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• Connects diverse people
 to encourage respect and listening

• Shares stories of people
 putting their faith and 
 values into action 

• Explores issues of justice, ethics,
 and faith to find common ground

• Offers reflection and dialogue
 to foster understanding

• Networks groups and individuals
 to pool ideas and resources

• Inspires people to join
 in common action locally 
 and globally

Pastor sees opportunities in chaos
doing a new thing as we emerge, 

walking with God,” he said.

Benjamin reminded his con-

gregation that after Jesus’ resur-

rection, he met the disciples in a 

room and then disappeared. Peter 

said, “Let’s go fishing.” The other 

disciples followed and went back 

to what they knew. They labored 

all night but caught nothing. 

“Jesus came to them and said, 

‘Hey fellas, got any fish?’ Then 

he told them to cast their nets on 

the other side of the boat,” he said. 

“We must not become distracted 

by the old ways. We must trust 

God will guide us and expect an 

authentic move of God.”
So when vaccinations were 

being offered twice a month at 

the Martin Luther King Jr Center 

in East Central Spokane, Benja-

min used worship, meetings and 

emails to educate people to help 

them overcome apprehensions 

they may have had about health 

care. Emmanuel Family Life 

Center and Bethel AME received 

a grant to do COVID vaccination 

education and testing.
He acknowledged that hesita-

tions arise among Blacks leading 

to reluctance to take vaccinations, 

both because of history, such as 

Continued on page 4

Pastor Benjamin Watson educates Bethel AME on ministry in and after COVID.

By Mary Stamp
The Fig Tree is focusing a 

section on stories about how 

vaccinations are having im-

pact on rural, urban and ethnic 

congregations, and on creative 

ways congregations have been 

responding in their settings.  

Stories on those quoted in this 

issue will be published at www.

thefigtree.org.

Benjamin Watson arrived as 

the new pastor of Bethel African 

Methodist Episcopal (AME) 

Church in Spokane in September 

2020 in the midst of the pandemic.

The building was shut down 

but open a few Sundays for him 

to meet some of the congregation, 

and then gatherings were on Zoom.

Recently he preached on “Can-

not Be Business as Usual,” mak-

ing the point that “God did not 

take us out of the church for 15 

months to have us come back and 

do church as usual. 
“With God, some things 

change. In Methodism, we can 

be very methodical, so we need 

to continue to seek God as we 

come back. Ministry will never be 

‘normal,’ as we have known nor-

mal. We are entering a new norm 

in this new season where God is 

Malden resident leads recovery
help,” Scott said.

He previously worked in con-
struction, labor and facilities man-
agement, and with the nonprofit 
Spokane Housing Ventures, which 
laid groundwork for his lead re-
covery role. He was weeks away 
from starting a master’s program 
in urban planning and social work, 
which is now on hold. 

Scott works in Malden five or 
six days a week, often 16-hour 
days. His recovery office is in a 
trailer. He has a poster board for 
ideas or suggestions he is unsure 
about or unable to answer.  

He follows the best business 
advice he received when problem 
solving: “Do not tell people what 
you do not know. Tell them you 
do not know. Then write it down 
and find out.” 

Scott was raised Lutheran, the 
son and grandson of Lutheran 
ministers. He misses worshipping 
at church, singing hymns and 
saying, “Peace be with you” to 
strangers.

As the physical stress takes its 
toll, his faith has helped in these 
months, staying calm and collect-
ed during recovery.

“I feel that God is putting me in 
place to help others because that 

Continued on page 6

Scott Hokonson said his faith has helps him as he shifts to help community rebuild.

By Erin Endres - Intern
When tragedy struck Malden 

on Labor Day in 2020, resident 
Scott Hokonson, who is now 
executive director of the Pine 
Creek Community Restoration 
Group, began working to rebuild 
the place he once called home. 

 About five years ago, he had 
moved to the safe, quiet town 
of Malden, where people were 
friendly, humble and waved 
when they drove by. Living there 
offered opportunity to work part-
time and be a full-time parent, 
spending time with and caring for 
his three boys.

Scott was home Sept. 7 when 
the Babb Road Fire started. He 
helped people evacuate the area 
and alerted residents on the status 
of their homes. He later helped set 
up traffic cones and caution tape. 

All residents survived the fire, 
although that was uncertain at 
first. Weeks following were spent 
searching for bodies and calling 
registers to account for residents. 

His family asked why he helped 
day after day. 

“Somebody needed to go, 
somebody needed to be there. So, 
I did not see it as my job. I did not 
feel it was my responsibility. I just 
thought I could help and went to 

Renters’ plight stirs passion, action
housing. I’ve been a proud renter 
through my years,” she said.

“Imbalance of power between 
tenants and landlords cause ten-
ants to stay quiet and not speak up 
about poor housing conditions,” 
she said. “Because tenants are 
afraid of being evicted for no 
cause, many accept living in sub-
standard housing conditions when 
landlords do not provide decent, 
safe housing.”

A recent report by the Spokane 
County Bar Association Eviction 
Defense Program stated that they 
expect 2,500 evictions a month 
when the moratorium lifts, com-
pared to 80 to 100 evictions a 
month before the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the state moratorium 
on evictions.

Bills before the legislature ad-
dress a myriad of housing issues 
and give her hope. 

Those bills, along with federal 
assistance of $1,400 per person 
and additional rental assistance in 
current COVID-19 relief before 
Congress, will help somewhat. 
she said.

“How will it help the economy 
when tenants are thousands of 
dollars behind on rent? Larger 

Continued on page 4

Terri Anderson keeps community informed on housing issues, especially for tenants.

Because Terri Anderson knows 
the personal plights of renters, she 
is passionate to advocate on their 
behalf to change laws and hearts.

As director of the Tenants 
Union of Washington office in 
Spokane, she knows the moratori-
um on eviction established during 
the COVID pandemic is the only 
thing preventing mass evictions.  

Talking with tenants every day, 
she hears their stories and truths.

“Our society values proper-
ty rights over human rights in 
housing,” said Terri, who has 
seen too many people become 
homeless. “It would make anyone 
passionate because the world of 
tenants is rife with injustices. My 
frustration leads to my passion.

“That drives me to fight in-
justice, and the greatest injustice 
is in housing.  Systemic racism 
and policies such as redlining 
along with housing discrimina-
tion has caused a racial gap in 
home ownership and wealth that 
causes Black, Indigenous, People 
of Color (BIPOC) households to 
disproportionately rent,” she said. 
“Our society tends to shame and 
judge tenants. Instead of judging 
people for renting, we should 
work to assure decent, affordable 

By Mary Stamp

Bookstore uplifts literacy, diversity
happy to help people find a trea-

sure,” she said.
She wants children to be moti-

vated to read books to themselves 

or have their parents read to them 

over and over.
Janelle likes to spend time with 

customers to learn about their sto-

ries, their lives and their children’s 

eccentricities. That helps her 

guide them to books that connect 

to their children’s interests. 

“We are here for the commu-

nity.  I love asking questions and 

learning about customers.  Talking 

with customers is the fun part,” 

she said.
Because Janelle also wants to 

create a community of readers 

through story times, book clubs 

and other groups, she renovated 

the garage in the back yard to be 

an event space. She was hold-

ing a few events—weekly yoga 

and mindfulness classes, family 

games and crafts, and even a cre-

ative monster writing workshop 

for kids—when COVID closed 

those events.  She plans pop-up 

shops in the garage and backyard 

family game nights and craft days 

in the summer (COVID-willing).

“I keep reviewing my inventory 

to be sure it represents the 
Continued on page 4

Janelle Smith’s joy is the magic of connecting children with a book they will treasure.

A few months after Janelle 

Smith opened Wishing Tree 

Books in the South Perry Dis-

trict in November 2019, COVID 

led her to temporarily close the 

purple, 100-year-old house she 

remodeled as a bookstore.
Running a bookstore was her 

childhood dream, so she wouldn’t 

let COVID stop her from selling 

books to children and adults.  

At first, she was able to run 

the store temporarily out of her 

own home, because she had set 

up a website before COVID, but 

then she missed doing sales with 

a personal connection that allows 

her to match people to books, as 

she is again able to do. 
Now the store is able to allow 

browsing customers, limiting 

the number of mask-wearing 

customers.  She also offers porch 

pickups.
Janelle’s mission is to encour-

age literacy for children, to have 

families read together, to facilitate 

community cohesion and to pro-

mote diversity.
Matching people to books 

facilitates literacy and family 

involvement. 
“Customers value our knowl-

edge of the books.  I’m always 

By Mary Stamp

Art can transform people’s lives
skeptical of Jeff’s motivation 

at first, but a few moments into 

our conversation, it was clear he 

would be an authentic partner,” 

said Ginger.
The project was completed in 

a month. His staff painted the 

outlines for the letters and white 

background.
“At first, there was some hos-

tility in the neighborhood and 

some unfortunate incidents. A 

few people screamed profanity 

at the artists as they were creating 

the mural, but as the letters were 

filled in, the hostility of people 

on the block changed,” she said. 

“They saw the artists as human 

beings.  They saw their talent and 

humanity.”  
In July, vandals splashed red, 

white and blue paint on the word, 

“Black,” but the section was 

quickly repainted and a protective 

coating was applied.
“The paintings had humanized 

the artists,” Ginger said.  “It was 

hard to be angry when people 

saw a beautiful person creating 

beautiful art.
“It shows the transformative 

power of art,” she explained.  

“Art opens us to receive a new 

perspective.”
Continued on page 4

Ginger Ewing in the Terrain Gallery is beside one of the pieces on display.

The Black Lives Matter mural 

painted last May and June by 11 

Black artists and five other artists 

of color has borne out Ginger 

Ewing’s belief that art is trans-

formative.
“There has been an incredibly 

positive response.  It has been 

beautiful to witness people com-

ing there to spend an hour going 

letter to letter, and parents telling 

their children the meaning in the 

art and the importance of Black 

Lives Matter,” said Ginger, the 

executive director and founder of 

Terrain, which commissioned the 

artists to do it.
Jeff Oswalt, president of 

14Four and co-owner of the 

building at 244 W. Main Ave., 

paid for the work to be done on 

the east side of the building along 

with his business partners Tyler 

Lafferty and Nick Murto, who 

also own Seven2.
The two digital advertising 

agencies that serve major national 

clients decided to turn the blank 

wall into the 147-foot mural as 

other murals were being painted 

around the United States after 

the murder of George Floyd in 

Minneapolis.
“In all honesty, I was a bit 

By Mary Stamp

Compassion helps reduce suffering
In 2007, Gloria earned a mas-ter’s degree in Tibetan Buddhism at the Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Dharma Drum Mountain in Taiwan. The idea of being a professor had first piqued Gloria’s interest while she was in Taiwan pursuing her master’s degree at Dharma Drum Mountain, because of her desire to help reduce people’s suffering by facilitating their self-awareness through an academic environment. She explained that her approach to Buddhism is different from how the general public views it in Taiwan because she emphasiz-es the psychological approach to Buddhism.

Gloria was especially touched by the Buddhist idea of universal compassion to alleviate sentient beings’ suffering, she said.Dharma Drum Mountain has a relationship with the University of Virginia’s religious studies department, where Gloria earned a master’s degree in religious studies in 2009 and then a doctoral degree in 2015.
Her dissertation was on “The Life and Collected Works of Tibetan Lojong Master Tokmé Zangpo (1295–1369).”

Continued on page 5

Gloria Chien said students learn self-care in Buddhism classes she teaches.

Setting out with the intention of a career in finance, Gloria Chien had no idea that becoming a pro-fessor who researches and teaches about Buddhism and meditation would be the path she would take, but it is the one she has pursued. Taking this path has allowed her to follow her passion.
Gloria, who began teaching at Gonzaga University in 2017, grew up in Taiwan and earned a bach-elor’s degree in finance in 2003 from the National Central Uni-versity in Taiwan. She received a coveted job offer as a financial analyst, but she turned it down so she could pursue a career in her new-found passion in Buddhism.“I wanted to follow my heart. There was a voice inside me say-ing a financial career is not right for me,” she said.

In college, Gloria attended a Buddhist meditation group, where she first started learning about Buddhism and Buddhist medita-tion, specifically Thai Buddhist Mahasati meditation.
To pursue a career in Bud-dhism, she went to a monastery for three years where she studied and practiced the Chinese Bud-dhist monastic life style.

By Lillian Piel

FAN leader has changed policies, lives
icy Office (LPPO) and 10 years at the co-director of the Faith Action Network of Washington (FAN).One side of the coin of advo-cacy is about how well “we care for our neighbors” in terms of feeding, sheltering and visiting the imprisoned—as in Matthew 25—and the other side is being a voice to bring about change in systems on behalf of neighbors who are oppressed and suffering from systemic injustices—as set forth in Exodus 3.
Paul offers this reflection be-cause he is an ordained minister in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, as well as being a long-time social justice leader addressing numerous issues in FAN’s legislative agenda.Rather than acting alone, Paul combined lobbying and meeting elected officials with organizing faith communities around the state.  

He has helped FAN nurture a growing network of Advocating Faith Communities that partner with FAN to advocate in the halls of power. He has traveled around Washington to meet clusters of 

Continued on page 4

Paul Benz visits Spokane church for Fall Cluster meeting.

Paul Benz leaves an imprint on the State of Washington in the influence he has had turning pri-orities of the state’s faith commu-nities into laws that improve lives.Over his 10 years with the Faith Action Network, he has marched with people in the streets and halls of power related to a $15 minimum wage, farmworker safety, cutting gun violence, addressing climate catastrophes, fighting a Muslim ban, welcom-ing refugees, declaring that Black lives matter, challenging policies that perpetuate poverty, assuring food security, increasing afford-able housing, standing with the voiceless, caring for neighbors, improving health care, reforming immigration policies, caring for children, seniors, women and more.
Through his political savvy, he has promoted compassionate justice.
On Dec. 31, Paul retires, but he intends to continue to advocate for issues, because there is and al-ways will be so much more to do.“There are two sides to the coin called advocacy,” he said of his work for 11 years as executive di-rector of the Lutheran Public Pol-

By Mary Stamp

Intercultural contacts embody theology
ing poverty and oppression.

“Our commitment to and cele-

bration of fair trade is a big part of 

who we are as a church, because 

it supports people who make 

a livelihood creating beautiful 

handicrafts,” he added.
Ross’ work with Feast World 

Kitchen also expresses his com-

mitment to work for justice across 

cultures with refugees and immi-

grants.
When in 2016, his full-time 

work at the church dropped to 

half time, he started a food truck 

business, Compass Breakfast 

Wagon, which brought together 

his neighbors on the lower South 

Hill.  
As he did that, and connected 

with former refugees, many ap-

proached him about how to start 

a food truck or find a commercial 

kitchen.
In 2019, the restaurant across 

the street from First Presbyte-

rian—an Arctic Circle from the 

1960s to 2009 and then a sushi 

restaurant—was for sale. First 

Presbyterian owns other nearby 

buildings—rented by Stepping 

Stones, a COP Shop and an ar-

chitecture firm. An elder, who 

is a real estate agent, helped the 

Continued on page 4
Sajda Nelson, who came in 2010, serving Iraqi lamb dish, is at take out window with 

Issa Bahadin, facilities worker who came from Sudan in 2017, and Ross Carper.

Ross Carper’s half-time jobs 

as director of Feast World Kitch-

en and as director of missional 

engagement at First Presbyterian 

Church intersected with plans for 

Feast to cater the church’s 32nd 

annual Jubilee Marketplace.

However, those plans changed 

as organizations began canceling 

events with the local surge in 

COVID cases in August.
With pandemic protocols in 

mind, it was going to be held 

for one day, in person, outdoors 

on Sept. 5—instead of two days 

inside in November.
Now organizers ask people to 

shop fair trade vendors online 

throughout the fall for back-to-

school to holiday gift shopping. 

Links to fair trade vendors are 

posted at spokanefpc.org/jubi-

lee-international-marketplace.

For five years, Ross has helped 

the church plan the Jubilee Mar-

ketplace. 
“It’s important for people to 

make purchases from fair trade 

vendors, because they have been 

hit by a lack of fair trade festi-

vals,” he said. “Buying fair trade 

goods supports communities that 

are affected by the pandemic, as 

well as being impacted by ongo-

By Mary Stamp
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