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Listening for A Call

By the Rev. Marisa Sifontes

Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction 
of things not seen. – Hebrews 11:1

Six years ago this month, my Sending Parish, St. Martin’s Epis-
copal Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, convened a Parish 
Discernment Committee for the purpose of exploring whether 

I was called to become a Deacon. At that very first meeting, someone 
announced that they didn’t see me as a Deacon, but they saw me as 
a Priest. The comment took me by surprise. For someone who saw 
her life heading in a certain trajectory, this was not a path I had con-
sidered. But I thought about it. And I prayed. And I decided to open 
myself to the possibility that I didn’t have all the answers but the Spirit 
would show me the way.
   And here we are now, not quite two months after being ordained, af-
ter hearing, feeling, and submitting to the invitation of the Holy Spirit. 
Someone asked recently, “How is the priesting?” To be honest, it still 
catches me by surprise. Every time I put on the chasuble, I smile that 
I’ve been ordained as a priest in God’s church, and that I have the op-
portunity to wrestle with what faith looks like and means, and be with 
people both in the easy times and the hard.
   While my own trajectory of ministry looks different than I thought 
it might, I can see God’s faithfulness along the way, and my own reli-
ance on God’s chesed, the steadfast love that God has for all of us, as I 
stepped out into the unknown, solely on faith.

   But the story of my call is neither unique nor special. The reality is 
that God calls each of us to take up the mantle and step into our faith 
in ways that we haven’t, which makes me wonder what whispers God 
is trying to speak into your life. What gentle nudges are waiting to 
manifest? What blessings are just waiting for you to cede a little control 
and rely on faith?
   The trouble is that during a pandemic that continues its march to-
wards endemic, it can be a little hard to have/find/keep faith. It’s easier 
to stay in the well-worn grooves of what we know. It’s safer, too. I don’t 
mean in the positive test way, but the unsurety of stepping into the 
unknown. The things not seen. 
   And yet God calls us forward, calls us out of the places we wish to 
stay. God draws us towards the uncomfortable, and loves us in our 
struggles. While we may not know what lies ahead, faith nudges us to 
take that first step: into a new way of serving, or back into the pews, or 
something completely different.
   I remain astounded at the richness of the offerings at St. John’s, at the 
myriad of ways we have to engage with the community around us and 
help draw all of us closer not only to the Kingdom of God, but to each 
other. After all, that’s what the work of the Church is.
   I invite you to join me as we press forward together on the path 
ahead. If you’re ready to do something new, more, different, let’s be 
in touch and figure out what nudges you’re feeling and what God is 
whispering in your ear. 
   I’m sure glad we’re on this journey together. 
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The Incarnation Project: Attending to the People of Haiti

1. How did the "The Incarnation Project" begin?

   When I was starting St. Mary Magdalene, a diocesan church plant in Kansas City, an Episcopal physician spoke to a group of clergy about 
a birthing home called Maison De Naissance. I had this brand-new baby church and most of what we were doing was just for ourselves. I 
said to the physicians, “That’s really touching, what can we do to help support you all?”
   He said, “I want you to go to Haiti.” 
   That was not on my agenda. But I went for the first time about twenty years ago. Eventually we saw a need beyond the area around Maison. 
We talked to the parish priest who oversees seven churches in the parish where Maison is located. The Church of the Incarnation in LePre-
tre, Haiti was the most removed in his parish.
   He said, “I need a school there.”
   The church building, which is no longer, served as the school at the time. There were five classes in this one-room church. They didn’t have 
desks. It was totally insufficient. They had no clean water source. They had to walk down the hill to get water, burning calories they didn’t 
have. The first thing we did was build them a well. The second thing we did was build latrines. It took us about $150,000 to build the school. 
We partnered with Buildon.org, an NGO that builds schools in Haiti. 

The Rev. Eric Long recently sat down with Christine Mortlock to share the history and mission of the Incarnation Project, a 
project that supports an impoverished rural community in LePretre, Haiti. The community consists of about 300 families. 
The men mostly work as day laborers and most of their homes are poorly built with dirt floors.  The people of St. John’s have 
been so generous to the project over the years, paying for children’s tuition at the school built by the project, travelling to Haiti 
to provide medical and dental care, and donating money to help fix community members’ houses and buy them food, which 
after the devastating hurricane in August are both critical needs.

Children at the Ecole Incarnation de LaPretre learning at school. Members of St. John’s recently provided food for members of the LePretre, Haiti community for 
Christmas Eve. The local priest and a volunteer got food to over 100 families. 



No. 2 • February 2022 • The Record | 3

2. What is the school the project built, the Ecole Incarnation de LaPretre, like? 

   It has four classrooms and administrative offices. About one hundred and fifty elemen-
tary age children attend. It is very well built, so it withstood the earthquake in August, and 
people use it as shelter during hurricanes. Teachers are paid Haitian staff. Every child that 
wants to go to school in the area is assured that they can. A generous parishioner at St. 
John’s has provided this. The children wear uniforms, and the curriculum meets Haitian 
governmental standards. Education is a way to give people in this community some trac-
tion. 

3. Do any particularly meaningful encounters in LePretre stick out to you?

   Yes, I remember an encounter with a terminally ill man in Haiti. John Priddy, a physician 
and member of St. John’s, and I were in Haiti together a few years ago. Medical and dental 
volunteers were providing necessary care that is hard to come by in Haiti. Some children 
brought their father who was very ill to see John. John examined the father and realized 
he was very ill and was going to die soon. John couldn’t have been more kind to the man 
when he told him the news. I prayed for him and administered his last rites.
   I also remember the celebration that we had when the school kicked off. It was a hot July 
day, but I remember the excitement of that day. We made a big party of it and brought 
Cokes and Sprites and a cake. There was so much joy that day. 
   I also have had really meaningful moments watching the people who have been enlisted 
to help interact with the Haitian people. It was moving to watch David Todd get right in 
there on our last mission trip; he weighed and measured medicine and offered deworming 
to children who have worms in their feet from living in homes with dirt floors.

4. How does your discipleship compel you to work with the people of LePretre?

   It is the definitive call of the Gospel. I cannot ignore the poorest country in the Western 
Hemisphere. Once you go to Haiti, you can’t just forget that and go on with life. For me 
my work in Haiti grounds my faith. Shelley will say if I’m getting small-minded that I need 
to go to Haiti. It totally gives me perspective of my life: what to be grateful for, how small 
the problems I have made large are. In Haiti, those who suffer are the least of these. That’s 
who we are attending to. We are attending to the people who are suffering, who have noth-
ing to do with governmental corruption, etc. We attend to the people in front of us. Their 
stories matter.

Tracy Kidder, Mountain Beyond Mountains
The NY Times bestseller tells the story of Dr. Paul Farmer, an infectious-disease specialist who has 
set up direct-health care services in very poor areas around the world. This book focuses on his 
work serving the poor in Haiti. The model for Maison De Naissance was inspired, in part, by the 
work of Dr. Farmer.

Laurent Dubois, Haiti: The Aftershocks of History
An authoritative history of the second-oldest republic in the Western Hemisphere. Understand 
how Haiti got to where it is today by reading about its past through an account by a noted Carib-
bean historian. 

Read More 
about Haiti



By Ivonne Wallace Fuentes

The Iberian peninsula had been a thriving part of the Roman 
Empire, known as Hispania.  It was during this Roman period 
that the first Jewish communities arrived.  As the Roman Em-

pire slowly collapsed, Visigoths moved in and seized power.  Newly 
converted to Christianity, they ruthlessly repressed Jews.  In 711, Mus-
lims arrived and defeated the Visigoths.  From Mohamed's homeland 
in the Arabian peninsula, Islam had expanded explosively.  Much like 
the Roman Empire before it, the Islamic Empire spread trade, tech-
nologies, and a unifying language, Arabic, their language of revelation.  
Within a generation, a unified Islamic polity emerged under a young 
refugee Syrian prince, who established his capital in Córdoba, and His-
pania became al-Andalus.
   Córdoba was a very special place.  Contemporaries called it the “or-
nament of the world,” and it was likely Europe's most populous city, 
comparable to Constantinople or Baghdad.  The Islamic world con-
nected Córdoba to a global expanding empire, and although it was the 
far western boondocks, it welcomed Islamic scientific and technical 
knowledge, poetry and arts, mathematics and astronomy.  Córdoba 
used these to create a wonderland of palaces and perfumed gardens, 
alive with music and sophistication, unique in medieval Europe.  Some 
of these wonders amaze us still, nearly twelve hundred years later, such 
as the Mosque of Córdoba, one of the most spectacular buildings in 
the world.  
   Córdoba was also a place where confessional differences did not au-
tomatically limit futures, where the caliph had a trusted Jewish physi-
cian and where Jews and Christians both served as close advisors and 
diplomats.  This religious diversity was rooted in Islamic law, which 
classified Christians and Jews as protected people, people of the book.  
As people of previous revelations, as older Abrahamic cousins, Jews 
and Christians could practice their faith quietly, by paying a special 
tax.  We call this unique form of medieval Iberian religious coexistence 
convivencia.  

   This dream, the dream of the Abrahamic religions living together, 
growing together, keeps calling our own troubled world to look back 
to the glory, glamour, and romance of al-Andalus.  And it did happen 
-- people of these three faiths did live together, and produce spectacu-
lar achievements of the human imagination.  But it was never easy.  
This was not a world devoid of violence, but one where violence fol-
lowed dynastic and political, more than religious, conflict.  Conviven-
cia was never ideological tolerance, rooted in laws as we moderns 
would demand, but always the product of a lived accommodation on 
the ground, and often tenuously maintained in spite of law. 
   Most people entered the House of Arabic, learning the language and 
becoming culturally Arabic, even if they kept to the faith of their el-
ders.  Some Christians felt their loss of political power keenly, but for 
Jews, life under Islam was an astounding improvement, allowing an 
elite group of rabbi courtiers to reach the most dizzying, commanding 
heights of power. 
   And the art that ruled the House of Arabic was poetry.  Conviven-
cia helped create the Hebrew Golden Age of poetry.  For a thousand 
years, Hebrew had been exclusively a liturgical language, not the living 
poetic language burning through the words of David and the Song of 
Songs.  In an astonishing innovation, rabbi courtiers in the land they 
called Sefarad used the rules and accents of the Arabic they all spoke in 
public to write a new secular poetry, for their own private enjoyment, 
in Hebrew.
   Finally, we will learn about the sometimes surprising pressures that 
demolished convivencia.  For, by January of 1492, the Catholic Kings 
conquered the last Muslim city, and the final traces of al-Andalus dis-
solved into España.  That summer, hoping to force their Jewish subjects 
to convert to Catholicism, they exiled those who refused, creating the 
Sephardic diaspora.  But al-Andalus and convivencia had left a final, 
priceless gift to a now fully European España: the centuries of classi-
cal knowledge that Muslim scholars had painstakingly discovered and 
translated into Arabic from countless lost Greek, Persian, and Sanskrit 
libraries, slowly translated once again, this time into Latin and Span-
ish, and sent north to birth a new European age.

Join us for a two-class series on medieval Iberia, 
where we will learn about the nearly eight hundred 
years of Muslim rule which gathered Muslims, Chis-
tians, and Jews together in convivencia— living to-
gether, a form of medieval religious tolerance based 
on proximity.  Our first class will introduce the history 
of Muslim Iberia and explore convivencia's realities 
and challenges.  Our second will focus on its fruits, 
especially the Golden Age of Hebrew poetry.  

Convivencia,
and the Arts in 
Medieval Iberia
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By Evan Hines, Communications Coordinator

When I started my work at St. John’s fourteen years ago, fresh out of college, I didn’t really know what I was going into or what would 
be involved when working for a church. And I never imagined the kinds of relationships I would form with so many of the won-
derful parishioners.  

   When I was first trained by Lisa Cayse, who previously worked in my position, she introduced me to the many volunteers of the church whom 
I couldn’t do my job without.  Cooper and Mary Mackin would come every Friday to help print the Sunday bulletins; several parishioners ro-
tated taking our mailings to the bulk mail post office; but the largest group helped get The Record out every other week.  This dedicated group 
of volunteers would later be referred to as, “The Holy Folders.”  They were always here to help fold and tab the newsletter each time it went 
out, including Dreama Maxey, Nancy Page, Anne Frazier, John Smithey, Russ Ramsey, Patty Good, and many more over the years. And Polly 
Moynihan would always come shortly after they had finished to put an address label on each and every newsletter, which was a little over 1,000 
pieces, all by herself!
   After The Record was redesigned to the current color format, “The Holy Folders” were disbanded. But that has never stopped a couple of faithful 
volunteers from helping me get the mailings out to the 1,000 plus mailing list.  Dreama and Polly have always been my go-to volunteers for all 
of the big mailings.  Everything that you receive in the mail has been labeled by Polly, and I am so grateful to have her help.
   Whenever there is a letter that needs to go out to the church, even at a short notice, I can always count on Dreama to come to the church and 
get it stuffed and sealed for me. I always enjoy the conversations we have about our love for pets and animals. And Polly has never told me no 
to a label request in the past fourteen years, or before that.  I never have to worry about either of them not being able to help me out, and that 
makes my job a lot less stressful.
   I thank God for the many volunteers I have depended on over the years.  There are so many that I can’t name them all. Without their help, and 
especially the help I receive from Polly and Dreama, I couldn’t complete this work. If you see them in church, take a moment to thank them for 
their behind the scenes work that many parishioners never knew they completed so faithfully all these years.

If you are interested in helping with our mailings that go out to the parish, please contact Evan Hines at ehines@stjohnsroanoke.org

Grateful for a Helping Hand 

Dreama Maxey and Patty Good hard at work, helping stuff envelopes in a monthly edition of The Record.
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By Rebecca Scales

When Richard, Scarlett, Jeremiah and I moved to Roa-
noke two and a half years ago, we didn’t know a single 
person in the new city that we’d call home. We love to be 

out and about and I knew right away that we needed to feel welcome 
if we were going to enjoy this new chapter in our lives. We found 
our warmest welcome at two places: St. John’s and The Kirk Fam-
ily YMCA. I grew up in Columbus, Ohio, and some of my fondest 
childhood memories are from the Y. I learned to swim and attended 
summer camp at our local YMCA, which also happened to be next 
door to our family church, St. Philip’s Episcopal. My sister Tamara 
worked for the YMCA in Torrance, California, in Fundraising, Com-
munications and Scholarships. It was through her work that I got to 
witness the true impact that volunteers and donor support can have 
on a community. It is truly transformative.
   When we announced our move to Roanoke, Tamara reminded me 
to check out the YMCA in our new area to find activities for the kids. 
We have received so much more. We get a good workout, the op-
portunity to meet all sorts of people of different ages, from all walks 
of life. It is a melting pot where all people can come and enjoy a safe 
space to spend time and find community.
   The YMCA’s mission is “to put Christian principles into practice 
through programs that build a healthy spirit, mind and body for all.” 
It’s a simple mission but one of faithful service that means a great 
deal to so many. Last year, I was asked to consider becoming a board 
member at the Kirk branch. As I thought about all that the YMCA 
has done to serve my family and so many others, the decision to serve 
the YMCA in return was incredibly easy. The church and the Y have 
always gone hand-in-hand in my life, and it is the love of my church 
family and my YMCA family that has made Roanoke feel like home!

The YMCA: Supporting 
Our Community

Photo Credit: Kirk Family YMCA
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Clockwise from left: The TAP Head Start kids and teachers 
were very thankful for all the Christmas gifts that were donated 
through our Head Start Angel Tree Program; The Pre-YG kids 
enjoy a fun day of ice skating at Elmwood Park on January 23; 
Rev. Marisa Sifontes and Rev. Eric Long baptized Alex Beyer on 
January 9; Jeremiah shows off his artwork in Sunday School.

St. John’s in January
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Sunday Worship 
Schedule
8:00 a.m. Holy Eucharist, Rite I

9:00 a.m.  Formation for Adults

9:45 a.m. Children’s Chapel and Sunday School

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

5:00 p.m. The Gathering Eucharist

6:30 p.m. Youth Group and Formation for Adults

Childcare Center open 8:30-11:30 a.m. 
and 4:30-7:30 p.m. (ages 0 through 5th grade). 

Sign up to receive e-communications, which includes a weekly e-mail with links to Holy Eucharist 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
Baptism
Alex Beyer, on January 9, 2022.
Transfer In
Bobby Buchanan, from All Saints Episcopal Church, Pasadena, Ca. on January 24, 2022.
Death
Harry Graves Johnson, Jr., father of Bill Johnson, grandfather of Cameron Johnson, on December 6, 2021.

By the Rev. Eric Long   

It is my joy to announce that Mike Milam has accepted my invitation to serve as St. 
John’s Minister of Music. 
   Mike most recently has served as our Interim Minister of Music, having been at St. 

John’s for over twenty years. 
   After a season of reflection, Mike discerned he wants to do full-time music ministry 
following his retirement as a school music teacher in a few years. Until his retirement, he 
will do his St. John’s work in his current part-time capacity. After his retirement, the plan 
is for Mike to transition to a full-time position at St. John’s.
   From my perspective, this was an easy decision. Mike is not only excellent in his musical 
offerings, but first AND foremost he is a strong, Christian leader in our church. He is far 
and away one of the best colleagues I’ve ever worked with. We at St. John’s are blessed by 
his gifts and service to our community.
   Congratulate Mike when you see him next and sing God’s praises all the more robustly 
this Sunday in worship.

Music Ministry of St. John’s


