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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 AVE. 

DECATUR, ILLINOIS 62523-1295 

Franklin & Washington: The Founding Partnership, by Edward J. 
Larson (2020) 

 

This is a most interesting dual biography of Benjamin 
Franklin and George Washington and how these two very 
different men formed a partnership that was key to the 
foundation of the United States. Franklin was an abolitionist 
freethinker from the urban north. Washington was a 
slaveholding general from the agrarian south. During the 
American Revolution, Franklin led the American diplomatic 
mission in Europe while Washington commanded the 
Continental Army. The two men grew to respect each other and 
seek each other’s counsel. 

Despite their differences in public image and private style, 
they were similar many ways. Both had successful businesses 
and political careers, both were early proponents of 
independence from Britain, and both supported strengthening 
the country with a stronger constitution. This all cumulated in 
Philadelphia, Franklin’s hometown, with Washington presiding 
over the Constitutional Convention in 1787. 

Author Edward Lawson sets this story of friendship amidst the history of our country in a very 
engaging and readable manner. He gives insight to some of the issues we still are dealing with today, 
such as the Electoral College, racism, and states’ rights. If you like to read about history with interesting 
personal stories and relationships, I highly recommend Franklin & Washington for your winter reading 
list. 

(Reviewed by Phyllis McPherron) 
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(Contributed by Sandy Peterson) 
Books make wonderful gifts for the younger people in your life! Here are a few new books, 

most of which have a peace/social justice theme, that are from a much larger selection (with 
many themes) called Notable Children’s Books – 2020 chosen by the Association for Library 
Services to Children. The age ranges and story descriptions come from the ALSC. To view the 
complete list of recommended books, search this website:  www.ala.org. 

 
Art This Way, by Tamara Shopsin. An interactive board book to help 

foster art appreciation in young children. 
B Is for Baby, by Atinuke. The letter B is cleverly featured in this story of 

a baby’s day in her African village. 
Between Us and Abuela: A Family Story from the Border, by Mitali 

Perkins. A family visits the border fence dividing California and 
Mexico to share gifts with their grandmother at La Posada.  

Carter Reads the Newspaper, by Deborah Hopkinson. This engaging 
nonfiction picture book highlights the life and determination of little
-known civil rights pioneer, Dr. Carter Woodson.  

Sing a Song: How “Lift Every Voice and Sing” Inspired Generations, by 

Kelly Starling Lyons. This story behind the Black National Anthem 

shows its impact. 

For Black Girls Like Me, by Mariama J. Lockington. Makeda, adopted into a 
white family, struggles to fit in and find herself at home and in school.  

The Forgotten Girl, by India Hill Brown. Two classmates discover an 
abandoned grave, launching a ghost story that brings the history of 
segregation to life. 

Lety Out Loud, by Angela Cervantes. While spending the summer 
volunteering in an animal shelter, English language learner Lety Munoz 
learns to use her voice to stand up for others. (Belpre Author Honor 
Book) 

Pie in the Sky, by Remy Lai. Told with heart and humor, Jingwen adjusts to 
a new culture and language after his family immigrates to Australia. 

Stargazing, by Jen Wang. Despite opposite personalities, Moon and 

Christine develop an unlikely friendship in this lively graphic novel. 

Children’s Book Section 

Middle Readers (grades 3-5): 

Younger Readers (preschool – grade 2): 

http://www.ala.org
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More Books for Children 

Born to Fly: The First Women’s Air Race Across America, by 
Steve Sheinkin. The well-researched, compellingly written 
account of 20 aviators competing in the first all-female, 
cross-country air derby. 

Genesis Begins Again, by Alicia D. Williams. Painfully self-
conscious about her dark skin, 13-year-old Genesis faces 
new challenges when her family moves to suburban 
Detroit, and she starts a new school. 

An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States for Young 
People, by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. Adapted by Jean 
Mendoza and Debbie Reese. This unflinching adaptation 
makes crucial history accessible for children and teens. 

Strange Birds: A Field Guide to Ruffling Feathers, by Celia C. 
Perez. Four wildly different middle-school girls join together 
in social activism to protest an outdated tradition. 

We Are Displaced: My Journey and Stories from Refugee Girls 

Around the World, by Malala Yousafzai. Yousafzai recounts 

her story of displacement and introduces refugee girls 

worldwide, putting faces and stories to the demographics 

of immigration. 

I Remember: Poems and Pictures of Heritage, 
edited by Lee Bennett Hopkins. Sixteen 
illustrators and fourteen Poets come together 
to address themes of culture, identity, and 
community. 

You Are Home: An Ode to the National Parks, by 

Evan Turk. Bold illustrations and poetic text 

showcase America’s famous and lesser-known 

National Parks. 

Older Readers (grades 6-8): 

All Ages: 
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Mathematicians and Their 
Gods: Interactions 
between Mathematics 
and Religious Beliefs,  
edited by Snezana 
Lawrence and Mark 
McCartney (2015) 
 

     Many of my students and, 
indeed, many other people, 
see very little of religious 
belief in mathematics or of 
mathematics in religious 
belief. However, most of the 
greatest mathematicians in 
history were devout believers 

in God. Their belief was often built upon two foundations: 
that the universe is ordered, and that mathematics has 
been able to describe that order. Mathematicians and Their 
Gods is a collection of essays exploring how religious belief 
played a role in the mathematical achievements of 
mathematicians and how their mathematics influenced 
their view of God and the natural world. 

After an introductory chapter, Mathematicians and 
Their Gods opens with an essay on the polytheistic 
Pythagoreans, who saw numbers and harmony (as 
expressed in music) as the fundamental building blocks of 
creation. Although there is no evidence that Pythagoras (ca. 
500 BCE) had anything to do with the eponymous theorem, 
the work of his followers directly influenced the work of 
later pivotal figures in the history of European science.  

Included in the remaining 11 essays in this collection 
are Johannes Kepler’s (1571-1630) theological (Trinitarian) 
reasons for placing the sun at the center of the universe,  
Maria Agnesi’s (1718-1799) view that there is no distinction 
whatsoever between mathematics and religion, Isaac 
Newton’s (1642-1727) belief in humans as created in the 
image of God, and a paper co-written by physicist Peter 
Guthrie Tate (1831-1901) which provided a scientific 
argument for immortality and an unseen universe. 

The collection notably lacks the inclusion of Islamic, 
Hindu, and Buddhist mathematicians. (I think this is 
unfortunate, especially given the role of Islam in advancing 
European science and mathematics.)  Also omitted are 
some of my favorite mathematicians who were heavily 
influence by their religious beliefs like Augustus DeMorgan 
(1805-1871) and Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1715), who 
provided a logical solution to the problem of evil. 

Despite these omissions, Lawrence and McCartney 
have assembled a fascinating collection that can be read 
and appreciated by anyone (no advanced mathematical 
knowledge is required). Mathematicians and Their Gods 
shows that that religion and mathematics have closely 
interacted to their mutual benefit throughout history. 

(Reviewed by Jim Rauff) 

Short Nights of the Shadow Catcher: The Epic Life and 
Immortal Photographs of Edward Curtis, by Timothy 
Egan (2011) 

 

Edward Curtis was a dynamic, famous portrait 
photographer in Seattle. He was a mountaineer, a 
friend to presidents and famous thinkers, and in 1900 
he gave it all up to pursue his Great Idea. At age 32 he 
began his great adventure to photograph the 
continent’s native American inhabitants before all the 
old ways disappeared. 

He spent the next three decades photographing 
more than eighty North American tribes to document 
their stories and rituals before they might disappear 
forever. Curtis took more than 40,000 photographs 
and 10,000 audio recordings. His work resulted in 
more than 20 volumes documenting the life of Native 
American tribes. 

Timothy Egan does a masterful job of creating a 
hauntingly beautiful narrative of Curtis’ life obsession 
while Curtis neglected his personal life and business 
pursuing his dream. The book is a riveting read with 
wonderful descriptions and a detailed storytelling of a 
history ebbing away. 

We listened to the audio version of this book on a 
car trip. Upon our return I spent several weeks 
pursuing books of Curtis’ photographs. Even if you 
don’t know the name Edward Curtis, you know some 
of his photographs. You would do well to add Short 
Nights of the Shadow Catcher to your reading list. 

(Reviewed by Craig Mandernach) 
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Year of Wonders: A Novel of the Plague, by Geraldine Brooks (2001) 
 

It may seem strange to read a book about the plague as we endure our 
own, but I found Year of Wonders to be a very compelling story. This book 
gives a fascinating look at human nature and human hope in an overwhelming 
situation. 

Year of Wonders is a fictional journal of one of the last episodes of the 
bubonic plague (also called the Black Death) in Europe. Based on true events in 
the small village of Eyam, England in 1666, the story is seen through the eyes 
of Anna Firth. Anna is a young, widowed shepherdess with two small sons.  

Written by Geraldine Brooks, a war correspondent who covered Gaza, 
Somalia and Bosnia, the story does not spare the horrible nature of the illness 
or the depravities of human beings under profound pressure. The bubonic 
plague killed over half of the population in Europe. It spread rapidly and led to 
very painful, gruesome deaths. Children and young adults were especially at 
risk. Eyam lost 260 of its 400 citizens.  

When the bacteria arrived via a bolt of cloth from London, the villagers 
took an oath to isolate their town to spare neighboring communities from the 
disease. Encouraged in this course by the local rector, and knowing the toll it 
would take, they persevered. 

Narrator Anna Firth worked for the rector and his wife, and in that role 
made astute observations of the disease and of the behavior of the inhabitants of Eyam. An unlikely but utterly 
charming heroine, she documented acts of great kindness and caring, as well as incredible acts of evil. She described 
superstitions, accusations of witchcraft, mob action, depression and self-flagellation. 

In this story, despite horrific surrounding events, complex characters are developed, interesting romantic 
undertones are explored, and a surprising plot twist is exposed. I found it a book well worth reading. My copy also 
included an interview with the author and questions for discussion – making it a suitable book club selection. 

(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 

 The Water Dancer, by Ta-Nehisi Coates (2019) 
 

    Until the fall of 2019, Ta-Nehisi Coates was best known as a brash and honest 
social critic and author of such best-selling nonfiction works as Between the World 
and Me and We Were Eight Years in Power. 
     Then about one year ago with the publication of The Water Dancer, Coates also 
became known as a first-rate storyteller. His first foray into fiction earned a spot 
on Oprah’s Book Club and now, a movie contract with MGM, Plan B, Harpo Films, 
and Kamilah Forbes. 
     Coates’s prose reminded me of Isabel Allende; this is a work of fantastical 
fiction. The plot revolves around narrator Hiram Lockless, born into slavery in the 
early 1800’s. Along the way we meet – sometimes dimly – Hiram’s mother, his 
half-brother Maynard (both he and Hiram being sons of the landowner), the 
fiercely independent Sophia, and perhaps most notably a woman nicknamed 
Moses (real name Harriet), who is the legendary leader of the Underground 
Railroad. No question about to whom Coates had in mind with that character. 
     About a third of the way into the 400-pager, Hiram begins to learn of his 
supernatural powers of “conduction,” powers also possessed by Moses, which 
allow them to instantly transport enslaved persons to the North and into 
freedom. 

The storyline is gripping; you’ll not nod off. But what I found most fascinating was the nuances. This is not your 
average view of slavery. Coates shows his intellectual depth in subtly probing the damage that forcible inequality 
wreaks on all parties – enslaver, enslaved, and the society as a whole. 

(Reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 
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Stamped: Racism, 
Antiracism, and You, by 
Ibram X. Kendi and Jason 
Reynolds (2020) 

 
Q: Is it possible to 

review a book you haven’t 
read?  

A: Yes, if you let others 
do the work. 

 
I heard the authors of 

this young adult book 
interviewed on NPR. Kendi 
said, “One of the things 
we're trying to do with this book is provide people 
with the vocabulary of how to speak about and 
understand racism. Know what intimately racism is 
and how to identify it with language. What we're 
trying to do is give people the ability to name what 
they see, what they experience, what they should be 
resisting.” 

Straightaway I called Kim Deatherage, owner of 
Novel Ideas bookstore. A few days later she met me on 
the deck of her charming establishment. Her eyes 
peered over her facemask as her gloved hands passed 
the book into mine. I drove it home and placed it atop 
the unread books pile on the piano bench.  

And there it still sits, amid a growing glacier. 
Perhaps this “review” will at last persuade me to 
actually read it. Now, I give the hard work to others. 

Barbara Saunders of Common Sense Media: “Told in 

a casual, conversational, relatable, and sometimes 

humorous tone, it frames African American history as a 

history of competing ideas: ‘Haters’ (segregationists) 

believe Black people are different from and inferior to 

White people and preach separation of the races. 

‘Cowards’ (assimilationists) believe Black people are 

damaged.” 

     Kaitlyin Greenidge of the New York Times: 

“Terms like ‘segregationist,’ ‘integrationist’ and ‘anti-

racist’ are defined in direct, accessible language, 

becoming real tools for a reader to take from the 

book ... But the book’s pauses of white space and 

radical changes in font and text size force the reader to 

stop and really consider what is being deconstructed.” 

(Not reviewed by Fred Spannaus) 

Before We Were Yours, by 
Lisa Wingate (2017) 

 

In 1939, a 12-year-old 
girl named Rill is taken 
from her houseboat with 
her sisters and brother 
while her parents are at 
the hospital for the birth 
of a new baby. The events 
and emotions that follow 
over the ensuing years are 
described through Rill’s 
eyes and thoughts. 

A second story, set in the present, involves 30-year
-old Avery Stafford. From a prominent political family 
in South Carolina, she has recently earned a law 
degree and is working as a U.S. Attorney in Maryland. 
Home to help her Congressman father as he recovers 
from recent surgery, she is also in line to become his 
successor. A chance encounter with an elderly woman 
at a political event sets in motion a life-altering 
exploration into her family’s secret past. 

These two stories are connected in mysterious and 
sometimes threatening ways – and they are 
interwoven beautifully. “Avery is a woman finding her 
roots, while Rill is a girl afraid of losing hers,” says 
reviewer Jackie Cooper. Based on true events in 
Memphis in the thirties and forties, the story had 
ramifications that extended far beyond the individual 
character’s lives. 

The Tennessee Children’s Home Society orphanage 
system, run by Georgia Tann, was in the business of 
supplying children for a price to wealthy customers 
across the country. Known as the Mother of Modern 
Adoption, she, in truth, often oversaw the 
procurement of children through kidnapping or 
subterfuge. Some were saved from difficult situations 
and placed in loving homes, while the most desirable 
children went to wealthy clients. Those not found 
suitable for adoption languished in holding facilities 
where abuse and neglect were rampant. 

Avery and Rill’s stories are both compelling, and 
the two women share much in common. Both are 
strong, resilient, and caring. As their stories become 
more intertwined, the reader is rooting for each one to 
find a satisfying resolution. It was an engrossing read 
from cover to cover – the devastation balanced by 
perseverance, optimism, and hope. 

(Reviewed by Connie Requarth) 


