
 

 

Peace Notes is distributed three or four 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.  

Peace Notes 
First Presbyterian Church 

FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH * 204 WEST PRAIRIE *  

DECATUR, ILLINOIS 62523-1295 

This is the third year we have published a 

special holiday edition of Peace Notes devoted 

entirely to book reviews. The reviews for this 

issue were submitted by members of the 

Peacemaking Committee at First Presbyterian 

Church.  

Our book review editions have proven very 

popular. This is becoming somewhat of a tradition, 

and it feels like a good one to us. 

Maybe you’re looking for that perfect 

Christmas gift, or selecting titles for your book 

group, or looking to grow your personal list, or just 

enjoying the reviews for their own sake. Whatever 

the case, we hope you’ll sit back for a few 

pleasurable minutes and read about reading. 

Life Itself by Roger Ebert (Grand Central Publishing, 
2011) 
 

This 2011 autobiography by Roger Ebert is a story only 
he could tell. It is a candid, personal history. It is a warm-
hearted look at his life, his loves, his politics, and his beliefs. 
He recalls his friendships with Gene Siskel, Studs Terkel, 
Oprah Winfrey, Mike Royko, and Russ Meyer.   

He began reviewing films for the Chicago Sun-Times in 
1967. He appeared on television for four decades and was 
the first film critic to ever win a Pulitzer Prize. In 2006, 
complications from thyroid cancer caused him to lose his 
ability to speak, eat, or drink. He then became a more 
prolific and influential writer. Here’s an example: 

 
 

I believe that if, at the end, according to 
our abilities, we have done something to 
make others a little happier, and something 
to make ourselves a little happier, that is 
about the best we can do.  

To make others less happy is a crime. To 
make ourselves unhappy is where all crime 
starts. We must try to contribute joy to the 
world. That is true no matter what our 
problems, our health, our circumstances. 
We must try. I didn't always know this, and 
am happy I lived long enough to find it out. 
 

 (Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 

  

 The Co-Moderators of the Presbyterian Church USA recommend this one: Waking Up 
White by Debby Irving (Elephant Room Press, 2016). Here’s a quote from Sarah Rettger in 
Kirkus Reviews: 
 

The book uses Irving's experience of being a white woman coming to 
terms with the complexity of racism in the United States and her own 
perceptions as a lens to explore the role white allies can play in racial 
justice work. 

As she shifts the focus away from herself, Irving instead uses the book 
as a tool for community development. When she speaks about the 
book, she says, “I always try to partner with someone else,” usually a 
person of color, working to combat the problems of racism. Irving un-
derstands the importance of a strong community since she has relied 
on her own at every step in her publishing process. 
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Books for Children 
(Contributed by Sandy Peterson) 

 
     Books make wonderful gifts for the younger people in your life! Here you will find books with a peace/social justice theme from 
the Notable Children’s Books – 2016 list chosen by the American Library Association. (Story descriptions come from the ALA.)  
 
Younger Readers (preschool to grade 2): 
Boats for Papa. By Jessixa Bagley. (Bagley’s gentle artwork and 
warm story sensitively portray Buckley’s way of coping with the 
absence of his father by making boats from found beach objects.) 

Don’t Throw It to Mo! By David A. Adler. (Underdog football player 
Mo Jackson may be the smallest kid on his team, but Coach Steve has 
a plan for him to save the day.) 

Drum Dream Girl: How One Girl’s Courage Changed Music. By 
Margarita Engle. (In this story inspired by a real musician, a girl in 
Cuba longs to play the drums, and with perseverance, she breaks 
down the gender barrier, eventually becoming a famous drummer.) 

If You Plant a Seed. By Kadir Nelson. (A rabbit and mouse wait 
patiently for the seeds they planted to grow into delicious vegetables. 
When some birds want part of the harvest, everyone learns being 
kind is the most fruitful way to be.) 

Red. By Jan De Kinder. (A girl and her friends laugh when a 
classmate blushes on the playground. When one student takes the 
teasing too far, the girl must make a critical decision.)  

Middle Readers (grades 3-5): 

28 Days: Moments in Black History That Changed the World. By Charles R. Smith, Jr. 
(From the shooting of Crispus Attucks to the inauguration of Pres. Barack Obama, 28 
moments in Black history are celebrated through poetry, prose, and vivid illustrations.) 

Adam and Thomas. By Aharon Appalled. (In the last months of WWII, two Jewish boys 
are taken from the Ghetto by their mothers to the forest of the Eastern Front and told to 
wait for their return. The boys forge a strong friendship, learning from one another and 
helping others escape through the woods.) 

Echo. By Pam Munoz. (This original fairytale intertwines with historical fiction to 
explore music and its power to save, heal, and set free.) 

Lailah’s Lunchbox: A Ramadan Story. By Reem Faruqi. (Lailah, a young girl who has 
been looking forward to fasting for Ramadan for her first time, suddenly feels shy 
because she is at a new school in a new country.) 

My Two Blankets. By Irena Kobald. (While learning a new language in a new country, a 
young woman compares her native language to a warm, comfortable blanket. Soon she 
has two comfortable blankets –the old and the new language.) 

Older Readers (grades 6-8): 

The Boys Who Challenged Hitler: Knud Pedersen and the Churchill Club. By Phillip 
Hoose. (A true WWII story of Danish teens who became resistance fighters while 
most adults in their country reacted passively to the Nazi takeover.) 

Child Soldier: When Boys and Girls Are Used in War. By Jessica Dee Humphreys 
and Michel Chikwanine. (Chikwanine chronicles the harrowing tale of his kidnapping 
at age five in the Democratic Republic of Congo, including the horrors of life as a 
child soldier.) 

Goodbye Stranger. By Rebecca Stead. (With multiple perspectives, this take ex-
plores the bonds and limits of friendship, as Bridge and her friends navigate the 
inevitable changes of growing up.) 

The Hired Girl. By Laura Amy Schlitz. (Using diary entries, 14-year old Joan shares 
her journey toward a better life. New surroundings and experiences in Baltimore 
lead to moments of adventure and self-discovery.) 

The Seventh Most Important Thing. By Shelley Pearsall. (After throwing a brick at 
the Junk Man’s head, 13-year old Arthur is sentenced to assist him. Little does he 
know that the junk he collects is part of a significant work of art.)  

All Ages  (has appeal and interest for children all of the above age/grade ranges) 

Hiawatha and the Peacemaker. By Robbie Robertson. (After losing his family to war, the grieving Hiawatha is asked by the 
Peacemaker to help him unite the five warring Iroquois nations. Vivid oil paintings illustrate the fictional retelling of the true 
story.) 

National Geographic Book of Nature Poetry: More than 200 Poems with Photographs that Float, Zoom, and Bloom! Edited by J. 
Patrick Lewis. (Bold, colorful photos, paired with kid-friendly poems about nature, connect readers to the outside world and show 
how easily poetic inspiration comes from our planet.) 

 

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

http://www.ala.org/alac/awardsgrants/notalists
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As a child in Germany, Peter Wohlleben loved 
the outdoors. Motivated to help after learning 
about the world’s dire ecological future, he studied 
forestry administration in college and began 
working for the German Forestry Commission.  As 
he studied the behavior of trees and tried to 
introduce more ecologically sound techniques into 
his forestry practice, he became frustrated with his 
job and the rigidity of the administration.   

He had begun to investigate alternative 
approaches and was impressed.  When he and the 
Forestry Commission parted ways, he was hired by a 
community in the Eifel Mountains of western 
Germany to manage their beech forest.  He brought 
in horses to haul out harvested trees (less soil 
compaction), eliminated insecticides, and let the 
woods grow wilder.   

Within two years, the forest went from 
operating at a loss to a profit. More importantly, he 
developed a passion to teach others to reimagine 
trees as social organisms capable of learning, 
nursing sick neighbors and warning each other of 
dangers in the environment. 
 

In this book, he presents scientific research 
and his own observations in highly 
anthropomorphic terms, as he feels scientific 
language removes the emotion. He notes that 
trees communicate using a variety of methods.  
These include the secretion of scents to warn 
neighboring trees of potential attacks by insects or 
herbivores, and the use of electrical signals across 
a vast underground fungi network, which he calls 
the “Wood Wide Web”.   

And, based on what he has learned, he has 
developed strategies to maintain the health and 
integrity of his trees using the inherent strength of 
a forest community. 

I recommend this book as one that will change 
our views on the communal nature of the forest.  
Read or listen to it, but as Mr. Wahllenben 
advises, “walk in the woods with respect and 
wonder…rather than reading about nature 
online”.   

(Also see reviews by Sally McGrane, NY Times, 
1-19-16; or by Tim Lusher, The Guardian, 9-12-16, 
which includes a video interview). 

(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 

The Hidden Life of Trees:  What They Feel, How They Communicate—Discoveries from a Secret 
World by Peter Wohlleben, translated by Jane Billinghurst (Greystone Books, 2016) 
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Energy Democracy- Germany’s Energiewende to Renewables by Craig Morris and Arne Jungjohann 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2016) 

This is a special book for me because one of the authors, 
Arne Jungjohann, became my German “son” when he lived with 
us as an exchange student in high school. He is now an energy 
analyst and political scientist. He advises foundations, think 
tanks, and civil society in communication and strategy building 
for climate and energy policy.  

While working in Washington D.C., he founded the local 
chapter of the German Green Party. He now lives in Stuttgart, 
Germany with his family. His co-author, Craig Morris, a native 
English speaker, has written extensively on energy issues, 
translating 2 major German books on renewables into English. 
He won the 2014 International Association of Energy 
Economists’ prize for energy journalism.  

Energy Democracy traces the origins of the Energiewende 
movement from 1970s to the recent shutdown of 8 nuclear 
power plants in Germany. The authors explore how community 
groups became key actors in the bottom-up fight against 
climate change.   

Individually, citizens might install solar panels on their 
roofs, but citizen groups can do much more: community wind 
farms, local heat supply, walkable cities, and more. Energy 
democracy is when citizens and communities can make their 
own energy, even when it hurts energy corporations financially. 

This book offers evidence that the transition to renewables 
is a one-time opportunity to strengthen communities and 
democratize the energy sector – in Germany and around the 
world. 

(Reviewed by Phyllis McPherron) 

Note: When I contacted Arne 

about this book review, he emailed 

back some additional information to 

share with everyone. He said that 

church groups in Germany, both 

Protestant and Catholic, are 

supporting Energiewende and have 

invested in solar panels for their 

church buildings.  

He added, “The churches 

understand that the energy 

transition is bringing people 

together, making communities 

stronger, and protecting the 

environment and God’s creation.”  

Arne noted that Illinois is 

similar to Germany – both rely 

heavily on coal and nuclear power – 

but Illinois has more sunshine, so 

would reap an even greater savings 

with solar power. 

He sends his greetings to all at 

First Presbyterian Church. 
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Weapons of Math Destruction, by Cathy O’Neil (Crown Publishing, 2016) 
 
 The algorithms that process the enormous amount of digital data about 
just about everything have a profound influence on people’s lives.  
 Weapons of Math Destruction is an explanation and a warning of how 
these computer programs affect people and society. Cathy O’Neil is a Ph.D. 
mathematician who has years of experience working as a data scientist for 
hedge funds and marketing firms.  
 O’Neil has the technical knowledge of the mathematics behind the 
programs that decide whether or not a person can get a loan, go to college, 
get hired or fired, go to prison, or get paroled. She knows how social media 
companies filter what their customers see and how that filtering can form 
opinions. 
 Her conclusion is that these computer programs are “opaque, 
unquestioned, and unaccountable.” These programs sort and target millions 
of people based upon faulty assumptions that ignore reality. These programs 
“increase inequality and threaten democracy.” O’Neil calls these programs 
WMD’s (weapons of math destruction). 

Weapons of Math Destruction presents several case studies of individuals who were treated unfairly based 
solely upon a computer program processing enormous amounts of statistical information. O’Neil is an excellent 
writer who is able to expose the problems in WMDs without using technical jargon. The reader doesn’t need any 
knowledge of advanced mathematics to understand her argument and its validity.   

I strongly recommend Weapons of Math Destruction to anyone concerned about justice and democracy. As 
O’Neil puts it, the mathematical models behind the WMDs are constructed from choices about data that are 
“fundamentally moral.” 

(Reviewed by Jim Rauff) 

Lab Girl by Hope Jahren (Alfred A. Knopf, 2016) 
 

This debut memoir by geobiologist, Hope Jahren, is riveting and begs to be on a book group discussion list of 
“must reads.” It is a combination science book, biography, and theology text loaded with observations demanding 
to be reread and talked about. She is a much published biologist who has published her first book for the lay 
reader in 2016. 

She grew up in Minnesota and became interested in plants, seeds, and germination. She was driven to 
succeed in an academic environment dominated by men even as she was challenged by her own manic-
depression. The core of the book is the story of her relationship with a brilliant eccentric, Bill Hagopian, who 
became her lab manager, alter ego, and best friend.  

Here is a small sample of quotes from Lab Girl in the first twenty pages: 
 
My lab is the place where I put my brain out on my fingers and I do things. 
 
My lab is the place where I move. I stand, walk, sit, fetch, carry, climb, and 
crawl. My lab is a place where it’s just as well that I can’t sleep, because 
there are so many things to do in the world besides that. 
 
My laboratory is like a church because it is where I figure out what I 
believe. 
 
My lab is a refuge and an asylum. It is my retreat from the professional 
battlefield; it is the place where I coolly examine my wounds and repair my 
armor. And, just like church, because I grew up in it, it is not something 
from which I can ever really walk away. 
 

She has received three Fulbright Awards in geobiology, been awarded 
both of the Young Investigator Medals given in the earth sciences, and in 2005 was named as one of the “Brilliant 
10” young  scientists by Popular Science. At age 32 she married another scientist, Clint Conrad, and she is currently 
a tenured professor at the University of Hawaii. 

 
(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 
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When Breath Becomes Air by Paul Kalanithi 
(Random House, 2016) 
 
This is a breathtaking, beautifully written book. I 
can do no better than quote from the Goodreads 
review at http://www.goodreads.com/book/
show/25899336-when-breath-becomes-air.  

 
 At the age of thirty-six, on the verge of 
completing a decade’s worth of training as a 
neurosurgeon, Paul Kalanithi was diagnosed 
with stage IV lung cancer. One day he was a 
doctor making a living treating the dying, and 
the next he was a patient struggling to live. 
Just like that, the future he and his wife had 
imagined evaporated. When Breath Becomes 
Air, which features a Foreword by Dr. 
Abraham Verghese and an Epilogue by 
Kalanithi’s wife, Lucy, chronicles Kalanithi’s 
transformation from a naïve medical student 
“possessed,” as he wrote, “by the question of 
what, given that all organisms die, makes a 
virtuous and meaningful life” into a young 
neurosurgeon at Stanford, guiding patients 
toward a deeper understanding of death and 
illness, and finally into a patient and a new 
father to a baby girl, confronting his own 
mortality. 
  What makes life worth living in the face of 
death? What do you do when the future, no 
longer a ladder toward your goals in life, 
flattens out into a perpetual present? What 
does it mean to have a child, to nurture a new 
life as another fades away? These are some of 
the questions Kalanithi wrestles with in this 
profoundly moving, exquisitely observed 
memoir. 
  Paul Kalanithi died in March 2015, while 
working on this book, yet his words live on as 
a guide and a gift to us all. “I began to realize 
that coming face to face with my own 
mortality, in a sense, had changed nothing 
and everything,” he wrote. “Seven words from 
Samuel Beckett began to repeat in my head: ‘I 
can’t go on. I’ll go on.’” When Breath Becomes 
Air is an unforgettable, life-affirming reflection 
on the challenge of facing mortality and on 
the relationship between doctor and patient, 
from a gifted writer who became both. 

 

(Contributed by Craig Mandernach) 

The Underground Railroad by Colson 
Whitehead (Doubleday, 2016) 

 
Antebellum has a sweet, soft ring to it, almost 

lyrical. Such a lie. The period was unimaginably 
horrific for African immigrants and their 
descendants. In this new novel, Colson Whitehead 
brings to life the experiences of enslaved black 
persons in the American south during the first half 
of the 19th century 

He weaves a riveting tale of one young 
woman’s escape. For the first 60 pages, 
Whitehead revisits the horrors of being enslaved 
on a Georgia plantation just as cotton was 
becoming the major cash crop and leading export 
of the United States. 

But before you reach page 70, the novel turns 
from pure frightfulness to partial fantasy. It spins 
at the moment that Cora and her runaway 
companion climb through a trap door, edge down 
a stone staircase, and find themselves on – an 
actual railway platform.  

She boards a steam-powered train running 
under the earth. Its steely tracks take her to 
various states: South Carolina, North Carolina, 
Tennessee, Indiana.  

Here’s an excerpt from Michiko Kakutani’s 
review in the New York Times: 

 
One of the remarkable things about this 

novel is how Mr. Whitehead found an elastic 
voice that accommodates both brute realism 
and fablelike allegory, the plain-spoken and 
the poetic — a voice that enables him to 
convey the historical horrors of slavery with 
raw, shocking power. 

  

Warning: this book contains some horrific 
scenes, but they are integral. A reader needs to 
absorb the truth of what people ran from.  

The book was a finalist for the National Book 
Award and the Kirkus Prize, and it was a #1 New 
York Times bestseller and an Oprah selection. 

 

(Reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25899336-when-breath-becomes-air
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25899336-when-breath-becomes-air

