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A New Gate to a New Year
Dear Parish Family,

THE GATE OF THE YEAR

And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year:
“Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.”
And he replied:

“Go out into the darkness and put your hand
into the Hand of God.

That shall be to you better than light and
safer than a known way.”

So I went forth, and finding the Hand of God,
trod gladly into the night.

And He led me towards the hills and the breaking
of day in the lone East.

Minnie Louise Haskins (1875-1957)

One year ago, I wrote my first letter to you for the Evangel. We had just marked Christmas 
together in a joyful series of celebrations. Your vestry was planning a search process to find the 
next rector for St. John’s. In a few weeks, an annual parish meeting would elect new leadership 
for the parish, and review a satisfying year past.

I had heard a few news stories about a mysterious virus that had appeared in China.

We could not have known what was to lie ahead of us as we passed through the Gate of the 
Year into 2020. And now we come to the Gate of 2021. As we put our hands into the hand of 
God, much remains dark to us. Yet even in the darkness, the stars of midwinter give us gleams 
of light.

Together, we have found new ways of being the Church—new types of worship, new ways of 
caring for each other. The search for St. John’s next priest is coming to its final stages. New 
vaccines promise the defeat of this illness that has changed our lives in so many ways. The 
stars are shining on us.

So we come to Epiphany—the season of the Star. The Wise Men brought their mysterious gifts 
to honor the promised future of the Child foretold. Let us follow, each of us in faith, the stars of 
promise that lead us to the dawn. We cannot yet see it. But we will.

—Rev. John Borrego
Priest at St. John’s
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THE LESSONS
Lectionary Year B

JANUARY 3
Second Sunday after 
Christmas
Jeremiah 31:7-14
Ephesians 1:3-6,15-19a
Matthew 2:13-15,19-23
Psalm 84 or 84:1-8

JANUARY 10
First Sunday after the 
Epiphahy
Genesis 1:1-5
Acts 19:1-7
Mark 1:4-11
Psalm 29

JANUARY 17
Second Sunday after the 
Epiphany
1 Samuel 3:1-10(11-20)
1 Corinthians 6:12-20
John 1:43-51
Psalm 139:1-5, 12-17

JANUARY 24
Third Sunday after the 
Epiphany
Jonah 3:1-5, 10
1 Corinthians 7:29-31
Mark 1:14-20
Psalm 62:6-14

JANUARY 31
Fourth Sunday after the 
Epiphany
Deuteronomy 18:15-20
1 Corinthians 8:1-13
Mark 1:21-28
Psalm 111

Annual Meeting in the Era of COVID
Dear St. John’s Family,

As we all know, the COVID-19 pandemic has had many effects on our common life as a parish. 
We cannot, for now, gather in person for worship and many of our other usual events.

This has meant that we have had to be creative in moving into virtual ways of being together, 
from Morning and Evening Prayer to vestry meetings. The situation we are in will affect how we 
conduct our annual parish meeting on JANUARY 31, 2021.

We will offer the option of in-person or virtual participation. Many of you are familiar with the 
Zoom virtual meeting software. It allows people to participate in meetings and other events from 
remote locations. We will be using Zoom as a component of our parish meeting. In the coming 
weeks, we will be sharing with you the means by which you will be able to take part in the 
meeting via Zoom.

If you would prefer not to use Zoom for the meeting, you may take part in person in the Parish 
Hall. We will observe the precautions of taking temperatures, masks, distancing, and sanitation, 
just as we have for the past several months. Contact tracing cards will be used. 

You will be receiving more information about this in the weeks to come. This will be one more 
important part of our common life in which we support each other and move as a parish family 
into the uncertain future—a future we know to be in the hands of God.

 In Christ’s abiding love,

Stephanie Abla, Senior Warden
The Rev. John Borrego, Interim Priest                                                                      

Wednesday Bible discussions on Zoom will resume in January following a three-week holiday 
break.

Readings and discussions for the Season After the Epiphany will begin January 6 – the actual 
Day of the Epiphany – and continue every Wednesday at 7 p.m. through February 10. Everyone 
is warmly invited to attend as many sessions as they would like. Deacon James Tyree leads the 
discussion group, but everyone who wants to reads does and each person is free to speak and 
share – or hang back and listen – as much as they’d like.

Feel free to contact Deacon James at 405-820-1851 if you have any questions. The Zoom link 
information is below:

Topic: Epiphany Season 2021

Time: Jan 6, 2021 07:00 PM Central Time

Every week on Wed, until Feb 10, 2021, 6 occurrence(s)

Join Zoom Meeting

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82338412510?pwd=djNDTjNYZ21SMHNsOE1uS3ZWV2RTdz09

Meeting ID: 823 3841 2510.      Passcode: 971645

Wednesday Zoom Bible discussions return
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Online Church Service Options 
Sunday Mornings: Fr. Borrego and Olivia Burke will resume offering music, prayer, and a homily every Sunday 
morning. Volunteers join in to read the lectionary readings, along with the prayers of the people. The videos 
are available on the St. John’s website, https://episcopalnorman.org/videos.aspx. 

Wednesday Services: The Rev. James Tyree, our deacon, is offering a midweek prayer service and a homily 
reflecting on the life and ministry of Episcopal saints. The videos are available on the St. John’s website, 
https://episcopalnorman.org/videos.aspx.   

St. John’s Morning and Evening Prayer: While the church remains closed, Shannon Conley continues to offer 
both Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer. Please join us via Zoom Sundays at 11 a.m. and 5 p.m.  This lay led 
service takes about 20-30 minutes and is a great opportunity for group prayer,  practice of our liturgies, and 
meditation on the lectionary readings.  To join the meeting, just click the link below from your computer, 
smartphone, or tablet.  If you are using a smartphone or tablet, download the free Zoom app from your 
device's app store.  If you have questions about this service or about how to use Zoom, please contact 
Shannon Conley at la.emperatriz@gmail.com.

https://us04web.zoom.us/j/73026652111?pwd=WEhxVUNKc2dUWHJXaGRWNlRGdHRLUT09

Meeting ID: 730 2665 2111
Password: 003527  

 Online Giving
Many of you have 
recently taken 
advantage of the ease 
of making pledge 
payments online. If 
you are interested in 
doing so as well, go to 
episcopalnorman.org 
and click on the 
DONATE button in the 
upper left corner. 
There is a simple form 
to complete; be sure 
to also complete the 
memo with what the 
donation is for. You 
can use this to pay for 
altar flowers, make 
memorial donations, 
etc. We use a secure 
program facilitated by 
our bank. Questions? 
Contact the office at 
321-3020. 

St. John’s Knit Night
Welcome 2021 with a new, renewed, or continued interest in creative projects. 
The St. John's "Knit" Night fellowship will continue to meet virtually until we can 
safely share in person. As we chat, it's a time to work on any type of 
needlework or craft project of your choice. It's also fine to join us just for 
conversation and comradery, no stitching required. If you're interested in 
learning new skills, we have members happy to help. 

Virtual meetings will be 1st and 3rd Thursdays, January 7 and 21, 8:00 - 8:40 
p.m. The link is the same for Morning and Evening Prayer, as shown below. 
Please contact Melody Palm at (309) 825-6963 or mapalm@ilstu.edu if you 
have any questions. 

Join Zoom Meeting
https://us04web.zoom.us/j/73026652111?
pwd=WEhxVUNKc2dUWHJXaGRWNlRGdHRLUT09

Meeting ID: 730 2665 2111
Password: 003527  



Letter from Our Senior Warden
Dearest St. John’s family, 

It’s hard to believe my time as your senior warden is coming to a close. The past three years have 
been filled with immeasurable joy, incredible worry, profound heartbreak, and glorious hope. To say 
the last year has been difficult is an understatement at best. I’ve been humbled and honored to serve 
you during this unprecedented time. 

When I agreed to answer Fr. Helt’s call to this job, I was frightened out of my wits. I soon came to 
realize, however, that I was just a cog in the wheel of those working to care for our parish. The vestry, 
staff, and parishioners all play an integral role in the life of St. John’s. Each of you brings something 
to our family that is different and special. Each of you makes an impact. Each of you is cherished and 
important. 

The year 2020 proved challenging. Our clergy and lay leaders helped us pivot into a new kind of 
normal with virtual worship. The staff jumped in to continue their jobs in a different way. From our 
recorded services, to recorded musical offerings, to pastoral phone calls, to Zoom small groups, to 
Zoom morning & evening prayer, to outdoor services, to Sunday school drop-offs, to virtual youth 
group meeting—the challenges were met head on. Vestry quickly approved funds to improve the 
capability for online worship so that this component will be a more sophisticated, long-term option. 

The faithfulness to the stewardship of St. John’s was nothing short of miraculous. You have 
maintained your dedication to the monetary needs of our parish even as you may be struggling 
yourself. For that, we are truly blessed. We’ve actually been able to pay off the “Make Room for God” 
building campaign from the 1990s. We’d been carrying $130,000 in debt from that time. This came 
about thanks to your resource committee’s determination to find areas of excess that could be 
redirected. Robert Terry continued to work as our treasurer even in the most unspeakable 
circumstances with his family. (We all give thanks to God for Zach’s recovery thus far and know he 
will continue in that process.) As we look at 2021, I would humbly ask you to send in this year’s 
pledge card if you haven’t already. The pledges help us project income for budgeting purposes. 

Fr. Borrego, Deacon James, Merrie Beard, Olivia Burke, Cathy Wilson, Emma Brown, & Greg Taylor 
have all been tremendous. Without exception, each one has given their all to St. John’s. They have 
created the meaning of “new normal” for our parish. While we may be scattered, these individuals 
kept us connected in spirit. 

As our search for a new rector continues, I’d like to recognize all the committees who have worked 
diligently through the pandemic to continue this process. The survey committee, website committee, 
profile committee, and search committee have put in countless hours to ensure we conduct as 
thorough a search as possible. Your faithfulness in completing the survey gave much insight into the 
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Senior Warden Letter, cont.
direction you’d like to see St. John’s go. The website updates were not only necessary for the rector 
search, but timely in guiding parishioners to new worship opportunities brought on by the pandemic. 
The profile committee captured who we are and what we seek at St. John’s in a beautiful way. If you 
haven’t read our profile, I’d encourage you to go to our website and do so at 
www.episcopalnorman.org/rector-search. Finally, the search committee has begun the task of going 
through the candidate pool. Canon Eric has been a wonderful help and a great encourager to us all. 
We are confident that in the near future a new rector will be called to serve the good people of St. 
John’s. 

This year’s vestry has had to handle many difficult decisions. They entered into each one in a 
prayerful, contemplative manner seeking to put our parish family first. They have guided us through 
stormy waters with calm and grace. Though there may have been differences of opinion, respect for 
each member was shown. Pat Welch, junior warden, dealt with all the normal building issues but in a 
much more complex way. George Elassal, Susie Laird, Chuck Palm, Jona Kay Steed, Greg Taylor, 
and Martha White will continue to serve with wisdom alongside the newly elected members. Robert 
Finley, Andy Hughes, and Lisa Schade will complete their service in January. Their dedication for the 
last three years has been amazing. Grant Spencer has been the vestry clerk for more years than I 
can remember and his dedication is unparalleled. I will forever be indebted to each of these people 
and they’ll always hold a special place in my heart. 

I know we have all experienced a loss in some fashion or other this year. My heartfelt prayers go out 
to those who’ve lost loved ones or friends; to those who’ve lost time together because of isolation; to 
those who’ve lost jobs and income; to those who’ve lost hope. I pray that the ties binding us to St. 
John’s and each other will remain strong. I eagerly await the day we can open wide the doors and 
greet each other with great joy. 

These are not easy times, but while in each season we struggle with the unknown, we also have faith 
in God’s love and God’s forgiveness. I leave this role knowing that everyone has done their very best 
and done it in the spirit of pursuing a greater good and a wonderful St. John’s. We have much to be 
proud of and much to look forward to. You are all terrifically talented and caring people. It has been 
an honor and I look forward to being with you as we move into our next chapter. I can imagine with 
certainty is that the gifts of the Holy Spirit will continue to rain upon the people of God. Nothing—not 
even a pandemic—can prevent the infusion of God’s Spirit into this world. I also live with the greatest 
confidence that you, the people of St. John’s, will continue to strive to empower one another as 
disciples of Jesus for Norman and the world. 

May the steadfast love of Christ be with you always, 

Stephanie Abla 
Senior Warden 
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Over the past year (and let’s avoid mentioning the year…I am done with it), there have been several 
attempts to take advantage of St. John’s Parishioners by feigning “urgent matter” emails from Fr. 
Borrego or some other official in the church through email contact.  Prior to Fr. Borrego it was Fr. 
Helt. 

This is a ploy used to take advantage of your good nature and desire to help out those in the church.  

If you have received an email such as this, you probably wondered how your email was selected.  
There are several methods, but the most common is “web harvesting” or “web scraping.”  
Essentially a program or “bot” goes through targeted websites copying the email addresses and 
merges that information with an outgoing email template, such as the following.

--------- Forwarded message ---------
From: Priest John Borrego <churchonline5762@gmail.com>
Date: Sat, Dec 19, 2020 at 11:22 AM
Subject: Emma Brown
To: ebrown@episcopalnorman.org <ebrown@episcopalnorman.org>

Do you have a moment i have a request to ask from you to handle discreetly,  just reply my mail

Sent from Mymail 

Several things you should notice and make note of if you get this type of email.

• “Priest John Borrego” with a generic Gmail address
• Lower case “I”
• Lack of adequate punctuation throughout the email
• Lack of specifics…no names used in the body/text of the email.

The email looks…well, fake.  The sender is also using “social engineering” 
approach to lead you to do something you would not normally do, and in 
this case did not do, because the receiver of this email double-checked 
its authenticity.  The sender wants to create a “sense of urgency” and to 
put barriers in place to avoid direct contact.  Notice it asked for an email 
response: “just reply my mail”. 

Go with your instincts and make call the church office at 321-3020 if you 
are in doubt.  There are many who want to take your hard-earned money a
nd will use a number of approaches to accomplish this. Be alert and aware, 
and do not hesitate to reach out for confirmation. 

Greg Taylor
St. John’s Security Coordinator

More Phishing Attempts—Beware!

PASTORAL CARE

The church is committed 
to the well being of its 
members through caring 
relationships and kind 
actions. The Pastoral 
Care committee and St. 
John’s staff are placing 
calls to check on our 
parishioners during 
COVID-19. Fr. Borrego is 
also available for 
pastoral care via phone 
or email. If you or 
someone you know 
needs care from the 
Pastoral Care 
committee, please 
contact the church office 
at 321-3020, or staff@
episcopalnorman.org. 
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SPIRITUAL MEDICINE FROM AN ELDER
Steven Charleston, Ladder to the Light: An Indigenous Elder’s Meditations on Hope and 
Courage, (Minneapolis: Broadleaf Books, 2021). Available new in paperback & hardcover for $13-18.

Steven Charleston has visited St. John’s. His liturgy has guided our worship, especially on 
Oakerhater Sundays. At least one parish group discussed his novel The Bishop of Mars (2015) with 
him, too. An Oklahoma Choctaw elder, this prolific author is retired Bishop of Alaska, past dean of 
Episcopal Divinity School, and recent adjunct professor of Native American ministries at Saint Paul 
School of Theology on the OCU campus. Many follow his daily spiritual reflections on Facebook. 
Coming out the day before Epiphany 2021, Ladder to the Light makes a prophetic testimonial of 
epiphany:  a wise guide for this difficult time of deep change we face in our parish and nation and on 
our planet. 

A Christian, Bishop Charleston is also a practitioner of Zen meditation who honors the Buddha’s 
teachings. Meanwhile a steadfast believer in his ceremonially expressed, matrilineal, ancestral tribal 
faith, he prays every morning in the traditional Native American way:  to the four directions as well as to 
the sky above and the earth beneath. Recognizing his own inner diversity and the world’s, he enacts 
no political, cultural, or religious dogmatism: he names God, or the creator, simply as “Spirit” and sees 
all of us in the kiva’s darkness now, together. This book’s profound opening essay “The Vision of the 
Kiva” introduces that core metaphor for our current spiritual situation. Symbolizing Native American 
resilience through cultural traumas, the kiva is a sacred womb-like underground place of nurturing 
darkness, of origins, formation, growth, beginning again, to climb a “ladder to the light”—“the ladder not 
to heaven, but to home.” The kiva and its ladder offer new direction into the world, not fearful escape 
from it.  

Chapter by chapter, Bishop Charleston guides spiritual climbers up each ladder rung from the 
present darkness we sense in the daily news and feel as lost confidence in educational, political, 
judicial, health-care, and religious institutions—as uncertainty:

Can we live together in peace when we disagree? Can we accept the idea that change and tradition are not 
mutually exclusive? Can we realize that diversity is an innate human characteristic? Can we understand that our ecosystem 
is a survival pod with limited range and resources? Can we learn that having more for the few is not as important as having 
enough for the many? (p. 4)

As we climb purposefully up the ladder from the kiva, we carry our own traditions with us. This 
inner ladder’s rungs make lessons of faith, blessing, hope, community, action, truth, renewal, and 
transformation—concluding with “the emergence.”

Despite its elegant clarity, Ladder to the Light demands close reading. Bishop Charleston wrote 
down the Spirit’s “messages” responding to his daily prayers. Presenting those messages in italics, 
each chapter reflects upon them to construct its ladder-rung and compose his vision of spiritual 
healing. Each italicized message called me to contemplate it before reading and learning from the full 
chapter of his reflection. Ladder to the Light could make an inspiring parish zoom study together in 
Epiphany and Lent this year. 

—reviewed by Susan Laird

FROM ST. JOHN’S LIBRARY
This monthly column in Evangel features short reviews of books from the parish library as well as Episcopal Church 
Publishing and cathedral stores, and the Education for Ministry program at Sewanee, or books recommended by our 
rector. Books reviewed need not be brand-new, but should serve the purpose of expanding our learning resources for 
spiritual growth—perhaps also introducing texts for study by parish groups and Sunday School classes. To participate 
in this educational lay ministry, contact parish librarian Anne Harris anneharris636@gmail.com or Susan Laird 
susielaird@icloud.com, or Evangel editor Merrie Beard merrie@episcopalnorman.org. Submission deadline: third 
Sunday of each month, about 200-500 words.

JANUARY 2021 :  7

mailto:anneharris636@gmail.com
mailto:susielaird@icloud.com
mailto:merrie@episcopalnorman.org


JANUARY 2021:8ST. JOHN’S
Episcopal Church

235 W. Duffy, Norman
405-321-3020

MAILING ADDRESS
P.O. Box 2088
Norman, OK  73070

OFFICE HOURS
by appointment
Sunday-Thursday

STAFF
The Congregation
Ministers of the church

The Rev. John Borrego
Interim Priest:  321-3020

The Rev. James Tyree
Deacon

Catherine Wilson
Christian Formation 
Director

Merrie Beard 
Parish Administrator

Dr. Olivia Burke
Organist/choirmaster

Emma Brown
Youth Minister

St. John’s Evangel
USPS 424550
Published monthly by 
St. John’s Episcopal Church 
235 W. Duffy
Norman, OK  73069
Periodical class postage 
paid at Norman, OK

EVANGEL DEADLINE
January 15 for the February 
issue
Postmaster:  Send change 
of address to
St. John’s / P.O. Box 2088 / 
Norman, OK  73070

Sundays   
Suspended until further notce

 

staff@episcopalnorman.org  •  www.episcopalnorman.org

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

COMING UP AT ST. JOHN’S
.
 *Parish Annual Meeting, January 31
 

> Keep up with the news of the diocese at:  
www.episcopaloklahoma.org
> Connect with the wider Episcopal Church:
at episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens

Annual Parish Meeting: January 31
Our annual parish meeting will be a time to elect vestry members, diocesan convention delegates, 

and a senior warden. We will also review reports of the parish’s life over the past year.
This year, you will have two options on how you can participate. You can come in person to the 

parish hall, where all precautions on masking, distancing aand sanitizing will be in place.
You will also be able join the meeting remotely using the Zoom teleconference software.

Watch your email for more information about how the meeting will work.


