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  Together for Joy, based on Psalm 98,  is the 
theme for our 2022 Annual Giving campaign. Stay-
ing together through the delights and struggles of 
life - being “together for joy” - has never been more 
important. And while change brings financial chal-
lenges in its wake, it also brings fresh opportunities 
to sing to God a new song, for God has done—and 
will do - marvelous things. 

 From October 16 through November 6,  our 
worship services will focus on being Together for 
Joy.  Our music, scripture, and sermons will be accompanied by church members sharing the impact PCO has 
made in their personal lives, in the community and the world. Everyone will have an opportunity to partici-
pate with daily prompts that invite you to share what brings you joy. If you are on social media, you can re-
spond on our Facebook and Instagram pages (follow us, if you haven’t already). If you are not on social me-
dia, there will be opportunities on Sunday morning. 

 We will also be sharing a new version of our Time and Talent sheets, seeking ways for you to use your 
spiritual gifts in the life of the church. We will dedicate our commitments of time, talent, and treasure during 
worship on Sunday morning November 13. More information will be provided in the Stewardship packages 
mailed out in the end of October. I invite you to prayerfully and joyfully consider your contribution to our 
faith community. 

From Pastor Lisa Schrott 

 Join Pastor Lisa for Bible study in person (Friday mornings at 10:00 a.m.) 
OR via Zoom (Sundays at 7:00 p.m.). From Old Testament scriptures we will con-
sider the importance of shalom and covenant and why justice is often seen 
through the lens of relationship. From the New Testament we will look at Jesus’ 
words on economic injustice, power, and violence. We will also consider the call to 
justice through the lens of restoration. Each session will be independent, so come 
as you are able. The sessions on each Friday and Sunday will cover the same mate-
rial. 
• The Inseparability of Justice and Peace: Shalom, Righteousness, Covenant and 

Torah (Friday October 14/Sunday October 16) 
• Justice as Attribute of God (Friday October 21/Sunday October 23) 
• Jesus and Economic Justice (Friday October 28/Sunday October 30) 
• Jesus, Justice and Power (Friday November 4/Sunday November 6) 
• The Call to Restoration and Reconciliation (Friday November 11/Sunday No-

vember 13) 

Pastor’s Bible Study in October & November—A Biblical Understanding of Justice. 
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 EMERGENCIES HAPPEN and we don’t know when or where an emergency may take place.  SO, the best we 
can do is be prepared. The Administration Committee has prepared a plan for our church.  The plan includes the 
following emergency situations that could take place in the church, either during worship or committee meetings, or 
other events.  
• MEDICAL 
• WEATHER ALERTS  

• FIRE PROCEDURES 
• LOCKDOWNS  
 

MEDICAL EMERGENCIES 
If a medical emergency occurs, after a quick evaluation, 9-1-1 would be called.  This would be done by the head 
usher or designee.  We do have an A.E.D (Automated External Defibrillator) located in Fellowship Hall, and staff 
plus other members have been trained in use of this equipment.  (This unit is serviced each year to ensure it 
works properly.) 

WEATHER ALERTS 
In the event there is a meeting at church and a weather alert is issued, groups will be asked to move into a “SAFE 
AREA”.  This safe area has been identified as in the church interior, away from windows and doors.  This includes 
the Sunday School wing hall, plus the Middle School and High School rooms, as these two rooms are interior 
rooms with no windows.  Both ministers have the “emergency alerts” on their phones in the case a storm pops 
up during church service. 

FIRE PROCEDURES 
In the event a fire is noticed, an alarm will sound.  If the alarm sounds, everyone is expected to use the nearest 
fire exit and leave the building! 
 

If in the sanctuary, everyone uses the nearest fire exit, and once outside, gathers in the parking lot near the side-
walk on Okemos Road. Next time you are in the sanctuary, PLEASE LOOK AROUND AND NOTICE THE EXIT SIGNS. 
 

If a fire breaks out during education hour, everyone exits the building using the closest fire exits. and once out-
side, gathers in the parking lot near the sidewalk on Okemos Road where a head-count can be made.  During this 
time, teachers walk and stay with their class to make sure all are safe.  All must stay a safe distance from the 
building until an all-clear is given. 

BUILDING LOCKDOWNS 
A LOCKDOWN IS USED WHEN THERE IS A POTENTIAL DANGER OUTSIDE THE BUILDING.  In the event this happens, 
our church would be notified and a designee would communicate this to people in the building.  

 

A designee would lock all outside doors and make sure all windows are closed.  Depending on the situation, a de-
cision might be made to move groups to a specific safe area and all need to remain in place until notified the inci-
dent is over. 

ACTIVE SHOOTER 
Because of unfortunate circumstances with church shootings, we do need to be aware of “active shooter” inci-
dents.  We are fortunate Pastor Lisa has been involved in “plans of action” for these types of incidents, and now 
is involved in the continued process of planning in the event this ever happens. 
 

Planning for responding to a violent situation in the church will be handled in a separate training event by the 
Administration Committee. 

MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS INCIDENTS 
We are grateful both Lisa and Rebekah have training in working with incidents involving those with mental health 
crisis.  Both will continue to involve staff and leadership in this type of training. 

 
The Administration Committee continues to evaluate and review present procedures and will make adjustments as 
needed. 
 Dave Rumminger  

Emergency Preparedness at PCO 
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 There will be plenty to do at PCO as we move further into fall. Please mark your calendars and prepare 

to join in these important events in the life of our church and community. 

 OCTOBER 
 CROP Walk—The 46th Annual CROP Walk will be a hybrid event this year. Walk on your own (choose 
your distance and day(s) during the walk season October 1-9 or join the community in a 5k on Sunday, October 
9th at Grace United Methodist Church. The walk begins at 2:00 p.m. Please sign up online on our team page: 
https://events.crophungerwalk.org/2022/team/presbyterian-church-of-okemos or see Diane Allen after church. 
 Women’s Supper Out is coming out of hibernation!  We promise no bears, so please join us on Monday 
evening, October 10th, at 5:30 p.m., at Coral Gables, 2838 Grand River, East Lansing.We each pay for our own 
meal, and delightful conversation is very likely!  If you plan to come, please let Katie Norton know by October 
4th, so that she can make our reservation  
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 NOVEMBER 
 Team Trivia Night hosted by UKirk from Michigan State presents Team Trivia Night on Friday, November 
4 in Fellowship Hall. The games begin at 7:00 p.m. Time to get your Team together.  This is the first UKirk trivia 
night of the school year– a casual event and fundraiser to support the ongoing ministry and mission of UKirk at 
Michigan State Presbyterian Campus Ministry.  You are invited to form a team of 6 people to play team trivia.  If 
you don’t have a complete team, please send in the form and payment and we will pair you with others. Cost: 
$120 per table ($20 per player). There will also be a silent auction and a dessert auction to satisfy your sweet 
tooth! If you have any question, please let Kent Workman know.    
For more information and to register your team:  https://www.ukirkmsu.org/team-trivia-night.html?

fbclid=IwAR1wZjCVeMGpSsSAmNQKdgBPHvirE5nBULCr7W8CTJSSLKJXExmv7aFhi-U  

 Congregational Meeting following the worship service on Sunday, November 6 to elect Elders & Dea-

cons. 

 DECEMBER (please see the November Grapevine for more information about the events below) 

 Alternative Christmas Market on Saturday, December 10 from 10:00 a.m.—3:00 p.m. in Fellowship 

Hall. We will invite the community to join us this year. You may choose from a variety of fair trade, handmade 

items that support people around the world and also locally. We hope to include two or three refugee food ven-

dors as well. For more information or to volunteer to help, please contact Jayne Zuhlke at 734-474-2853. Thank 

you! 

 Lessons and Carols scheduled for the evening of Friday, December 16 in the Sanctuary. 

 

Upcoming Events in October and Beyond 

Pastor Rebekah Anderson 

 Ordination and Installation Service  

Saturday, October 22 at 1:00 p.m. at PCO.  

Refreshments will follow. 

https://www.ukirkmsu.org/team-trivia-night.html?fbclid=IwAR1wZjCVeMGpSsSAmNQKdgBPHvirE5nBULCr7W8CTJSSLKJXExmv7aFhi-U
https://www.ukirkmsu.org/team-trivia-night.html?fbclid=IwAR1wZjCVeMGpSsSAmNQKdgBPHvirE5nBULCr7W8CTJSSLKJXExmv7aFhi-U
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From the Green Team 

Ongoing Opportunities to Serve 

Hymns in Worship 

 It is said that we learn what we sing. For 
centuries the singing of hymns has been an im-
portant part of our individual and corporate wor-
ship. Hymns stir our emotions, edify the spoken 
Word, teach us Biblical truths, and assure our com-
munity of faith as we lift our voices together in 
praise. They comfort us in times of struggle and 
bring healing and joy to our spiritual life. 
   The selection of hymns is a critical part of 
worship planning. Each Sunday hymns are chosen 
based on a variety of factors including the worship 
theme, the Scripture readings, the sermon, liturgy, 
and specific observances.  
 Much like the Scripture readings, which are 
often selected Biblical verses, only certain hymn 
verses may be chosen on a particular Sunday. Spe-
cific verses may be omitted for a variety of reasons. 
A particular verse may not be related to the wor-
ship theme, while some verses may lack poetic 
quality or are repetitious. If it is a particularly long 
hymn, it may simply be a factor of time. In addition, 
it is widely believed that by skipping unrelated 
verses, the congregation is better able to concen-
trate on those verses directly related to a specific 
theme. 
 Sing to the Lord! 
 Dr. Marlene Brewbaker 
 

 Each month we will be featuring a special 
service opportunity in which members may en-
gage. 
 For the month of October, we’re high-
lighting PCO Hospitality, specifically the making 
and/or cleaning up of coffee/light snacks for Sun-
day mornings. A few “Kitchen Angels” regularly do 
these tasks, and could use your help on a one-
time, or once-a-month, or monthly basis as you 
are able. Please sign up on-line (“Serve”), or on the 
kiosk in Fellowship Hall. Contact: Shirley Rum-
minger at 517 655-4123 or srumming at yahoo dot 
com (standard email set-up) 

 The federal Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) has 
presented the church with a very positive alterna-
tive for financing our solar panel project.  The solar 
team had originally established an LLC to finance 
the project but the IRA legislation allows nonprofits 
to take the 30% solar tax credit thru a Direct Pay 
option. Because of this Session has approved estab-
lishing a contract directly with Homeland Solar to 
acquire the solar panels. The project will be fi-
nanced initially by borrowing against the Doemel 
bequest. This money will be paid back with interest 
via three areas: (1) 30% Direct Pay credit, (2) a solar 
capital campaign in the first quarter of next year, 
and (3) annual electrical costs savings. More infor-
mation will follow in the coming weeks. 

Thank You for All You Do 

 Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Presby-
terian Church of Okemos! We collected a generous 
amount of new socks and underwear for the needy 
children who rely on the Judson Love Clothing Cen-
ter for their very basic clothing needs. 
 If anyone would like to join me and others 
to help these children to select clothing on a Satur-
day from 9:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m.,  please contact me at 
(734)474-2853. 
 Thanks again for your generous support! 
 Jayne Zuhlke 

 The PCO Mission Committee thanks all who 
contributed to the school supply collection for the 
children at the Evangelical Mission Primary School 
in Freetown, Sierra Leone, West Africa.  Because of 
your generosity, PCO presented Mariama Bah 
(Haslett resident and CEO of Mercy and Hope 
Charity Org.) with a suitcase full of school supplies 
and a check for $1040 to purchase more in Sierra 
Leone.   
 The Mission Committee 

Ongoing Collection for Advent House 

 In the same way we  restock our cabinets at 
home, Advent House needs to restock personal care 
items. These can be dropped off at church on Sun-
day mornings or during office hours. Thanks! 
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Adult Christian Education & Fellowship 

Password for Zoom meetings unless otherwise 
noted is 48864.  
 

SUNDAYS 
Adult Education—Weekly, 11:30 a.m., in the Tem-
ple Room & on Zoom 434 304 558 (check the Sun-
day bulletin for topics. Enjoy a time of fellowship 
after worship when no adult ed is scheduled)  
 

Writing Life’s Stories –  1st Sundays, 2:00 p.m., 
Zoom  848 6124 7191— next meeting is October 2. 
 

Women’s Connection—4th Sundays, 12:30 p.m. in 
person in Room 108–next meeting is October 30 
 
MONDAYS 
Retirees – 4th Mondays -12:00 noon at PCO-next  
meeting is Monday, October 24. 
 
TUESDAYS 
Men’s Group – Weekly, 8:00 a.m. Zoom  894 1065 
4734 (In person and on Zoom October 11, other 
weeks are Zoom only) 
 

PCO Crafts Ministry-1st Tuesdays, 6:00 p.m., Room 
108-next meeting is October 4 
 

WEDNESDAYS 
Conversation & Contemplation—Weekly, 10:00 
a.m. on Zoom 905 709 104  
 
Caregiver Support Group - 4th Wednesday, 5:00 
p.m. –next meeting is Wednesday, October 26th 
on Zoom  517 329 2320; password is hello  
 
THURSDAYS 
Bible Study – Weekly, 9:30 a.m. 
Zoom  https://msu.zoom.us/j/5147440526   

Retirees in October 

Birthday Cake Sunday 

Women’s Connection in October 

 Women's Connection will meet Sunday, Oc-
tober 30, 12:30 p.m., for lunch, fellowship, and to 
get to know Pastor Lisa Schrott better. She will 
speak about her life and faith journey, and how she 
was led to PCO. All women are welcome and en-
couraged to invite friends. 
 Questions: Shirley Rumminger  at 517 655-
4123 or srumming at yahoo dot com (standard email 
set-up) 

 The Retirees will meet on Monday, Octo-
ber 24 at noon.  Barb Given will join us for a dis-
cussion on "Planning Ahead".  What will we do 
when living at home becomes a challenge?  What 
are the options and how can we prepare ahead of 
time?  Please bring your lunch or snack and join us 
in Fellowship Hall.  

Caregiver Support Group 

 Those caring for family members or 
friends are invited to Zoom with the group on 
Wednesday, October 26 at 5:00 p.m. for an open 
discussion.  We share resources and ideas and wel-
come both the caregiver and family mem-
bers.  Zoom 517-329-2320 Password is hello. 

From the Endowment Committee 

 The church has an endowment Fund that 
supports projects and activities for church com-
mittees to use. “  
 As committees and groups find that they 
need funds for special activities not otherwise allo-
cated, they may consider the Endowment 
Fund. The Endowment Request Form is on the 
church website.  Check the member resource page 
for the form to complete.  
 If you have questions please  contact  
bgiven at msu dot edu (standard email setup). 

 This month, we will celebrate Birthday Cake 
Sunday on Sunday, October 23rd. If you celebrate 
your birthday in October, please check the October 
Birthday List posted on the kiosk in Fellowship Hall 
and add your name if it is not there by Sunday, Oc-
tober 16th. Happy Birthday, Dear Considerate Libras 
and Dear Loyal Scorpios! 

Conversation & Contemplation 

Please join this group for meditation, study of scrip-
ture through Lectio Divina and a book study.  Our 
book discussion is on the 1st and 3rd Wednes-
days.  We are currently reading The Seeker and the 
Monk by Sophfronia Scott.  The group meets weekly 
on Wednesday from 10-11:30am.  Zoom 905-709-
104 Password 48864.    
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An overview of  the PCO Conversation and Contemplation Class 
 PCO’s Conversation and Contemplation Class meets each Wednesday morning from 10:00 a.m. - 11:30 
a.m. on Zoom. The zoom number is 905-709-104; the password is 48864. 
 Each week, we share as we wish about our current happenings. As they are comfortable, class members 
take turns facilitating a brief prayer and meditation to open class, then on alternate Wednesdays, members lead 
us in Lectio Divina (see below) and a book study. Currently, we are reading The Seeker and the Monk: Everyday 
Conversations with Thomas Merton by Sophfronia Scott.  
 As a class, we wrote the following Mission Statement and Tenets to guide us in what Conversation and 
Contemplation is and what it means to us. We warmly invite anyone who wishes to attend a class to see if they 
are interested in Conversing and Contemplating, too!  

C& C Class Mission Statement and Tenets 
 Class Mission Statement 
 We believe that God has called this class into being; and that God invites us to come to this sacred space 
to converse, to contemplate, and to share who we have been, who we are, and who we hope to become on our 
faith journey. In this class─on our individual and corporate faith journeys─our Scriptural reading, meditation, and 
prayer study are guided by and intrinsically formed by the four steps of Lectio Divina (Divine Reading). 
• We Read and We Ask: What word or phrase is catching my attention? 

• We Reflect and We Ask: Where does this intersect with my life? 
• We Converse and We Ask: How does this call me to deeper faithfulness? 
• We Contemplate and We rest in God’s presence. 

We often augment these sacred steps through the artistry of God the Creator expressed in musical, visual, and 
written art. 
 Class Tenets 
• We believe that the sacred dwells in each person. 
• We are growing in our faith through an integral holistic learning and sharing process. 
• We share by trust. 
• We pray with our hearts─and we listen with our hearts for God’s presence. 
• We promise to listen─just listen─in this trusted space, when the weeds of pain and fear spring up. 
• We join together to open ourselves to God’s ever-present invitation to love one another. 
• We pledge confidential, deep, holy listening to one another. 
• We share the gift of hospitality by creating an open, safe physical and emotional space for each of us. 
• We welcome God into our relationships through the gifts of prayer, conversation, sacred silence, laughter, 

tears, and playfulness. 
• We seek to share our stories, our relationships with God, and our discernment of God’s presence and guid-

ance in every aspect of our lives.  
• We share our vulnerabilities and invite conversation, contemplation, and questions that propel us to stretch 

and to grow─as individuals, as a class, and as part of the larger church community. 
• We examine together turning points in our lives, points of transformation, causes for celebration and grief, 

and the wondrous life-giving hope that lives in every breath of God’s ever-present and ever-abiding love. 
• We seek to be a class that is integral to PCO’s growth as a vibrant Christ-centered home of faith. 
• We are carrying out and making alive PCO’s mission through “study that seeks to understand God” . . . ful-

filling “the desire to build a network of caring relationships.”  
 A Mustard Seed and Micah 
 Our class parable is that of the mustard seed. Reverend Alice Fleming Townley began C &C with one seed 
to which we have added our individual seeds of hope, trust, joy, and wonder─shared seeds that we have nour-
ished and watered with our faith. These seeds have burst forth, nourished and watered by God’s light─and by 
our own light─through the intentionality of sharing how we live our lives and how we live our faith. 
 As we study, grow, and share together in this faith journey of Conversation and Contemplation, may we 
be guided by Micah’s words “to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with God.” 
 Katie Norton 
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Updates from GIL (Global Institute of Lansing) 

 We currently have 20 students enrolled. This includes 4 new students that we enrolled over the summer. 
Classes started again on Sept. 6th and we have class 4 days a week (Monday - Thursday) as well as Tuesday eve-
nings. We have a few upcoming field trips planned.  
 We hired a full time teacher in June and she has been working hard to learn all the "ins and outs" of all 
the classes and whole program. She also has created some new ESOL classes for current and prospective stu-
dents.  
 We have also started a Pre-GIL English class which is for prospective students who score just below our 
required reading proficiency level to enroll. The goal is to better prepare them to enroll in GIL at a future date. 
We have 3 students in the Pre-GIL class.  
  In addition to this Pre-GIL class, we have also started this Academic English class with our current stu-
dents to also help them with their reading, writing, and grammar so they can be more successful in their high 
school classes. We have seen an increased need for students who already have a high school diploma from an-
other country but cannot pass the Accuplacer Exam at Lansing Community College.  
  We have had a bit of a financial setback as our grant from the state did not come through for the amount 
we expected for the next fiscal year (October 1st). Our greatest need is to help to fund personnel costs as well as 
student tuition ($699/student), field trips, and other administrative costs. We aren't in great need of supplies like 
folders, notebooks, pens, pencils - we have quite the stockpile of these things. However, printer and copier toner 
are always needed.  Paula Frantz 

STVCC Refugee Services End of the Fiscal Year Numbers 

 STVCC Refugee Services continues to be grateful to PCO for all of the generous support of time and finan-
cial contributions.  After over four years of stagnation, we have had a very robust year.  The final count is: 
• 296 Afghan humanitarian parolees resettled through Operation Allies Welcome 
• 130 refugees resettled from: Afghanistan, Burma, Burundi, Central African Republic, DR Congo, Egypt, Iraq, 

Mali, Uganda, Sudan, Syria, and Ukraine.  
• 19 Ukrainian Humanitarian Parolees coming through Uniting for Ukraine 
• 49 Cuban Public Interest Parolees (this number goes up weekly.) 
• 17 babies born (US citizens) with 5 on the way.  Parents are from Afghanistan and DR Congo. 
 All are housed thanks to wonderful landlords in Lansing and most have been placed in jobs within about a 
month after arrival.  
 In FY 2023, STVCC is projected to resettle approximately 500 new arrivals + serving Ukrainians and Cubans 
with employment and other services.  
 Thank you, PCO for being so welcoming!  
 Judi Harris 

Dear Members of the Presbyterian Church Of Okemos , 
 Our executives, staff, and friends of Mercy and 
Hope in Sierra Leone and United States of America join 
me in thanking you for your $ 1040 checks and school 
supplies donation. 
 Because of you generous donation,213 under-
privileged  children  will  be bless with school supplies 
for the 2022 academic year  
 We are thrilled to have your support... You tru-
ly make the difference for us, and we are extremely 
grateful. 
 Sincerely, 
 Mariama Bah, CEO/President 

Mission Updates 



 

8 

 Since there has been substantial press covering the candidates and proposals we can expect on the 
November ballot, let’s consider some other topics: 
• September was kinship foster care month for the 4100 

children in foster care being raised by grandparents and 
other family members. In addition, 49,000 other children 
are being raised by relatives who are not their parents. 
Michigan honored those family members who have taken 
on these important responsibilities. 

• The annual Fostering Futures Scholarship event held in Detroit has raised more than $65,000 to help 
children in foster care attend college. Nationally fewer than 10% of kids coming out of foster care attend 
college and fewer than 3% eventually earn a degree. 

• The Governor has recently unveiled a statewide crackdown on gun crimes. Its focus is on reducing gun 
violence by removing illegal firearms from the streets. 

• The Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) is warning Michiganders of an in-
crease in e-coli in our state, with younger children and older adults particularly at risk of severe symp-
toms from a disease that can be life-threatening. We are cautioned to avoid consuming raw milk or un-
pasteurized cider as well as marinating foods any place but in a refrigerator. MDHHS also reminds us not 
to put cooked food on a plate that has held raw meat, chicken, or eggs and not to leave any foods con-
taining meat, eggs, or dairy products out of the refrigerator for more than two hours. 

• MDHHS is currently seeking proposals from local community mental health services for the newly creat-
ed MI Kids Now Mobile Response. The purpose of the program is to expand access to mobile response 
teams to help address mental health crisis situations for youth. 

Public Policy Update 
Ellen Hoekstra 

Winter Clothing Drive for Lansing Area Kids 

 Communities in Schools Michigan has ex-
panded the districts in our area where they are 
helping students succeed. This fall, in addition to 
the Waverly and Lansing School districts, they have 
added East Lansing High School 
 CISM has asked for PCO’s help in providing 
winter outerwear so that kids aren’t attending 
school cold and with wet feet. A donation bin is in 
the PCO coat room and we will be collecting until 
November 20, Agape Sunday.  CISM staff will then 
get our donations to children who need them.  
Here’s what is needed: boots, jackets, hats, gloves/
mittens, scarves, and for the K-5 children, snow-
pants. Remember, some high school students wear 
adult sizes. If you enjoy knitting, please consider 
knitting scarves and hats to donate. 
 Thank you again for your continuing sup-
port of the kids serviced by CISM. 

Date Change for Mission Trip to Kenya 

 The mission trip to Iten, Kenya has been 
moved by one week to coordinate better with local 
school district calendars. The new dates will be 
June 17-26, 2023, with the 18th being the arrival 
date in Nairobi and the 25th, the departure date to 
Detroit Metropolitan Airport.  
 Volunteers will have opportunities to work 
directly with students in local primary schools as 
well as at Simbolei Academy. Simbolei was built by 
former member Andrea and her husband Richard 
Kaitany, with support from PCO. Members of a 
church in Iowa are expected to take part in this 
mission trip as well. There will likely be a maximum 
of ten volunteers who can participate,  so if you 
are interested, please make that known soon. 
 If you have questions, please contact Ellen 
Hoekstra who previously volunteered under Andre-
a’s direction. 
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BOOK NOOK  

By Ron Dorr 

Graceland, at Last: 

Notes on Hope and Heartache from the American South 

by Margaret Renkl 

 

On January 6, 2019, Margaret Renkl published in the New York Times “An 
Open Letter to John Lewis.”  Struggling with stage 4 pancreatic cancer, Lewis had 
publicly admitted, “I have never faced a fight quite like the one I have now.”  Renkl 
reminded readers of Lewis’s struggles, sacrifices, and accomplishments, in particular, 
fighting for voting rights all his life.  “You have been a moral compass for the nation 
and a voice for freedom and democracy in the world. . . . You have never given up. . . 
. And we will never cease praying for your Beloved Community.”  

This open letter is one of 60 essays published in Renkl’s book, Graceland, at 
Last, published in 2021.  Originally asked to contribute monthly columns in the Times 
on “the flora, fauna, politics and culture of the American South,” she has added family and social justice as sub-
jects.  Appearing from April 8, 2017, to February 22, 2021, the essays focus on the hope and heartache and other 
complexities of the American South in the 21st century.  “There is no one South in the South,” she writes.  
“Human beings are always more complex than the way they vote could ever suggest.’’ 

 Graceland starts with vivid descriptions of flora and fauna.  “Hawk, Lizard, Mole, Human” invites the 
reader in.  On one page alone, expressive verbs such as “darts,” “prowls,” “needn’t range,” “helps herself,” and 
“looks up at me” abound.   New information appears.  A bald eagle’s nest may exceed two tons.  Timber rattle-
snakes pose little danger to people in Tennessee.  Renkl’s descriptive imagery helps.  Covered with monarch 
butterflies, butterfly weed looks as if the flowers are taking flight and floating on the breeze. 

Loss and love are at the heart of Margaret Renkl’s writing.  Affection for her ancestors appears in “Why I 
Wear Five Wedding Rings.”  “All the Empty Seats at the Table,” published on November 23, 2020, honors all 
those who died during the “hard, hard” first year of the coronavirus.  A letter of condolence is “The Gift of 
Shared Grief,” a gift for both the writer and recipient, “a way of linking your own past and present,” confirming 
“the necessity of connection, one human heart to another.”  Two heartwarming, suspenseful stories close this 
section on family and community.  One shows how a “surly Santa” prompts a “Christmas Miracle.”  The other 
one begins with a marriage proposal on a beach in Spain and ends in a ceremony, Zoomed down because of the 
pandemic, when Renkl’s son’s eyes never leave his bride’s and hers never leave his. 

“Arts & Culture” is the most illuminating section in Graceland, providing unfamiliar information.  For in-
stance, listening to 15,000 songs, sifting through 100,000 photographs, looking 600 hours at archival footage, 
and conducting 101 on-camera interviews led to Ken Burns’s documentary, Country Music.  Musical genres cross
-pollinated, telling ”a complicated American story.“  Mary Gauthier and vulnerable veterans have created thera-
peutic music in the album, Rifles & Rosary Beads.  “Melody’s the tweezers that go into the infection and pull out 
the wounded part.”   Other women make their mark:  the musical genius of an African-American, Rhiannon Gid-
dens, and Sarah Fuller, “the first woman to play Power 5 football.” 

The chapters on politics, religion, and social justice are filled with striking comparisons.  “Americans are 
now more likely to be shot to death than to die in a car accident.”  A solid majority of white evangelical Chris-
tians and Roman Catholics support the death penalty “despite official church teaching to the contrary.”  “An 
Open Letter to White Christians” stings.   

These disturbing phenomena, however, stand in contrast with the charming story by Renkl, getting up 
before 6 a.m., traveling to the Maranatha Baptist Church in Plains, Georgia, and watching Jimmy Carter, 93, 
teach Sunday School.  The most heartening story in the book may be  “ICE Came to Take Their Neighbor. They 
Said No.”  It is one example of hope amid a lot of heartache in Nashville, a blue city in a red state.  A native 
Southerner, Margaret Renkl brings her strong Catholic background, solid concern for social justice, and admira-
tion of John Lewis to set beside the extreme views of the state legislators in Tennessee. 

Margaret Renkl 



 

10 

The Presbyterian Church of Okemos 

2258 Bennett Road 

Okemos, MI  48864 

 

The Grapevine is a monthly newsletter of 

The Presbyterian Church of Okemos 

Sunday Worship 10:00 A.M. 

Staff 

REV. DR. LISA SCHROTT, PASTOR 

REBEKAH ANDERSON, ASSOCIATE PASTOR 

EDWARD ENNEN, SEXTON 

DR. MARLENE BREWBAKER, ORGANIST 

COLLEEN CHESTER, CHOIR DIRECTOR 

IRENE SHUTT, BELL CHOIR DIRECTOR 

ANNA THIEL, OFFICE MANAGER 

Phone: 517-349-9536 

https://instagram.com/okemospres 

https://www.facebook.com/OkemosPresbyterian/ 

Website: https://okemospres.org  

Email: office@okemospres.org  

"The church calendar for October is avail-

able at https://okemospres.org/calendar. 

To print the calendar, switch to the pre-

ferred view and date interval, then use 

the print link just to the left of the 

tabs." 

 

https://okemospres.org/calendar

