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Nine St. John’s youth with adult chaperones packed a van and trekked 
down to Wise County, Virginia, for a week of mission this July. Their 
destination, Grace House on the Mountain, reached by winding 

switchbacks on a steep country road, housed them in their mission helping a 
family in the coal fields of Appalachia. In just four days, the youth and adult 
volunteers built a ramp, deck, and back stairs for Stanley and Mary Ellen Horne 
and their adult daughter, Janet. In what follows, the youth and their adult chap-
erones share reflections of their lifechanging experiences in mission. 

Grace House Mission Trip
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Grace House is a wonderful place. I have made so many memories this week from swimming in 
the river to late night chats on the swings. I will never forget this week of hard work, friendship, 
and fellowship. I also won’t forget the cornhole games! Most of all I’ll remember the incredible work 
we did in only four days. I’m so proud of us. This week will forever stay in my heart as the best 
week ever. I’ve felt peace, hope, strength, courage, and overall love. I’ve made amazing friends, and 
became closer to old ones. This week will go down in the books. 

-Hannah Cundiff, 11th Grade, Patrick Henry High School

One strong memory from childhood was my mom playing Johnny Cash. The last night at Grace 
House we sat around outside with the family playing music. Anita, Jack Garst, and Rowan Pend-
ergraph picked up the guitar and banjo and started playing Folsom Prison Blues. I immediately 
knew all the words and sang along. I felt a wonderful, nostalgic, happy, “you’re home” feeling. I 
instantly felt love and peace hug me in that moment, just as I have felt all week with this beautiful 
group of people. 

-Abigail Long, 12th Grade, Patrick Henry High School

I’m always in awe of the kids that come to Grace House and work so hard. This group was the most 
cohesive group I have worked with. They switched easily from one partner to the next. On Friday 
night, Stanley came up to me and gave me a hug and told me how much the ramp meant to him 
and his wife and daughter. It is a hug that will last years.

-David Todd, Adult Chaperone and Grace House Board Member

On the drive to the work site, Chrissy missed the final turn into the house. So, we trundled on a 
bit further, trying to find somewhere to turn around. Suddenly the tree line broke and there were 
beautiful hills—I’m glad we took a short detour. Also, on the first day I saw butterflies. 

-Rowan Pendergraph, Recent 2021 Graduate

What stayed with me was learning how to lay concrete. I have worked on houses before but never 
got to do that. So, it was a good time. Also, looking at the finished projects is always a great feeling. 

-Ezra Richter
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Grace House for me was a time to help others and myself. Seeing Stanley sit on the porch furniture and smile, Mary Ellen take care of the flowers, 
and Janet sweep the deck reminded me that what I do here matters to someone, even if I can’t help everyone. Hanging out with my friends when 
we got back from the work site was so fun. Grace House has this renewing and peaceful energy that helped so many of us process our emotions and 
mentalities. This trip made such a difference in the family’s life but also in mine. I will always look back on it fondly.

-Sally Terrill, 11th Grade, North Cross

I’ve been on a few trips now and it never ceases to amaze me how the youth come together as a team during the week. Day one is a first step into a 
new world of learning how to work with tools and helping those less fortunate. By the end of the they week they have gained experience in how to 
work together and they realize that God’s plan for then involves helping others. I am thankful that God gives me the strength to continue to do his 
work with the next generation of our leaders.

-Alan E. Perry, Adult Chaperone

I was surprised by the friendships I developed with many people this week. I came into the 
week expecting to have people that I would see as work partners, but they came out as very, 
very close friends. This trip brought out so much good, whether it was the amazing amount of 
work we did, the new knowledge of places outside my home, new skills, or new friends. This 
was overall an amazing experience and I can’t wait to do it again.

-Jackson Wills, 11th Grade, Patrick Henry High School 

Peace. It’s a concept that isn’t often achieved in everyday life. This week at Grace House I had 
the honor of finding peace. Weird, right? Did this kid not get the memo about this being a 
“work hard” mission trip? We all certainly worked hard, but through our accomplishments, 
sweat, blood, and laughter I felt peace among friends, the wonderful and kind family, nature, 
and God. Grace House was a joy to be included in, and a memory to be treasured forever.

-Silvie Chandler, 11th Grade, Roanoke Catholic 

One really inspiring moment I had this week was on Friday, when I stood back with Stanley 
on the bottom of the ramp in the grass and reflected with him on the new porch and living 
space we had built him. It was humbling and inspiring to see the way he looked at the new 
ramp on his property.

-Jack Garst, Adult Chaperone
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I have been so proud and humbled by the determination, enthusi-
asm, and attention to detail our youth brought to this project. They 
wanted to ensure that this was done efficiently and well, and that 
it would stand the test of time for Stanley, Mary Ellen, and Janet. 
They learned new skills eagerly, and always made time for fun and 
good-natured competition. I learned what the kingdom of God can 
look like among the mountains of Wise County.

-Megan-Drew Benfield, St. John’s Youth Coordinator

Knowing the happiness flowers bring, I asked Martha Garst, a 
skilled gardener, what we could do about adding some flowers to 
the Hornes’ home. Less than an hour later, she returned to our 
work site with lush purple and pink flowers. Alan Perry applied his 
construction skills and created flower boxes. A trio of girls drilled 
the boxes into the ramp. We placed the flowers in the boxes, and 
voila, a touch of a beauty on a sturdy, utilitarian ramp. Mary Ellen, 
a lover of flowers, saw the flower boxes and commented on their 
prettiness with a shy grin. And Stanley thanked God aloud. We 
all came together to add some beauty to Stanley, Mary Ellen, and 
Janet’s lives---it is something I’ll remember forever.

-Chrissy Mortlock, St. John’s Minister for Children, 
Families, and Lifelong Formation

The quiet of the kitchen first thing in the morning. A day before me with nothing 
more pressing than homemade bread and apple pie to make. Sunlight stream-
ing in through the big windows in the kitchen. Hicks Market with nine dozen 
farm-fresh eggs waiting for me. Tired, satisfied kids ready for a good snack and 
a few hours of downtime with cornhole and laughter. Anita and Jack playing 
and singing old time gospel hymns together. A clean kitchen at the end of the 
day.

-Martha Garst, Adult Chaperone and Gourmet Chef

Grace House is about building. I originally became interested in the mission trip 
because I enjoy building and constructing.  But building an access ramp, deck, 
and so forth is only a piece of the building experience.  The team building with 
our youth, and the subsequent accomplishment of a much-needed project, is 
amazing!  Building relationships with the families in Wise County and making 
a difference in Virginia communities is rewarding. All the while we were build-
ing a stronger relationship with God through friendships, fellowship, and food! 

-Wade Dunford, Adult Chaperone

I really enjoyed Mrs. Garst’s cooking. The Poor Man’s Beef Wellington and corn 
pudding were great. And the apple pie too. I see where my mom got some of her 
recipes. It took the mission trip to a new level.

Jack Ericsson, 12th Grade, Patrick Henry High School

The mission trip to Grace House gave me so much, from lessons on 
building, to new friendships, and a chance to grow in my faith. At 
the beginning of the week, I had no experience on a worksite, but by 
the end, Sally and I were banging out one side of the pickets on the 
ramp in no time. It was a moment of pride and comradery. I am 
so grateful for the opportunity to go to Grace House and so excited 
for Stanley, Mary Ellen, and Janet to live with and enjoy their new 
deck and ramp!

-Caroline O’Keeffe, 10th Grade, Patrick Henry High School



Finding Ourselves 
By The Rev. Marisa Sifontes

It is well known that both moving and starting a new job are 
two of the most stressful transitions that one can experi-
ence. Of course, those two things often happen together. In 

my case, the last three months have seen me complete a thesis, 
graduate, become ordained to the transitional diaconate, move to 
Roanoke, and begin a new ministry, in that order. 
   Clearly, I am in a time of transition. 
   But I’m not the only one.  
   The fact is that we’ve all been in an altered state for the last 
year and a half. Disrupted rhythms. Scattered community. Lost 
events. Inability to gather with those we hold dear. Every one of 
us has been in a heightened state of unknowing that has mani-
fested itself on our souls and bodies in different ways. 
   And now, as we return to more normal rhythms, maybe it still 
feels tentative sometimes, like sneaking a cookie from the cookie 
jar while hoping we don’t get caught. Or, for me, just not wanting 
to unpack yet another box, but still wondering where exactly my 
kitchen knives are hiding. 
   Here at St John’s, regathering looks like watching people recon-
nect. Many who have welcomed me to the parish are also breath-
ing a sigh of relief, because it’s the first time they’ve returned to 
the building since 2020. Thankfully, while we’re finding our way 
back on Sundays, we’re also returning to normal rhythms. The 
bookstore is open. We’re planning for an August picnic and a 
September pig roast (where you can sit outside, if that’s where 
you’re more comfortable). 
   But as I sat with a group of parishioners recently, one asked a 
question that fit so well both with our societal transitions and 
with my entrance into this community. 
   Who is St. John’s? 
   It’s a simple question, right? We’re the congregation that sits on 
the corner of Jefferson and Elm. 
   We’re a people who are open and affirming to all of God’s peo-
ple. 
   We take pride in walking with others and sharing what we have, 
whether through hosting Head Start or the Boy Scouts. 
   We’re the congregation that has given rise to organizations that 
make a difference to the lives of people not only in the Roanoke 
Valley, but across the world. 
    Of course. We are all of those things. But I can’t help but won-
der if some of those things say more about what we DO than who 
we ARE. 
   As my conversation with this group continued, someone ex-
pressed the sentiment that while they feel connected to this place, 
sometimes they don’t feel as connected to the people. As is often 
the case in a larger congregation, one may not know the name 
of the person sitting in front of them, let alone the person three 

rows back on the other side. On top of that, eighteen months is a long time 
to be community in a different way, perhaps long enough that it is helpful 
to be deliberate not just with me, because I’m new, but also with each other.  
   As anyone can attest, across our society, this time has brought about a de-
cline in civility, in our willingness to engage with others who seem different 
than us. Some of us are still only occasionally peek out from the pods we’ve 
grown comfortable with, and the voices we choose to let it.  
   Maybe we’re out of practice with community. Maybe we’re out of practice 
with each other. Maybe we don’t quite know who we are any more on the 
other side of such an experience. 
   Yet, there is much that remains a constant. The rhythms of Sunday. The 
familiar faces, even if we don’t remember all the names. The words that have 
been indelibly written on our hearts. 
   In Reverberations of Faith, the theologian Walter Bruggemann explains 
that, “The trick of community is to hold together real differences of interest 
in the midst of treasuring a passionate commitment to belong faithfully to 
one another.” 
   I have felt the passion. I can sense the faith. And while there are differences, 
I believe the things that hold us together are far stronger than any differences 
that exist. Because, above all, St. John’s is a community of those who choose 
to be together, in spite of the rest. 
   I am so thankful to be here with you — to be part of this community. From 
my first conversation with Eric, I knew St. John’s was a special place and in 
the past several weeks, you have borne this out in helping Max, Cole and me 
acclimate to our new home. 
   And as we continue to learn more about Roanoke and our neighbors, I 
hope you, too, are able to venture out of what is familiar and learn more 
about those to whom you find yourself in proximity and hopefully, commu-
nity, whether through church or any of the other avenues of life. 
   I don’t yet have a full answer to the question of who St. John’s is, but I’m 
looking forward to finding out. 
   Maybe we can do that together. 
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Youth Events

Bible Bites
September 12, October 10, November 14, December 12 at 9 a.m.
Join us on the Second Sunday of each month to talk about that morning’s 
readings and share a donut between the morning services.

Youth Group
Every Sunday evening, 6:30-7:30, starting September 12 except September 19, 
October 10, October 31

CROP Walk – Pack the Park!
September 19, 4 p.m., Salem Sox Baseball Field

CROP Walk
October 10, 2 p.m.

For more information, contact Megan-Drew Benfield at mdbenfield@st-
johnsronaoke.org

Late Summer/Early Fall Events

Music at St. John’s

St. John’s Choir (adults)
Wednesdays, 6:00-7:30 p.m. beginning September 1
Kickoff dinner Wednesday, August 25, 5:30 p.m. New and pro-
spective singers are welcome! Contact Mike Milam for more 
information.

St. John’s Singers (grades 6-12)
Sundays, 3:30-4:45 p.m. beginning September 12

St. John’s Music Academy (grades K-5)
Wednesdays, 4:30-5:45 p.m. beginning September 1

St. Cecilia Handbells
Tuesdays, 4:30-6:00 p.m. beginning August 31

A wonderful season of Music On the Corner concerts is being 
planned. Watch your mail in August for more details!

For more information about the music ministry, contact Mike 
Milam, Interim Minister of Music, at mmilam@stjohnsroa-
noke.org.

Special Events

Annual Parish Picnic/Blessing of the Backpacks
August 22
Blessing of the Backpacks: 10 a.m. worship
Picnic: 11:15 a.m., garden/parish hall
One last hurrah before school starts up again – dress casual for 
church and come after the 10 a.m. service – bring a side dish 
or dessert (church will provide chicken), lawn chairs, blankets, 
and sunscreen! Clergy will bless backpacks at the 10 a.m. ser-
vice to bless the children as they start up the new school year. 
Children can bring their backpacks to church that day!

Celebration Sunday
September 12
Mark your calendars! Fellowship on the Fourth hosts our an-
nual Celebration Sunday, with a pig roast, games and fellowship 
in the garden.

Other Events

Red Cross Blood Drive
Wednesday, August 4, 12-6 p.m. in the parish hall
Call 1-800-RED CROSS or visit redcrossblood.org to schedule.

Foyer Groups
Foyer Groups are small groups that meet monthly for supper and fellow-
ship. You’ll know God and one another better with the help of food and 
friendship. You’ll be fed body and soul. Look in the upcoming bulletin an-
nouncements for sign up forms. Please note that Foyer groups will be limited 
to fully vaccinated individuals. You can contact Karen Strickland (bkstrick-
land@cox.net) or call 540-588-9748. 

Children’s Events

Parents’ Night Out: Movie Night
August 20, 6 p.m.
Children will meet from 6-8 p.m. at the church for a movie and dinner. 

Safeguarding God’s Children Training on Zoom
Monday, August 30 from 7-9 pm 

Pre-YG Putt-Putt
September 19, 11:30-2:00
Pre-youth group fellowship is for third through fifth graders. 

Children’s Chapel and Sunday School
Sundays at 9:45 a.m. in the parish hall.

For more information, contact Christine Mortlock at cmortlock@stjohn-
sroanoke.org 
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Summer 
Happenings

Clockwise from Above: A child enjoys a Sunday School craft. St. John’s Mu-
sic Camp was full of song and dance and parachuting. Little organist Liam tick-
les the ivories. The middle school youth group had a successful mission day 
planting flowers at Family Promise.
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Summer Sunday 
Worship Schedule
8:00 a.m. 
Holy Eucharist, Rite I

9:00 am. 
Summer Adult Sunday School

9:45 am. 
Children’s Chapel and Sunday School

10:00 a.m.  
Holy Eucharist, Rite II

11:15 a.m.  
Cookies and Lemonade in the Garden

Childcare Center open for 10 a.m. worship
(ages 0 through 4 y.o.). Registration required.

Sign up to receive e-communications, which includes a weekly e-mail with links to Morning Prayer and the accompanying worship bulletin. 
Visit the St. John’s web site and subscribe in the box in the lower right corner or contact Evan Hines at ehines@stjohnsroanoke.org. Subscribe 
to St. John’s YouTube. 

People in the Parish
Wedding
Julia Parks Magee and James Richard Tangires, daughter of Leslie Magee, sister of Carter and Caroline Magee, on June 19, 2021 in Sea Island, Ga.
Death
Gail Lambert, wife of Mill Lambert, on July 3, 2021 in Roanoke, Va.
Transfer In
Scott, Amy, Hannah, and Gabriel Cundiff from  St. Elizabeth’s Episcopal Church, Roanoke, Va.
Transfer Out
Edward and Marlene Preston to St. Mark’s Episcopal Church, Fincastle, Va.

Upcoming Adult Formation Classes
Life Together
Sunday Mornings, September 12-26 at 9
A three week class led by the clergy discussing why and how we live in community to-
gether. 

History of Desegregating the Diocese of SW Virginia
Sunday Mornings, October 3-17 at 9
Led by The Rev. Roy Pollina, author of Justified by Her Children: Small Deeds of Courage 
Confronting a Tradition of Racism, the Rev. Dr. Nina Salmon, and St. John’s clergy

Christian Essentials
Sunday Evenings at 6:30
A guided examination of the important essentials that make up our Christian faith, led 
by Christie Wills and Shelley Long.  


