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God in the Garden
By the Rev. David Olson

I had never served a church that had a garden, but I had always loved 
outdoor spaces. So when I came to St. John’s, one of the first places I 
was drawn to was the garden. I loved how it felt like a sacred space 

right in the heart of downtown Roanoke. Outside its walls, I could see and 
hear and even feel all the hustle and bustle of people’s everyday lives—all 
the moving, the going, the stress, the urgency. But inside the walls was 
calm, and feelings of peace and holiness.  Which makes sense. After all, in 
Genesis we read that when God created the world and God’s people, God 
began with a garden.  The garden: a place of beauty and splendor where 
God creates and grows us, where God nurtures and loves us, and where 
God calls us to rest.  
   As we sat down to plan our faith formation for the fall, we thought long 
and hard about how we could provide formation given the complexities 
of our current situation.  The coronavirus has changed our world and our 
lives in many ways, including how we can do church and faith formation. 
Because we cannot meet in the church building, and because we want to 
offer you more than just Zoom options, one day we had the thought: what 
if we meet in the garden?  In a time when people are desperate to feel God’s 
presence in their lives, and in a time when people are desperate to be with 
others, even if it’s socially distanced and with a mask, why not meet in the 
garden?  Let’s meet in a place that feels set apart from the craziness of the 
world. Let’s meet in a place where we can be together and feel God’s pres-
ence with us. Let’s meet in the garden. 
   So this fall, from September through November, all of our fall faith for-
mation will happen in the garden.  There will be children’s ministry op-
portunities during the week, youth group opportunities on Sundays, and 
chances for choirs, men’s and women’s groups, and book groups to be 
together. Our adult faith formation will happen on Wednesday evenings 
from 6:00-7:00.  These classes will be offered in person but we will also be 
Zooming them for those that can’t get out or who choose not to for health 
reasons.  We want to be sure everyone has the chance to participate. We 
have some wonderful classes scheduled for fall, ranging from a discus-
sion with our city manager about honoring our Roanoke neighbors, to 
conversations about the fruit of the Spirit and Trinitarian theology, to a 
presentation by Dr. Mibenge of Episcopal Relief and Development about 
empowering girls and women across the globe.  I would encourage you to 
pull out the center spread of The Record and keep it so you can read more 
about these classes and other ways the garden will be used this fall.  We 
have a full schedule of what’s happening in the garden available on our 
website, and you will receive a booklet with more information about for-

mation opportunities in the mail within the next two weeks.
   I know we are not in normal times but our hope is that by having 
our fall formation in the garden we will be able to bring a sense of 
peace and calm to your lives.  Our hope is that the garden can once 
again be what God created it to be—a place set apart, where we can 
grow and be nourished. If you are able and are comfortable, I hope 
that you consider joining us or bringing your child to the garden 
this fall. There will be some logistics with this of course. If it rains 
we won’t be rescheduling things, and you might want to bring your 
own chair, some bug spray, and, by November, a coat!  And yes, we 
still need to wear masks and social distance. But we believe this is 
the best way for faith formation to happen this fall.  
   Having been drawn to the garden my first day at St. John’s, six 
years later I am still drawn to it.  God truly is in the garden and this 
fall we will be too.  I look forward to being together in this sacred 
space in the heart of Roanoke. 
   Grace and Peace, 
   David+       
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Why couldn’t the bicycle stand up by itself?  Because it was two tired.

I like to laugh.  In fact, laughter is probably my favorite expression 
of joy because it fuels this full body reaction.  As a laugh bubbles 
up from the stomach and chest and makes it impossible to keep a 

straight face, tension and stress are relieved. Laughter has the ability to 
diffuse a mood in an instant.  
   It feels like we have truly run the gamut of emotions in the last six 
months. Ecclesiastes reminds us that there is space in our lives for all 
these feelings that we have been feeling, from the sadness and uncer-
tainty, to the hope and even joy.  For “there is a time to weep, and a 
time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance” (Ecclesiastes 3:4).   
We can’t just push all of those “negative” feelings away, because there is 
a time for them.  But there is also a time for laughter and joy.
As we work our way through this time, in which the stresses of the 
world can seem to weigh so heavily, I hope you will still take the time 
to laugh. Never to ignore problems, but just to give yourself a little 
respite as you work through them.  In times when happiness feels fleet-
ing, laughing with someone else can be the best reminder that there is 
still a place for joy.  And when we are laughing with others, it reminds 
us that we are not alone.

   The psalmist wrote, “You make known to me the path of life; you will 
fill me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right 
hand.”
   God’s presence in the world brings hope and joy, and while it is 
crucial that we not forget the troubles the world is facing right now, 
sometimes we just need a small reminder that there is still a place for 
joy.  Often the best reminder of that is a little bit of laughter.  So, tell 
stupid jokes.  Laugh at yourself or with a friend.  Keep things around 
you that make you smile.  It won’t make the problems disappear, but it 
might help you muddle your way through the despair.
   As we enter into fall here at St. John’s, I hope you’ll take the time to be 
with us safely in one of the many different ways available as we remind 
ourselves of the joy of being together in this community.  And if you 
ever need a joke, give me a call, I’ve got plenty to share as do some of 
my colleagues.  But we don’t have any vegetable jokes, so if you have 
any good ones, lettuce know.
   I can’t wait until we all get together in person again, but until then, I 
pray you find joy in the knowledge that God is with us always, and find 
some moments of laughter, too.
   Love,
   Whitney+

The Joy in Laughter
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By Christine Mortlock

“Who is our Roanoke neighbor?” 
My interview with Roanoke’s City 
Manager Bob Cowell began with this 
question. Cowell is the chief adminis-
trative officer for our city, in the man-
ager-council model of local govern-
ment. Not only is he responsible for 
the city’s 1,771 employees, he imple-
ments the vision set out by the Mayor 
and City Council, oversees munici-
pal services and capital projects, and 
crafts the city’s $298.1 million budget. 
He has a big job. 

   Of all the people in our city, he is probably one of the best positioned 
to answer the question, who is our Roanoke neighbor? The question 
is rooted in Jesus’ Greatest Commandments, said at every Children’s 
Chapel at St. John’s. The two commandments, as they appear in the 
Gospel of Matthew, are: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the 
greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.” Our children repeat this week after week—
and with each recitation, the hope is that they will grow up to be adults 
who have these words written on their hearts. Scratch the surface of Je-
sus’ Commandments, and questions arise. Can we love our neighbor, 
without knowing our neighbor? Can we love our neighbor, without 
understanding their realities? 
Who is our Roanoke neighbor? 
   Cowell answered, “We have two neighbors. One neighbor is doing 
well.” He pointed to Roanoke’s strength in health care, biomedical re-
search, outdoor travel, and tourism. “All of these things have allowed 
us to accelerate our overall economic success. There are a lot of people 
doing very well as a result of that.”
   The Innovation Corridor, which showcases Carilion Roanoke Me-
morial Hospital, Virginia Tech Carilion School of Medicine, Radford 
University Carilion, etc., and on which St. John’s sits, confirms this 
economic prosperity. And our urban core, buzzing with restaurants, 
museums, and the symphony all enveloped by the beauty of the Blue 
Ridge Mountains, substantiates a forward momentum. 
   But Cowell went on, “The other neighbor we have hasn’t benefited 
from [that economic success] hardly at all.” Over 21 percent of people 
in Roanoke City live in poverty, higher than the 13.1 percent national 
average. For a city of over 99,000 people, that means more than 20,000 
of our neighbors live in poverty. That is approximately 1 out of every 
5 people. The poverty rate falls disproportionately on the shoulders of 
our minority population. Women between the ages of 25-34, followed 
by women 35-44, and then boys ages six to 11, make up the largest 
demographic living in poverty. 
   Cowell continued, “We have pockets of our community that are re-
ferred to as medically-underserved area.” He shared that the life expec-
tancy for residents from these areas is between nine and 14 years less 

than people elsewhere in the city. In part that is due to lack of access 
to health care, he says, but it is also because of other determinants like 
access to healthy food, safe places to recreate, and lead-free housing. 
How do we love our Roanoke neighbor? 
    “Get out of your quadrant,” Cowell remarked. He suggested visit-
ing libraries and local businesses in other parts of Roanoke. He noted, 
“Downtown in a lot of ways is the one neighborhood we kind of all 
have in common.” Our church, located on the corner of Elm and Jef-
ferson, has a unique opportunity to be in relation to many of our Roa-
noke neighbors.
   Cowell encouraged people to get involved with one of the many 
non-profits in Roanoke. He added, “Really plug into those in a way 
that transcends just writing a check. Almost all of those groups are 
more than happy to meet with individuals and explain what their mis-
sion is.” At St. John’s, we serve our Roanoke neighbors through Fam-
ily Promise (a non-profit that helps homeless or recently homeless 
families), Temporary Relief for Unexpected Emergencies (a ministry 
that provides aid to people experiencing emergencies), Congregations 
in Action (an ecumenical ministry that supports youth at Highland 
Park Elementary), and Community Youth Program (an afterschool 
program for Roanoke City children that meet at St. John's). If you are 
not involved in one of these groups, reach out to the Rev. Whitney 
Burton-Smith, Associate for Outreach and Community Life. She can 
share their missions with you, and help you become involved in these 
ministries. 
   The work of learning who our neighbor is, and loving our neighbor 
as ourselves, is never done. Bob Cowell provided good insight into 
some of this. The work is challenging and deepening, and it is a unique 
call for each one of us. If you pull up St. John’s web site, in large sans-
serif green letters, what we are about as a church is clear: “Serving God 
and Serving Neighbors for 125 years.” Let’s continue to serve God and 
our neighbors this year, and in the years to come.

Sources:
Roanoke City Manager’s Blog; Roanoke City Adopted Budget for Fis-
cal Year 2020/2021; Interview, Bob Cowell with Christine Mortlock, 
July 13, 2020; DataUSA: Roanoke, Virginia
 

Honoring Our Neighbors: 
An Interview with Roanoke City Manager Bob Cowell

Bob Cowell will speak on Wednesday, October 14 at 6 p.m. in St. 
John’s garden; his presentation will be available on Zoom as well. 
Register on the church website or call Evan Hines at the church 
office (540-343-9341). Cowell’s presentation will be the first in a 
three-part series Honoring Our Neighbor. The second presenta-
tion will be by local historian and Black activist Jordan Bell on 
Wednesday, October 22 at 6 pm in the garden and Zoom, and will 
cover the history of Gainsboro and historically Black neighbor-
hoods in Roanoke. The third presentation will be by our clergy on 
Wednesday, October 29 and examine stories of the neighbor from 
the Bible. Look to page 4 for the line-up of all fall Wednesday adult 
faith formation classes.



St. John’s Fall 2020 (Please see the Fall Formation Booklet for full descriptions)

Empowering Women 
and Girls around the 
Globe: A Conversation 
with Dr. Mibenge, 
Director for Gender 
Initiatives for Episcopal 
Relief and Development
October 7, 6 p.m.-7 p.m.
Zoom Webinar
Led by Dr. Chiseche Mibenge

Honoring Our Neighbor
October 14, 21, 28, 6 p.m.-7 p.m.
Garden or Zoom Webinar | Led by Bob Cowell, Jordan Bell, 
and St. John’s Clergy

November 4, 11, 18, 6 p.m.-7 p.m.
Garden or Zoom Webinar | Led by St. John’s Clergy

Youth Formation

Middle School Youth Group
Starting September 13 until November 22 (excluding October 
25), the middle school youth will gather in the Garden on Sun-
day evenings from 6-7 p.m. for fun, friendship, and the hands-
on, humorous, and helpful Reform curriculum. Topics covered 
will include, “Did Jesus Know He Was God?” and “Why should I 
follow Jesus? Can’t I just say I believe in him?” and activities will 
revolve around plenty of socially-distanced games, questioning 
and conversations, and friendship and faith formation. Outdoor 
movie and s’more nights will be on Friday, October 23, 7-9 p.m., 
and Sunday, November 22, 6-8 p.m. 

High School Youth Group
From September 13 until November 15, on Sunday evenings 
from 7-8 p.m., the high school youth will gather in the Garden 
for games, fellowship, and the engaging CoLaborate curriculum. 
The youth will dive into the many books of the Bible including 
the Gospels, Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, Acts, Proverbs, and de-
velop and strengthen  friendships, grow in their faith, and have 
a great time while doing it. Outdoor movie and s’more nights 
will be on Sunday, October 25, 7-9 p.m., and Friday, November 
20, 6-8 p.m.      

Adult Formation

The Fruit of the Spirit 
for Our Hungry World
September 16, 23, and 
30, 6 p.m.-7 p.m.
Garden or 
Zoom Webinar 
Led by St. John’s Clergy

Music on the Corner
We will begin the season virtually with concerts presented online 
and will transition to live, in-person concerts as circumstances 
allow us to safely do so

October 2: 10th Anniversary Organ Recital, Joby Bell, organist
November 6: Annual All Saints Memorial Concert: A Celebration 
of Strings, Steven White, conductor

Trinitarian Theology: The Ground of Our Being 
and an Invitation to Wholeness
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Children’s Chapel 
Children hear a Bible story, learn about the 
Episcopal liturgy and the Bible, sing a song, 
and pray. Available every Sunday on St. John’s 
YouTube.

Weekly Children and Family E-Newsletter
The weekly newsletter contains prayers, the 
lectionary reading, craft suggestions, ways to 
serve, activity sheets, and more, to help fami-
lies live out their faith not only on Sunday, 
but during the week. 

All the following in-person activities will be 
socially distanced. Masks and pre-registration 
required.

Tuesdays in the Garden

Yoga, Prayer, and Song
September 15, 29, October 13, October 27, 
November 10, 4-5 p.m.
Cristin Kovacs, a certified yoga instructor, 
leads children ages 6 through 5th grade in 
yoga in the St. John’s Garden. We will begin 
and end with prayer and song.

Weaving God’s Promises 
September 22, 4-5 p.m.
Rebecca Wiegard, mom to three St. John’s 
girls, leads children, Pre-K through 5th 
grade, in weaving and retelling the story of 
baby Moses and the Pharoah’s daughter.

Coloring the Psalms
October 6, 4-5 p.m.
The Psalms have provided comfort to peo-
ple for millennia. Children, Pre-K through 
5th grade, color the illustrated psalms while 
listening and singing along to kid-friendly 
songs.

October 20, 4-5 p.m.
Sunday school teacher Sara Brooks helps 

kids, Pre-K through 5th grade, will decorate 
Halloween cookies, and yes, eat a few, and 
hear the stories behind All Saints Day and 
All Souls Day, while eating their treats.

African Safari: Adventure with God
November 17, 4-5 p.m.
Anne Logan Bass, mom to two St. John’s girls, 
shares photos of her experience in Africa for 
children Pre-K through fifth grade and com-
plete a Vacation Bible School-inspired safari-
themed craft.

Gratitude Trees
November 24, 4-5 p.m.
Right before Thanksgiving, the kids create a 
craft that helps them reflect on the gifts that 
God has given them, from family to games, 
from pie to baseball. 

Pre-Youth Group (3rd-5th grade)

Plen Air Painting
September 27, 1-3 p.m.
Educator Cyndy Unwin teaches the kids 
to watercolor paint. They create their own 
stained-glass inspired crosses. 

Puppet Pizzazz
November 22, 1-3 p.m.
A puppeteer entertains kids with a puppet 
show, before they create their own puppets 
and scripts to take home and entertain their 
families with. 

Parents’ Night Out: Broadway 
on Elm and Jefferson
November 13, 6-8 p.m.
We roll out the red carpet for our St. John’s 
kids, while their parents enjoy a night out. 
Children, Pre-K to 5th grade, watch Shrek: 
The Musical. Dinner in prepackaged boxes 
provided. 

Children’s Formation

Fall Fellowship Friday 
Sept. 17, 7:30 p.m. in the garden
Bring your own snacks and blanket to watch 
Up on the outdoor screen. Movie starts at 
7:30. Sign ups will come out September 1 
and are required. 

Stewardship Drive Through
November 1
Drop off your pledge and say hello to other 
members, clergy, and staff from 11 a.m.-12 
p.m. in the parking lot circle off Jefferson. 

Advent Wreath-Making
November 29
Pick up your Advent wreath-making mate-
rials at church, and then join your church 
family via Zoom on Sunday evening from 6 
to 6:45 p.m. as we make our Advent wreaths 
together and prepare for the Advent Season. 

Fine Wines Bible Study
Third Thursday of the month, 11 a.m. via 
Zoom. Contact the Rev. Mary Mackin 
mmackin@stjohnsroanoke.org for more in-
formation. 

Live Conversation with The Most 
Rev. Michael B. Curry
Love is the Way: Holding on to Hope in 
Troubling Times
October 8, 7:00 p.m.

Moderated by the Very Rev. Barkley Thomp-
son. Contact Helen Hill at bookstore@st-
johnsroanoke.org for tickets.

Blessing of the Animals
October 4, 3:30 p.m. in the garden

St. John's Book Club
6:30 p.m. first Thursday of each month in 
the garden. Contact the Rev. Mary Mackin 
at mmackin@stjohnsroanoke.org 
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God in the Wilderness
By Barbara Dickinson

Editor’s Note: After the Rev. Mary Mackin preached a beautiful sermon in July on finding God in the wilderness, Barbara Dickinson was asked if she 
would write her own reflection on the same theme. Here she uses her gift with words to capture her time spent in the wilds of Maine, and the peace 
and presence of God she finds there.

As a teenager, I was enthralled by the young poet, Edna St. Vincent Millay. The probable cause was my infatuation with scribbling (very 
poor) poems myself. Not only did Edna spool lovely words into verse but she was a daughter of Maine! Living in Virginia, I considered 
this faraway Northern state almost mythical. Further study revealed that Edna was often invited to recite her poetry to guests at the 

venerable Whitehall Inn in Camden, Maine. This nugget of information was all it took to entice me to yearn for a summer job in Maine where 
I, too, could wait tables and spout my poetry to dinner guests. It never happened. The four summers pre-and-during my college years were 
spent as a clerk-typist in the Pentagon Building in Washington, D.C. My poems withered and died. Years later, I did get to Maine. Camden, 
Maine, to be precise. Area maps clearly show Camden, but my destination was a bit further up the road. For nearly four decades I have been a 
temporary resident in a rustic camp hidden in the woods on the banks of Lake Megunticook. The closest I can imagine to being in heaven is to 
be in this spot in Maine. If that sounds like a bumper sticker, it is a TRUE bumper sticker. The serenity that envelopes one soon soaks into the 
soul. Maine time is akin to being alone in a quiet cathedral: a cathedral with no walls and a ceiling of blue sky. The choir? A flock of chattering 
birds and noisy squirrels. Each time I return I feel the immediacy of God’s welcome and his hand on every log and limb. I always stand in silent 
awe of all the wonders before me. Not glossy cabins nor fancy outdoor playthings, but the world He created. And as I gaze at towering pines and 
shimmering waters, I like to imagine He basks in this serenity and strength. I also think He wants me to admire his handiwork. Who, but God, 
put down that stretch of pines that happily obscure our cabins from the road? Who made the boulders that became the mountains bordering 
the main road along the lake? The loons must be one of God’s favorite creations. They provide a daily dose of comic relief with their unmistak-
able calls and serene paddling parades.  Returning to Maine and this special retreat genuinely refreshes my soul. Unbidden prayers come easily 
and, notes often, the occasional tear. No epiphanies but a deep sense of peace. My thought is that God is welcoming me “home” as I bask in the 
magnificence of his handiwork. 
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St. John’s at the Movies
By Cooper Mackin

On Thursday August 13, nine of us 
had a wide-ranging and lively Zoom 
discussion of the movie, The Boy 

Who Harnessed the Wind. Jenny Fife led our 
discussion.  The movie, based on a true story, 
is set in Malawi, a relatively small country 
(pop. 18 million) in East Africa.  If you look 
at a map of Africa, you will see that Malawi, a 
more or less vertically-shaped country, is bor-
dered by Zambia on the west, Tanzania on the 
north and northeast, and Mozambique on the 
east, south, and southwest.  It also, with two 
other countries, holds Lake Malawi, one of the 
Rift Valley great lakes and the second-largest 
lake in Africa, after Lake Victoria.
   The movie tells the story of William Kam-
kwamba, a thirteen-year-old boy in Malawi.  
William comes from a family of farmers in the 
village of Wimbe. This very evocative movie 
begins in the early 2000s. During one of Ma-
lawi’s frequent droughts, with the inevitable 
aftermath of famine, Wimbe is devastated.  
William’s family has its meager store of grain 
stolen by desperate people.  There are riots over 
government-mandated rationing.  The scenes 
of the arid, desiccated fields, the increasingly 
frantic people, and the frenzied crowds fight-
ing for rationed grain are extremely powerful.
   William has an innate interest in electron-
ics–fixing radios for his neighbors, etc. He is 
enrolled in the local school, but his impover-
ished parents cannot continue to pay his tu-
ition, so he is banned from further attendance.  

But William is a resourceful boy, and finds a 
way to continue his education, and ultimately 
save his family and village during the famine.
   The film was shot on location in Malawi, 
including some scenes in the actual village of 
Wimbe.  The actor who plays William’s father 
Trywell, Chiwetel Ejiofor, also directed the 
movie and wrote the screenplay. In an inter-
view with “The Daily Show,” Ejiofor said he 
had learned the local language (Chichewa) as 
a way to lend authenticity to the movie.  He 
certainly succeeded.
   Everyone in our Zoom group liked the mov-
ie very much.  Here are some of the points 
people made:
• The contrast between the level of pov-

erty in Wimbe and the level of poverty 
in America, particularly in Roanoke, was 
notable and stark.

• The movie emphasized the importance of 
human ingenuity in the face of adversity 
and also the human trait of never giving 
up.

• Education has a high level of importance 
in that culture.

• Despite the movie’s title and the obvious 
importance of William for the events that 
take place, a case can be made that his fa-
ther Trywell is actually the central charac-
ter.  He is the one who faces difficult deci-
sions, he is the one who agonizes.

   The movie is available on Netflix, and I hope 
you will take the time to watch it.

Thank You 
from 
the Butlers
Sometimes words are not enough to 

express how blessed we feel, and what 
is in our hearts. To know that we have 

so many people who really care about us is 
amazing. We were faced with two situations 
at once: our daughter, Robin, passed and 
Mary’s cancer recurred. Mary was sched-
uled to start treatment on July 6, when 
our daughter passed July 2. Mary put her 
treatment on hold to July 13. We have been 
present to help Brent, Robin’s son and our 
grandson, with what he needs. We are eter-
nally grateful for the love, support, prayer, 
food, phone calls, and visits. The gift cards 
helped us out so that we didn’t have to cook 
and Kroger cards have helped with gro-
ceries. We give St. John’s all the praise and 
glory.

 Sincerely,
Robert and Mary (and Brent) 
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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  
(excluding worship services) within the church until further notice. Please let us know if you have any questions.

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. Register for 10 a.m. or 5 p.m. Sunday in-person worship services at stjohnsroanoke.org/register.

People in the Parish
Deaths
Jeanne White Kenny, sister of Cary Baber, on August 14, 2020 in Richmond, Va.
Martha Brown, on August 21, 2020 in Roanoke, Va.

Clockwise from top left: 
Blessing of the backpacks and 
devices; Tray’s last Sunday 
at St. John’s; John Jackson 
and Brian Loop running the 
Sunday morning livestream; 
Robert Natt playing during 
the Gathering; parishioners 
drove through the parking lot 
to say goodbye to Tray. 

St. John’s 
in August


