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We thought we had laid you safe in the manger; we wrapped you in the 
thickest sentiment we could find, and stressed how long ago you came to us.  
Why do you break upon us in our daily life with messages of peace and 
goodwill, demanding that we do something about it?  Just and righteous 
God, give us justice and righteousness. 
 
So where else would we expect to find you but in the ordinary place with 
the faithful people, turning the world to your purpose through them.  Bring 
us to that manger, to that true rejoicing, which will make wisdom, justice, 
and righteousness alive in us.  Amen.19 

 
 

Now What? 
 
Thank you for engaging with, praying through, and reflecting on the prayers 
and meditations in the preceding pages of this booklet.  As “Standing at the 
Crossroads” comes to an end, there is still one more thing to do. 
 
We will gather the reflections of our parishioners at a retreat day in the 
parish on Saturday, January 12th.  It is our hope that the thoughts and ideas 
that have occurred to you over the course of this season of prayer will 
contribute to a conversation that will cover at least the following points: 
 

• What should we celebrate about our first year together? 
• Where might we need to make some course corrections? 
• What ministries are strong/growing and should continue? 
• What ministries might be allowed to make room for new ministry? 
• What new ministries might God be calling us to, in the parish and in the 

community? 
 
It is our hope that, at the conclusion of the retreat day, we will have some 
ideas to present to the parish and to God as we celebrate our first 
anniversary on the Baptism of the Lord with a renewal of our baptismal 
covenant and a commitment to continue the process of discerning our 
future. 
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talked.  They engaged in conversation.  They talked over the baby, I 
imagine.  About many things.  Where they had come from.  Why they were 
there.  And it was all as much a mystery to them as it is to us.  But then, so 
was that gathering of students, and so is our being here, meeting on this 
page.  For who can say why we are here?  There is no real reason why we 
should ever have met, except for this person, Jesus. 
 
Reflecting upon this Epiphany, I wonder if Jesus’ primary ministry—his 
most practical ministry—is that he brought people, and continues to bring 
people, into conversation with one another.  He calls us away from our 
respective tasks and out of our exclusive differences, and puts us into 
conversation with one another.  He calls us to and encourages us in that 
most intimate and dangerous activity which is conversation.  For to be in 
conversation is to be in the midst of change. 
 
Every time I open my mouth, I risk revealing something of myself that can 
change me or the world around me.  And every time I open myself to 
receive what another says, I run the risk of being changed by what that 
person says.  God knows how many times my heart, my mind, my life has 
been changed by the power of another’s words shared in conversation.  Is it 
any wonder that so many of us recoil from this dangerous activity, 
retreating into ourselves? 
 
Yet we are here, and in many other times and places, gathered for the 
express purpose of conversation.  Perhaps with God; certainly with that 
Spirit and power of God that is manifested in what passes between and 
among us.  We are here, like the magi, drawn by this compelling person 
who is Jesus.  We are here with Jesus, and with one another, perhaps to 
grow a little more wise, and definitely to return home by a different way.18 

 
• What can you contribute to a conversation in the parish on what our future 

ministry could or should look like? 
• If we encounter Jesus in our conversations, what might the “different way” look 

like? 

 

Prayer 

We thought we knew where to find you; we hardly needed a star to guide 
the way, just perseverance and common sense.  Why do you hide yourself 
away from the powerful and join the refugees and outcasts, calling us to 
follow you there?  Wise God, give us wisdom. 
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Foreword 
 
Near the end of September, the parish clergy went on a retreat to spend 
some time in fellowship away from work, to do some reflecting on our first 
year of amalgamation, and to turn our minds to the future shape of our 
ministry at St John’s. 
 
An important outcome of our retreat in September was the desire to take the 
energy the clergy team experienced and share it with the entire parish.  That 
was the motivation for “Standing at the Crossroads:  A Season of Prayer for 

Discernment for St John’s”.  
 
In the season of Advent, we turn our hearts and minds to preparing both to 
celebrate the birth of Jesus and to anticipate his return as Lord of Creation.  
As we hear of the struggles of the world in the first week, the exhortations of 
John the Baptist in the next two weeks, and then the marvellous news of the 
birth of Jesus and the story of the visit of the Magi, we are being invited to 
enter into the story in a different way this year. 
 
In this booklet you will find prayers and reflections for the six weeks of 
“Standing at the Crossroads”.  Please take this resource home with you to 
use in your daily devotions.  Pray the prayers and meditate on the 
reflections.  Let them percolate as you go about the business of your day.  
Make notes of the ideas that come to you.  And, on January 12th, when we 
gather for a parish retreat day, come prepared to share with the rest of us 
what the Holy Spirit has shared with you in your prayers and devotions. 
 
If you have any questions, please ask any of the clergy. 
 
 

The Reverend Canon Brad Smith, Rector 
The Reverend Mary Bell-Plouffe, Associate Priest 

The Reverend Terry Noble, Associate Priest 
The Reverend Ruth Adams, Honorary Associate Priest 

The Reverend Christian Harvey, Deacon 
The Reverend Bev Thompson, Deacon 

The Reverend Deb Wilson, Deacon  
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A Prayer to Begin 

Each Week’s Reflection 
 
God in Trinity, Creator, Saviour, Giver of life and truth:  reveal the 
possibilities within us, that we may attain to the fullness of our humanity. 
 
God, you have made our world and seen that it is good: grant to us, created 
to complete your work, the bright delightful vision that makes us care for 
what we do. 

 
God, you are working still, breaking down and building up:  open our eyes 
to discern your hands so that we may take our place as labourers together 
with you. 
 
Keep your Church alert, Holy Spirit, ready to hear you when you are 
calling; and when you challenge us, keep us hopeful, Holy Spirit.  Amen. 1 
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and dethroned by your love; through Jesus Christ, the open arms of grace.  
Amen.17 

 

Reflection 

A colleague of mine noticed several years ago one of those marvellous 
phrases of multiple meaning strewn through our scriptures, the familiar 
reference to the magi who, “having been warned in a dream not to return to 
Herod…left for their own country by another road.”  We both had noticed 
that the political acumen of the magi surely certified their wisdom.  But it 
was my friend who noticed something else:  that nearly everyone who 
encounters Jesus ends up going home another way.  The encounter with 
Jesus changes people, makes them different.  After they have met this Jesus, 
they seem incapable—or certainly unwilling—to go back the same way they 
had come. 
 
The Feast of the Epiphany and the season that follows is, for the church, a 
traditional season of mission and evangelism.  Of course, for the modern 
church in America, there are very few mission fields left to us, few places 
where the basic outlines of the gospel have not penetrated geographical, 
political, and cultural barriers in one fashion or another.  And evangelism 
demands some good news to proclaim, but too many days there seems 
precious little good to report.  But there is still a ripe mission field remaining 
for each of us, if only we turn our sights inward. 
 
I was reminded of this at a national conference for Episcopal students where 
we used varied liturgies from prayer books across the Anglican 
Communion.  I was reminded of how very different we all are, and how 
much more so we grow daily.  In this modern-day church, as in that ancient 
stable, those gathered really have nothing much in common.  If we look 
around that manger, if we look at those who surrounded Jesus throughout 
his life, and even those who stood around at his death, we find that they 
were as diverse a lot as one might find.  Like us.  For truth be told, when 
you get right down to it, we probably really do not have much in common, 
you and I; the only thing we have in common is this person, Jesus.  And 
that was certainly true for those of us who gathered at that conference.  
Even when we could not agree on what he said and did, we could still 
acknowledge that he was our common connection. 
 
That was his singular gift, a genuine gift, something inherent in his person, 
and not some skill he crafted or stratagem he employed.  For on the first 
Epiphany he was but an infant.  Yet the force of his person was such that 
the different gathered around him.  And, as people will, no doubt they 
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cries with us.  But when we say we’re sorry and forgive one another, we 
wipe away our tears and God’s tears, too.  Each of us carries a piece of 
God’s heart within us.  And when we love one another, the pieces of God’s 
heart are made whole. 
 
God dreams that every one of us will see that we are all brothers and 
sisters—yes, even you and me—even if we have different mommies and 
daddies or live in different faraway lands.  Even if we speak different 
languages or have different ways of talking to God.  Even if we have 
different eyes or different skin.  Even if you are taller and I am smaller.  
Even if your nose is little and mine is large. 
 
Dear Child of God, do you know how to make God’s dream come true?  It 
is really quite easy.  As easy as sharing, loving, caring.  As easy as holding, 
playing, laughing.  As easy as knowing we are family because we are all 
God’s children.  Will you help God’s dream come true?  Let me tell you a 
secret…God smiles like a rainbow when you do.15 

 
• What are your dreams for the Church, particularly St John’s in the city of 

Peterborough? 
• What dreams do you think God has for our ministry? 

• How do your dreams and God’s dreams intersect? 

 

Prayer 

O sweet child of Bethlehem, grant that we may share with all our hearts in 
the profound mystery of Christmas.  Put into the hearts of all people this 
peace for which they sometimes seek so desperately and which you alone 
can give them.  Help them to know one another better, and to live as 
children of the same Father.  Reveal to them also your beauty, holiness, and 
purity.  Awaken in their hearts love and gratitude for your infinite goodness.  
Join them all together in your love.  And give us your heavenly peace.  
Amen.16 

 
 

Week 6 – The Week of January 6th 
Matthew 2:1-12 

 

Collect 

Shepherd of Israel and Light of all Nations, made known in the gifts of 
those who call you by other names and approach you by different ways:  
may unjust powers and the hatred within us be dismayed by your friendship 
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Week 1 – The Week of December 2nd 
Luke 21:25-36 

 

Collect 

Urgent God, breaking through the static to speak to our hearts:  disarm our 
love for control and shake the silent heavens to reveal your dawning glory, 
judging all in the light of love; through Jesus Christ, the one who is to come.  
Amen.2 

 

Reflection 

The Christian calendar begins its new year not on January 1, but on the first 
Sunday of Advent—which is always four Sundays before Christmas 
(December 25) and the Sunday closest to St Andrew’s Day (November 30).  
Our word “Advent” derives from the Latin Adventus, which means 

“coming”, and originally referred just to the coming of the feast of 
Christmas.  But over time the season of Advent took on a double meaning.  
Today it refers both to the “first coming” of Jesus Christ in his birth at 
Christmas and to his “second coming” at the end of time. 
 
It is important to remember that Advent is not just a season in which we 
recall an event of the past—Jesus’ birth—but also a time in which we look 
to the present and the future.  When will Jesus come again?  When will we 
see the kingdom of God on earth, as it is in heaven?  Of course no one 
knows.  And so the more important questions are:  What can we do as the 
Church, Christ’s body here on earth, to welcome God’s reign of justice and 
peace today?  What can we do as individuals to reorder our lives in the light 
of God’s love?  What would it mean to live as a people who believe in Jesus 
as the Saviour of all the earth and who expect him to come again at the 
fulfilment of time?  Each Advent we turn to these questions anew.3 

 
• Where are we stuck recalling the past and refusing to look to the present and the 

future? 
• Where can we witness to the reign of God already present in our community? 

 

Prayer 

Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves, when our 
dreams have come true because we have dreamed too little, when we 
arrived safely because we sailed too close to the shore. 
 
Disturb us, Lord, when with the abundance of things we possess we have 
lost our thirst for the waters of life; having fallen in love with life, we have 
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ceased to dream of eternity and in our efforts to build a new earth, we have 
allowed our vision of the new heaven to dim. 
 
Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly, to venture on wider seas where 
storms will show your mastery; where losing sight of land, we shall find the 
stars.  We ask you to push back the horizons of our hopes; and to push into 
the future in strength, courage, hope, and love.  Amen.4 

 
 

Week 2 – The Week of December 9th 
Luke 3:1-6 

 

Collect 

Lord of the wilderness way, whose word scours our smooth evasions:  take 
us on the unbending road to the raw centre of our world with a cry of 
invitation and the call of sudden grace; through Jesus Christ, the one who is 
to come.  Amen.5 

 

Reflection 

We North Americans have had an interesting relationship with our 
wilderness.  It was only about a hundred years ago that most of our 
continent was natural land.  It was home to the First Nations people, who 
saw wilderness as sacred.  The land, the cycle of the seasons, even the 
weather—all were sacred.  But for the first European settlers, wilderness 
was an enemy to be conquered.  People got lost in the wilderness and died.  
Survival depended upon driving the wilderness back and protecting oneself 
against it. 
 
However, in the last few decades we’ve been hearing a different story about 
wilderness.  Instead of fearing it, many of us are fascinated by it and take 
refuge in it.  We have once again recognized that health—in fact, our very 
survival—depends upon the health of nature.  Wilderness travel has become 
big business.  Like the First Nations and the Celts—whose spiritual 
traditions have grown so popular of late—we have found that there are 
things about being human that we can best discover in the shadow of a pine 
tree beside the rush of a white water stream.  
 
Wilderness offers challenges simply because we are not ourselves totally in 
control.  But responding to these challenges increases awareness of self and 
others and nature itself.  At the deepest level, the encounter with wilderness 
increases awareness of the presence of God, who is in all these experiences. 
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• In what ways do the grand characters of the world’s stage distract our attention 
away from the Christ child? 

• Where does our history as Anglicans, as St John’s, contribute to or become an 

obstacle to joining with the shepherds, the lowly to whom God is first revealed, in 
our community? 

• How can we cultivate the humility to be “fully human, dependent only upon 

God the Father”? 

 

Prayer 

Emmanuel, God-with-us:  you stand at the door of my heart and await my 
welcome.  Help me be aware of your presence each day in the people who 
enter my life.  I desire to open my heart, to make room for you in any part 
of self that tends to keep you out.  Show me those places where you still 
need a welcome.  Spur on my courage to open the door and invite you in.  I 
want to make room for you in my heart, Emmanuel.  Amen.13 

 
 

Week 5 – The Week of December 30th 
Luke 2:41-52 

 

Collect 

Lord, your wisdom echoes in the child’s question, the raw insight of youth:  
renew our curiosity and deepen our desire for a truth that lives and grows 
before you; through Jesus Christ, the Question and the Answer.  Amen.14 

 

Reflection 

Dear Child of God, what do you dream about in your loveliest of dreams?  
Do you dream about flying high or rainbows reaching across the sky?  Do 
you dream about being free to do what your heart desires?  Or about being 
treated like a full person no matter how young you might be? 
 
Do you know what God dreams about?  If you close your eyes and look 
with your heart, I am sure, dear child, that you will find out. 
 
God dreams about people sharing.  God dreams about people caring.  God 
dreams that we reach out and hold one another’s hands and play one 
another’s games and laugh with one another’s hearts.  But God does not 
force us to be friends or to love one another. 
 
Dear Child of God, it does happen that we get angry and hurt one another.  
Soon we start to feel sad and so very alone. Sometimes we cry, and God 
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dark insignificant places take on a whole new meaning.  Rulers and 
governors can shout away centre-stage all they like, but we begin to see that 
they may not be taking part in anything at all important.  Whatever they 
may think, their reigns are ephemeral.  They are no longer the ones who are 
shaping the world. 
 
This is what the angels tell the astonished shepherds, which is, in itself, part 
of this strange shift in history.  Why send your heavenly hosts to a group of 
shepherds?  If they were to go to an emperor or a governor, they might even 
be able to get the baby a proper start in life, or at least a decent room and a 
cradle.  But no, the angels are sent to the shepherds, so the shepherds are 
the first to learn that the world has changed for ever.  “And don’t go 
mistaking the sign,” the angels warn the stunned shepherds.  “We are not 
the sign, for all our winged brightness.  The baby is the sign.  He is the 
symbol of salvation.” 
 
Nothing could be clearer than this set of contrasts that Luke sees attending 
the birth of the one who is the Saviour.  The huge machinery put into 
operation to get him to the right place at the right time, of the right 
ancestors.  And then, when he arrives, he is born into obscurity.  The 
massed choir of angels is sent to announce the news, but to shepherds, who 
will have no power to broadcast what they have been told. 
 
It is as though God is saying, “Things can only be changed this way.  Power 
and might, grandeur and status, only perpetuate themselves and draw 
people further and further into the world they have made themselves, a 
world that clearly does not work.  Only this can draw them out of 
themselves and make them look at the world I created, the real world.” 
 
God’s way to draw us back to the real aim of our existence is a strange way.  
He comes to live with us, as one of us, in utter humility.  He is born in 
fragility and danger, as a human baby, with no wealth or power of privilege 
to protect him.  All the trappings of earth and heaven are held at arm’s 
length, so that Jesus can be just what we are, but so often refuse to be—fully 
human, dependent only upon God the Father. 
 
This humility is to be the source of our new life, if we are humble enough to 
accept it.  Our nourishment lies in the animal trough.  This is the bread of 
life.  Are we too grand to feed with the animals, or can we join the 
shepherds in rejoicing and “praising God for all we have seen and heard”?12 
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The Bible has nearly three hundred references to wilderness; in many of 
these texts, wilderness is the place where people have little control over their 
lives.  For the prophet Isaiah, wilderness is a metaphor for human 
emptiness and isolation.  Isaiah writes as if he himself knows very well the 
reality of the human wilderness—its beauty, danger, loneliness, and fear.  
How, he asks, are we to survive it?  But as he stands in the place of isolation 
and loneliness, he has a vision of a better reality:  “The wilderness and the 
dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom” (Isaiah 35:1).  In 
the wilderness Isaiah sees a miracle of hope because God is active there, 
with dramatic consequences.  Later, when people heeded the call of John 
the Baptist to come out into the wilderness and repent, they found 
themselves filled with new hope. 
 
Our Lord himself spent troubled times in the wilderness.  Tempted there by 
Satan, he was filled with the power of the Spirit and returned to Galilee to 
begin his ministry of teaching and healing.  At the end of his ministry, 
hanging on the cross, he suffered the ultimate loss of control.  But even the 
terrifying wilderness experience of being utterly abandoned, in pain, and 
near death was transformed.  It led to a glorious resurrection that offers us 
the certain hope that, when we are most alone, most in fear and danger, and 
least in control, the loving God is with us, holding us, and raising us up.6 

 
• How do you/we experience wilderness? 

• What can we learn from the church’s recent experience of being driven into the 
wilderness by an increasingly secular/pluralistic culture? 

 

Prayer 

O God, you are my God; eagerly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my 
flesh faints for you, as in a barren and dry land where there is no water.  
Therefore I have gazed upon you in your holy place, that I might behold 
your power and your glory.  For your loving-kindness is better than life 
itself; my lips shall give you praise.  So will I bless you as long as I live and 
lift up my hands in your Name.  My soul is content, as with marrow and 
fatness, and my mouth praises you with joyful lips, when I remember you 
upon my bed, and meditate on you in the night watches.  For you have been 
my helper, and under the shadow of your wings I will rejoice.  My soul 
clings to you; your right hand holds me fast. 
 
God our hope, when we are troubled by fear and uncertainty, teach us to 
commit our lives to your care and to go forward on our pilgrimage, trusting 
in the knowledge of your love and forgiveness; through Jesus Christ our 
Redeemer.  Amen.7 
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Week 3 – The Week of December 16th 
Luke 3:7-18 

 

Collect 

God of flood and fire, calling us to turn from dead halls echoing with greed:  
may the gift of your Spirit come to us from another place, burning with life 
and a hope that will not be quenched; through Jesus Christ, the one who is 
to come.  Amen.8 

 

Reflection 

Waiting is open-ended.  Open-ended waiting is hard for us because we tend 
to wait for something very concrete, for something that we wish to have.  
Much of our waiting is filled with wishes:  “I wish that the weather would 
be better.”  “I wish that the pain would go.”  We are full of wishes, and our 
waiting easily gets entangled in those wishes.  For this reason, a lot of our 
waiting is not open-ended.  Instead, our waiting is a way of controlling the 
future.  We want the future to go in a very specific direction, and if this does 
not happen, we are disappointed and can even slip into despair.  That is 
why we have such a hard time waiting; we want to do the things that will 
make the desired events take place.  Here we can see how wishes tend to be 
connected with fears. 
 
But Zechariah, Elizabeth, and Mary were not filled with wishes.  They were 
filled with hope.  Hope is something very different.  Hope is trusting that 
something will be fulfilled, but fulfilled according to the promises and not 
just according to our wishes.  Therefore, hope is always open-ended.  I have 
found it very important in my own life to let go of my own wishes and start 
hoping.  It was only when I was willing to let go of wishes that something 
really new, something beyond my own expectations, could happen to me.9 

 
• What wishes are you holding onto?  What fear lies underneath those wishes? 

• Where do you find hope in Scripture, the Church, the community? 

 

Prayer 

Grant me, O Lord, to know what I ought to know, to love what I ought to 
love, to praise what delights you most, to value what is precious in your 
sight, to hate what is offensive to you.  Do not allow me to judge according 
to the sight of my eyes, not to pass sentence according to the hearing of the 
ears of ignorant persons; but to discern with a true judgement between 
things visible and spiritual, and above all things, always to inquire what is 
the good pleasure of your will.  Amen.10 
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Week 4 – The Week of December 23rd 
Luke 2:1-20 

 

Collect 

God of David’s fragile house of hope and expectation:  in the time of 
empires, your word is born to those who have no place and sung to those 
who watch in the wild; may his birth unsettle our world with hidden glory 
and untold peace; through Jesus Christ, the Child of Promise.  Amen.11 

 

Reflection 

Luke starts what is to be one of the world’s most famous narratives on the 
world stage, as it is traditionally recounted.  He starts with emperors and 
governors, who are, after all, the people who make history, aren’t they?  
These gigantic figures decree and the little ant-like ordinary folks rush 
around madly in response to their orders.  Augustus lifts a finger and the 
whole of the region is on the move.  The roads are choked with slow-
moving donkeys, impatient horses and carriages, trudging figures with 
bundles and wailing children, all off to be counted, because the Emperor 
and the Governor say so.  That’s power for you. 
 
Luke then switches his focus to a different but equally vast stage.  Now his 
scene is the sweep of Israel’s history.  Joseph goes, admittedly at the bidding 
of the rulers, but he goes as one who knows that he, too, represents history-
makers, because he is a descendant of David.  In the history of God’s 
relationships with his people, David is pivotal, at least as important as any 
Roman emperor or governor. 
 
So civil history and religious history are coming together to provide the 
gigantic backdrop, and we know that we are to witness something 
enormous.  But then, hang on, whatever is going on?  On to this massive 
stage comes a baby.  The sense of anticlimax is huge.  Everything is done to 
diminish this strange entrance of the principal character.  His birth happens 
off stage, and he is shoved into a corner, because the stage is already full of 
other more important-looking people and events.  We begin to get 
bewildered.  History is being turned on its head. 
 
Well, exactly.  History is being turned on its head.  The powerfully 

significant scenery of religious and political stature is quite proper—history 
is being changed here, but part of the change is in our understanding of how 
momentous events are to be judged.  From the moment this baby is born 
and wrapped in bands of cloth and put in a corner somewhere, corners and 


