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The practice of renouncing evil powers 
It is one of the best-known sections of the New Testament: “God so loved the 
world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the 
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him” (John 3:16-17). On 
occasion, one can find earnest Christians waving a sign with “John 3:16” written on 
it at a freeway overpass or a professional ballgame. While someone who has no 
idea what “John 3:16” might mean could be puzzled by such a sign, the bold 
promoters of this Johannine excerpt seem little bothered.  

 
Raymond Brown, S.S., the distinguished scholar of John’s gospel, 
reminds us that the announcement of God’s love and the Son’s 
refusal to condemn the world always needs to be seen within 
their larger context: there are those who are opposed to the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. “The light has come into the world, and 
people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were 
evil.” Juxtaposed next to God’s love for God’s own creation is the 
presence of evil promoted by individuals and social systems. The 

two – thanksgiving for God’s gracious love and love of evil deeds – coexist. Of 
course, the first – God’s love – is the framework within which we recognize the 
refusal of that transforming love, not the other way around. 
 
The Book of Common Prayer speaks of the baptismal renunciation of evil deeds 
when it asks those being baptized or renewing their baptism the question: “Do you 
renounce the evil powers of this world which corrupt and destroy the creatures of 
God?” That question asks for our consideration. What are the evil powers of this 
world that diminish, disfigure, and deal death to the creation and its many 
creatures? Is the answer to the question not present every morning in the news?  
 
Medieval theologians were quick to distinguish natural evil from moral evil. The 
former is experienced in hurricanes, earthquakes, drought, disease, plague, and 
death due to “natural causes.” The latter is perpetrated through caustic gossip, 
betrayal, misogyny, racial hatred, religious persecution, and indifference to human 
suffering: all examples of the evil attitudes and deeds alive in our world.  
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While we the baptized live in this world and are no incorporeal angels, we are 
called to awareness of our own complicity in silent inaction and sin and, at the 
same time, our commitment to renounce the evil powers of this world for the sake 
of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Episcopal lawyer and lay theologian, William 
Stringfellow, who called out such powers alive in our nation said this:  

 
“A most obstinate misconception associated with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ is that the gospel is ‘welcome’ in this 
world. The conviction endemic among church folk persists 
that, if problems of misapprehension and misrepresentation 
are overcome and the gospel can be heard in its own 
integrity, the gospel will be found attractive by people, 
become ‘popular,’ and even be a ‘success’ of some sort. 

 
“This idea is curious because it is bluntly contradicted in Scripture, and in the 
experience of the continuing biblical witness in history from the event of Pentecost 
unto the present moment. During Jesus’ earthly ministry, no one in His family and 
not a single one of the disciples accepted Him, believed His vocation, or loved the 
gospel He bespoke and embodies. 
 
“Since the rubrics of success, power, or gain are impertinent to the gospel, the 
witness of the saints looks foolish where it is most exemplary.”  
 
The witness of the saints? Is he not also referring to we who give thanks for the 
gracious love of God and, as we whisper “thanks,” are called to say as clearly as 
possible, “No” – No to anything, any practice, any action, any policy, any group, 
any individual, any stereotype that diminishes, demeans, and deals death to God’s 
many and diverse creatures, ourselves among those creatures?  
 
Preparation in Lent 
We have entered Lenten season. During Lent, household worship can take place 
anywhere but it is most appropriate at a dining table, coffee table, or home altar. 
The color of Lent is a deep purple. In many households, flowers and greenery 
disappear during the Lenten season, replaced with bare branches and rocks. 
Burning candles may well mark one’s space for household worship. Three gospel 
stories – all associated with Lent – might serve as inspiration for an image or icon: 
Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well; Jesus healing the man born blind; and 
Jesus raising Lazarus from the tomb.  
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Acclamation 
Make the sign of the cross as you say, 
(+) Blessed be the LORD our Mercy; 
And blessed is the God of our Salvation who bears our burdens. 
Amen.  

 
Confession  
Let us confess our sins against God and our neighbor. 
Silence 
 
Most merciful God, 
we confess that we have sinned against you 
in thought, word, and deed, 
by what we have done, 
and by what we have left undone. 
We have not loved you with our whole heart; 
we have not loved our neighbors as ourselves. 
We are truly sorry and we humbly repent. 
For the sake of your Son Jesus Christ, 
have mercy on us and forgive us; 
that we may delight in your will, 
and walk in your ways, 
to the glory of your Name. Amen. 
 
Kyrie eleison. 
Christe eleison. 
Kyrie eleison 
 
Almighty God have mercy on us, forgive us all our sins through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, strengthen us in all goodness, and by the power of the Holy Spirit keep us in 
eternal life. Amen. 
 
Collect 
Gracious Father,  
whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came down from heaven  
to be the true bread which gives life to the world:  
Evermore give us this bread, that he may live in us, and we in him;  
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God,  
now and forever. Amen. 
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The Word of God for the Fourth Sunday in Lent 
The Gospel is the primary reading of the day and should always be read. It follows 
after a reading from the Hebrew Scriptures, a Psalm, and a reading from the early 
church. The first three scripture texts can be found here: 
http://www.lectionarypage.net/YearB_RCL/Lent/BLent4_RCL.html 
 
Numbers 21:4-9 
 
Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22 
Listen to the choir of the Washington National Cathedral sing the psalm 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XtXEP7tt2Y4 
 
Ephesians 2:1-10 
 
John 3:14-21 
Read the Gospel aloud slowly.  
 
The Holy Gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ according to John. 
Glory to you, Lord Christ. 
 
Jesus said, “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 he gave his 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 judgment, 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.” 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
Praise to you, Lord Christ. 
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Meditation on the Gospel by Susan Palo Cherwien 
Susan Cherwien is a Minnesota poet and hymn writer whose lyrics appear in 
denominational hymnals here and abroad. The Ignatian Examen is a spiritual practice 
promoted by the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits, founded by Ignatius Loyola in the 16th c. 
 
The Ignatian Examen instructs us, after giving thanks, to examine and name the 
ways in which we have moved away from God. What is the old garment we need 
to remove before we can be renewed in the waters? What attitude, what despair is 
blocking us off from living a resurrected life?  
 
Perhaps we are so angry that we have become hard like stone. Perhaps we are so 
afraid of being hurt that we have let ourselves become numb. Perhaps we have felt 
so unloved that we have put ourselves first above everything. 
 
Naming our incompleteness is not easy. It takes silence, it takes honesty, it takes 
vulnerability. But Christ already has become vulnerable before us. And God has 
already loved us, in spite of our waywardness. “God so loved the world…”  
 
When we open ourselves up to God, it will not be to storm and wrath, but to loving 
embrace. 
 
Motet 
Listen to Ernst Pepping’s motet, “Jesus und Nikodemus,” his musical setting of John 
3:1-15, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dT0ebz1STX8 
 
The Prayers 
In peace, we pray to you, O God. 
Silence 
 
For all people in their daily life and work; for our families, friends, and neighbors, 
and for those who live alone. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For this community, the nation, and the world; for all who work for justice, 
freedom, and peace. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For the proper care and protection of your creation; for a just sharing of the earth’s 
many gifts among all people. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
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For the victims of hunger, fear, injustice, and oppression; for the many who suffer 
with unemployment, food insecurity, fear of eviction, and homelessness in this time 
of pandemic. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For all who are in danger, sorrow, or any kind of trouble; for those who suffer here 
and throughout the world with the virus infection; for the ill among us [say their 
names aloud]; for all who offer medical and spiritual care. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For Michael our Presiding Bishop, Greg our Bishop, and all ministers who proclaim 
the Gospel of God’s mercy through word and deed. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For the needs and concerns of this household and parish; for the staff, vestry, and 
volunteers who continue to serve our members and friends. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
For our beloved dead [say their names aloud]; for all who mourn at this time; and 
for all whose faith is known to you alone that they may be welcomed into your 
eternal kingdom. Silence.  
Hear us, O God, 
Your mercy is great. 
 
The Lord’s Prayer 
As our Savior has taught, we are bold to say,  
 
Our Father in heaven,  
hallowed be your Name, 
Your kingdom come,  
your will be done,  
on earth as in heaven. 
Give us today our daily bread. 
Forgive us our sins  
as we forgive those who sin against us. 
Save us from the time of trial,  
and deliver us from evil. 
For the kingdom, the power,  
and the glory are yours, 
now and forever. Amen. 
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Concluding Collect 
O holy and blessed Trinity,  
through the waters of baptism 
we pass from the shadow of death 
to the light of risen life in you.  
May we ever walk in this light, 
and show forth your love in the world. 
You live and reign, one God, 
now and forever. Amen.  
 

 
Prayer over the Assembly 
Bow down before the Lord. 
 
Silence.  

 
Look mercifully on this your family, almighty God,  
that by your great goodness  
they may be governed and preserved evermore;  
through Christ our Lord. 
 
Amen. 
 
Thanksgiving at table 
Use this prayer whenever you gather for a meal this week 
 
Lord Jesus Christ, 
As you call us to the Lenten fast, 
Open our hearts to serve our sisters and brothers 
Who are hungry and in need. 
Grace our table with your presence 
And strengthen us as we prepare to celebrate the Easter feast. 
Amen.  
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