back now. And all this 

love requires is that we amputate things that impede our trust in him, so that, in the 

very act of trusting, we may feel the thrill of already completing the great adventure 

that the kingdom of God is, where it’s a joy to risk everything, no matter the cost, and 

where there’s a home awaiting us, and a hearth whose fire is the love of God. 
  

Prayers of Intercession 

             Holy God, our maker and redeemer, our duty and joy is to give you thanks and 

praise. We offer prayers for the Church, the world, and each other. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer    

We pray for the Church of Jesus Christ. Bless, O Lord our God, the work of your 

Church dispersed throughout the world, and sanctify the worship of your Church, 

however it may gather. Let Elmwood Avenue Church be a house of prayer, a place of 

Christian teaching, an open circle of friendship and service, and a witness to your 

redeeming love. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

            We pray for peace, remembering before God those places where there is violence 

and conflict and threat of war. We pray for the victims of famine, for relief and recovery 

from trauma and devastation. Bring peace to every place of strife, O Lord. Overturn 

injustice and undo the chains of hatred that bind human hearts. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer                                                    

            We pray for cities, for all whose lives are impoverished, and beset by suffering 

because of it. Root out corruption in governments everywhere and make them 

responsive to human needs. 
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L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

God of all comfort, we commend to you, now, those who are tempted to lose 

heart, who feel ground down by this pandemic, those who have no security of home or 

work; and those who suffer from incurable illness in body or mind. Though your way is 

hidden from their sight, give them courage and peace as well. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Gracious God, you have made us fellow citizens with the saints, in the city of 

your eternal life. We remember and give thanks for those who have died, especially 

those most dear to us…(keep a time of silence in God’s presence)…. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Into your hands, O God, we commend our very selves and all for whom we pray, 

trusting in your mercy, through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom with you and Holy 

Spirit be glory evermore. 

As our Saviour Christ has taught us, so we pray: 

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 

debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 

evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, forever. Amen 

  

Benediction                                        

(Said together) The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship 

of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and forever. Amen  

  

  
 


