
Born Again

John 3:1-17

You can understand Nicodemus’ confusion in the reading from the gospel of John . He comes

to Jesus in the dark of night to talk to this new Rabbi and after his opening statement gets this cryptic

response from Jesus: “no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.”

Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second

time into the mother’s womb and be born?” Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter

the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit.” (Jn 3:3-5)

Last week members of the Official Board gathered to study some of the remits coming from

the 42nd General Council which met in Cornerbrook, Newfoundland & Labrador in 2015. In some

respects The United Church of Canada is seeking to be reborn and I think many of us can resonate

with Nicodemus’ question: “How can anyone be born after having grown old?”

Sometimes as a church we feel old. When we look around the congregation it seems that

there are more gray heads than not. The Methodist roots of our congregation started 135 years ago

this year. The first record of a church service took place when John Lake led a service on the banks

of the river in August 1882. Some of the group spent the winter of 1883 in Prince Albert, returned

here and the first wave of settlers arrived. There were regular church services held from those first

settlement times beginning humbly in a tent  led usually by John Lake. After he left to return to the

East the services were held in the Silas Lake building with Silas, who was John’s brother, leading the

services. In 1884, with both the Lake brothers having left Saskatoon, the services were then led by

the settlers themselves.

By May of 1887 there was a church “membership of 21 in full standing and “one on trial.”Not

sure if they meant the congregation or the member ! (I assume that meant a “trial” membership.) The
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Sunday School had a primary class of 10, an intermediate class of 8 and a Bible class of 12.” But

they didn’t reach that point without some struggles. In January of that same year James Eby wrote to

Rev. James Woodsworth, Superintendent of Missions for the Methodist church living in Winnipeg,

sharing his disappoint in the lack of aid from the denomination.

“When the Temperance Colonization Society was formed, there were a number of Methodist

ministers connected with it, and we were given to understand that as soon as practicable a Methodist

minister would be sent to the colony. We came here expecting that that would be the case.” He then

went on to share that one minister who arrived in 1884 “after preaching to us two or three Sabbaths

only, deserted us, at the same time telling us that he was going to raise some money to help us in

building a church. He has never reported since of his success or otherwise.”

He concluded by saying: “We are endeavouring to keep up the services and the S.S. in hopes

that a minister will be sent . . . We are willing and anxious to do all that we can towards the support of

a minister and if the Good Lord sends us fair crops we don’t intend to hang on the skirts of the

Missionary Board any longer than is absolutely necessary.”

Ministers were sent and the church continued to develop and grow. That determination led to

the building of the first church for the Methodists (and for Saskatoon) in 1892. Then the church

moved into the boom of “adolescence” with the turn of century. A Young People’s Group started in

1905 with a debate as the main feature of evening on the topic “Resolved that women should have

equal rights with men.” In 1907 the group evolved into the Nutana Athletic Association with an active

summer sports program including tennis but no games on Wednesday night because that was Bible

Study night!

In 1910 the little wooden church was replaced by a brick building that was intended to be the

first stage of a building program which would also include a beautiful 1,000 seat sanctuary as stage
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two. At a congregational meeting on November 3, 1926 a vote to approve the building of a new

sanctuary was approved by a vote of 72 to 23 and on October 14, 1928 Grace United Church held its

service of dedication.

The church survived through the Great Depression, the Second World War, and moved into

the baby boom years of the 1950's with an average attendance of 300 children in Sunday School. In

1953 they began a major retrofit program to accommodate the changes in church life which included

the upstairs nursery off the balcony, floor replacement and much redecoration of the kitchen and the

“old church” which was now a Christian Education Centre. 

In 1966 the “old church” was demolished and a new Christian Education Wing with offices was

built in it’s place. On June 16, 1968 Grace and W estminster congregations amalgamated to form

Grace-Westminster United Church.

So here we are forty-nine years later, reflecting on the past year and looking to the future of

our church. There have been many times when the congregation has been “born again.” When I

think of my fifteen years of ministry here, I can see a congregation that has been through many

“deaths and rebirths” but one thing that has remained constant through it all is the rebirth that comes

through “water and the spirit.” We are endowed with a spirit that keeps us constantly striving to bring

about the reign of God here on this special parcel of land that has held the hopes and dreams of so

many of God’s people for the last 135 years. What a long line of “cloud of witnesses” we have been

blessed to be a part of and how grateful we can be that so many continue to answer the call to serve.

A call that makes it possible for this sacred place to serve not only our congregation but hundreds of

others as well, who may not necessarily gather here in the sanctuary with us on Sunday mornings but

who continue to be fed, renewed and transformed on this parcel of land, made sacred by tears and

laughter shared, on which our building rests. As we reflect on the past and dream of the future may
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God’s blessing continue to rest on us and on this place for many years to come. Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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