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St. John’s Faithful Response 
to the 1918 Influenza Epidemic

By Christine Mortlock

In early October 1918, the pandemic was “raging 
all over the State,” according to The Roanoke Times. 
Because of a shortage of nurses and doctors, the 

Board of Health was calling on the Roanoke Red Cross 
to care for the victims of the virus and their families.  
Physicians were urged to report cases as quickly as pos-
sible. People were asked to use gauze masks to cover 
their nose and mouth when visiting the sick. Dr. W. 
Brownley Foster, Roanoke City’s Health Director, rec-
ommended the sick stay home from work and not risk 
their health and the health of others. “People are ad-
vised to avoid needless commingling,” he said. Dr. Fos-
ter also warned against “the old aspirin story” that was 
“doing much harm in Roanoke.” A nationwide rumor 
was spreading that aspirin had been tinged with the vi-
rus by the Germans.
   On October 6, the Roanoke City Council ordered all 
churches, schools, theaters, bowling alleys, pool halls, 
dance floors, and other public gathering spots to close. 
Churches, including St. John’s, would remain closed for 
several worship services. Most churches in the diocese, 
then called the Diocese of Southern Virginia, were also 
closed for worship. According to former Roanoke may-
or and local author Nelson Harris, The Roanoke Times 
published one sermon a week while people were not 
worshiping in person. The paper reported, “As long as 
the influenza necessitates the closing of the churches, 
The Roanoke Times will carry a sermon…such as will 
meet the mutual interest and attention of Protestants 
and Catholics, Gentile and Jew, white and colored.”
   These scenes played out over 100 years ago during 
the 1918 influenza epidemic. It brings to mind, in these 
coronavirus days, the passage from the Book of Eccle-
siastes, “There is nothing new under the sun”—history 
tends to repeat itself. 

Continued on page 3 . . . 

Above: Roanoke Red Cross volunteers in 1918. Courtesy of the Virginia Room, 
Roanoke Main Library. Below: St. John’s, ca. 1910-1920. 
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Wait…could you repeat that please?”  I said, as I leaned in 
closer to my computer, as if somehow that would help 
me hear or see the people’s faces spread out across my 

screen any better.  
   Of course, I was on a Zoom meeting—that frustratingly essential 
and occasionally humorous method for holding a meeting that has 
become such a big part of our lives. 
   But thankfully, I was not on just any Zoom meeting.  This one was 
for the Gospel of Matthew class that the clergy led throughout the 
Easter season. For weeks I had been enjoying the chance to discuss the 
daily readings with others from St. John’s. 
   But even though it can be hard to hear what is going on in Zoom 
meeting…that wasn’t why I asked the question. I asked because I 
wanted to be sure I had heard her right. 
   “Wait…could you repeat that please?” I said.  
   “Sure,” she said.  “I just said that Jesus doesn’t seem to be worried 
about the numbers.”
   Satisfied that I had heard her right, I sat back in my chair and let my 
mind wander for a few seconds.  Jesus isn’t worried about the num-
bers?  What a wonderful idea, I thought.  What a wonderful, graceful, 
counter-cultural, comforting idea. 
   Her comment had come as we discussed the story of Jesus feeding 
the 5000.  In the story the disciples seem to be really worried about 
the numbers because they come to Jesus and basically say, “This is too 
much…and there are too many people...so you need to send everyone 
away.” But of course, that isn’t what Jesus does at all, instead he takes 
the few loaves and fish and feeds the many.
   Obviously, Jesus wasn’t worried about the numbers. And why that 
seems so strange and also why it jumped out at me is because the rest 
of us surely are.  In fact, numbers are a huge part of our lives. We use 
them to help us bring order and understanding to our lives.  We use 
them to measure, rank, and even judge ourselves and others. 
   How much is too much?  How much is not enough?  And what does 
that mean for our lives? These are questions we constantly wrestle 
with, and numbers give us a way of trying to answer those questions. 
Certainly, in our current situation we are doing that.  Daily we check 

The Numbers Game

to see if the numbers are going up or down—whether that be CO-
VID-19 cases and deaths, jobless claims, or stock market figures.  We 
wonder how few is the right number to open things back up, and how 
much is too much for the system to handle. 
   But we were looking anxiously at the numbers well before the Coro-
navirus pandemic. We have always looked to the numbers to help tell 
us who we are and help us determine our value and self-worth. How 
much money and possessions we have tells us how successful and se-
cure we are. How much education we have tells us how smart we are.  
How many people show up to something we plan or lead (including 
church!) shows us how good or not so good we are. The number of 
social media followers we have tells us how important we are.  How 
many friends we have asking us to do things tells us how popular we 
are.  How many connections we have tells us how influential we are.  
The numbers on the scale tell us how desirable we are. 
   Obviously I could go on and on, but in our quest to count every-
thing and let the numbers shape how we see ourselves and the people 
around us, something very important is lost. Something Jesus obvi-
ously knew, which is probably why he was never worried about the 
numbers. And that is that life and the people of this world are about 
more than just the numbers. All too often we let the numbers help 
us to de-humanize others and focus on the wrong things. We let the 
numbers justify things away or dilute our concerns. 
   Jesus wasn’t worried about the numbers because he cared for the 
people.   
   Jesus would feed the 5000 rather than send them away…but he would 
also leave the 99 and go look for the 1. Numerically speaking, he hung 
out with the unsuccessful and the unimportant all the time.  What he 
saw was the hunger, the hurt, the needs, and the struggles that are in 
all of us.  These were the very things he came to help us with.
   It’s hard not to feel like life is a numbers game…but more reason to 
remember that for Jesus it never was and still isn’t. And that is defi-
nitely a message worth repeating. 

Grace and Peace, 
David+   

“
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   The first influenza cases reached Virginia in Sep-
tember of 1918, appearing at Camp Lee. The epidemic 
has been buried in history’s annals, at least until now, 
because it was overshadowed by World War I, which 
was coming to its close just as the influenza was be-
ginning. Ultimately, nearly 12,000 Virginians died of 
what was called the Spanish flu, a misnomer because 
it did not originate in Spain. Worldwide, possibly 50 
million died of it, according to the Center for Disease 
Control. And in our hometown, Roanoke, over 4000 
Roanoke residents eventually got it. 
   On October 10, then Rector of St. John’s, the Rev. 
J.W. Cantey Johnson, addressed the St. John’s congre-
gation in a letter regarding the closing of the church 
for worship. 

   Dear Brethren:-
   The omission of public worship prompts your rector 
to write his people a word of reassurance and practical 
concern for the welfare of their households and of the 
congregation, their household of faith. The decision of 
the Health Department to close our Churches on ac-
count of threatened epidemic of Spanish Influenza was 
announced Sunday Morning, October 6th, and ready 
compliance with the request was expressed. The Good 
sense of the measure seems to appeal to everyone. All 
are encouraged to believe that it will result in conserv-
ing the health of the people of our city.

   He went on to call on God as “our very bed-rock of 
trust,” encourage parishioners to read their Bibles at 
home and partake in home devotions, join in a 5:45 
daily prayer, and offer pastoral care to the ill.
   Women of St. John’s responded to needs of the 
sick by volunteering with the local Red Cross, head-
quartered in Roanoke’s Municipal Building. The Red 
Cross, already on the frontlines supporting soldiers in 
WWI, doubled down in its response to the epidemic. 
Mrs. Alice Peyton Terry Jamison, a longtime member 
of St. John’s, was the chairman of the Roanoke Red 
Cross chapter. On behalf of the ill, the organization 
prepared hot food prepared at the Y.M.C.A. and de-
livered it, collected flannel, petticoats, warm under-
wear, children’s clean clothes, and warm bedding. 
They also assisted the ill with housework. 
   The question of how to handle communion arose 
during the epidemic. The Roanoke Times reported 
that, “Attention has been called to the fact that the 
State Board of Health has held that the use of the 
common drinking cup is illegal, and the communion 
cup is regarded as being in the same category.” Sev-
eral articles about how to administer communion ap-

1918 Influenza From Cover . . . 

peared in The Churchman, a national Episcopal magazine, and intinction became the 
accepted practice. We know now that intinction too can spread a virus.
   When the Ministers’ Conference of Roanoke announced churches would finally open 
again, the paper ran a note of caution, much like the cautionary notes we hear as church-
es look to regathering. “It is sincerely hoped by the health authorities that there will be 
no appreciable increase in the number of cases due to lifting the ban on church services.” 
   As we reflect on our current epidemic, and our church’s response to the coronavirus, 
we might take comfort in the fact there that there is, in fact, nothing new under the sun. 
Knowing that St. John’s has been through something like this before, and weathered the 
closure, the illnesses, and the losses, gives us the encouragement that we can too. We, 
like the parishioners of 1918, will once again return to the building of St. John’s, and to-
gether sing, “Christ is Alive, Let Christians Sing!” Until then, let us serve our neighbors 
like the women of St. John’s did, reach out in care like the Rev. Johnson, and worship 
from home (now aided by YouTube). Let us continue to be there for each other, know-
ing, all the while, that a loving God is with us and will carry us through, like God did St. 
John’s and its people over 100 years ago.  

Sources: The Archives of the Episcopal Church. Influenza Pandemic of 1918. You can access a rich 
trove of denominational documents at the Episcopal Archives online at www.episcopalarchives.
org; Berrier, Ralph Jr. 2020. Roanoke fought a war against a flu pandemic in 1918. The Roanoke 
Times, March 16; The Churchman. New York: Churchman Co., various articles from 1918. You can 
read through old copies of The Churchman online via Google Books. The magazine provides won-
derful insight into our denominational history dating back to 1804. Findagrave.com, s.v. A.P.T. 
Jamison; Harris, Nelson. 2015. The Death Wave: Roanoke and the “Spanish Flu.” The Roanoke 
Rover: 10-12; History of Virginia, vol. 6. New York: The American Historical Society, 1924; John-
son, J.W. Cantey, Letter to Congregation of St. John’s Church. This letter is kept in our St. John’s 
History and Archive Room. Make an appointment to visit the archives and learn more about the 
history of St. John’s and its people; The Roanoke Times: numerous articles between October and 
December 1918; White, Clara. 1992. St. John’s Episcopal Church; Witkege, David. 1998. The Dev-
astating Autumn of 1918. The Roanoker (September/October): 46-49. 

Thank you to the Virginia Room, Roanoke Main Library, for providing several of these articles. 

The Rev. J.W. Cantey Johnson, rector of St. John’s during the 1918 epidemic. 



By Meredith Roller

You hear it in every newscast, every commercial, and every com-
mentary: “These are unprecedented/challenging/uncertain times.” 
For the recently homeless families served in St. John’s Family 

Promise of Greater Roanoke ministry, this is an understatement. Already 
teetering on the edge of homelessness again, many of the families are facing 
the added weight of job loss or reduction, childcare loss, safety concerns, 
and exacerbated mental health challenges. The legal moratorium on evic-
tions and utility suspension has ended or will soon end. We have begun a 
fund for direct financial assistance for families needing rent or utilities paid 
until they can get back to work and catch up on their bills. Many of our sup-
porters have received stimulus money they are not reliant upon, and have 
donated it to Family Promise specifically for this purpose. If you would also 
like to help, see the link and address below. 
   One single mom, who has been forced to quit work (hopefully temporar-
ily) due to childcare being closed, texted our Housing Stability Manager, 
“I’ve become a little depressed. Unemployment still hasn’t started, and once 
it does, I’m only allowed $149 a week. Bills are behind. I’m scared I may end 
up homeless again. Unsure if work will be available in time, if this pandemic 
will subside. Everything is up in the air. Life is a trip, a journey. I’m just 
stumbling along, trying to make the best of it. Thanks for checking on us. 
We really appreciate you all very much. Praying that all families are doing 
well.”  We ask that you also include the families in your prayers.  
   In his statement about the Coronavirus Presiding Bishop Curry said, “We 
are in this together. What affects some directly affects all indirectly. We are 
part of a family. The human family of God.” The people of St. John’s have 
lived that for decades by faithfully serving Roanoke Valley children and 

In This Together: Serving Roanoke’s 
Homeless Families During the Pandemic

Continued on page 5 . . . 
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By John Levin

The Parish Nominating Committee is seeking candidates for this fall’s Vestry election. 
They are proposed for three-year terms beginning in January; five people are elected 
annually from slates of about 8 to 10 people. Eligibility to serve on the Vestry is set by 

parish bylaws and diocesan canon as: 18-years or older, a confirmed Episcopalian, active in 
regular worship and a current-year pledger of financial support. St. John’s requires a minimum 
of two years between vestry terms before re-election.
   Effective governance of the parish takes people with various experiences, skills and leader-
ship to guide the church through challenges and to new opportunities. To propose candidates, 
including yourself, please contact a member of the Nominating Committee by July 1: Al Bloch, 
Jane Bondurant, Gates DeHart, John Jackson, John Levin, Kathryn McCathern, and Christie 
Wills.

Parish Nominating Committee

their families experiencing homelessness by welcoming them to stay the 
night at The Lighthouse, and sharing meals with them. Family Promise 
has always been a welcoming place where hospitality is a primary focus. 
Homelessness is a difficult and lonely experience.  Add shelter-in-place 
orders and the experience is even lonelier. Our guests have missed the 
hospitality you provide and contact with others. You can help Family 
Promise families feel part of the human family of God by sending cards, 
drawings, words of hope, and kids’ “fun kits” from you and/or your chil-
dren to our office address for us to give to the families we help. 
   For the safety of the volunteers, staff, and guests, our hosting rotation 
program and in-person volunteer opportunities have been suspended. 
We have been able to temporarily shelter families in our Family Cen-
ter and in a duplex owned by Family Promise. Our Program Manager 
has worked closely with them, and one family has moved into their own 
housing during the crisis. For now, our focus has pivoted mainly to caring 
for families who have been through our shelter program. Our staff is part 
of an intensified collaborative effort of community organizations, and are 
therefore able to refer families not only to the kind of help they may usu-
ally need, but to assistance unique to their needs during this pandemic. 
The families have been supported not only by our staff, but by volunteers 
doing what they can from a distance, like dropping off perishable foods, 
collecting paper goods and household cleaners, and sewing face masks 
for the children and their parents. If you would like to join the effort, you 
could organize a supplies drive (we can provide a wish list), provide hard-
to-find disinfectants for the families, and help us drop off needed items 
to families without vehicles so they don’t have to take the bus any more 
than necessary.
   Family Promise of Greater Roanoke has an active task force working 
on how we can safely continue sheltering families with the help of faith 
communities moving forward. While we plan for the future partnering 
with the compassionate community at St. John’s, please keep the Presid-
ing Bishop’s words in your hearts, “As our seasons of life in the COVID-19 
world continue to turn, we are called to continue to be creative, to risk, 
to love.  We are called to ask, ‘What would unselfish, sacrificial love do?’”

Family Promise of Greater Roanoke
37 East Clay St. 
Salem, VA  24153
https://familypromiseroanoke.org/donate/make-a-donation/

Meredith Roller
Family Promise of Greater Roanoke
Marketing and Special Events Manager

Family Promise from page 4 . . . 
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Cornerstone of Faith Capital Campaign

Whitney and Brad Aldridge
Terry and Martha Apple
James Arend
Virginia Ashton and Robert Vernon
Margaret and Luthur Beazley, III
Carl and Sarah Boxley Beck
Faye Becker
Rachel and Steve Blanks
Cathy and Al Bloch
Jane Bondurant
Julie and Ab Boxley
Christopher and Mary Boylan
Matilda and John Bradshaw
Robert and Trudy Brailsford
Dianne and Hans Brings
Patricia Stevens Burns
Douglas and Gilbert Butler
Nancy and Bob Canova
Lisa and Bill Cargill
Liz Chilton and Bryan Collier
Katherine T. Clemo & George J.A. Clemo
William and Leslie Cleveland
Raymond G. Cobb
Mimi and Patton Coles, IV
Julie and James Comer
Susan and Bob Copty
Jane & Deke Coulter
Sally and Sam Craver, III
Martha and Grimes Creasy
Cecelia and Scott Crow
Jeanie and Sam Darby, Jr.
Calvert de Coligny, Jr.
Gates DeHart
Barbara G. Dickinson
Barbara M. Dickinson
Renee and Wade Dunford
Mr. & Mrs. Denny G. Early, Jr.
Rita Evans
Mark and Whitney Feldmann
Betty and Bob Field
The Rev. and Mrs. Richard H. Fife
Doreen Fishwick
Kathryn McCathern, Norman Foggin
Julie and Randy Forehand
Louise Forsyth

William and Karen Fralin
Cynthia and Heywood Fralin
Linda and Rich Garbee
Ben and Laura Garden
Rand and Jan Garrett
Gray and Eva Goldsmith
Margaret Grayson
Mary Field Green
Tammy and Lucian Grove
Lilian Brown Hagan and Family
Laura and Jim Hale
Cheri and David Hartman
Carolyn and Bill H’Doubler
Judy Herrin
Sarah and Lindsay Hickam
Helen and David Hill
Hetty and Gunther Hoyt
Mr. & Mrs. W. Stebbins Hubard, Jr.
David Hurley
John and Kathleen Jackson
Shields and Ginny Jarrett
Paul and Tracy Jenkins
Barbara and Boyd Johnson
Cameron Johnson
Janet and Jim Johnson
May Justice
Nancy and Dan Karnes
Kay and Jim Kelly
Betty Lou Kienle
Shirley and Billy Kingery
Charles E. and Gwen M. Knowlton
Millard and Gail Lambert
Deb and Ken Landgraf
Michael and Jennifer Leigh
Libba and Philip Lemon
Mr. and Mrs. David Lemon
Mary Jean and John Levin
Rachel and Uri Levine
John and Julie Light
Anne Logan and Thomas Bass
The Rev. Eric and Shelley Long
Loop Family
Richard and Glorvina Lynn
Mary and Cooper Mackin
Margy Mastin

We are so grateful for these gifts and pledges received as of May 15! Please stay safe and healthy as we take a necessary pause in our capital cam-
paign. Further updates about the campaign’s progress will be shared when we are able to return to normal activities. Please contact Deb Neff in 
the office to make corrections to this list.

Deborah and Tom McDonald
Tom and Judy McKeon
Suzan and John Merten
Noelle & Tom Milam
Forrest and Chris Moore
Sally Moulse
Polly Moynihan
Joan and Jim Niederlehner
Barbara Pace
Mr. and Mrs. Charles Palmer
Anne Parrott
Kitty Pendleton
Rebecca Perdue
Charlotte and Bittle Porterfield
Brad and Kathleen Price
J. Tyler Pugh
Ellen and Wharton Ramsey
John and Judy Repass
Lea and Ginny Riddle
Amy Rockhill
Katrina Ross
Pam and Dale Rucker
Richard and Elizabeth Sayers
Carol K. Schroeder
Jenni and Tom Schroeder
Scott Shackelford
Jim and Martha Shirky
Michael Smith
John Smithey
Daniel Summerlin and Laura Whitlow
Martha and Nelson Teague
Anne Tiffany
David and Stace Todd
Katharine-Leigh Rosalie Traub
Lana and David Tucker
Mary Utt
Lauren and Jeremiah Walker
June Wilson
Danielle and Michael Wise
Ann Marie and Reggie Wood
John and Tina Wood
Sandra Woodford
Lee Hardin Woody
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From Top-Left Corner Clockwise: Merritt fish-
ing at Carvins Cove; Isaac mountain biking at Mill 
Mountain; Fayetta Weaver enjoying the great out-
doors near Floyd, where she discovered wildflow-
ers called fairy flowers; Adam and Hillary Wood’s 
son enjoys playing outside on a hot day; The Emer-
son family enjoys a hike at Happy Hallows Park on 
Mother’s Day; Anne Tiffany and her family riding 
bikes in a big parking lot.

St. John’s Outdoors

“Everybody needs 
beauty as well as 

bread, places to play 
in and pray in, where 
Nature may heal and 

cheer and give strength 
to body and soul alike.” 

– John Muir
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Online Worship 
and Formation 
Opportunities
Sunday
9:45 a.m.  
Children’s Chapel (SJEC YouTube)
10:00 a.m.  
Live Stream Morning Prayer (SJEC YouTube)
11:00 a.m.  
Middle School Youth Group (Zoom)
6:30-7:30 p.m.   
High School Youth Group (Zoom)

Wednesday
Sweet Donkey Middle School (1 p.m.) and 
High School Groups (9:30 a.m.) (Zoom) 
12 p.m. 
Live Stream Midday Prayer (SJEC YouTube)
6 p.m. 
Strange Tales of Genesis Bible Study (Zoom)
(beginning June 17)

Other St. John’s YouTube Offerings
“Music from St. John’s,” Updated Weekly
Compline and Evening Prayer

*Stay tuned for more exciting opportunities we have 
to connect this summer at St. John’s. Keep your eye 
out for our summer 2020 flyer. We look forward to 
continuing to be the church in new ways this summer.

Reminder about Events
Just a reminder that adhering to the Bishop’s guidelines, we have cancelled all in-person 
church activities, meetings, studies, and gatherings until AT LEAST June 10. We will 
reevaluate things at that time and hope for the best. Let us work with you about ques-
tions you have.

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.

Congratulations Graduates
Congratulations to all our graduating seniors. You’ve always had the support of your 
church family, and we look forward to supporting you as your life unfolds in wonderful 
ways in the years to come. We will be honoring you, the graduating class of 2020, in 
next month’s issue and on social media.


