
 

 

Peace Notes is distributed three times a year by the Peacemaking Committee. Its articles are 
intended to be thought-provoking and consciousness-raising, as well as informative about 

peacemaking efforts of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and First Presbyterian Church. Viewpoints 
expressed do not necessarily reflect positions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) or our local 

congregation. Thanks to all who contributed to this issue.  
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Falling Leaves by Adeline Yen Mah (Crown, 1999) 

 

This book is a memoir of an unwanted Chinese daughter. Adeline 

Yen Mah was born in 1937, the youngest child of an affluent Chinese 

family. Her mother died shortly after her birth, leaving her to suffer 

emotional abuse by her cruel and manipulative Eurasian stepmother. 

The only caring adult was her beloved Aunt Baba. 

One reviewer states, “Each one of her characters represents a char-

acter from Cinderella’s world. But the princess lives in a very differ-

ent life, becoming her own Prince Charming in the end.”   

One of the strengths of the book is how the author weaves into the 

life of the family, the historical happenings occurring in China. She examines the 

Communist Revolution, the hope and turmoil of the people and the eventual panic 

that leads her family to flee to Hung Kong. 

This is a captivating story of a woman who is a survivor. Through her love of 

learning, which sustained her during a terrible childhood, she was later able to go 

to England and the United States to become a physician and writer. 

Falling Leaves is a memoir of the author’s struggle to be loved, but it is also a 

portrait of growing up in a family and society that did not value females. It is a 

powerful story of the complexities of Chinese culture and family relationships 

throughout all cultures. 
 

(Reviewed by Phyllis McPherron) 

My Reading Life by Pat Conroy (Knopf Doubleday, 2010) 

 
A few months ago I stumbled across a CD of Pat Conroy’s My Reading Life at the li-

brary. He reads his own book. You may remember him as the author of The Prince of 

Tides, Lords of Discipline, the Great Santini, and The Water is Wide (later made into 

the movie, Conrack). Reading started as a childhood passion and became his ticket to the 

world beyond him. He has wide-ranging interests in poetry, history, philosophy and his be-

loved South. For years he has kept notebooks on the books he has read because of his 

shear love of language. 
In My Reading Life he introduces the reader to the major influences who helped direct 

his reading from an early age. He has created mini-biographies of the people in his life who 

have influenced his reading experiences. His de-

scriptions of the authors and their books are simp-

ly lyrical –a thing of beauty. In addition to his own 

writing, Pat Conroy has set a goal as an adult to 

read 200 pages a day of other writers’ works. I 

suggest you set a goal of reading Pat Conroy’s My 

Reading Life. 
(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 
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Invisible Strings, by Jim Moore (Greywolf Press, 

2011) 

 

Poet Jim Moore is a Decatur native and the 

nephew of my late sister-in-law, Pauline Smith. Af-

ter his recent poetry reading in Springfield, Illinois, 

I was reminded of how much I had enjoyed his sev-

enth book of poetry, Invisible Strings. I love both 

the brevity and the depth of his work as well as the 

hidden humor often found there.  I often feel the 

words – sometimes with a smile, sometimes with 

tears – before my conscious mind can assign them 

a meaning. This book looks at the everyday in life 

along with deeper themes of love and loss. He was 

awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2012 for the 

work created for Invisible Strings. 

Jim and his wife, the photographer JoAnn Ver-

burg, live in Saint Paul, Minnesota and Spoleto, Ita-

ly. He teaches at Hamline University. His newest 

book, a career retrospective, was just published-- 

Underground:  New and Selected Poems. I look 

forward to spending a few long winter afternoons 

and evenings with this book. 

(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 

 GRADUALLY, THAT HALF-SMILE 
my father so often wore as he got older 
takes me on as a project. 

Reckoning at Eagle Creek: The Secret Legacy of Coal in the 

Heartland by Jeff Biggers (Southern Illinois University Press, 

2014) 
 

This 266-page, well-researched book documents the history of the 

Biggers family’s strip-mined homestead in the Shawnee National 

Forest in Southern Illinois. The author begins with the policies of 

Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, the removal of Native 

Americans, Black slavery, and the mining wars to create organized 

unions and coalmine safety rules. He describes the devastating 

consequences of industrial coal strip-mining, telling of the abuses 

to the land but also to the miners who gave, and continue to give, 

their lives to and for the mine owners. The book is a partial family 

memoir of their home life and property near the small town of Ea-

gle Creek, Illinois. 
Reckoning at Eagle Creek was first published in 2010 and revised 

into a paperback version in 2014. In the latter edition’s preface, 

the author paints an up-to-date picture of the politics of the energy 

companies' continued destructive expansion onto the land near the 

already-destroyed town of Eagle Creek. He focuses on the human costs of losing homes, farms, and 

health. Biggers writes of Peabody Energy’s flagrant safety violations in Southern Illinois mines from 

2000-2009. He also cites the West Virginia coal-chemical disaster in 2014 that contaminated the 

drinking water for nearly 300,000 residents of nearby Charleston and that cost the taxpayers of 

West Virginia over $60 million. 
Readers of this book should be stirred to actions such as writing to Congressmen and other leg-

islators to advise and complain, and to join the voices of groups that oppose the open violations of 

Article XI of the State of Illinois Constitution, which was added in the 1970’s to establish greater 

environmental protections for people and our lands. 
 

ABOUT JEFF BIGGERS: Author of State Out of the Union, The United States of Appalachia and In 

the Sierra Madre, Biggers has worked as a writer and educator across the United States, Europe, 

India, and Mexico. His award-winning stories have appeared on NPR, Public Radio International, and 

in numerous magazines and newspapers, including the New York Times, the Washington Post, The 

Nation, among others. Biggers is a frequent speaker and performer at theaters, festivals, confer-

ences, and schools. He currently serves as the Writer-in-Residence at the University of Iowa's Office 

of Sustainability and oversees the Climate Narrative Project.  

 

(Reviewed by Verlyn Rosenberger) 
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Orange Is the New Black by Piper 

Kerman (Random House, 2011) 
 

In her memoir, Piper Kerman de-

scribes herself as a “nice blond lady.” 

She comes from a loving New England 

family and graduated from Smith Col-

lege in 1992. She is also an ex-con, who 

spent 13 months in a minimum-security 

women’s prison in Danbury, Conn. After 

college, wanting some adventure, she 

ended up connected with a woman who 

was part of an international drug traf-

ficking network. When she carried drug 

money for the first time, she realized 

she was in over her head and left. She 

started her life over, getting a job as a 

freelance producer and met her future 

husband. Ten years later she was ar-

rested and convicted of drug trafficking. 
Kerman gives a vivid account of her 

experience in prison, from leaving her 

family and friends and surrendering all 

her possessions, to her relationships 

with her fellow inmates and how she 

spent her time. She reveals the humili-

ating procedures, the brutality that is 

present, and the stories of the women 

she came to know. However, some of 

the reviewers of this book comment that 

she does not open up enough about 

herself. 
This book gives a picture of what a 

women’s prison is like and one person’s 

experience. What was most powerful for 

me, were the stories of the women she 

came to know and the obstacles they 

face. It is the result of the War on Drugs 

and the havoc drug use has caused to 

so many lives. We have a minimum-

security women’s prison here in Deca-

tur. What stories are there, that need to 

be heard? 
   

(Reviewed by Phyllis McPherron) 

I Love You, Miss Huddleston by Philip Gulley 

(HarperOne, 2009) 

 

If you wanted to, you could purchase every one 

of the other books reviewed in this issue. They will 

earn you a rep as well read, well informed, and 

well, a bit of a drag. 

All the books on your Christmas gift list can’t be 

serious and somber, can they? Sometimes, you just 

need a good laughter… especially one from an un-

expected direction. 

I Love You, Miss Huddleston is the one to 

lighten up your book list. 

To many members of First Presbyterian, Philip 

Gulley is the Quaker pastor from Indiana whose 

better-known books If Grace Is True and If God 

Is Love argue persuasively for an inclusive view of 

God’s grace. Some will remember Gulley from his 

visit to First Pres a few years ago. 

It turns out Gulley is more than just another lib-

eral theologian; he’s an infinitely skilled humorist in 

the tradition of Mark Twain and Dave Barry. I Love 

You, Miss Huddleston is his hilarious and often-

overstated remembrance of growing up west of In-

dianapolis in the small 

town of Danville, Indi-

ana before it became a 

suburb in the expanding 

metropolis. 

You can open this book 

to any page and find a 

chuckle.  

(Reviewed by Fred 

Spannaus) 

Our relatives in Valier ate chicken 

morning, noon, and night. Great plates of 

brown, crusty, fried chickens, necks freshly 

wrung, who just the day before had been in 

ignorant chicken bliss, scratching in the dirt 

and eating bugs, unaware of their fate. 

After a while, my relatives came to re-

semble chickens – heavy on the top with 

chicken-like legs, fleet of foot. They ran rac-

es in Pooner’s side yard … These man were 

in heart attack country, and the nearest hos-

pital with a cardiac unit was in Carbondale, 

thirty miles down Highway 51. Their wives 

would pace back and forth on the sidelines, 

wringing their hands. 

Barbara would take Pooner by the hand 

and lead him to a lawn chair. ‘How about a 

chicken?’ 
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Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who 

Changed the Bible and Why by Bart D. 

Ehrman (HarperSanFrancisco, 2005) 
 

Anyone who has carefully read the Bible 

has noticed that it often contradicts itself. For 

example, Mark says that Jesus was crucified 

the day after the Passover meal (Mark 14:12

-18; 15:25), but John says it was the day 

before the meal (John 19:14). In Misquot-

ing Jesus Bart Ehrman explains how these 

differences came to be. He explains how 

some changes in scripture were made acci-

dentally by careless or overworked scribes. 

Other changes, he shows, were made inten-

tionally by Christian leaders and apologists in order to iron out differences in the books of the New 

Testament and to promote their own theology. 
Ehrman describes the difficult task of tracing back to the earliest versions of the books of the 

New Testament. He shows how a text could be copied numerous times with omissions and chang-

es occurring along the way so that the original text is hopelessly hidden.  We see how Biblical 

scholars have concluded that Luke and Matthew used Mark (the first Gospel written) in writing 

their Gospels, but made changes to it. In the process of showing the tangled web of the history of 

the New Testament that we now read, Ehrman educates us on the techniques used by Biblical 

scholars in an attempt to uncover what is the earliest and what is the most faithful rendition of 

the story of Jesus and his disciples. 
Misquoting Jesus is beautifully written. Ehrman has a nice conversational writing style that 

guides the reader effortlessly through the thicket of Biblical scholarship and textual analysis. The 

reader will, I think, reap a better understanding of how our Bible reached its present form. 
In the introduction to Misquoting Jesus Ehrman suggests that we should not see the “Bible 

as an errant blueprint for our faith, life, and future,” but rather as “a very human book, with very 

human points of view, many of which differ from one another and none of which provides the in-

errant guide to how we should live” (p.13). This wonderfully written book makes that suggestion 

compelling. 
(Reviewed by Jim Rauff) 

Coming of Age in Mississippi by Anne Moody (Random House, 

1968) 
Do you ever wonder how a particular part of the world seemed 

to have passed you by without you being aware of it? I remember 

the passage of the Civil Rights Act. I remember Bull Conner. I re-

member Selma and fire hoses. What I don’t remember is internaliz-

ing any of this while it was happening. This summer I read Coming 

of Age in Mississippi by Anne Moody. As a senior, white American, 

I became angry and ashamed about our collective ignorance. 
Anne Moody is famous for two things:  being one of the students 

who demanded service at the now famous Woolworth’s lunch coun-

ter sit in in Jackson, Mississippi, and her autobiography, Coming of 

Age in Mississippi. Her book covers the first 24 years of her life 

and gives direct voice to the everyday life of the most oppressed 

rural blacks. She considered herself to be an activist, not a writer. 
A review in The Nation called Coming of Age “crude and unde-

niable and against all principles of beauty, beautiful.” Today, the 

book is assigned reading in literature courses as well as history and 

social sciences courses. Of the thousands of memoirs, social expos-

es, and historical narratives, Coming of Age in Mississippi is one 

of the few still widely taught today. If you are not familiar with it, 

please check it out. 
(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 
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A Path Appears: Transforming Lives, 

Creating Opportunity, by Nicholas D. Kris-

tof and Sheryl WuDunn (Knopf, 2014) 
 

Authors of Half the Sky, husband-and-

wife team Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl 

WuDunn have just released a compelling new 

book, A Path Appears: Transforming 

Lives, Creating Opportunity. In this book, 

the authors propose that one way to satisfy 

the human craving for meaning and purpose 

in life is to find ways to connect to a cause 

larger than one’s self. 
The book describes innovators who use 

research and evidence-based strategies to 

develop or make use of existing programs to 

prevent violence, improve health, and boost 

education. These people find ways to create 

opportunities in the U.S. and around the 

world. The authors focused on expanding op-

portunity worldwide, because “talent is uni-

versal, but opportunity is not.” They identify 

three areas for service:  donations, volun-

teering and advocacy, and suggest ways to 

evaluate and improve what we do in each of 

those areas. 
The research data and background infor-

mation are essential for the development of 

their argument on the importance of finding 

ways to improve the human condition. How-

ever, what really makes the book meaningful 

and extremely readable, are the vignettes 

about the experiences of real people – both 

givers and receivers of services. Whether 

about young mothers in Appalachia or young 

men in refugee camps in Africa, these heart-

wrenching stories and the often heroic efforts 

to make a difference, give us hope for a bet-

ter world. The book is also full of practical 

ideas on where to start and how to find the 

best ways to give effectively. 
(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 

The Faith Club by Ranya Idliby, Suzanne Oli-

ver, and Priscilla Warner (Free Press, 2006) 

 

Three very bright women, not yet friends, 

decided to collaborate on a children’s book ex-

ploring the three Abrahamic faith traditions. 

They wound up exploring, questioning, and 

eventually growing to deeper understandings of 

their own faith. 

The Faith Club is the astounding product 

of their intimate and challenging conversations. 

In this fast-paced, extremely accessible book, 

the reader sees Idliby, Oliver, and Warner grow 

as each questions her own tradition and comes 

to terms with the rampant fundamentalism 

within it. 

Idliby, as a Palestinian Muslim, argues with 

ubiquitous stereotypes of terrorists and woman

-hating zealots. She also faces rigid beliefs 

among some followers of Islam while she finds 

beautiful passages in the Quran. For Warner, a 

Jew, the Israeli occupation of Palestinian home-

lands and many Jews’ unquestioning support of 

Israeli policy are causes for concern (and feel-

ings of disloyalty), but she also needs her col-

leagues to understand the central role of the 

Holocaust in the soul of Judaism. 

As the Christian, Oliver is at first hard 

pressed to identify with the oppression of mi-

nority religious traditions in America. But as she 

comes to empathize, she deals with her own 

distaste for the exclusivity of many Christians, 

their insistence that Jesus is the one and only 

route to salvation. She wonders, “Am I really a 

Christian?” 

The women are honest to a fault. Reading 

their words, one gains a deep appreciation for 

their struggles to understand, defend, and ma-

ture. It makes one yearn for opportunities to 

speak intensely with persons of other traditions 

… to understand Islam as a peaceful, inclusive, 

and generous religion, and to inhale from Juda-

ism a lack of obsession with an afterlife and a 

focus on the quality of human relationships. 

Turning the final page, one wishes that all 

followers of the three religions could be as 

thoughtful, kind, and accepting as Idliby, Oli-

ver, and Warner. If the adherents of their faiths 

were all like them, the world would be a far 

more peaceful and less bloody place. 

(Reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 
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Wonder by R. J. Palacio (Random House, 2012) 

My current favorite book, Wonder, was introduced to me at Montreat this past 

summer by a youth advisor from Tallahassee. She raved about this best seller that was 
written for nine to thirteen year old readers. They had discussion groups of students 
and parents in her church all fully engaged in debate and discussion in book clubs. She 
said, “It was wonderful!” 

In her debut 2012 novel R. J. Palacio explores being kinder than necessary while 
following August Pullman’s entry to fifth grade after having been home schooled be-

cause of earlier multiple surgeries to help alter his face that scares kids and makes 
people stare. The story explores a variety of issues including acceptance, friendship, 
bullying, family, and justice. Often the same event is covered from a variety of different 
characters’ viewpoints. The chapters are short and pithy and often demand re-reading before continuing. 

If you are a teen, pre-teen, have a teenager, have a grandchild who is in fifth grade to middle school, of 
if you were EVER in fifth grade; this book is for you. Did I tell you that last year the city of Appleton, Wiscon-
sin, selected this book for the city to read and join in adult discussion groups? My gentle suggestion is for 

you to put down whatever you are reading and read Wonder by R. J. Palacio. The children’s library at the 

Decatur Public Library has eight copies and I have two of my own. 
(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 

Books for Children 

 

Books make wonderful gifts for the younger people on your Christmas list! Most of us with any 

connection to kids are familiar with the works of such popular authors as Dr. Seuss, A.A. Milne, Be-

atrix Potter, Maurice Sendak, Eric Carle, and Beverly Cleary. 

Here are some new suggestions from the extensive list of “2014 Notable Children’s Books” by 

the Association for Library Services to Children: 

 

Younger Readers (preschool to age 7): 

Alphablock, by Christopher Franceschelli (Die cut letters reveal clues about hidden objects.) 

A Big Guy Took My Ball! by Mo Willems (classic schoolyard encounter with a wry twist) 

Building Our House, by Jonathan Bean (family works together to accomplish goal) 

Count the Monkeys, by Mac Barnett (a clever “find and count”) 

The Day the Crayons Quit, by Drew Daywalt (will encourage thinking outside the box) 

 

Middle Readers (ages 8-10): 

Barbed Wire Baseball, by Marissa Moss (the story of Kenichi Zenimura, father of Japanese-

American baseball; takes place in internment camps) 

The Boy Who Loved Math: The Improbable Life of Paul Erdos, by Deborah Heiligman (“a col-

orful introductory biography”) 

Escape from Mr. Lemoncello’s Library, by Bruce Grabenstein (“quirky and fun” tale of children 

having to solve a series of puzzles based on famous books) 

Farmer Will Allen and the Growing Table, by Jacqueline Briggs Martin (“lively and engaging 

tale” encouraging people to grow their own food) 

Serafina’s Promise: A Novel in Verse, by Ann E. Burg (story of a determined 11-year-old and her 

family; set in Haiti) 

 

Older Readers (ages 11-14): 

Counting by 7’s, by Holly Goldberg Sloan (“surprising and inspiring story about family and friend-

ship”) 

Go: A Kidd’s Guide to Graphic Design, by Chip Kidd (“encourages readers to new ways of looking 

and creating”) 

The Living, by Matt de la Pena (a page-turning survival adventure that also raises “cultural and so-

ciological” issues) 

One Came Home, by Amy Timberlake (set in 1871 Wisconsin; “13-year-old tries to solve the mys-

tery of her sister’s disappearance”) 

Paperboy, by Vince Vawter (an eleven-year-old stuttering boy finds his voice; set in Memphis in 

1959) 

 

All Ages: 

Journey, by Aaron Becker (found magical red crayon leads girl to a “wondrous but perilous new 

world”) 

Poems to Learn by Heart, by Caroline Kennedy (“Warm and humorous water color paintings ac-

company this collection of more than 100 familiar poems, suitable for families to read aloud and 

recite from memory.”) 

 

To view the complete list go to www.ala.org/alac/awardsgrants/notalists. 

(Contributed by Sandy Peterson, with thanks to Katie Gross, Children’s Librarian at DPL) 


