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A Call To Act
t    t    t

BY REV. DR. SHANNAN R. VANCE-OCAMPO

The PW circles at Black 
Mountain Presbyterian 

Church in western North Car-
olina were just beginning the 
2024–2025 PW/Horizons Bible 
study, Let Justice Roll Down:  
God’s Call to Care for Neighbors 
and All Creation, when Hurricane 
Helene arrived in their region,  
on September 26–28, 2024. 
Helene brought widespread 
destruction, the loss of thousands 
of homes, hundreds of lives, and 
whole communities—the harm 
and trauma continues today.

A year later, these same PW 
circles invited the author and 
suggestions for leaders writer 
of the study, Rev. Dr. Patricia 
Tull and Rev. Rebecca Barnes, 
respectively, to be leaders for 
a community event on the 
anniversary weekend. This 
included a Saturday afternoon 
forum on climate change 
moderated by local Warren 
Wilson College professor of 
Environmental Studies and 
Outdoor Leadership, Dr. Mallory 
McDuff, followed by fellowship, 
local music and dinner. The 
Saturday event was titled: “Climate 
Change & Social Justice in the 
Wake of Helene . . . a Call to Act.” 
On Sunday the PW Bible study 
authors assisted in worship and 

co-led an adult education forum 
on faithful responses to climate 
change and the larger work of the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). 
All of these opportunities were 
advertised throughout the wider 
community, inviting everyone who 
had been affected by Hurricane 
Helene to enter into conversation, 
memory-sharing and discussion 
of action steps for the present and 
the future. 

Black Mountain Presbyterian 
Church hosts six PW circles, all 
of whom provided significant 
leadership for this event. When 
they began their study in 2024, 
they had no idea how important 
it would become to their commu-
nity, providing them with a theo-
logical underpinning to consider 
the bigger picture while living 

through a time of extreme 
trauma, tragedy and terror 
from a climate-change driven, 
inland hurricane. 

In the immediate after-
math of the storm, Black 
Mountain Presbyterian 
Church served more than 
1,000 meals per day and 
received donations totaling 
$4.3 million. The congrega-
tion channeled those gifts 
into direct impact in the 
community for housing, 
mental and physical health, 

and transportation. During the 
Sunday morning worship service, 
Black Mountain’s pastor, Rev. 
Mary Katherine Robertson,  
gave thanks for the opportunity 
the forum offered the community. 
She stressed that their work is not 
done, and they must be the hub 
for affordable housing in western 
North Carolina moving forward.

Rev. Dr. Shannan R. Vance-Ocampo 
serves as the general presbyter for 
the Presbytery of Southern New 
England.

Watch the forum and 
worship service from the 
anniversary weekend at 
youtube.com/@black 
mountainpresbyterianc5110 
under the “Live” tab.
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The Frozen River
By Ariel Lawhon
New York: Doubleday, 2023
This compelling novel has a 
little bit of everything. Set in 
Maine in 1789, it’s historical 
fiction, written by an author 
who conducts deep research. 

For crime buffs, there’s a body, an investigation 
and plenty of theories of about whether it was an 
accident or a crime. And at the core of the story 
is Martha Ballard, a midwife who deeply loves 
her family and bringing babies into the world. 
Perhaps even more than midwifery, her gift to her 
community is treating others with respect and 
dignity, even the most prickly and disrespectful. 
The book closes with notes from the author on her 
historical sources, including the diary of the real 
Martha Ballard, who was indeed a midwife as well 
as the great aunt of Clara Barton, who founded 
the Red Cross, and the great-great grandmother of 
Mary Hobart, one of the first women physicians 
in the U.S. What an impact recording and telling 
women’s stories can have! 

Practicing: Changing Yourself 
to Change the World
By Kathy Escobar
Louisville, KY: Westminster 
John Knox, 2020
Inspired by the notion that 
faith is a verb, Kathy Escobar 
realized that her engagement 

with the world didn’t need to be world-shaking. 
Common practices could have profound impacts. 
She says, “I knew I wanted to live out the ways 

of Jesus in a tangible way that transformed not 
only my soul but also my relationships and the 
wider world around me” (4). She contemplated 
a number of paths and focused on the changes 
possible by healing, listening, loving, including, 
equalizing, advocating, mourning, failing, resting 
and celebrating. She dedicates a chapter to each of 
these practices in this inspiring book and closes it 
by urging the reader to persist with these disciplines 
and to find their own strengths and joys by helping 
to create change in the world. 

Fantastically Great Women 
  Who Changed the World

By Kate Pankhurst
New York: Bloomsbury, 
2017
When Kate Pankhurst 

began her research for this book, her first work 
of nonfiction, she couldn’t have known where it 
would lead. First, it led her to realize that she’s 
a descendent of British suffragette Emmeline 
Pankhurst, one of the women profiled in this book. 
Second, this book became the first in a series Kate 
would write, with subsequent installments profiling 
women who made history, worked wonders and 
helped protect the planet. Much like the women 
she profiles—from Marie Curie to Sacagawea, from 
Frida Kahlo to Amelia Earhart—Kate did work she 
felt called or driven to do. Kate and the inspiring 
women she profiles will continue to inspire girls to 
follow their passions, and other readers to marvel at 
what determined women can accomplish.
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