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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 * 204 WEST PRAIRIE *  

DECATUR, ILLINOIS 62523-1295 

How Democracies Die: What History Tells Us About Our Future, by Steve 
Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt (Crown, 2018) 

 
Levitsky and Ziblatt look at the history of democracies that, once thriving, 

fell into authoritarianism. The pattern they see is that of democratically 
elected leaders who pay lip service to their nations’ constitutions while 
ignoring them in practice and whose love of power kills their democracy. 

Democracies are held together, they argue, by unspoken rules and 
conventions that they call norms. The two primary norms that Levitsky and 
Ziblatt think are at the foundation of democracy are “mutual toleration” and 
“institutional forbearance.” Mutual toleration includes respect for the 
legitimacy of one’s opponent and the assumption that both sides have only 
the best interest of their country at heart. Institutional forbearance includes 
the recognition that, in democracies, the practice of governance transcends 
the personalities of the current practitioners. 

Authoritarian leaders undermine democracy by labelling their opponents 
as criminals, showing contempt for their critics in the media, promoting 
conspiracy theories about opposition movements, and questioning the 
legitimacy of any vote that goes against them. They pack the courts with those 
who will side with them and they circumvent established laws with executive 
actions and extraordinary responses to false emergencies.  

This is how modern dictators have come to power in democracies like Peru, Chile, Argentina, Turkey, the 
Philippines, and Russia. And, say Levitsky and Ziblatt, it can happen in the U.S. They narrate the demise of mutual 
toleration and loss of institutional forbearance in the U.S. that led to the election of Donald Trump. 

All is not lost, however. Levitsky and Ziblatt observe that mainstream parties can become allies against 
authoritarianism. They include several examples like Belgium in the 1930s where the conservative Catholic party 
united with the liberals to defeat incipient fascism. The survival of democracy, the authors maintain, requires 
politicians’ willingness to put long-term stability ahead of short-term gain.  

How Democracies Die is an important history lesson and a call for vigilance to anyone who wants U.S. democracy 
to live. This book would be a great gift for any democrat, whether they be Republican or Democrat. 

(Reviewed by Jim Rauff) 
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The Little Book of Hygge: Danish Secrets to Happy Living, by Meik Wiking (Penguin, 
2016) 
 

The closest English word to hygge (pronounced “Hoo-ga”) is cozy. It can also be 
described as a sense of comfort, togetherness, and well-being. You know hygge when 
you feel it. Denmark is frequently named one of the happiest countries in the world. Why 
would this be? Denmark does not have great weather, and it has some of the highest tax 
rates in the world. The author of this book, Meik Wiking, is the CEO of the Happiness 
Research Institute in Copenhagen and has spent years studying Danish life and what 
makes people happy. 

In the book he presents what you can do to increase your sense of contentment. This 
can include: how you create hygge in your home, what makes for a hygge evening spent 
with good friends and family, and the use of clothing, food and drinks to increase this 
feeling of well-being. Candles and fireplaces play a big part in Danish life. It is about 
gratitude in the simple pleasures of everyday life. 

With winter upon us, this book gives us many ways to make winter not just a season 
to endure, but to savor. 

(Reviewed by Phyllis McPherron) 

 

The Poems of Mary Oliver 
 
 
 

It doesn’t have to be 
the blue iris, it could be 
weeds in a vacant lot, or a few 
small stones; just 
pay attention, then patch 
 
a few words together and don’t try 
to make them elaborate, this isn’t 
a contest but the doorway 
 
into thanks, and a silence in which 
another voice may speak. 

(“Praying”) 
 
 
 

This poem about prayer is just one of the many poems by Mary Oliver that I have grown to love. In one, she describes her 
life’s work as “...mostly standing still and learning to be astonished.” 

For many years Mary Oliver lived in a small cottage in Provincetown, Massachusetts where she spent her days simply 
wandering around the natural areas and being “astonished.” Her poems are, on the one hand, close observations of nature, and 
on the other hand, deeply introspective insights into all of life. 

In one poem she looks at a star in the sky and calls it “...the best preacher that ever was.” She finds wisdom in creation and 
especially in the small, ordinary and common parts of the world that we often neglect. She treasures “...the prayers that are made 
out of grass.” 

It would be a mistake to consider her poetry as simplistic descriptions of nature that occasionally rhyme. First of all, they 
usually don’t rhyme. And secondly, her observations are anything but simplistic. Her writing scrapes away all the unnecessary 
words until only the few sharpest ones remain. Like all good poetry, the words become a lens through which the reader is invited 
to take a glimpse of a larger truth. 

If you’re unfamiliar with Oliver and want to give her a try, I suggest Thirst and Why I Wake Early. In the latter book, she muses, 
“Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life?” (from “The 
Summer Day”). 

She urges us all to fill our limited lives with meaning and depth. As for myself, I plan to read as many Mary Oliver poems as I 
can and go for a walk in the woods! 

(Contributed by Bob Wollenberg) 
Note: Mary Oliver has written at least 35 books of poetry.  
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In the Midst of Winter, by Isabel Allende (Simon & 
Schuster, 2017) 
 

“In the midst of winter, I finally found there was 
within me an invincible summer.”  Albert Camus 

 
Picture a terrible snowstorm in current-day 

Brooklyn. A minor traffic accident brings together three 
very unlikely people for an amazing adventure. Richard 
Bowmaster, a lonely university professor in his 60s, hits 
the car of Evelyn Ortega, a young undocumented 
immigrant from Guatemala. Complications ensue, and 
Richard’s neighbor, Lucia Maraz from Chile, is enlisted 
to help. All have interesting and tragic past lives, and 
Isabel Allende is a master at developing characters you 
will love and remember. 

Her mix of spirituality, magical realism and 
mischievous humor is captivating. And the difficulty of 
the refugee story today contrasted with the experience 
during World War II is fascinating. The history of the 
politics and bloodshed in Chile and Brazil in the 1970s 
lends an added dimension. 

I was not ready for this story to end. I would have 
loved a little deeper exploration into several subjects 
she touched on—human trafficking, domestic violence 
and physical disability. I also wanted to follow these 
characters into the next phases of their lives. 

This book is a good snowy-day read—an improbable 
murder mystery, a touching love story and a serious 
look into the life of a refugee. It also includes a reading 
group guide for Book Group use. 

(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 

American Fire: Love, Arson, and Life in a Vanishing 
Land, by Monica Hesse (Liveright, 2017) 

 
This 240-page non-fiction book began as a 6,000-

word article written by the author, a feature writer of 
the Washington Post newspaper. Her article was written 
about the small coastal farming community of 
Accomack, Virginia. It once thrivedeconomically, one of 
the richest places in America. However, all of the 
changes in the 1900s had caused it to become one of 
Virginia’s poorest counties. Its residents were leaving or 
struggling to make ends meet.  

Monica Hesse visited the area frequently over two 
years as an assignment to cover a spate of over 80 
arsons of mostly abandoned buildings that occurred 
over a five-month period. Thus, the intrigue that led her 
to write this book. During those years Monica visited the 
area, she investigated the crime committed by a 
troubled mechanic, Charlie Smith, and his struggling 
girlfriend, Tonya Bundick.  

American Fire is intensely researched and 
documented by this well-trained journalist. But her 
narrative writing style of non-fiction reads like a novel. 
Facts, coupled with humor, colorful descriptions and 
suspense keep the reader entranced and mesmerized. 
Before long, locals began eyeing one another 
suspiciously, vigilante groups were formed, volunteer 
firefighters started sleeping at their stations and police 
and firefighters became over-worked. All the while the 
fires kept burning while Charlie and Tonya wrestled with 
their love relationship. 

If you choose this book to read, you will be glad you 
did and will probably want to recommend it to others. 

(Reviewed by Verlyn Rosenberger) 
 
Note: Monica Hesse is 
the daughter of Dawn 
Dannenbring, a staff 
member of Illinois 
People’s Action, a faith-
based non-profit 
organization 
headquartered in 
Bloomington. Paul and I 
attended a book-signing 
event in Bloomington in 
October where Monica 
presented her newest 
book, The War Outside, 
about the WWII Family 
Internment Camp of 
German and Japanese 
American citizens in the 
1940s in Crystal City, 
Texas. 
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In the Great Green Room: The Brilliant and Bold 
Life of Margaret Wise Brown, by Amy Gary 
(Flatiron Books, 2018) 
 

Many of us have read Margaret Wise Brown 
books such as The Runaway Bunny and 
Goodnight Moon to children. We might not be 
aware, however, about the author and how 
much she changed children’s literature over her 
short life. Margaret Wise Brown wrote scores of 
books and poems and led a remarkable life, 
quite unlike the quiet, simple pages of her most 
famous works. She died in 1952 at age 42, but 
author Amy Gary used a recently discovered 
trunk of diaries and unpublished writing to 
fashion a riveting biography of Margaret Wise 
Brown. 

Margaret began her writing career by 
helping to shape the curriculum for the Bank 
Street School for children. She made it her 
mission to create stories that rose above 
traditional fairy tales and allowed girls to see 
themselves as equal to boys. Clever, quirky, and 
incredibly talented, she embraced life with 
passion and carried on long and troubled love 
affairs with both men and women. 

In The Great Green Room, author Amy Gary 
captures the eccentric and exceptional life of 
Margaret Wise Brown. She reveals an intimate 
portrait of a creative genius who breathed new 
life in to the literary world. Her story was 
riveting. 

(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 

Grandma Gatewood’s Walk, by Ben Montgomery 
(Chicago Review Press, 2014) 

 
Do you enjoy hiking at Rock Springs Nature Center, or 

maybe at the trails of state parks like Starved Rock or 
Turkey Run? Perhaps you like to go hiking when you 
travel to Rocky Mountain or Great Smoky Mountain 
National Parks?  

If so, then this book is for you! It is the inspiring story 
of the woman, Emma Gatewood, who is credited with 
“saving” the Appalachian Trail (AT).  

Having raised her children to be as independent and 
self-sufficient as she, one day Emma Gatewood told them 
she was going for a walk. So in May 1955, this 67-year-old 
great-grandmother left her small Ohio hometown with a 
change of clothing, a few provisions and less than $200 to 
start on the 2000-mile journey from Mt. Oglethorpe, 
Georgia to Mt. Katahdin, Maine. Unfortunately, she 
wasn’t trained in the Boy Scout rule: “Always be 
prepared.”  

After hiking several hundred miles on the AT, Emma 
met a man and told him what she was doing and where 
she was going. From then on, she was met along the trail 
by newspaper reporters and photographers who dubbed 
her, “Grandma Gatewood.” She became a hiking celebrity 
as the first woman to hike the entire AT alone, and she 
did it three times!  

Emma’s vocal criticism of the non-maintained 
treacherous areas of the trail, the lack of well-marked 
areas, and the small number of shelters all led to better 
trail maintenance; in fact, this publicity may have saved 
the AT from extinction. 

Emma’s diaries, trail journals, correspondence and 
interviews by surviving family members and people she 
met along her hike provided the author, Ben 
Montgomery, with enough information to write this 
inspiring story of determination, courage and hope.  

Even if you don’t enjoy hiking, you will enjoy reading 
this true tale. 

(Reviewed by Verlyn Rosenberger) 
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The Soul of America, by Jon Meacham (Random House, 2018) 

 
Think it’s bad now? It’s been bad before. Nativist and racist 

movements have plagued the United States since its formation. 
Various exclusionary crusades, all founded in fear of the “other,” are 
as old as the nation and as new as today’s headlines. 

Writing in crisp prose, historian Jon Meacham chronicles these 
nationalist movements from the 18th century through the Know 
Nothings, the Ku Klux Klan, Jim Crow, McCarthyism, the rise of Pat 
Buchanan, and the contemporary Trumpers.  

More than that, he recounts how presidents reacted to and mostly 
triumphed over the threatening forces of fear. It’s never easy to 
confront a populist movement that’s based in xenophobia and/or 
racism, and victory is never pre-ordained, but a parade of flawed 
presidents largely succeeded. 

The book is at once both optimistic and pessimistic. Hopeful, 
because the republic has so far withstood every onslaught. Gloomy, 
because for the first time we now have a president leading the 
onslaught, accompanied by a loud slice of sycophantic media outlets. 

We are lucky to live in an era of three outstanding presidential historians: Michael Beschloss, Doris 
Kearns Goodwin, and Jon Meacham. All of them are magnificent story tellers, and this book rightfully takes 
its place as one of the great reads of American history. 

(Reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 

The Boys in the Boat, by Daniel James Brown (Penguin, 2013) 
 
 There’s no such thing as a self-made man, but Joe Rantz came as close as 
anyone has come. Born into poverty, abandoned by his family in a remote 
hamlet at age 13, and largely self-taught, he emerged as a leader on the 
University of Washington eight-oar crew that took the gold in the 1936 
Berlin Olympic Games. 
 The book skillfully tracks Rantz from his childhood, and his teammates 
from their freshman year, while juxtaposing events in Germany where the 
Nazi propaganda machine did its best to foment worldwide hatred and 
division. You’ll deeply admire Rantz, and you’ll be awestruck at the poetic 
musings of George Pocock, a brilliant Seattle scull builder. 
 Being an avid fan of social history, I could not help but root for the rough
-hewn westerners as they raced against privileged and preppy Ivy Leaguers 
and later the heavily favored and well-funded German rowing team. 
 On a personal note, I felt a strong connection. I spent my first 10 years in 
Seattle, and Brown’s descriptions of the then minor-league outpost in the 
1930s enchanted me. Add to that the fact that my father attended Cal 
Berkeley, Washington’s west coast rowing rival, during the years in which 
this book is set, and the book tugged hard at my own history. 

 But even if you lack a personal link, you will love the story, and you will love the way it’s told. Author Daniel James 
Brown (no, not that Dan Brown) can weave a tale with the best of them. This nonfiction spellbinder is a wonderful 
companion for a few quiet evenings. 

(Reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 
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Children’s Book Section 
 

(Contributed by Sandy Peterson) 
 

Books make wonderful gifts for the younger people in your life! Here you will find books with peace/social 
justice themes from the list of Notable Children’s Books – 2018 chosen by a committee of the Association for 
Library Service to Children (ALSC). (Story descriptions are provided by them. Age categories are general. A 
child’s maturity and interests should be considered when choosing a book. 

Younger Readers (preschool – grade 2): 
 
All the Way to Havana, by Margarita Engle. (In this beautifully 
illustrated book, a family drives to Havana, Cuba, in their well-worn 
car, experiencing the sights and sounds of the streets.) 

Baby Goes to Market, by Atinuke.  (In a vibrant Nigerian 
marketplace, mama shops while baby delights the various vendors, 
picking up a few unexpected items along the way.) 

The Book of Mistakes, by Corinna Luyken. (Stunning illustrations 
illuminate the creative process about how mistakes are not always 
negative and can open the door to a bigger picture.) 

Home in the Rain, by Bob Graham.  (During a long drive home from 
Grandmother’s in the rain, Francie and her mother discover 
profound beauty and comfort in ordinary moments.) 

Jabari Jumps, by Gaia Cornwall. (Today is the day Jabari is going to 
jump from the high dive, and he is almost, absolutely sure he is 
ready.) 

Stay: A Girl, a Dog, a Bucket list, by Kate Klise.  (A gentle tale of the 
warm love between a girl and her aging dog and the value of time 
well spent together.) 

The Youngest Marcher:  The Story of Audrey Faye Hendricks, a 
Young Civil Rights Activist, by Cynthia Levinson.  (The 1963 
Birmingham protest was successfully accomplished by youth.  The 
youngest, nine-year-old Audrey Faye Hendricks, proved that even 
the smallest voice makes a difference.) 

Middle Readers (grades 3-5): 
 
Chef Roy Choi and the Street Food Remix, by Jacqueline Briggs Martin and June Jo Lee.  (Graffiti-inspired illustrations 
bring to life the story of food-truck and fresh-food movement pioneer Chef Roy Choi.) 

A Different Pond, by Bao Phi. (In this gentle, honest tale of immigrant survival, a young Vietnamese American boy 
and his father go on an early morning fishing trip.) 

Malala:  Activist for Girls’ Education, by Raphaele Frier.  (Readers discover Malala Yousafzai’s early family life in 
Pakistan and how she became a global advocate for social justice.) 

Mama Africa!  How Miriam Makeba Spread Hope with Her Song, by Kathryn Erskine.  (The inspiring story of Miriam 
Makeba, and activist and singer best known as Mama Africa, is illustrated with art as vibrant as the woman herself.) 

(Continued on next page) 
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More Books for Children 

Older Readers (grades 6-8): 
 

Amina’s Voice, by Hena Khan. (A Pakistani American Muslim middle-
school girl attempts to blend her family’s traditions and her 
experience in school to be accepted.) 

Armstrong and Charlie, by Steven B. Frank. (A strong friendship 
develops between two boys from different economic and racial 
environments.) 

The Epic Fail of Arturo Zamora, by Pablo Cartaya. (Arturo struggles to 
keep the family business, a Cuban restaurant, alive in the face of the 
gentrification of his Florida neighborhood in a fresh, often very funny 
novel.) 

The List, by Patricia Forde. (In this compelling and terrifying science 
fiction novel, Letta, the wordsmith of the city of Ark, learns of a 
horrific plan to control and censor the language of her people.) 

Schomburg:  The Man Who Built a Library, by Carole Boston 
Weatherford.  (The handsome biography of Afro-Puerto Rican 
Schomburg introduces his efforts to collect and correct the history of 
the contributions of “Africa’s sons and daughters.”) 

Twelve Days in May:  Freedom Ride 1961, by Larry Dane Brimner.  
(This riveting account of the 1961 Freedom Rides, when 13 civil rights 
activists rode buses to challenge Jim Crow practices, has visual and 
emotional impact.) 

Middle Readers (grades 3-5): 
(Continued)  

 

Ruth Bader Ginsburg:  The Case of R.B.G. vs. Inequality, by Jo-
nah Winter.  (The woman who would go on to become America’s 
second female Supreme Court Justice faced and conquered injus-
tice through her young life.) 

Sea Otter Heroes:  The Predators That Saved an Ecosystem, by 
Patricia Newman.  (Newman invites readers into a modern sci-
ence mystery:  an amazing discovery about sea otters that gave 
scientists insight into the delicate balance of ecosystems.) 

Wishtree, by Katherine Applegate. (Red, a quiet wishing tree, is 
the recipient of neighborhood hopes and dreams.  When an im-
migrant family is harassed in the community, Red is motivated to 
act.) 
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More Books for Children 

All Ages:  
(Appeals to children of all ages) 

 
Grand Canyon, by Jason Chin. (Concise explanations of natural 
history run in tandem with a visual story of a girl and her father 
hiking in this stunning depiction of the Grand Canyon.) 

Not So Different:  What You Really want to Ask about Having 
a Disability, by Shane Burcaw. (Candidly addressing questions 
about his disability and its impact on his life, Burcaw offers 
readers an opportunity to develop empathy for what it means 
to be “different.”) 

I’m Just No Good at Rhyming and Other Nonsense for 
Mischievous Kids and Immature Grown-Ups*, by Chris Harris.  
(Hilarity and nonsense characterize this illustrated poetry 
collection, which engages the reader in a lively conversation 
between the writer and illustrator.)  

*Chosen by me, because it sounds like a fun family read-aloud. Sandy 

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/notalists/ncb

