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CALL TO WORSHIP

L: Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of
God and knows God.

P: Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love. God’s love was revealed
among us in this way:

L: God sent his only Son into the world so that we might live through him.

P: In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the
atoning sacrifice for our sins.

L: Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. (1 John 4:7-11)

Hymn 321 Praise to the Lord, the Almighty

Prayers of Approach and Confession

Loving and faithful God,

we gather in your presence with grateful hearts. For 197 years, you have blessed this church—a
place where faith has been nurtured, friendships formed, and lives renewed in your love. Today
we come to celebrate your goodness and to open ourselves once more to your Spirit.

We come as your children—some who have never wandered far, some who have returned home
again, and some still searching for where they belong. Yet you welcome us all with grace that
never ends.

Forgive us, O God, for the times we have turned away from your compassionate love, for when
we have judged instead of welcomed, and for when we have forgotten that all people are your
children. Free us from the burdens that weigh upon our hearts—our regrets, our doubts, our
resentments—so that we may worship you in joy and in truth.

Hear us as we confess to you in silence, offering the prayers of our hearts. (pause)

Renew us in this hour of worship. Let the story of your steadfast love fill us with hope and
courage for the days ahead. Bind us together as one family in Christ, that our lives and our
church may continue to be a home where all are welcome and your compassion is known.

These things we pray in the name of Jesus, who taught us to pray, saying:

THE LORD'S PRAYER


mailto:northpelham.rockwaypc@gmail.com
https://northpelhamrockwaypresbyterian.ca/

“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
and the power, and the glory, forever.” Amen.

Sharing the Peace of Christ
L: May the Peace of Christ be with you all.
P: And also with you. (congregational response)

Violin Solo "Ave Maria" (J.S. Bach / C. Gounod) Joy Joung
Hymn 706 Come, let us sing

Prayer of Understanding

Gracious God,

open our hearts and minds by your Spirit, that as your Word is read and proclaimed, we may hear
your call to welcome, restore, and love all your children — those who are near, and those still
finding their way home. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen.

Scripture Passages Responsive Psalm 103:1-13; Isaiah 9:2-7; Luke 15:11-24
Sermon The Third Son in the Story of the Prodigal Son  Rev. Dr. Mark Lewis

Perhaps some of you enjoy reading books by Ken Follett. He wrote Pillars of the Earth, Fall of
Giants, World Without End, Pillar of Fire, and many other epic stories. I apologise on behalf of
all Welsh people for the length of Ken Follett’s books...we are sometimes long-winded! Apart
from writing those amazing historical dramas, Ken Follett has also written some great mysteries.
One of my favourites is the story that starts with an ordinary man accused of murder. The reader
is upset because this main character is a likeable guy, and we don’t want to think that he is a
murderer. Then comes a great Ken Follett twist: the man finds out that he was part of a weird
genetic experiment, and...he has an evil twin! I often use this defence when someone accuses
me of wrongdoing. Now suspicion shifts to the evil twin, and the reader is relieved that the nice
guy is innocent. But here comes the next twist...the evil twin has an ironclad alibi, and...
suspicion shifts back to the protagonist, so heartbreaking. Then comes the next twist: the two
men are not twins...they are triplets...and the third brother is way worse than even the evil
second brother! I suppose I should have guessed, since the title of the book is, The Third Twin!”
That book inspires this sermon. And I can see you guys whispering at the back, saying, “Dear
God, don’t let this sermon be as long as Pillars of the Earth!”

In the story of the prodigal son, a father has two sons. The younger son demands his share of the
estate immediately, and the father concedes. The younger son then leaves for a far country
where he squanders his share on wild living. When famine reaches the other country, the
younger son, finding himself destitute, takes a job feeding slop to pigs. The younger son feels
regret for what he has done and resolves to return home and beg his father to take him back, not
as a son, but as a servant. He returns home, fully prepared to prostrate himself and seek a scrap



of mercy from his father. The father, seeing him from a distance, is overjoyed, runs to greet the
prodigal, showers him with love, gives him a ring, a robe, and sandals, all signs of the complete
restoration as a son, and then kills the fatted calf to host a gala celebration for the returned
prodigal. It’s a wonderful story of how God greets people who have left the church and want to
come back. There is no judgment, no punishment, no relegation to second class, only love,
acceptance, and complete restoration. The twist in the story comes in the elder son's reaction, a
diligent, hard-working man who is angered that his father has lavished such love on his good-for-
nothing brother. He refuses to come in for the party. The story ends with the father saying to the
elder son, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate
and rejoice because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been
found.”

It is a wonderful story of how God receives anyone who has strayed and wants to come home.
The two sons represent two groups of people. The elder son is all the people who were born and
raised in the church and have stayed in the church. The younger son is all the people who were
born and raised in the church, then left the church, and then wanted to come back to church. We
don’t know how the story ended. I hope the elder son changed. I hope he said, “Wow, Dad, I
never thought of it like that. My brother has returned home. I am filled with joy. Let’s get on with
the party.” It’s a solid, simple story of how we should greet the prodigals who want to come
back.

But I say the story missed something...there is another son! I say there was a third son in the
story of the prodigal son! I know you are thinking, “Hold on there, Mark! I’ve read that story! I
know my Bible! I'm a serious Presbyterian. There was no third son! There were only two sons.
What are you trying to pull here?” Well, give me a chance, indulge me for a couple of minutes,
and then make your judgment!”

I propose that the father and mother had another son. The elder son in this story is not the oldest
son. There was a son born before him, but he was born during the time of a brutal war with a far
stronger neighbouring nation. That firstborn son was captured by the invading army and taken
away. The mom and dad had no idea what happened to him. They only knew that they were
helpless against the invading army, so they assumed that their baby had been killed, and they
resolved to get on with their lives in the best way they were able. They had another son, the
elder son of this story, and then another son, the prodigal son, and they were thankful to be
blessed with two sons. They would always grieve the death of their firstborn son, but they lived
with thanks for the two boys they had.

But, here’s my Ken Follett twist, the first son was not dead. He had been taken away, raised in a
foreign land, and used as a slave. His life had been miserable, but he had never known anything
but slavery, so it never occurred to him that there was something better. Then one day, he met an
older man who came from his own country of origin. The older man recognised his face and
knew the story of his birth and capture. He approaches the firstborn boy and says, “Do you
know who you are?” The young man is puzzled and says, “Yes, I am a slave, | have always been
aslave.” And the older man replies, “You are no slave. You were born a free man. I know your
father and mother; I know the farm where they still live. I can tell you how to get there.”



The old man’s story makes sense, and the young man is intrigued. He has never had any reason
to want to escape, but now, with the idea that he is not doomed to be a slave and that he may
have a family somewhere, he plots his escape. He leaves the foreign land, and after walking for
many days, finds himself at the end of the pathway leading up to the farm in the place that the
old man has described. He stands for a while, taking in the scene, the vineyards, the olive groves,
the fields of grain. It is too beautiful, too much; there is no way he belongs here. But he hears
the old man’s voice from the foreign land now so far behind him, “I know your father and mother,
I know where they live, I can tell you how to get there.” And he begins to walk up the lane.

The father has been working in the olive grove closest to the house, but now he sees a stranger
walking toward his home, and he goes on alert. The stranger is a rough-looking man, dirty and
unkempt, his hair is wild, and his beard is tangled. He is no neighbour; he is no local villager.
Everything about him says, “danger.” The father picks up a winnowing fork and begins to walk
down the pathway to intercept the intruder.

“Who are you?” The father shouts, “Who are you? What do you want?” The rough man walks
forward with his eyes wide and his mouth open in awe. “Stay back! Who are you? What do
you want?” But the stranger is silent, he comes closer until he is only a few metres away from
the father, who shouts again, “Who are you, where are you from?”

And then the stranger speaks, “I...I don’t know who I am. I don’t know where I am from. I was
a slave, I have always been a slave, in a country to the east. But an old man told me that I was
not always a slave; he said that an invading army captured me as a baby, and that I was sold into
slavery. He said he knew my father and mother, he said he knew the farm where they lived, and
he told me how to...”

And now the father sees it. He sees past the dirt on the stranger’s face, he sees past the wild hair
and the tangled beard, and he sees the spitting image of his two younger sons. He trembles, he
cannot speak, he stumbles towards his first-born child, he puts his arms around him, his legs give
way, and he falls, but the oldest son is strong, and he lifts his father in his arms and carries him to
the house. His mother is there, his two brothers...and...and...and...

And I cannot describe the scene; it is too much, and it is beyond description. The kidnapped
child, sold into slavery, assumed dead, has returned home, and the joy is vastly beyond even the
joy of the return of the prodigal. That is the story of the return of the firstborn child!

I know what you are thinking, “No way, Mark! Your imagination has gotten the better of you.
There is no third son. We’ve read the story a hundred times, and there are just two boys!” Okay,
you’re right, but give me a chance to explain. There was no third son in the original story, but
there needs to be a third son today. In the original story, the two sons represent two groups. The
older son represents those who grew up in the church and stayed in the church. The younger son
represents those who grew up in the church, left the church, and then came back. It’s a great
story; however, in today’s context, it is not adequate because it does not represent the largest
group of people in our society. Both of the sons in the original story grew up in the church and
know the church, but the vast majority of younger people in our society were not born into the



church, did not grow up in the church, and have no knowledge of the church. We cannot say to
them, “Why don’t you come back?” because they were never here! They are not the elder son.
They are not the prodigal son. They are something else. They are the child who was never even
given a chance to grow up in the church. They were raised in a strange foreign land. They do
not even know that they are God’s children. They are the third son in my wild story! They are
further distinguished from the prodigal because the prodigal made a willful decision to leave the
church. The third son did not leave by stubborn choice; he was taken away by circumstances
beyond his control. The people whom the third son represents had no choice about the land in
which they were raised.

I am not sure of the best way to describe that land. There are a variety of ways to think about the
land in which most children are raised today. They are raised in a country called “Capitalism,”
the name of the king is “The Mighty Dollar.” They are raised in a land called “Monetisation,”
where everything has a dollar value, and the name of the ruler is “King Jeff Bezos.” Whatever
you call it, it is not like the land ruled by the God of love and compassion. In God’s country,
every person is equal, every person is regarded with dignity, and every person has eternal value.
All these things are built on the foundation of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In
that other land, people are not equal. The wealthy are worth more than the poor. The strong are
worth more than the weak. The healthy are worth more than the sick. It is a wonderful place if
you are wealthy, strong, and healthy, but everyone else there is just a slave who will never have
any concept of their true worth. The people raised in that land are neither the elder son nor the
prodigal. They are the third son in the story of the prodigal, and they are the largest demographic
in our society today.

There was a time when just about everyone in Canada went to church regularly. In 1946 nearly
70% of Canadians attended church weekly. In 1990 that number was 30%, and in 2020 it was
10%. After the pandemic, many people will likely not return to church, and that number will fall
to around 5% - 7%. In the coming years, about 93% - 95% of the Canadian population will be
the third son in the story of the prodigal. The chart below, taken from “In Trust, Centre for
Theological Schools, 2016” demonstrates the decline. The chart is only relevant to 2016. The
rate of decline accelerated between 2016 and 2020 and then became even more severe after 2020.

Figure 1. Weekly religious service attendance in Canada, 1946 to 2015
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Before we talk about the best way for the church to move forward in Canada in the twenty-first
century, we need to understand that we are living in a context that is unlike anything we have
ever seen before. Once upon a time, we could assume that everyone had at least some kind of
awareness of the Christian context. We could use certain language and be confident that
everyone would understand us. Today, Christian language is just so much meaningless jargon to
the vast majority of Canadians.

Christian terminology that was once a part of the Canadian vernacular now sounds like a foreign
language. For example, if you try to describe a conflict between an ordinary person and a large
organisation by saying, “That’s a real David and Goliath story,” you will be met with blank stares
by 90% of people under the age of thirty. David and Goliath mean nothing. If it rains for three
days and you say, “I’d better build an ark,” most Canadians will respond by saying, “What are
you going to build, and what does it have to do with rain?” Christian images no longer have any
meaning. My favourite story about the loss of Christian symbols is about the young woman who
goes into a jewellery store and says, “I’d like one of those necklaces with the “t,” and the equally
young clerk asks, “Do you want the plain “t” or the “t” with the little man on it?”

Christian symbols, words, and images have no meaning in the modern age. But it is not the loss
of the symbols, words, and images that is devastating; it is the loss of the deep substance that is
represented by those symbols, words, and images. All Christian symbols stand for the truth of
God, the truth that all persons are equal, that all persons should be regarded with dignity, and that
all persons have eternal worth. In the strange foreign land where most children are raised today,
there is no guarantee of equality, dignity, or eternal worth. The almighty dollar is lord of all, and
a person’s worth is determined by their wealth. Everyone in that land is a slave and has no idea
that they are a child of God, and have unlimited value in the eyes of their true father. They are
the third child in the story of the prodigal. But they are God’s children, they are our brothers and
sisters, and we want them to find their true home.

I admit I’ve got a lot of nerve adding a third son to the story of the prodigal! But the social
context today is different from the social context of the first century AD. The social context of
today is even radically different from the social context of the year 2000. If we are going to
bring people into the family of God we need to understand and accept the new context; the vast
majority of people around us have no idea what the church is all about, or worse yet, if they have
any concept of the church, it comes from what they see in the news about the rise of a perverse
Christian-nationalism that is marked by racism, sexism, homophobia, materialism, and brutality.
They know nothing of the true nature of Christ.

If there is to be a healthy future church that faithfully reflects the love of Christ, then we need to
stand up to let the world know that the life death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ all point to the
equality of all people, the dignity of all people and the eternal worth of all people. Every church
must become the place in the community where the oppressed are protected, the vulnerable are
healed, and the lost are welcomed home. Every church must be a place of justice, wisdom and
grace.



The eldest child must be valued, the prodigal must be forgiven...and the third child, the true
eldest child, must be found and welcomed home to a place that has a whole different set of
values than the foreign land in which they were raised. The world is filled with the third child.
And we have something to offer them that they will not find in the foreign land. We have the
wonderful love of God. We have the boundless grace of Jesus Christ. We have equality, dignity
and worth for all people, which cannot be found anywhere but in the Kingdom of God. Go and
find that third child, and say to them, “You are not a slave, you were born to be a free person, I
know your true father, and I can tell you where to find him.”

Violin & Guitar "Gabriel's Oboe" (from The Mission) Joy Joung and James Park
Hymn 640 Softly and tenderly

Invitation to the Offering

Doxology

Prayer of Dedication

Loving God,

as we celebrate 197 years of your faithfulness, we give these gifts in gratitude and love. May
they help welcome and restore your children—especially through the ministry of the Brock
Chaplaincy. Bless our giving, that it may share your grace with all who are still finding their way
home. In Jesus’ name, we pray. Amen.

Prayer of Thanksgiving and for the People

Gracious and loving God,

we thank you for your steadfast love that has guided North Pelham through 197 years of faith
and service. You have welcomed us, restored us, and called us your own.

We thank you for all who have found a home in this church and pray for those who still long to
know your love—the “third children” of our world, searching for belonging, hope, and peace.
May we be your hands and heart, reaching out with grace and compassion.

Bless those who are ill, weary, or alone, those burdened with worry or grief, and all who struggle
in places of war, violence, or fear. Bring healing, comfort, and peace to every life in need.

Renew us, O God, that our church may continue to shine with your love and be a home where all
are welcome and all may find their way to you. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Hymn 472 We are God’s people

BENEDICTION

May the love of God, who welcomes every child home, the grace of Christ, who restores and
redeems us, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, who sends us to share that love with the world,
be with you now and always. And all God’s people said, AMEN.

Sung Response- Go Now In Peace



Postlude

We acknowledge that we meet on the traditional
Territory of the Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe

ANNOUNCEMENTS
*Next Sunday Service, October 26, 10:00 am at Rockway

*Thanksgiving Gratitude! Thank you for your generous food donations! These blessings
helped those in need as we reflect on God's abundant blessings for us all.

*North Pelham’s 197th Anniversary! Today, we joyfully celebrate North Pelham’s 197th
Anniversary and give thanks to God for God’s steadfast love through the generations!
We warmly welcome our guest preacher, Rev. Dr. Mark Lewis. As part of our celebration, we
are supporting a special mission project for the Brock Chaplaincy. Offerings received today
will assist students in need, and donations made through the church are eligible for a charitable
tax receipt. Let us rejoice together in worship, gratitude, and love—-celebrating God’s
faithfulness and sharing that same grace with others!

*Invitation to Church Membership: Our churches, Rockway and North Pelham, have been
home to faithful people for generations. Recently, two families who have worshiped with us
decided to become members, and we give thanks for this joyful step of faith. If you have been
part of our worship life and feel that this is your spiritual home, you are warmly invited to
consider church membership. It’s simple, meaningful, and a beautiful way to say, “This is my
home. These are my people.” Please speak with Rev. Jacob if you’d like to learn more. Together,
we continue growing as one church family in Christ.

*Tai Chi & Qigong Class — Free 4-Week Program!

Join us for a gentle movement class that strengthens body and mind. Instructor Joy Joung will
lead us in Tai Chi and Qigong, with both standing and chair-based options. Classes begin
Monday, October 20 at 1:30 PM at First Presbyterian Church, North Pelham, and continue
on Oct. 27, Nov. 3 & Nov. 10. All are welcome—no registration needed! Come, move, and be
refreshed. If you have any questions, speak to Joy or Rev. Jacob.

*Wednesday Bible Study: Join us every Wednesday at 10:00 AM at North Pelham, led by our
spiritual leader, Diane McMillan.

*Qutreach - Thursday Walking: Join us for the Wellness Walk and Coffee Chat! We gather at
9:30 a.m. at Canada Games Park to start our walk together. After the walk, we meet at Rockway
for a joyful chat over hot and fresh coffee at 10:45 am.

*Connect with your Minister Jacob for pastoral visits. Reach Jacob at
jacoblee0501@gmail.com or 289-213-2797.
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