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By The Rev. Eric Long

Sharing life in community is an essential discipline that leads to human 
flourishing. Well-rounded adults recognize their need of, and respon-
sibility to, other people. Sadly, we can see the all-too-prevalent im-

pacts when people believe it is every person for themselves. As our society 
is more atomized, and people increasingly feel no responsibility beyond the 
self, we are left with a little culture that is more coarse, vicious, embittered, 
and full of depressed and emotionally scarred people. 
   It doesn’t have to be this way. The church provides a beautiful alternative.
   One of the benefits of being in a church community is learning the art of 
community through every stage of life. At St. John’s we carry not only the 
love for others modeled through generations and claimed as imperative for 
followers of Christ, but the trust that the love we have carries into nothing 
short of eternity. Love shared is love that carries through this life, and our 
life beyond. 
   You may have heard me tell the story of how impacted I was as a child 
when my father was at sea in the Navy and 6 or 7 men from my church in-
vited me to join them for a father/son dinner at our parish. I’ve never forgot-
ten the gift of those invitations and was shaped by such care given me. It was 
clear that I had surrogate aunts and uncles and grandparents throughout my 

Life Together

life in the church. I knew I was loved and I mattered, and to this 
day, I feel the responsibility to give those same gifts in the com-
munities of faith I oversee. It meant the world to me and made 
me, me. Who would I be without that care? 
   We all have seasons when we have needs we alone cannot at-
tend to in our lives. This is one reason we show up for one anoth-
er week in and week out. Amongst the hard realities of our life 
over the last months was the inability to be together. Thankfully, 
the hard shutdowns seem to be in the rearview mirror. While 
there are plenty of unpredictable dangers with the virus and its 
mutations, you will notice that St. John’s is planning, in hope, to 
have comprehensive programming for all ages this fall. In con-
sideration of our children, we will limit some non-essential pro-
graming with them (Please see my note on the back.)
   Our theme at St. John’s this year is Life Together. This seems 
appropriate as I believe that living life together is that thing for 
which we have been most starving. And here it is, available, in 
your church, the body of Christ. Like any such body, St. John’s 
can never be who we are called to be without you as a part. In 
turn, you also need us to be who you could never be alone. 
   It’s a beautiful thing really. We find wholeness in one another, 
living our lives together.
   Join us again at St. John’s. It’s time to be together. Sharing Life 
Together.
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From Under the Yoke to a New Land:
Sudanese and South Sudanese Refugees in Roanoke
By Christine Mortlock

Ayen’s husband abandoned her and her five chil-
dren several years ago. Barely literate, she works 
at a popular restaurant chain in Roanoke five 

days a week. She brings home about $12,000 a year to 
feed, clothe, and house herself and her children, whose 
ages range from 8 to 18. They live in public housing in 
southeast Roanoke. The youngest child recently got into 
the gifted program at Highland Park Elementary School. 
The oldest child just graduated from the Boys Home 
of Virginia, a residential educational program for boys 
ages 6 to 17 and a ministry of the Episcopal Diocese of 
Southwestern Virginia. He will attend college next year 
on a full scholarship and live in the alumnae housing of 
the Boys Home. In Ayen’s free time, when she isn’t work-
ing ten-hour shifts, cleaning, cooking, or raising her 
children, she tries to muster the energy to study for her 
American citizenship.
   Ayen is just one of many South Sudanese refugees eking 
by in Roanoke.
   She can manage, in part, thanks to the Rev. Sue Bent-
ley, rector of St. James Episcopal Church in Roanoke. The 
Rev. Bentley has arranged for Ayen’s oldest child to at-
tend the Boys Home, found someone within the diocese 
to donate a van to the family for $1, and gone to court 
on their behalf. Ayen and the Rev. Bentley, who Ayen 
affectionally calls “Mother Sue,” met when Ayen’s fam-
ily began attending St. James.  Since 2009, Sudanese and 
South Sudanese like Ayen have worshipped at St. James 
on Delray Street. The South Sudanese Christian Fellow-
ship meets on Sundays at 5:30 p.m. in the parish hall of 
the Episcopal church. 
   Church has always been a place where Ayen has found 
peace, even in the midst of war, displacement, and relo-
cation. Like many South Sudanese, she was raised Chris-
tian. In South Sudan, “we have a lot of church,” Ayen 
says. The Rev. Bentley adds, “The bishops will go out to 
villages, and they will confirm 300 or 400 people. Chris-
tianity in South Sudan is just exploding.” According to 
Pew Research Center’s “The Future of World Religions,” 
60.5% of the population in South Sudan in 2020 were 
Christian. In South Sudan, church provided Ayen a re-
spite from the constant news of war.  “Every day you have 
to hear about war,” she says. Day-long church services 
with hymns that “calm you, make you happy,” she says, 

gave her a break from that. “The time goes by without you knowing what time it is,” 
she adds. 
   The refugees who meet at St. James have fled decades of violence. The Second Suda-
nese Civil War, spanning from 1983 to 2005, left about two million dead from famine, 
fighting, and disease and about four million people displaced, according to the U.S. 
Committee for Refugees. South Sudan, formed six years after the war, still faces gov-
ernment corruption, violence, starvation, and a decimated economy. Ayen shares, “A 
lot of Sudanese communities are struggling, they don’t have houses, they don’t have 
any place to stay. My country is not doing good. It’s not. It’s going backwards.” Ac-
cording to an April 2021 United Nations report 7.2 million South Sudanese require 
emergency food assistance.
   The congregation of Sudanese and South Sudanese at St. James sings hymns in 
Arabic and reads scripture from Arabic-English bibles. The Rev. Bentley ministers to 
them, in addition to those in her morning congregation. Besides attending every Sun-
day evening service, and preaching at most of them, she has raised money for neces-
sities like washing machines, started a women’s sewing circle, tutored their children, 
encouraged one to attend seminary, and more.
   St. James is one of the many churches in the Episcopal Diocese of Southwestern 
Virginia that has been or still is in ministry with the Sudanese and South Sudanese. 
Bishop Light recounted the history of the diocese’s relationship with the Province of 
Sudan in an essay written in 2009; some of it follows. The diocese’s ministry with the 
Sudanese began in 1979, under Bishop Light’s leadership, when it, along with Dio-
cese of Bradford, England, partnered with the Province of Sudan. The diocese later 
sponsored Mark Nikkel, a missionary in both Sudan and the Kakuma Refugee Camp 

Continued on Pages 3 and 6 . . .

Some of the South Sudanese community gathered with Presiding Bishop Katharine Jefferts Schori when she 
worshipped at St. James on July 21, 2013.  She was in town for Bishop Mark’s consecration.
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Sudanese from Pages 2 . . .

Coming Up: The Feast 
Day of Mark Nikkel
   The Diocese of Southwest Virginia honors the 
late Rev. Nikkel’s work with the Sudanese every 
year with a feast day. This year the Feast of Marc 
Nikkel will be celebrated at Grace Episcopal 
Church, Lexington on Sunday, September 5, at 
10:30 a.m. Peter Alier, a Dinka (a South Suda-
nese ethnic group) young man and Lost Boy, will 
be the preacher. All are invited to attend. 

   Visit the St. John’s blog, “We Gather,” for book 
and video recommendations by the Rev. Sue 
Bentley about Sudan and South Sudan.

Some of the South Sudanese-American children; the tall boy grad-
uated from Patrick Henry in 2021 and just entered UVA as a fresh-
man.

Look for the Good                   
By  Margaret Bass, Eve Heletz, Elizabeth J. (6th graders)

We want to tell you about some of the acts of kindness we wit-
nessed recently. These volunteers contributed hours of their time 
to help these causes, which makes us think that... maybe you 
could too!              

Eve took out her neighbor’s recy-
cling.  

Even simple things like taking out 
the recycling can make a difference. 

Help your community by making somebody’s day a little better. 
For example, we baked cookies to give to our neighbors. But you 
can do so many other things to brighten someone else's day.

This group of volunteers helped sea turtles that were left behind by the rest of 
the turtles get to the ocean safely.  They came every night to watch the nest in 
case the eggs hatched.  The work these volunteers do is important because sea 
turtles are endangered and could soon be extinct.  

in Kenya. Several other clergy and lay people from the diocese have been committed to 
helping the South Sudanese and Sudanese, some using their sabbaticals and time off to go 
to Sudan or refugee camps, and others contributing financially.
   Ayen’s story of resettling in Roanoke is much like other refugees in Roanoke. She and 
her husband lived in Egypt for two years while applying for refugee status. Many refugees 
spend years, if not a decade or more, in refugee camps. Ayen eventually joined her hus-
band’s brother in Roanoke in 2004 and worked at Hooker Furniture. Her husband is a Lost 
Boy, Sudanese men who fled their villages when rebels, vying for money, oil-rich land, and 
power, pillaged, and burned villages, murdering and impoverishing people along the way. 
Her husband saw his parents killed before him. Many Lost Boys, orphaned, hungry, were 
forced to be child soldiers. They trekked hundreds of miles to refugee camps in Kenya and 
Ethiopia. Ayen, like many girls in Sudan and South Sudan, never went to school and start-
ed working at age 9 cleaning houses. “I’ve never been in any school. All Sudanese family 
members say education is not good for a girl,” Ayen says. “Girls get married when they are 
14 or 15.” A lot of her relatives fought in the war. “Some of them they died too,” she adds.
    The Rev. Bentley reflects, “When you’re living in war-torn country and there is so much 
suffering, faith is the one thing you have. You got to have hope somewhere and the church 
and the Gospel is your hope.” About 6500 miles away from the land where she was born, 
Ayen finds that same hope at St. James in Roanoke. It’s a message that has, does, and will 
continue to cut through the din of war, the horror of violence, the canker of power. It’s the 
message delivered by the Prince of Peace in backwater towns of Galilee thousands of years 
ago. It’s a message that transcends all national and ethnic divisions. It’s a message we return 
to again and again at worship here at St. John’s, in prayer, in words spoken to one another, 
and at the table. 

   *Ayen’s name has been changed to protect her privacy.

Go to page 6 for practical ways you can help refugees like Ayen.
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Adult Formation

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 together. 

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, the Rt. Rev. Mark A. Bour-
lakas, and the Rev. Marisa Sifontes.

Revelation: Apocalypse, Victory, and the Message of Hope
Sunday Mornings, October 24 - November 7 at 9
Join the St. John’s clergy for this three-week study of the central themes of one of the most 
interesting and also misunderstood books in the Bible—the Book of Revelation. 

Gratitude: A Turning Towards God 
Sunday Mornings, November 14 - 28 at 9
In this three-week class, through Biblical stories and conversation we will discuss how grati-
tude is the key to reorienting our lives toward God in both challenging and joyful times.

Annual Parish Meeting
Sunday Morning, December 5 at 9
Join us for our annual meeting for Eric’s State of the Parish talk and cast your vote for this 
coming year’s vestry slate.

The Dead Sea Scrolls, The Essenes, and the Coming of the Lord
Sunday Mornings, December 12, 19 at 9
During Advent, when we hear John the Baptist proclaim the coming of the Messiah, unravel 
the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Essene community they came from, and their link to a voice that 
cried out in the wilderness—John the Baptist. 

Christian Essentials
Sunday Evenings at 6:30, November 7 - December 12
A guided examination of the important essentials that make up our Christian faith, led by 
Christie Wills and Shelley Long.  

Children and Family Ministry
Children’s Chapel and Sunday School
Sundays, 9:45 a.m.-The Peace. Meet in the Chil-
dren’s Chapel. 

Pre-Youth Group (3rd - 5th Grade)
November 14: Lunch at Bojangles and Angel 
Tree Christmas shopping. 
11:30-2 p.m. Drop off and pick up in the parish 
hall.

Christmas Pageant
December 5: Rehearsal, 11:15 a.m. -12:15 p.m.
December 12: Rehearsal, 11:15 a.m. -12:15 p.m.
December 19: Rehearsal, 4-5 p.m. | Pageant, 5-6 
p.m.

For more information, contact Christine Mortlock 
at cmortlock@stjohnsroanoke.org

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

Youth Group
Every Sunday, starting September 12th, except 
September 19th, October 10th, and October 31st. 
Dinner at 6 p.m., activities 6:30 p.m.-7:30 p.m.

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 Ben-
field at mdbenfield@stjohnsronaoke.org

Music for All Ages

St. Cecilia Handbells: Tuesdays, 4:30-6 p.m. 
St. John's Music Academy (grades K-5): Wednesdays, 4:30-5:30 p.m.
St. John's Choir (adults): Wednesdays, 6-7:30 p.m.
St. John's Singers (grades 6-12): Sundays, 3:30-4:45 p.m.

For more information, contact Mike Milam at mmilam@stjohnsroanoke.org.
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Fine Wines
Valhalla Vineyard Band Night
September 17, 5 p.m. 

One Day Cycling Excursion to Damascus, Va.
September 29

Hiking Group, Rattlin’ Run at Carvins Cove 
October 2, 10 a.m.

Explore Park Winter Walk of Lights
Date TBA

Ongoing Activities

Monthly Bible Study
Second Thursday of each month, 11 a.m.

Sunday Brunches (one per quarter)
October 17, following the 10 a.m. service.

Service Project, Blood Drive (six times per year)

Contact Mary MacIlwaine for more information at mcjmacilwaine@cox.net

Music on the Corner 2021-2022
All concerts are free and take place at 6 p.m. in the church.

October 8: Literary Giants - Danielle Talamantes, soprano; Kerry Wilkerson, bass-baritone; 
Henry Dehlinger, pianist/composer
November 5: “And I Saw a New Heaven:” Annual All Saints Memorial Concert - St. John’s 
Choir, Virginia Tech Chamber Singers, Roanoke Chamber Brass
March 11: An Evening With American Composers - Virginia Children’s Theatre and other local 
musicians
April 29: The Organ: Another Marvelous Machine - Stephen Williams, organist

St. John’s Book Group
First Thursdays, 6:30 p.m. in the conference room

September 2: The Book of Lost Names by Kristin Harmel 
October 7: Last Train to Paradise by Les Standiford
November 4: The Vanishing Half by Brit Bennett
December 2:  The Son of Laughter by Frederick Buechner

Advent Wreath Making
November 28 after the Gathering at 6 p.m.

A great evening for families of all ages as we make wreaths to take home for the season of 
Advent. Donate greens in the week leading up to the event!

Women at the Well

September 14, October 12, November 9, December 14, 6-7:30 p.m.
Women at the Well is returning to the 2nd Tuesday of every month.  Please join us in the 
garden starting on Tuesday, Sept. 14 at 6 p.m. for potluck and fellowship.  We look forward to 
gathering once again for conversation with food and drink.  If interested in childcare, please 
contact the parish office at 343-9341.

St. John’s 
Episcopal Church 

Fall 2021

Fall Festival
October 24 after the Gathering at 6 p.m.

It’s our annual evening of Fall fun.

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

Bring your pets of all kinds at 3:30 for a blessing, then 
come back for outdoor worship at 5:00, Gathering on the 
Grass.

Celebration Sunday
September 12
 
Come celebrate the start of the full program year at both 
the 10 a.m. and 5 p.m. service.

Foyer Groups 

Foyer groups are a great way to meet other St. John’s folks. 
Groups meet about once a month in local homes or restau-
rants.  Contact Karen Strickland (bkstrickland@cox.net)

Thanksgiving Day Service
Holy Eucharist, Rite II, at 10:30 a.m. 

While you wait on your turkey, celebrate Thanksgiving 
with us! 
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Announcing St. John’s New Initiative: St. John’s Literacy Ministry
   Like many refugees, Ayen knew no English when she arrived in Roanoke—she spoke only Dinka (a tribal language) and Arabic. Eventually she 
picked up English from children’s tv programs. Social services also arranged for her to learn English at Blue Ridge Literacy which operates out 
of the main branch of the public library. 
   Volunteer with an adult refugee or immigrant as their literacy tutor. Contact Kate Ericcson, khericsson1@gmail.com, parishioner and read-
ing specialist, who is leading the St. John’s team of literacy volunteers, St. John’s Literacy Ministry, in partnership with Blue Ridge Literacy. The 
group will receive training and curriculum from Blue Ridge Literacy with a tentative date of October 24 at 11:30 a.m. in the parish hall; lunch 
will be provided. Tutors commit to 6 months tutoring their students for an average of two hours per week. Tutors will meet together once a 
month with Kate Ericcson and Christine Mortlock at St. John’s to discuss their students and larger issues of literacy work and refugee advocacy 
in the Roanoke Valley.

Other Ways To Help

Encouraging Words
Ayen shares that other’s encouragement, not just financial aid, means 
so much to her. “I like support when you talk to me and tell me it is 
going to be ok. I’m the type of person that can be scared a lot. I get 
worried a lot. You can say, ‘How are you doing?’ This is a new place for 
us, this is a new country for us.”
  
St. James Episcopal Church
The Rev. Bentley encourages those interested in assisting Sudanese 
and South Sudanese refugees to form relationships. “The South Suda-
nese are not a project, they are people,” the Rev. Bentley says. Though 
cultural barriers exist and can be intimidating, relationships are worth 
making, the Rev. Bentley affirms. Contact the Rev. Bentley, seb@rev.
net, to tutor children, donate a car, donate clothes, and furniture, or 
make financial donations to St. James’s emergency loan fund for the 
South Sudanese. Lawyers willing to offer pro-bono services are help-
ful. 

Commonwealth Catholic Charities
The United States government contracts with Commonwealth Catho-
lic Charities to provide all resettlement services in Roanoke. Refugees 

are assigned a case worker, and CCC finds them housing and a job, 
enrolls the children in school, and enrolls families in government pro-
grams. CCC is finding housing in Roanoke an increasing problem. 
Besty Hale of CCC shares, “There’s limited availability and multiple 
applicants. We are looking for short-term temporary and permanent 
housing. Right now we are having to spend refugee money putting 
them in hotels. We are having to reduce standards for safe and afford-
able housing.”  Hale adds that CCC is now, “more focused on the situ-
ation for SIV clients (who served the US government in Afghanistan 
and are in danger). We are seeking long-term housing for 6-8 Afghan 
families that are already here, living with family or in hotels.” Contact 
Marnie Mills of CCC, Marnie.Mills@cccofva.org, if you have leads 
for permanent housing for the SIV clients or short-term temporary 
or permanent housing for refugees. Visit https:///www.cccofva.org/ 
where other ways to help are listed. 

Roanoke Refugee Partnership 
The partnership serves refugee families in Roanoke. Volunteers trans-
port refugees to important appointments (medical, housing), assist 
them with the Roanoke busing system, mentor, help refugees find 
jobs, and more. Contact admin@roanokerefugeepartnership.org to 
help. Keep all refugees, including Ayen and her five children, in your 
prayers.

Sunday evening worship of the South Sudanese Christian Fellowship at 
St. James.

South Sudanese Christian Fellowship after Sunday evening worship.

How you can help Refugees in the Valley, continued from page 3  . . . 



Summertime 
at St. John’s

Clockwise from Above: The youth group rented out Grandin 
Theater for a private screening of an 80s classic followed by ice 
cream from Pop’s; Allie and John Buth and Lauren Walker teach a 
group of attentive Sunday School kids; food was plentiful at the an-
nual parish picnic; Rebecca Scales and Cole Sifontes catch up at the 
picnic; Cheston Walker delivers a bouquet of flowers to his mom.
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Sunday Worship 
Schedule
8:00 a.m. Holy Eucharist, Rite I

9:00 a.m.  Formation for Youth and 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 (Start date TBD)
Formation for Adults (Starts November 7)

Childcare Center open for 9 a.m. education and 
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
Birth
Rory James Boylan, son of Mary Niederlehner Boylan and Christopher Boylan, grandson of Jim and Joan Niederlehner, on July 24, 2021 in 
Roanoke, Va.
Deaths
John Danstrom, husband of Julie Danstrom, on August 21, 2021 in Roanoke, Va.
Charlie Cole, husband of Ellen Arledge, father of Taylor, Carrington, Brady, Carter Cole, on August 5, 2021 in Roanoke, Va.
Baptisms, August 8, 2021
Caroline Grace Fintel, daughter of Jessica and Stephen Fintel, sister of William Fintel.
John Luke Carignan, son of Jennifer and Luke Carignan, grandson of John and Denise Stroebel.
Phoebe Gray Wood, daughter of Hillary and Adam Wood, sister of Curtis Wood, granddaughter of John and Christine Wood.

Protecting Our Children

Friends, while painful to have to do, for the sake of the safety of our children, we 
are going to pause our social events for our younger children beyond worship, 
Children’s Chapel, Sunday School, Childcare Center, and Music Academy. This 

includes activities such as Pre-YG, Parents’ Nights Out, and, regretfully, even our Cel-
ebration Sunday event on September 12.
   While we view coming to church programs as “essential’ to our children’s spiritual 
development, it seems appropriate to suspend the “extras” for now.
   As our youth have better access to vaccinations, we will be continuing our youth group.
   We pray this pause is short-lived and we will pick up those activities as soon as possible. 
For more information about this talk with Christine Mortlock (cmortlock@stjohnsroa-
noke.org) or any of the clergy.
   Thanks much,
   Eric


