
Ordinary Saints Talks, October 6, 2019 

7:45: Ginny Butler 

My Laughing Saint 

 

My saint is Mari Pendergrass and she can make anyone laugh.  After ten years of moving around 

with the Army, my family moved to Warrenton, Virginia.  I accepted a teaching position at 

Fauquier High School.  It is my first day of teacher orientation and I am stressed and standing 

lost in the hallway.  An elevator door opens and out steps Mari. 

“May I help you, my dear?” she asks.   

Mari could have pointed me in the right direction, wished me a good day, and sent me on my 

way, but she engaged me in conversation.  A few moments later we are both laughing so hard 

that we have tears streaming down our faces.  And through those tears of laughter the fear and 

anxiety of getting my family settled and starting a new job vanish. 

Think about it – could you make a total stranger laugh in a few short moments?    

Mari was blessed with the gift of relieving stress through smiles and laughter and shared it with 

everyone.  She took the time to listen and watched over her students, fellow teachers, staff 

members and friends. 

Mari was a lady of action.  When the teen suicide rate dramatically increased at Fauquier High 

School, she researched who were the students that we had lost.  Most of the teen suicides were 

from the small military population in the county.  In just a few days she has an agenda for 

addressing the issue. 

Performing random acts of kindness was a daily activity for Mari.  When you were the recipient 

of her kindness and laughter, you knew were receiving a gift from heaven.  I do not think there is 

a patron saint of smiles and laughter, but Mari should be considered a prime candidate.   

 

9:00 and 11:15: Mike Santoro 

I would like to tell you about my ordinary saint, Dr Thomas Jones, of Macon GA. 

 

Tom is my VMI classmate.  We have know each other for over 50 years.  I found out about five 

or six years ago that we had a common interest in Jonathan Daniels.   

 

Jonathan was an Episcopal seminarian who went to Alabama to take part in voting rights activity 

in Selma and Montgomery in the spring of 1965.  He was killed in August of that year in the 

town of Hayneville, AL while protecting a teenaged girl, Ruby Sales, from the shotgun blast of a 

Deputy Sheriff, who was blocking them from buying a soft drink at a local general store.    

 



I realized pretty quickly that the difference between Tom's interest in Jonathan and mine was that 

he was doing something about it and I was mostly talking.   

 

For one, I learned that Tom was participating in a civil rights pilgrimage in that town of 

Hayneville each August.  The pilgrimage is sponsored by the Episcopal Church and honors 

Jonathan Daniels and 14 other Alabama civil rights martyrs.   

 

After some subtle and some not-so-subtle encouragement, Tom finally convinced me to 

participate in this Pilgrimage and I did so for the first time in 2016.  I flew to Montgomery and 

had a weekend experience that has in many ways changed my outlook on life and positively 

reinforced my Episcopal Faith. (and, at the same time, made me even more proud to belong to a 

faith community that names “inclusion” as a core value.) The pilgrimage visits the important 

sites of the last few weeks of Jonathan Daniels’ life and ends with an emotional ceremony in the 

same courthouse where his killer was acquitted by an all male, all white jury.  The most moving 

part is when the name of each of the 15 martyrs is read and a bell rung in his or her memory. 

 

Our civil rights weekend in Alabama did not end with the pilgrimage.  Tom encouraged me to 

visit the Rosa Parks museum in Montgomery and he took me to Selma where we stood together 

on the Edmund Pettus bridge, which had been the site of a brutal confrontation between civil 

rights protestors and the Alabama State Police fifty-some years ago. 

 

This past August,  I was able to share my interest in this pilgrimage with Martha, just as Tom did 

with me.  Tom was there, as he is every year. He arranged for our group of VMI alums to visit 

the "Lynching Museum" in Montgomery.  Another sobering experience, evoking feelings in me 

like the ones I had when Martha and I visited the Auschwitz concentration camp in Poland. 

 

Tom's influence on the lives of other people continues past his interest in this civil rights 

pilgrimage.  He is an endocrinologist. In addition to his normal practice, he operates Camp Little 

Shot, which he started about 39 years ago.  This is a free week-long camp that concentrates on 

providing an environment where diabetic children 6 to18 years old can learn to manage their 

illness in a fun environment while meeting other kids who are dealing with the same issues.  

About 100 kids a year attend this camp, which is, as far as I know, the only free diabetes camp in 

the country.  Many of the campers eventually come back to serve as volunteer staff. Again, Tom 

saw a way to reach out to others and add to the quality of their lives and he acted upon it. 

 

So this is the story of my ordinary saint.  Martha describes Tom Jones as a caring,  active guy 

with a contagious enthusiasm.  That about sums it up! 
 


