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CROOKWELL UNITING CHURCH 

“To Know Christ and to Make Christ Known” 

 

HOME PRAYER PACK FOR MARCH 2023 

 

As we continue to worship from home, please find enclosed materials to assist.   

 

If you are unsure where to start, perhaps the following is a useful guide (with thanks to A 

Sermon For Every Sunday): 

• If you are with your spouse, partner, and/or family, gather around a table.  If you are 

on your own, find a place that is quiet and comfortable. 

• Light a candle to symbolise the presence of the Holy Spirit, and that you are entering 

sacred time. 

• Start with a simple opening prayer, acknowledging that Jesus promised to come to 

wherever people gathered in His name. 

• Read through the weekly readings, as outlined in our newsletter.  If in a group, take 

turns on reading out loud to the group. 

• Follow up with a discussion based on the readings.   

• Enter into a time of prayer.  This can be as simple as “What am I thankful for?” and 

“What am I concerned about?” 

 

If you need a bible at home, please call the church on 4832 1026, and one can be provided.  

If you are interested, Songs of Praise airs on ABC TV at 2:30pm each Sunday, and can also be 

watched any time at https://iview.abc.net.au/collection/2016 

 

Stay safe.  God bless. 

 

https://iview.abc.net.au/collection/2016


March 5, 2023 

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise” 

 

“Faith” is a word that is used all the time in religious circles, in Christian worship, and even 
in political discourse. Unfortunately, all too often, the way we use the word is a shadow of 
the richness, vitality and challenge of the biblical meaning. This week the Lectionary allows 
us to eavesdrop on a conversation about faith between Jesus and a rather hesitant visitor 
who comes to him at night – and what Nicodemus heard from Jesus was both shocking and 
surprising. 

We come to worship in faith this week. May we leave empowered to put that faith into 
action in our daily lives. 

READINGS: 
Genesis 12:1-4a: God calls Abram to leave his home country, and promises that he will be 
blessed and will be a blessing to others, and Abram obeys. 

Psalm 121: A song affirming God’s help, attention and care. 

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17: Paul holds Abraham up as an example of faith and relationship with 
God, and points out that it was not so much Abraham’s obedience as Abraham’s 
relationship with God through faith that ensured that God’s promise would be fulfilled 
through him. 

John 3:1-17: Nicodemus comes to speak to Jesus at night, and is told that he must be born 
of the Spirit in order to see God’s reign, and that Christ came into the world to save through 
faith, not to condemn and judge. 
OR Matthew 17:1-9: Jesus takes Peter, James and John up a mountain and he is transfigured 
into a glowing white light, and is seen to speak with Moses and Elijah. 

REFLECTIONS ON THEME:[Note: The transfiguration reading appeared just two weeks ago 
as the focus of the last Sunday after Epiphany – sometimes called Transfiguration Sunday. 
However, in the Roman Catholic Lectionary – and I believe sometimes in the Anglican 
Lectionary as well – the Transfiguration is remembered on the second Sunday of Lent. This 
offers us a choice – we can revisit the passage from a different angle, or choose rather to 
focus on the John reading – which I will do here.] The clear focus of this week’s readings is 
the idea of faith or believing. Abram, believing God’s promise, sets out from his home to a 
new land. The Psalm expresses deep faith in the God who protects and cares for God’s 
people. Paul emphasises Abraham’s faith as the doorway into relationship with God, and 
invites believers to embrace a similar faith in Christ. And Nicodemus, coming to Jesus in the 
night, is invited to be born again, born from above, in order to see God’s reign, and to 
recognise that Jesus is the one who came to bring life – salvation – to those who believe. 
The call to faith is unavoidable here, but, of course, the question it raises is this: what is 
faith? Is it simply an intellectual agreement with certain propositions? Or is it something 
deeper? The key lies in the conversation with Nicodemus, where faith and the new birth are 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%2012:1-4a&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20121&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%204:1-5,%2013-17&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%203:1-17&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%2017:1-9&version=CEB


brought together by Jesus. This faith, then, is not just accepting ideas in the mind. It is an 
experience of new birth. It is a completely new way of being that enables us to ‘see’, to 
‘know’ God’s reign and then to live out of this new birth as leaves driven by the wind. This is 
certainly more than just signing a pledge card, or praying a specific prayer in order to be 
“saved”. This believing is completely transforming, and must, therefore, like birth and the 
life which follows it, be a growing, developing experience that is embraced anew each day. 

CONNECTING WITH LIFE: 
GLOBAL APPLICATION:  If there is anything that our world needs today, it is faith. In the face 
of cynical partisan politics, divisive and cynical polarisation around issues as diverse as 
climate change and abortion, and faith communities that offer nothing but negative, cynical 
or doom-saying assessments of the world, it is both prophetic and healing to live and speak 
from a position of faith. As we engage the world and its struggles from a deep faith in the 
God who is at work to save creation, we cannot help but offer hope and connection to all 
we encounter – whether we agree with them or not. As we engage people with the faith 
that they are created in God’s image, and that God is at work in their lives, we cannot do 
other than embrace them in Christ’s name and call out the God-imaged glory within them. 
Such faith must lead to completely different responses to the challenges of our world. 
Greed and hoarding is a symptom of a lack of faith in God’s provision, and leads to poverty 
for others. War is a lack of faith in God’s protection, and leads to escalating violence and 
insecurity. The refusal to address issues of justice is a lack of faith in God’s resources within 
us to make a contribution, and leads to ongoing disparity and suspicion between “the 
haves” and “the have nots”, between the perpetrators and victims of injustice. If we can 
begin to live in faith, though, we may appear foolish or even naive, but it will make a huge 
impact on the big issues of our world. Just a few faithful people really can make a big 
difference. 

LOCAL APPLICATION: In our churches, it is easy to reduce faith to a system of ideas that we 
call our people to accept. It is easy to make salvation nothing more than praying the right 
prayer and signing the right card. But, if we do this, we rob our people of the true power 
and value of faith. A faith that is simply a set of ideas does not lead us to new birth. It does 
not change our very lives and give us a new way of seeing or a God’s-reign way of being – 
which may be why Christians are so often accused of being hypocrites. The faith of Abraham 
that Paul calls us to experience, the faith that leads to new birth, which Jesus offered to 
Nicodemus, is a transforming encounter with a God who leads us into a whole new world – 
the world of God’s reign, where children are the leaders, the meek inherit the earth, and the 
poor, the mourners and the peace makers are the recipients of God’s presence and grace. 
Once we have embraced this faith, we cannot help but begin to live this new life in such a 
way that it makes a difference in our families, our places of work and leisure, our 
communities and our churches. Once we have been born anew, we find ourselves 
recognising Christ in those we would normally shun, and we begin to care about issues that 
we would normally ignore. It is not our obedience that leads us to life – as Paul points out – 
but our faith. However, faith that does not change who we are and how we live, is not faith 
at all. Ultimately, believing does not happen in our heads alone, but in our whole being, and 
in lives that, in small but significant ways, touch the least with grace and compassion, and 
seek to make the world a more hopeful, celebratory and gracious place. 



March 12, 2023 

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise” 

 

It’s common to think  about ‘living water’ – the powerful metaphor from this week’s 
readings – as something we receive. We focus on our own dryness and thirst, and feel 
rightly grateful that God comes to us with the offer of gracious refreshment and life. But, to 
stop there is to leave the extraordinary message of this passage incomplete, and to allow 
the Gospel to support what can become little more than selfishness. As we follow Christ the 
call this week is to move from being only recipients of living water to givers of it – especially 
to the poor and the marginalised. This was the journey of the Samaritan woman, and it is 
the inevitable, and even uncomfortable, journey for anyone who is serious about living life 
under God’s reign. 

May our worship this week fill us and refresh us, even as we are sent out as “water-bearers” 
into the world. 

 
READINGS: 
Exodus 17:1-7: The people of Israel grumble against Moses because of their thirst and the 
lack of water, so God commands Moses to strike the rock, and when he does so, water 
gushes out. 

Psalm 95: An invitation for God’s people to worship God, and not harden their hearts as 
Israel did at Meribah, resulting in them not entering God’s rest. 

Romans 5:1-11: In Christ we have been made right with God, and have the Holy Spirit as 
assurance of God’s love. It was while we were still sinners that Christ died for us, and now 
we are God’s friends. 

John 4:5-42: Jesus, while resting at Jacob’s well in Samaria, meets a Samaritan woman, 
speaks to her about living water and reveals himself as the Messiah to her. In delight she 
returns to her village and brings others to meet Christ, and they too believe. 

REFLECTIONS ON THEME: 
The image of water is strong this week, primarily in the Gospel and the Old Testament 
lesson. Moses provides water for the thirsty Israelites in the wilderness – although their 
grumbling and hardness of hearts remains a problem throughout their wilderness journey. 
Jesus offers the living water that only he can give to this outcast, Samaritan woman of 
dubious sexual history. In the light of these two stories, the Lectionary calls us to respond to 
Christ’s offer of life – in the Psalm to reject the Israelites’ hardness of heart in favour of 
faithful, trusting worship, and in Paul’s letter to the Romans, to embrace and enjoy God’s 
gift of the Holy Spirit, which is our assurance of God’s grace and presence, and which 
sustains us through whatever hardships life may throw at us. The living water is still given 
for us, and we still face the choice: to receive it with faith, thanksgiving and worship, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2017:1-7&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2095&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205:1-11&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John%204:5-42&version=CEB


trusting in our Messiah and the life he offers, or to complain, grumble and allow our fear, 
self-interest and hard-heartedness to keep us from enjoying this life. 

 

CONNECTING WITH LIFE: 
GLOBAL APPLICATION: The image of water in this week’s readings offers us two ways of 
approaching this week. The one is to highlight the very real issue of clean drinking water 
which is a massive justice issue in our world today – and which will only continue to be more 
of an issue in the foreseeable future (one writer even suggested that the next world war will 
be fought over water). The other option is to focus more broadly on living water as the 
symbol of God’s life brought to us in Christ, and the call for us to seek to bring life wherever 
it may be restricted or destroyed. Either way, we can’t help but come face to face with the 
poor and marginalised – because in both cases, they are the ones who suffer from 
desperate need. Much like the Samaritan woman who was driven to the well in the heat of 
the day when no one else would be there, and who clearly expected nothing good from this 
Jewish man she found there, the poor are the ones for whom life is a daily struggle. If there 
is anything that Jesus’ engagement with the Samaritan woman teaches us, it is that we need 
to befriend the least in our world, and seek to bring them life, both by providing physical 
and living water for them and by bringing them into the centre of our communities. In truth, 
the real living water is the relationship we develop with those who are cast out – much as in 
Christ, God has befriended us and brought us into relationship with God’s self. 

LOCAL APPLICATION: In every community, in every church, are those who are on the edges 
– if not completely excluded, certainly unsure of their acceptance and right to belong. In 
every community there are those who are ‘thirsty’, who struggle to make ends meet, who 
have little access to fullness of life. And in every community there are those whose lives are 
dry and desolate, whether from their own destructive choices, or from the effects of what 
others have done. In all of these cases, what people long for is a community that will 
embrace and include them, bringing them into a safe place of love and belonging. What 
they long for is a place that they can be supported and enabled to create a vibrant and 
meaningful life for themselves and their families. What they long for is a place where they 
can be healed, restored and discover fullness of life in freedom and connectedness. This 
‘living water’ which we have access to as followers of Christ can easily and freely be given to 
the ‘Samaritan outcasts’ in our midst, and can make all the difference for them. We cannot 
afford to keep our life to ourselves, nor can we allow ourselves to become grumblers and 
complainers when the world doesn’t fit our ideas. Rather, we need to be those who lead 
others to the water, who soften our hearts and trust that God can and will give life to us and 
to those we seek to serve, and who learn to freely embrace those who need friendship with 
God and people, and who long for the life that can be found in such friendship. As we share 
this living water, so we will find, slowly but surely, that we have less need for grumbling, and 
that the world begins to be infused with signs of God’s reign. 

 

 



March 19, 2023 
John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise” 

 
This week’s Gospel reading could offer a year’s worth of sermons! The story of the blind 
man who is healed by Jesus, and the subsequent investigation by the Pharisees is so rich in 
detail, so filled with metaphor and symbol, so compelling in its narrative that preaching it is 
both easy and very, very difficult. The problem is not so much what to say, as what not to 
include. I hope you have fun with it! 

Of course, you may not be using the Gospel reading. But even if this is the case, the focus on 
seeing, perception and whether we live in ‘light’ or ‘darkness’ flows throughout. 

May our eyes be opened in new ways to God’s glory, God’s light and our place in God’s 
purposes as we worship this week. 

READINGS: 
1 Samuel 16:1-13: God instructs Samuel to stop mourning for Saul and to anoint a new king 
for Israel in Bethlehem. After examining seven of Jesse’s sons and rejecting them, Samuel 
finally anoints the youngest boy, David, and God’s Spirit comes upon him. 
 
Psalm 23: David’s Psalm of praise for the God who cares for him like a shepherd, providing 
nurture, peace, care, protection and an eternal place of belonging. 

Ephesians 5:8-14: Paul encourages the believers to live as people of the light, doing what 
pleases God. 

John 9:1-41: Jesus heals a man who was born blind, and, because his was done on the 
Sabbath, the religious leaders start an investigation, calling in the man’s parents and 
ultimately throwing the man out of the synagogue. Then, Jesus teaches that he came to 
bring sight to the blind and to reveal the blindness of those who think they see. 

REFLECTIONS ON THEME: 
Blindness and sight, light and darkness, rejection of those in power and annointing of those 
who are unknown – these are the threads in the Lectionary readings of this week. The heart 
of the theme is this: how do we choose to see? Samuel is tempted to look at Jesse’s sons in 
an ordinary human way – outward strength and primacy in the family hierarchy – but God 
commands him to look differently, ultimately choosing the son who is the least. Paul 
encourages believers to walk in God’s light, avoiding the “deeds of darkness” that cause 
brokenness, stumbling and pain, but rather seeking to live in the light – seeing clearly and 
moving securely through the world because we can see. David’s famous psalm gives a 
picture of what this “living in the light” looks like – being shepherded by God in grace and 
nurture. Finally, and most importantly, the Gospel uses a dramatic story to show the 
difference between those who claim to see but don’t, and those who truly can see. The 
corruption, power-grabbing and judgmental condemnation of anything new and different is 
a mark of those who cannot see – although they always protest that they see clearly. On the 
other hand, the acceptance, healing and grace that Jesus shows – and the response in 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Samuel%2016:1-13&version=CEB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%2023&version=CEB
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worship of those who have been made to see by Christ’s touch – is the mark of those who 
“live in the light”. Our choice, then, as individuals and as Church, is whether we will allow 
God’s light to change how we see, or whether we will go through the motions and continue 
to see as the rest of society does, while claiming falsely that we see as God does. 

CONNECTING WITH LIFE: 
GLOBAL APPLICATION: Perception is everything. It’s not just what we see or don’t see, but 
how we interpret what we see that determines our actions, our responses and our beliefs. 
We can look at the poor and see unfortunate victims of circumstance, or lazy people who 
refuse to work, or dignified human beings making the most of a tough situation. We can 
look at climate science and see a natural cycle which has just happened to hit us now, or 
human actions putting our planet under pressure. We can look at issues of sexuality, 
consumption, energy, immigration, health care, abortion, and capital punishment and see 
every issue from different perspectives. Ultimately, how we determine what we see and 
what it means must flow from Christ’s example. How did Christ address poverty? How did 
Christ view the natural world, sexuality, power, violence, sickness, and human dignity? Of 
course, even when it comes to Christ there are problems of perspective, but if we are to 
follow Christ into a world of justice, we will have to wrestle with these questions and not 
see them as outside of the realm of faith. Of course, once we have seen, we also have the 
task of helping others – our leaders, our neighbours, our children – to see as well. We can 
do this through coercion (like the religious leaders tried with the man Jesus healed) or we 
can do it through simple gracious action that opens eyes, as Jesus did. Of one thing we can 
be certain, though, if we are to learn from this week’s readings: we do not see, in our 
natural human capacity, as God does, and so if we are beginning to see clearly, it will almost 
certainly lead us to see the world and its systems differently from the dominant view. And 
this seeing, will inevitably work itself out in a new way of navigating the world as well, as we 
recognise the need and the calling for us to act on what we see. 

LOCAL APPLICATION: In our daily lives we all make choices (consciously or subconsciously) 
about what we will see and what we won’t. It’s tempting to choose not to see the suffering 
and injustice in our world – to switch off the news, and to ignore reports of grief, war and 
trauma. It’s tempting to avoid seeing certain people and to allow them to just blend in with 
the landscape, removing their need and struggle from our vision. It’s tempting to avoid 
seeing God’s truth and grace in those with whom we disagree, and whom we would rather 
see as “all bad”. It’s tempting to avoid seeing the brokenness in those we support and with 
whom we agree and to see them as “all good”. It’s tempting to avoid seeing the resources, 
the opportunities and the capacity we have for making a difference, and to rather believe 
we can do nothing. But, if we have really seen Jesus, and if we have truly seen God’s reign 
proclaimed and manifest in Christ, then we have to confront how we see things, and allow 
God’s grace and mercy, God’s truth and justice to change our seeing and shed light on our 
world, our relationships and our neighbourhoods. And, once again, our seeing must be 
informed by God’s different perspective where the greatest are the least, and where 
everyone – even a young shepherd boy, or a carpenter from the countryside – can make 
significant differences in the world. 

 



March 26, 2023 

John Van de Laar, Connecting With Life, “Sacredise” 

 
 
In this last week of Lent, we are given a prophecy of the resurrection to come for Christ. But, 
before Jesus can get to the glory, there is a lot of suffering and sacrifice to be endured. 

Through Lent we have been called to journey with Jesus, to learn the steps of God’s life-
dance from him, and we are not stopping now. It’s a challenging call, but, if we are to join 
Christ in his resurrection, we must also journey with him through the cross. Yet, even as we 
face the struggles and sacrifices of following Jesus, we will always find these moments of 
glory that sustain and strengthen us. 

May our hearts be strengthened and prepared, and may we embrace both the glory and the 
sacrifice of our faith as we worship this week. 

READINGS: 
Ezekiel 37:1-14: Ezekiel’s prophesy of restoration in which he sees a valley of dry bones, and 
is called by God to prophesy that the bones come together and be clothed again in flesh, 
and then that the wind/breath/Spirit blow into them and bring them alive. In this way, he 
proclaims, God will bring life and restoration to God’s exiled people. 

Psalm 130: A plea for mercy to God, with assurance that God does not keep a record of sins, 
but forgives, restores and rescues. 

Romans 8:6-11: God’s Spirit, and the spiritual attitude that it nurtures, leads to life, and will 
enliven us not just in our spirits, but in our bodies as well. 

John 11:1-45: Jesus, on hearing of Lazarus’ illness, returns after a short delay, to Judea, 
risking his own death, in order to raise Lazarus. After proclaiming himself as “the 
resurrection and the life” he raises Lazarus, and many people believe in him as a result. 

REFLECTIONS ON THEME: 
The readings for Lent 5 are a prophecy. As we prepare to move into Holy Week, the 
transition point this week is a focus on resurrection. God’s people are given a vision of 
resurrection through Ezekiel. The Psalmist recognises God’s grace, mercy and rescue, and 
Paul proclaims that God’s Spirit gives us life in our whole being. John’s Gospel, also in a 
prophetic narrative, describes the raising of Lazarus, and demonstrates that Jesus is the one 
in whom life and resurrection are found. So, as we prepare our hearts for the coming 
journey through Jesus’ passion, we are reminded in advance that death does not have the 
last word, and that resurrection is promised and experienced in the midst of pain, threat 
and death. Jesus does not shy away from the threat of death, but offers himself as the one 
who brings life, even though he will ultimately die. And, yet, there is the hope, proclaimed 
even by Jesus himself, that he, as the forerunner, will be raised, assuring us that our 
resurrection is also certain. It’s a celebratory theme this week, but also a challenge not to 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ezekiel%2037:1-14&version=CEB
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shy away from the forces of death and evil, but to confront them – in ourselves and in our 
world – in the hope of resurrection. 

 

CONNECTING WITH LIFE: 
GLOBAL APPLICATION: This week I find myself reflecting on the work of Gandhi and Martin 
Luther King Jr., and how the dream of justice, of resurrection for their people, enabled them 
to embrace the deaths, the suffering, of working toward that resurrection. Jesus did not shy 
away from his death, and even Thomas, while doubting the hope of resurrection, gave 
himself to die with the Saviour in their journey to raise Lazarus. In the same way, in the work 
for justice, especially in terms of the massive human rights issues – human trafficking, 
violence against women and children, poverty, inclusion of gay people and immigration – 
we need to find the courage to embrace the persecution, the attacks on our reputation, and 
even physical harm – as we work to bring life and dignity to all others. The cost is often 
frightening, and yet, the cross is what we are called to bear, and our hope is that after the 
cost, we will nevertheless find life and joy – that is the hope of resurrection that continues 
to drive us and empower us. So, if we take the call and the hope seriously, we need to 
reflect on how we can engage with those who oppose and threaten us, and how we can 
deliberately and visibly bring life to those for whom we strive. And, as we lay down our lives, 
we must remain mindful of the signs of resurrection that are always around us. 

LOCAL APPLICATION: For every follower of Christ, and every Christian community, 
resurrection is both a promise and a challenge. It is a promise that opens us to God’s life 
which inspires and empowers us every moment. It is a challenge not to shy away from the 
sacrifices and struggles that we will inevitably face as we work for life and justice in our 
world. Daily we are called to lay down our own comfort and embrace simplicity for the sake 
of those who are poor. We are called to think carefully about what we buy and where, what 
we eat and how much, and how we do business for the sake of those who face oppressive 
trade restrictions and unfair exploitation by the wealthy and powerful. In our own 
relationships we are called to give up our need to be right, our need to protect ourselves 
and our fear of those who are different and ‘alien’ to us, in order to bring life and grace to 
those who need it. Even our worship calls us to lay down our own preferences in favour of 
others so that they may encounter God in the way that is most helpful and transforming for 
them, rather than fighting for our own preferred styles and forms. All of this sacrifice can 
only be done if we truly believe in and embrace the promise of resurrection – for ourselves, 
that we will be led to life, and for our world, that our small contribution will make the world 
a more whole and alive place. In what ways can you embrace a smal sacrifice this week in 
order to bring life to another? 

 


