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50+ Year Members to be 
recognized on May 23 
Read more on Page 4

14 Riversiders are reading 
the Bible in one year 
Read more on Page 3

Fundraiser for 
Haiti May 21-23 

Read more on 
Page 5

Join us for Easter Worhip! Page 2

April / May 2021

Raised Up! 
40 feet in the air
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    a movement for reconciliation
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Dear Riversiders:

The book of Ephesians exhorts believers to “sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs 
among yourselves, singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts”. This has been 
hard to do during the pandemic given the restrictions we have put on singing, and many of 
us have missed the opportunity to belt out our favorite hymns.

Still, what an amazing year it has been musically at our church! Jean Spyksma has been 
a marvelous gift to us, serving as an interim Director of Music and has gone above and 
beyond the call of duty. Her talent, versatility, and commitment to engaging all ages in 
worship have together ensured that music has remained the delightful staple of our liturgy 

it has always been. Jean didn’t settle for plugging a hole in our staff. Instead, she moved our program forward, organized 
our music library, recruited wonderful musicians and shared her range of gifts with us. Plus, she is as delightful as she is 
talented. 

As we thank Jean for her ministry among us, we also look forward to the arrival in April of our new Director of Music, 
Joshua Stafford! I’m sure you’ve read in other RPC literature about his tremendous accomplishments in his field, his love 
for choral conducting of all ages, and his passion for the work and mission of the local church. Josh joins us at a time in 
which we are embarking on many exciting initiatives, with the strategic objective of deepening our relationships with 
the day school (RPDS), the Riverside neighborhood, and our city. With Josh at the helm, I am confident that our music 
program will be an integral part of our growing outreach ministries as we continue to embrace and connect with our 
neighbors. I can’t wait for you all to meet him!

In the Church, music, like preaching, is a means of proclaiming the Gospel. We pursue excellence in music in order that 
the Gospel might be proclaimed clearly and profoundly. We also pursue hospitality and diversity in music in order that all 

may have the word of God on their lips and hear it in their hearts. May the words we speak and the songs we sing always be a 
means of giving God the glory that is due God’s name!

Grace and peace,
Pastor Brian

From Your Pastor
Brian Lays

Sunday, April 4
8:30 am and 10:30 am in-person
10:30 am Worship will be livestreamed to www.rpcjax.org/live and to our 
Facebook page

Holy Week Services - Thursday, April 1, Maundy Thursday, 7:00 pm 
Friday, April 2, Good Friday, noon

Make a reservation for in person worship at www.rpcjax.org/holyweek
Watch online at www.rpcjax.org/live

Join us for Easter 
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When I first came to Riverside 
Presbyterian Church, I planned to be 
here about six months and I planned 
to only play the organ. As it’s turned 
out, I will have been with you a little 
over 14 months when I leave at the 
end of April and I will have also taken 
on a lot of responsibility for the entire 

music program. 

It had seemed to me as I retired in 2019 that there were few 
new challenges left for me in the field of church music after 
doing it for over 50 years. But God had one more big thing 
for me to tackle: doing church music during a pandemic. 
It’s been interesting every week to have to be creative within 
the boundaries set by the Safe Gatherings Committee. The 
idea of having an anthem sung weekly by only four people, 
with no midweek rehearsals, seemed impossible. It has 
only been because of the dedication of the people invited 
to sing, who took time to learn their anthems from either 
my homemade recording or YouTube video, that made 

those first months possible. There were many Sundays that 
we were singing in worship with only about 15-20 minutes 
of live rehearsal time on Sunday mornings. While some of 
the safety restrictions have been lifted, there are still many 
in place as we prepare each week.

Having the opportunity to come to RPC to practice the 
organ has been a Godsend during this time. It has really 
kept me sane to be able to get out of the house and come 
to the sanctuary while I practiced alone for hours. I also 
spent lots of time in the music library, straightening up, 
getting lots of music filed away, and trying to make the 
room into a place that was more desirable to work. All of 
it has been so rewarding as I considered the alternatives 
during this unusual time.

Would I want to do another church job during a pandemic? 
Hopefully, I’ll never have to; but I’m thankful that God 
presented this special opportunity for me to serve at 
Riverside against the odds!  It’s been my pleasure to be 
here.

14 RPC Members and Friends are Reading the Bible in One Year
One Story That Leads to Jesus

The Bible Project is a crowd-funded animation studio whose mission is to help people experience the 
Bible as a unified story that leads to Jesus. They produced a program for reading the Bible in one year and 
14 Riversiders are participating in this program. Each week, participants receive an email that includes 
passages to read, videos produced by the Bible Project to watch, thought-provoking questions, and a link to 
corresponding Reflections podcast episodes. Here is what some of the participants have to say.

“I am very thankful to Riverside Presbyterian 
for introducing me to the Bible Project. 
Reading the Bible in its entirety has 
always been something I have wanted to 
do. However, I am not sure I could have 
embarked upon this journey and maintained 
momentum without the help of the Bible 
Project and Emily Heeg!! The incredible 
videos that go along with the daily 
readings have been immensely helpful 
in better understanding Scripture.”   
- Angela Cummings

“I have enjoyed the video devotions that 
accompany many of the daily readings. 
They have been especially helpful 
in breaking down some of the more 
challenging books such as Leviticus. The 
graphics are imaginative and reinforce the 
narrative.”     -Kae Harding

Jean Spyksma
Doing Music During a Pandemic
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Deacon Spotlight 
Jane Miller

Let’s Celebrate!
50+ Year Members

We will be highlighting an Elder in each issue of 
the Messenger to help you get to know our church’s 
leadership team.

Name:  Jane Miller

Tell us about your 
family and/or pets:  
I am married to 
Tom Miller for 
the past 42 years. 
We have 3 grown 
children (Tommy, 
John and Paige), 2 
daughters-in-law and 4 (soon to be 5) grandchildren. 
None of them live in Jacksonville.  No pets – mainly 
because we travel a lot. 

Please share about how you came to call Riverside 
your church home: We joined when we moved to 
Jacksonville in 1982. Tom was the GM of the Hilton 
on the Southbank (now a Doubletree). After visiting 
several area churches, we chose RPC as the most 
friendly and vibrant in their ministries.

Why did you become a Deacon? Tripp Means is the 
most recent person to ask me. How do you say “no” 

to him?! Though I had been asked before, I hadn’t been as 
available (due to work, childcare, parent cared, etc). I also 
loved the idea of working with Carol DiGiusto. By the way, 
her parents were some of the friendly folks who welcomed 
us to RPC over 30 years ago.

Please share a memory of serving as a Deacon that will 
stay with you:  At the beginning of the COVID “lockdown”, 
I started making mini-banana bread loaves and taking 
them to members that live in my building and around my 
Riverside/Avondale neighborhood (mostly women who 
are living alone). Though I could not actually visit them 
in person, I was able to chat with them when I called to 
tell them about the banana bread on their doorknob. They 
were very appreciative.

Share one of your favorite memories: Each time I get to 
gather my whole family. 

Reminder: 
Josh Stafford’s first Sunday as our 
new Organist and Director of Music is 
Sunday, April 25. 
If you haven’t already, please take a moment 
to thank Jean Spyksma for her ministry as our 
interim Director of Music.

In 2015, Riverside celebrated those who had been 
members of RPC for 50 years or longer! At that time, there 
were 84 eligible members, and 46 were recognized during 
a worship service and reception.  Plans are underway to 
welcome new alumni to this group on May 
23, Pentecost Sunday.  Eligible 
members will be contacted, and 
updated lists of all those 
who have been a member 
for 60, 70 and even 80 
years will be 
celebrated!

www.rpcjax.org/music



shelter. They equip 
the poor to work 
their way out of dire 
poverty with new 
skills, dignity and 
hope.

With a long history of involvement in Haiti, we in 
the U.S. are their neighbors. We are no longer dealing 
with scarcity here but our neighbors need our help. At 
Riverside, we have a goal to raise $12,500 to fund the 
life-changing work of Fonkoze. This will be matched 
1:1 by an RPC benefactor! A special weekend, featuring 
the President of Fonkoze and a Zoom conversation with 
staff in Haiti, is planned for May 21-23. Look for details 
in coming weeks so that you can be a part of something 
truly transformational.
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The experiences of the last year gave us a taste of fear of 
a kind that we may never have had before. I’m referring 
specifically to the period of scarcity of basic products 
and services we took for granted, the search for a store 
or vendor from which we might obtain ordinary items, 
the uncertainty of the future. This recent past also gave 
rise to new expressions of our interdependence. We 
adapted and invented new ways to work, eat, learn, 
play, worship and connect. More of life happened 
outside as we tried to overcome isolation.

Imagine that you live every day, every year in a place of 
profound scarcity, where basic products, services and 
opportunities are usually beyond reach, where survival 
may depend on the kindness of your neighbors. This 
is life for the poorest of the poor in Haiti, the poorest 
country in our hemisphere. Fonkoze, the largest 
micro-finance organization in Haiti, has created a 
stairstep program out of this deep poverty. Their staff 
go to some of the most remote places and most 
underserved people on earth, offering practical 
help, education, health and sanitation, food and 

In the middle of February, a 40 foot scissor lift was delivered to our Sanctuary. At the guidance of Dave Tuttle, Michael 
Lane and Ognjen Adamovic, the lift was safely placed in one of the transepts (the area at the front of the Sanctuary). 
During the lift’s month-long stay, updated microphone lines were run in the ceiling (far right photo), acoustical panels 
were hung in the transepts and other maintenance was performed (paint touchups, light bulbs changed out etc). The 
photo on the front cover of the Messenger was taken by our friends from Sight & Sound Productions when they were 
running a new microphone cable.

Learn more about the May 21-23 event 
www.rpcjax.org/serve/in-our-world

Riverside’s Ministry in Haiti
Scarcity and Abundance

40 feet in the air!
Raised Up
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Elder Spotlight - Susan Smathers
We will be highlighting a Deacon in each issue of the Messenger to help you get to know our church’s leadership team.

Name:  Susan Gamble Smathers

Tell us about your family 
and/or pets:  I was working 
for then-Congressman, later 
US Senator Bill Nelson as 
a staff attorney, when Bill 
introduced me to his former 
Yale roommate, Bruce (who 
had introduced Bill to his 
wife, Grace)! We married 
at my home church, First 
Presbyterian, in Titusville in 1981. We have one son, 
Bruce, Jr., who is a management consultant in Dallas, 
TX. Having had numerous dogs (including 3 beloved 
Golden Retrievers) and 2 cats (not to mention snakes 
and iguanas), we are pet-less right now.

Please share about how you came to call Riverside 
your church home:  I am a lifelong Presbyterian.  
Bruce grew up attending Episcopal schools in 
Washington, DC, so is very familiar with the Episcopal 
Church; his family was Methodist. After we got 
married, we visited different churches for 3-4 years, 
and joined RPC when Jeff Newlin became the Pastor. 
We have loved and appreciated all of RPC’s Pastors, 
throughout our years of membership.

Why did you become an Elder? My parents were 
both Elders; my mother was later a Trustee of First 
Presbyterian Church, Titusville, so I was familiar with 
church governance, and was honored to be asked to 
serve as an Elder during Rev. Tom Are, Jr’s term. I am 
honored to serve again. 

Please share a memory of serving as an Elder that will 
stay with you:  I find the business of the Session very 
interesting and obviously important to the church. 
Sadly, two of the most impactful occurrences since 
coming back onto the Session actually happened at 
Presbytery meetings, when we had to vote to dissolve 
long-standing churches that no longer had enough 
members to financially sustain their congregation or 
maintain their facilities. This is troubling to me, and so 
I am very interested in seeking ways to strengthen and 
grow our denomination, which I love.

Share a few sentences with us about a hobby you love: 
I love to garden, and am currently the President of 
Late Bloomers Garden Club, part of the Garden Club 
of America, which among other areas of focus, is very 
active in advocating for Environmental/Conservation 
issues, particularly concerning Climate Change. 

Join your fellow Riversiders at ICARE’s 
annual gathering on Zoom as we try 
to build a better Jacksonville and be in 
solidarity with our neighbors.  

The issues to be addressed have to do 
with crime, violence, mental health, law 
enforcement and criminal justice.  These 
issues affect ALL of us – but not all in 

ICARE Nehemiah Action Assembly
Monday, April 19 at 6:45 pm on Zoom

SCAN with your 
smartphone camera to 
register for the ICARE 

Assembly via Zoom

Or go to... 
www.rpcjax.org/serve/in-our-community 
to get the details

the same way.  We 
can make our city 
safer, spend our tax 
dollars more effectively, and care for our 
neighbors more compassionately.  Your 
virtual presence at this Assembly makes 
a huge difference!  Together, we enact the 
Gospel for the meek, the poor, those who 
hunger for righteousness.



Sign up at
www.rpcjax.org/programs/adults 77

Did you know that Meals on Wheels has been a successful 
ministry for over 40 years at RPC?  Sometimes when 
a program has been around for a long time we forget 
how important this ministry is to the recipients of these 
meals. In many cases this may be the only meal they will eat 
that day, or the only person they talk to. We are currently 
delivering 28 meals, Monday through Friday, every week 
of the year, holidays included. The cost of a daily meal for 
one person for a month is $90.  Two thirds of the meals 
delivered are subsidized by your donations.

Meals on Wheels is currently existing on a limited one-
time gift which was received in 2017.  Each year, Meals 
on Wheels relies on outside contributions to supplement 
the costs of the program, however, this year will wipe 

out that gift and leave us 
short by $11,000.  The need 
for delivered meals has 
increased in our immediate 
community. Further, MOW 
has just started providing 
snacks/meals on weekends 
through the partnership 
with Feeding NE Florida Food Warehouse. 

New funding opportunities may be coming soon 
through work with the Matthew 25 Initiative. More 
information to come!

A private Group Tour and Lunch have been arranged 
with our neighbor, the Cummer Museum! The Museum 
Highlight tour covers all the classic Cummer favorites as 
well newer works in their permanent collection and the 
Gardens. 
The date is Thursday, April 8, 11:00 am. This outing is 
limited to 10, and will cost $15.00. Lunch will be on your 
own at the Café, out on the patio, or you can grab it to-
go. We will walk down from the church at 10:45 am or 
you can meet us there at 11:00 am. Register online or by 
calling the church office.  Remember to wear your mask! 

Thursday, April 8, 11:00 am

Lunch & Learns Are Back!

Meals on Wheels and Matthew 25
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Summer 2021 with RPC
It’s almost here!

We hope you will join us for some of 
our summer programming at Riverside 
Presbyterian. Find out more information about 
any of these listed dates at www.rpcjax.org/
summer
 

Reviving Baseball 
in the Inner-City (RBI)

 will be back this 
summer for its 20th 
year! Plans are currently 
underway to run the 
program for 2 weeks 
(June 14-18, and June 
21-24) during the 
mornings and even 
includes snacks and 

lunch! This FREE sandlot style baseball camp is 
designed for ages 8-13, both boys and girls, with older 
youth and adults assisting. Registration will be limited 
this summer, and COVID protocols will be followed. 
So how can you be a part of this Riverside Tradition?  
VOLUNTEER!! Contact Jan at jan.nicholas@rpcjax.
org for more information.

Top Row of photos: 
Youth Valentine’s Flower Sale on 
Valentine’s Day
Bottom Row of photos: 
Palm Sunday Worship on 
March 28, 2020.

Date TBA
Vacation Bible 
School (VBS)

Date TBA
Summer in the City 

June 14 - 18 
Reviving Baseball in the Inner-City (RBI)

June 21-24
Reviving Baseball in the Inner-City (RBI)

Week of June 21
Local Mission Trip for High School Youth

Week of June 28 
Local Mission Trip for Middle School Youth

July 11-17
Montreat Youth Conference - High School Youth

July 17-22
Outdoor Challenge - Middle School Youth

Get more information and sign up at 
www.rpcjax.org/summer
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Will McLaurine
Kristian Villano

26
Thomson Farnell
Sal Goodwin
Debbie Grisnik
Genevieve Miller
Erin Raynor

27
Hattie Eyrick
Ava McCullough
Culver Rice

28
Mary Coxe
Emily Heeg

29
Ryan Ashley
Bailey Eyrick
Betsy Miller

30
Caroline Harding
Brywn Philips
Brad Thoburn

31
Jonathan Andrews
Nina Garas
William Green

April Birthdays May Birthdays
1
Becky Senko
Del Wallace

2
Orvin Jenkins
David Meyers

3
Gray Thomas

4
Paul Heeg

5
Jack Adams
Josh Bryan
Kendall McGeorge

6
Thad Eshelman
Bizzy Wimberley

8
Alexis Garas
Libba McKinnon

10
Maddy Fulinara
Emily Lockwood
Dana Riley
Valerie Thomas

11
Colette Du Chanois
Elise Fallucco
Emily Speckman
Tricia Todd

12
John Harrell
Whit McDuffie

13
Claire Allen
Anne Butler
Sumner Coddington
James Lambert 

14
Palmer Edwards
Sherrick Gilbert
Alison Schoenberger

15
Harrison Ashley
Jesse Geibe
Al Harding
Cliff Huber
Dorothy Marsh
Leigh Rosenbloom

16
Ford Gleaton
Lilly Gleaton
Daniel Kraus
Julia Rogers

17
Stephanie Estes
Anita Goyer
John Green
Missy Parks

18
Russell Newton

19
Samantha Lobello

20
Nancy Warner

21
Kendell Anderson
Sarah Cotchaleovitch
Coral Day
John Hager
Tai Scherer

22
Lisa Taylor
Caroline Tousey
Bookie Zeigler 

23
J.P. Coll
Bill Hoff
Kathy Lopez

24
Gil Pomar

25
Lilah Philips
Jennifer Saenz
Shelda Tilus

26
Scotty Verlander

27
Shirley Flynn
Peggy Freeman
Carol Proctor

28
Sarah Boone

29
Mary Elizabeth 
Ballentine

30
Gray Creed
Lily McDonald

12
Jo Pratt-Dannals

13
Charles Cooper
Susan Erdelyi
John Hager
Thomas Hager

14
Jenny Parker Brumback    
Ruby Evert
Ellen Lotz
Jeff Meyer
Don Ward

16
Janie Day
Carter Rosenbloom

17
Jim Langer
Paul Mahoney
Davis Matson
Lawson Nuland
William Rosenberg

19
Omar Dajani
Diana Sifton
Camp Stoneburner

20
Anderson Hall 

21
Sharon Vandiver

22
Brent Allen
Bethany Crawley
Suzanne Felton
Charity Fisher 

24
Deana Green
Jon Thompson

1
Ellana Parker
Hilary Shipp

2
Will Fackler
Jake Kerr
JoAnn Meyer
Frances Thoburn
Kathryn Villano

3
Lucy Milne

4
Fran Aenchbacher
Katie Farrar

5
Robert Anderson
Peggy Archambault
Bob McGeorge
Stacy Moseley
Cecilia Mueller

6
Helen Cooper
Lucas Hager
Wallace Hager
Parker McEachin

7
Caroline Edwards

8
Emily Elrod
Anne Hager
Katie Stoneburner

9
Thomas Green 
Peter Michaelis

11
Bentley Forrester
Nicholas Garas
Kathy Para

If we are missing your birthday, please email communication@rpcjax.org 
or call the Church Office (904) 355-4585
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Prefer to receive the Messenger by email only? 
Let us know by emailing communication@rpcjax.org to opt out of the physical mailing! 
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