
  

 

Volume 6, Issue 1 ~ January 2026 

Our mission is to record the rich history of the people, places and events in the                                  
community and share information that impacts the lives of residents in Marion County.  

In this issue: 
f  

The History of Watch Night Service 
  

The Willie Mae Stokes                            
Community Center 

  

New Year With New Resolutions  

  

Remembering Mary Sue Rich:                   
A Trailblazing Leader 

  

Dr. Jaiya John, Author & Poet                    
Releases New Book 

  

MLK Day Celebration of Events 
  

Nominations Needed for Veterans 
Hall of Fame 

f 
 

NAACP Jubilee Celebration 

See story on Page 8 
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County Commission Meetings 
January 6 and January 20 

9 a.m.  
McPherson Governmental                

Campus Auditorium 
601 S.E. 25th Ave.  
Ocala, FL 34471 

  

Ocala City Council Meetings 
January 6 and January 20 

4 p.m.  
110 S.E. Watula Ave.,  

Ocala, FL 34471 
  

Marion County School Board 
January 13 and January 27 

5:30 p.m.  
School Board Meeting Room 

1614 E. Fort King Street 
Ocala, FL 34471 

 
Åĭĭ ƨƸŹƣǖ Źů Ǝúŋĭ Ʋ    

         See story on page 8 and 9 Åĭĭ ÅƸŹƣǖ Źů »úŋĭ ĳ úůģ  Ų 
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Sharing the good news happening                             
in our community. 
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For as long as I can remember, Iôve always spent New Yearôs Eve in church    
attending Watch Night service. It was just something we did maybe out of habit, 
expectation or a wise tale I was told when I was growing up that whatever you 

were doing to bring in the new year is what you would be doing all year long.   

Until recently, I never realized, maybe you did, that there was a historical reason 

behind ñWatch Nightò services in African American congregations.  

In a Facebook post by Frank P. Green, Watch Night Services in Black communities can be traced 
back to gatherings on December 31, 1862, also known as ñFreedomôs Eve.ò On that night, Blacks 
came together in churches and private homes all across the nation anxiously awaiting news that the 

ñEmancipation Proclamationò had actually become law.   

Green said he assumed that ñWatch Nightò was a fairly standard Christian religious service, perhaps 
made a bit more Afro centric because thatôs what happens when white elements of Christianity link 
with the Black Church for that one service each year. He said itôs a traditional way in which a white 

church reassures themselves that they are inclusive when they really are not.  

At the stroke of midnight on January 1, 1863, Green said that all slaves in the Confederate States 
were declared legally free. When the news was received, there were prayers, shouts and songs of 
joy as people fell to their knees and thanked God. Since that time, people of color have gathered in   
churches on New Yearôs Eve to praise God for bringing them safely through another year.  
  

Today the Watch Night service, initially meant to welcome emancipation, encourages reflection on 
the history of slavery and freedom, as well as reflection on the past year - both its trials and                  
triumphs - while also anticipating what the new year will have in store. It is a continuation of                 
generations of faith that freedom and renewal lie ahead. 
  

As we close another chapter (2025) and embark on a new year (2026), 
what will you thank God for? 
  

Town Talk Magazine wishes you a Safe and Happy New Year!  

Subscribe with Us: 
To receive a free copy via e-mail, subscribe at Towntalkmagazine.org 

Annual subscription (printed copy) via mail: $50 

  Advertise with Us: Business card: $35 ~ Quarter-page: $65  Half-page: $100. 
                                           Ads are black and white and must be submitted in Jpeg or Pdf format                                                     

 and sent to Towntalkmagazine@yahoo.com. 
  

 Payments can be made via Cash App ($Towntalkmarion)  
or make check payable to Town Talk Magazine and mail to P.O. Box 6212, Ocala, FL 34478 

Please visit our website at Towntalkmagazine.org to keep up with the latest happenings in the community. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪΗ                                                                                                                
Monica Bryant                                                                                                          

Monica T. Bryant, Editor 

EDITORõS DESK 

Source: National Museum of African American History and Culture 
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COMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT 

The Community Spotlight highlights a person, place or event in our community. Tell us whatôs happening around town                                      
so we can share your Good News with others. Email submissions to Towntalkmagazine@yahoo.com. 

 

THE WILLIE MAE STOKES COMMUNITY CENTER 
Bishop Christopher Stokes never intended to follow in the footsteps of his mother, who had a 
heart for the community she lived in. Born and raised in Micanopy, FL., he vowed that when he 
was old enough to leave the small town that offered few opportunities for young people, he 
would never come back.  

  

But after serving in the military, he returned home only to find 
that nothing had changed, and the same problems still existed.  
  

ñMy mother had nine children and she raised us all on a meager 
income, but ensured that each of us had what we needed,ò 
Stokes said. ñShe kept us involved in our community.ò   
  

Willie Mae Stokes, a community matriarch from Micanopy died 
in 2011 at age 85.  
  

It was his momôs strong community involvement, Christian faith 
and legacy of service that inspired him to carry on her legacy. He 
opened the Willie Mae Stokes Community Center in December of 
2017 to honor his mom for the work she did in the community. The mission is to educate youth, 
strengthen the community and build bridges between school, community and parent involvement.  
  

Stokes, who was serving as the Career Resource Manager for the Gainesville Job Corps, said the building, which currently houses 
the center, was part of a charter high school and part of their program. When the school moved, the center and the building became 
available and they relocated the building to its current location. Although the building needed a lot of work and didnôt look like much at 
the time, he hoped that people would see it the way he saw it.                
  

The 1,200 sq. ft. facility can accommodate about 66 people which Stokes said creates a major space issue because they keep            
growing each week. The center, which serves students in first through 12th grades, Monday - Friday, from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., opened 
with four children and now serves more than 60 youth who receive literacy and math gains. Each family receives a turkey for Thanks-
giving and every student in the program gets a gift for Christmas.   
  

ñThe community center strives to ensure each program participant knows their value and is academically sound,ò Stokes said.               
ñWe instill in them that education is the new currency, and we must ensure that they can spend well.ò  
  

Although the center is funded through the Childrenôs Trust of Alachua County, Stokes said their biggest challenge and need is                  
financial support. His goal is to be able to purchase a shoestring so he can tell people that they operate on a shoestring budget.  
  

ñSince we are a nonprofit, we operate dollar in, dollar out,ò he said. ñWeôre always open to donations which can be made directly to 
the community center, located at 355 N.W. 6th Ave., Micanopy, FL., 32667.ò     
  

Follow Willie Mae Stokes Community Center on Facebook. For volunteer opportunities, contact Dolly Stokes, volunteer coordinator,  
at (352) 466-1136 or for more information or to support the center, contact Bishop Stokes at (352) 246-2533 or send email to                     
Bishopstokes2@gmail.com. 

Wille Mae Stokes 

Bishop Christopher Stokes 
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By Monica M. Jacobs, Teacher and Author of òMy New Churchó childrenõs book  

yŷŭŖĖú múĖŷČƥ 

New Year with New Resolutions! 

 

As the new year unfolds with fresh possibilities, you start planning for the blessings and                 
successes that lie ahead of you and your children. That is what New Yearôs resolutions are 
about, right? I look at the new year like I do Spring cleaning: itôs a time to let go of the old and 
make room for the new. As you make your New Yearôs resolutions, your children can too! A            

suggestion for a New Yearôs resolution is to get more involved at their school.  

Children will need your help to do this. I have learned that most parents and guardians work at 
least two jobs and may already volunteer in their childrenôs sports or extracurricular activities     
outside of school. Therefore, they may question why they should participate in school activities? 

Letôs share some reasons! 

The Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) allows parents, guardians and teachers an opportunity 
to collaborate and provide enrichment experiences for the students, the school and the                          
community. The PTO committee holds fundraisers for supplemental educational materials and              
experiences for the school and supports interaction between the school and families. For               

instance, you may wonder why your child is not going on better field trips or whether he/she goes on any field trips at all. 
Schools have limited budgets, and have experienced even greater budget cuts this year. A PTO committee could help 

raise funds to use for special projects. 

The School Advisory Council (SAC) is a partnership between the school and parents or guardians. Being a part of the 
committee allows them a voice in the direction of the schoolôs movement. Possibly their biggest opportunity is to influence 
the way that the Title I money at their school is being spent since the SAC committee is the first to know the schoolôs goals 

as outlined by the Schoolôs Improvement Plan. 

Parent Data Nights provide time for parents and guardians to come to hear how the school is performing and how their 
child specifically relates to that data. Strategies that target specific skills for the childôs grade level are taught. Overall,    
families and teachers work together to improve student learning. Questions are answered, concerns are addressed and 

help is provided. 

Attending other events such as school tutoring, Hispanic Heritage Night, Black History Month celebration and Winter Story 
Night, etc. will help your child know how important school is to his/her family. Attending these events demonstrates that in 

your family education holds a place of importance. 
  

Additional Information Regarding After-School Events: 

  

 
 

To reach Jacobs, contact her via e-mail at Jacobsmonica628@gmail.com. 

 
School Event 

 
Time Frame 

 
Cost 

 
Meeting Frequency 
 

PTO  Approximately 1 hour Depending on the school 
Approximately $0 - $20 per 
family 

Usually quarterly or as 
needed 
 
 

SAC Approximately 1 hour No cost 3 times a year 
 

Parent Data Night Approximately 1 hour 30 
minutes 

No cost Approximately two times 
a year 
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Lena Hopkins fondly remembers all the times Mary Sue Rich would stop by their house 
and drop off little things for her mother, who was ill, when 
nobody else came by.    
  

Hopkins said sheôs known Rich for more than 40 years and 
they use to attend church together at St. Paul A.M.E. 
Church. She said Rich, who was a senior supervisor, trained 
her when she worked for the Florida Department of                       
Corrections as a probation and parole officer.  
  

ñShe was genuine. You didnôt have to worry about where 
she was coming from or what she was thinking,ò Hopkins 
said. ñShe was who she was, and you knew where she 
stood. There was no guessing.ò 
  

Rich, a community pioneer, died on December 18, at the 

age of 85.  

ñI will miss her smile, her concern for others and how she was matter-of-fact, but always 
did it with a sense of humor,ò Hopkins said. ñShe had a love for her family, for her church 

and for this community, and she believed in seeing the best even in the worst people.ò    

Rich, who was born on August 31, 1940 in Ocala, FL., was adopted as an infant and  
raised in Ocala where sheôs lived her entire life. A devoted public servant, she wanted 

Ocala to flourish and be a place where families were happy and successful. 

A leader and staunch advocate for racial harmony, community development, education 
and recreation initiatives, the achievement she was proudest of was serving on the City 
Council because it allowed her to make decisions that improved lives. When asked how 
she wanted to be remembered, Rich said for doing what was 

fair and enhancing the lives of people in the community. 

When she decided not to seek re-election in 2019 after                  
serving on the Ocala City Council for 24 years, at her final   
meeting that year, her fellow Councilmembers voted to name 
the new community center, located at the site of the old Royal 
Oak Charcoal Plant, in honor of her extensive civic and             

community service. 
  

When interviewed about the honor in 2023, Richôs grand-
daughter, Brittani Griffin, said knowing the center was going to 
be named after her grandmother meant everything to them. 
  

ñTo see her hard work and dedication to the City of Ocala be 
honored in such a way as this center, our hearts are full,ò Griffin 
said. ñShe is Love. She is Light. She is a Legend. The Humble 

Humanitarian. I am honored to share her lineage.ò 

The groundbreaking for the Mary Sue Rich Community Center at Reed Place, which           
honored Rich and Ruth Reed for successfully getting the Royal Oak charcoal plant closed 
down in 2006 after 30 years of operations, was held in January 2021. The 41,750 square 

foot, two-story building, estimated to cost $10.3 million opened in 2023.  

Prior to the center opening, Griffin said what she admired most about her grandmother was 
her FIGHT! She said she watched her in so many arenas and with so many different             
battles, whether it was city business or her own personal business, and she had this fight 
that was unwavering. 
  

ñWhen sheôs for something, when she wants something, when she needs something, sheôs 
going to fight and sheôs not going to give up, Griffin said. ñSheôs such a strong lady.ò 
  

Indeed she was. She never gave up and she fought until the end. 
  

Well done Mrs. Rich! The life you lived speaks for you. You will be missed! 
  

MARY SUE RICH: 
A LIFE WELL LIVED  
(1940 ~ 2025) 

  

-- 1957: Graduated from Howard 

High School 

--- Graduated from Central Florida 
Community College (now the College 
of Central Florida) and the University 
of Central Florida (UCF) with a             

degree in criminal justice.  
  

-- 1972: Worked for the Florida          
Department of Corrections for 27 
years, retiring in 2003 as a senior 
supervisor. 
  

-- Co-founded and led First Step Inc., 
which helped individuals on probation 
with basic needs and toys for                
children for Christmas. 
  

-- Distinguished Service Awards from 
the Florida Council on Crime and 
Delinquency and Central Florida 
Community College. 
  

-- 1995: Made history as the first                  
African American woman to be             
elected to the Ocala City Council  
representing District 2 in Northwest 

Ocala. 

-- 2001: Distinguished Alumni Award 
by the College of Central Florida 
Foundation. 
  

-- 2003: Helped create the REACH 
program, which worked to unite all 
cultures in the city as part of the           
Racial Harmony Cultural Awareness 
Taskforce. 
  

-- 2005: United Way Humanitarian        

of the Year Award. 

-- 2014: Inducted into Howard   
Academyôs Marion County Black  

History Museum Hall of Fame.  

-- 2023: LeRoy Collins ñHometown 

Heroò Distinguished Alumni Award. 

 

  

Ruth Reed and Mary Sue Rich 

Mary Sue Rich 
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Continued on page 9 

Christopher Stokes always knew he wanted to be in ministry, but growing up he loved 
sports and desired to be a sportscaster to do sports play-by-play.  
  

ñI remember applying to the Columbia School of Broadcasting. Everyone said I had a 
voice, but I had no money for school,ò he said. ñThat has always been my dream. I 
would love to have the privilege and opportunity to do that.ò  
  

But in 1983, Stokes, the seventh of nine children born to Willie Mae Stokes, truly felt the 
desire to be in ministry, but he was scared, so in 1984, he joined the military instead.  
  

But it would only be a matter of time since preaching was a part of Stokes bloodline. His 
grandfather, the Rev. Ethel Daniels, was a preacher, pastor and he served as a                    

Presiding Elder in the African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME); and his uncle, the 
Rev. Richard D. Daniels, was a pastor and Presiding Elder in the (AME) until he retired.  
  

It took 13 years for Stokes to finally accept his call into the ministry. He stopped running on October 26, 1997.  
  

ñIt differs in the sense that Iôm still using my voice. Iôm just calling plays for Jesus,ò he said.  
  

Born and raised in Micanopy, FL., the small town is all 
he knows. Prior to starting New Beginning Christian 
Worship  Center (NBCWC) in August of 2013, his 
brother and sister joined him and were part of the              
ministryôs implementation. Stokes has also served as 
pastor of Ward African Methodist Episcopal Church, 
Micanopy; Greater Mt. Olive African Methodist Church, 
Coleman, FL.; and Mt. Pedro Missionary Baptist 
Church, Flemington, FL. He said he still has mentorôs 
and trusted voices of guidance and wisdom.   
  

On July 20, 2019, he was consecrated to the office of 
Bishop and serves as the Presiding Bishop of the New 
Beginning family of churches, which consists of four 
churches located in Micanopy, Coleman, Tampa and 
Clearwater, Florida.  
  

Stokes is planning for the future because their biggest 
challenge has always been space from the beginning. The current church is about 1,000 sq. ft. and can seat 80         
people on a good day, but its membership is about 100. 
  

ñThe building is in need of repair and we needed to meet our need for space and building was our only option,ò he 
said. ñOur ministry survives on Godôs grace and the strength and biblical teaching that where God guides, God             
provides. Always have, always will.ò 
  

Stokes said their message is every time you enter our doors, you will have a chance for a New Beginning. Church 
School is held on Sundays at 9:15 a.m., followed by Morning Worship at 10 a.m. Bible Study is held online on             
Tuesdays from 7 p.m. to 8 p.m. To join, use Meeting ID 894-3829-1841. Passcode is 433738 or participate by phone 
using One Tap Mobile (305) 224-1968.  
   

In March of 2026, Stokes plans to open a new 5,000 sq. ft facility that can seat more than 220 people. The church, 
which sits on 1.5 acres and located at 815 North Division St., in Micanopy, is about a quarter-mile from the existing 
church.  
  

Once the new church opens, the former location will be used for their childrenôs youth ministry.  
 
 

Bishop Christopher Stokes 

New Beginning Christian Worship Center 
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The move will be bittersweet for 
Stokes, who said heôll miss            
walking into the place where it all 
started for him. 
  

He visits the new church every-
day, sometimes three to four 
times a day, and every Sunday                
morning he parks his vehicle at 
the new church and walks to the 
old church. 
  

ñI have a chair that I sit out front in 
and just bask in what God is          
doing,ò he said. 
 

Stokes said his wife Dolly and sons Dominique, Sean and McKenzie are amazing and 
his strength. He has battled cancer three times, and in July of 2017, their lives 
changed forever when Sean, at age 17, was tragically killed in a four-wheeling                 
accident.  
  

ñMy family has been my rock and without the love and support, thereôs no me without 
them,ò he said. ñI try to be as transparent as I can be but I want people to know that I 
truly believe and know that the Lord has been gracious and kind to me, and if he never 
does anything else for me, heôs already done enough!ò 
  

Stokes said his desire to honor God, his mother, his son and his family is what               

motivates him to keep going.   

  Their motto is Come As Our Guest & Leave As Family! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
NBCWC is a Multi Cultural Non-                            
Denominational Ministry whose focus 
is Loving God and The People of God 
By Changing the way we do Church.  
  

Call (352) 234-0302 for more                     

information, follow them on Facebook 

at https://www.facebook.com/

NBCWC352 or visit NBCWC.ORG.  Future home of New Beginning Christian Worship Center 

7ŗƨŔŹƎ 9ŔƣŗƨƸŹƎŔĭƣ ÅƸŹšĭƨ 

9ŔƣŗƨƸŹƎĭƣ úůģ AŹŢŢǖ ÅƸŹšĭƨ  
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Dr. Jaiya John, a celebrated author and poet, recently unveiled his latest book, 
'Wildflowers Praying at Midnight,' in Ocala, Florida. The event, co-hosted by Alpha            
Kappa Alpha Sorority Inc. and the Sankofa Public Library, featured an intimate                         
conversation and book signing at the MarySue Rich Community Center at Reed Place 
on Tuesday, December 23.  
  

Dr. John shared his deep connection to Ocala where his ancestors lived and his family 
currently lives. He also expressed his desire to help people reconnect with their divine 
nature through his work. 
  

The concept of the book ñWildflowers Praying at Midnight" stems from the idea that                           
humanity has faced numerous challenges, particularly in the last few years. As a result, 
we've become disconnected from our true nature due to our prolonged exposure to                          
materialism, capitalism and individualism.  
  

Johnôs book seeks to stir 
our souls, encouraging  
us to recall our inherent 
value and resist the          
notion that our worth is 
determined by external 
factors.  
  

We must recognize our 
individual strengths and 
the positive impact we 
can have on the world. 

     Dr. Jaiya John 

Marion County we need your help with nominations for 
our Marion County Veterans Hall of Fame inaugural class! 
If you know someone you feel deserves this honor, please 
read the following: 
  

The Marion County Veterans Hall of Fame was                             
established to honor the more than 45,000 veterans             
calling our community home. 
  

Annual nominations are accepted until Jan. 31. Inductees 
are listed on a display within the Ocala-Marion County 
Veterans Memorial Park.  
  

                                                                                                      
Please visit https://www.marionfl.org/vetshalloffame for the nomination form. Marion County is proud to serve those 
who have served. For more information on the Florida Veterans Hall of Fame, visit FloridaVeteransHallOfFame.org 
Vets Helping Vets USA 
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https://www.marionfl.org/vetshalloffame?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAYnJpZBExM255ajJuVExwVmhRV2Y5dXNydGMGYXBwX2lkEDIyMjAzOTE3ODgyMDA4OTIAAR5wFrC8HAWE9ft01xO7pPR5-GPZhez2t1m3VV_kbpU_Zj8-5irmFP5SXcQLVg_aem_-XSnOCdleM0pN2gUIxdHtg
https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2FFloridaVeteransHallOfFame.org%2F%3Ffbclid%3DIwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAYnJpZBExM255ajJuVExwVmhRV2Y5dXNydGMGYXBwX2lkEDIyMjAzOTE3ODgyMDA4OTIAAR6j0Ijg8aEvh6WsEizj5ZtNhHMtZQ9sqgDnrTAsWWX6dBLT7Q_LBfzU3aYSUw_aem_qf5zNU1coZORl-PfRy
https://www.facebook.com/VeteransHelpingVeteransUSA?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZbiGBIkIGyZbFWBnet3A_65JAPsmoZ8vWtDVlsWdXXB8zrs0UFt6rxCrBFLvTbM_QnMlN3l0O1pwXf-lgiD6wyvqTzV0h_9ymP9zreca9vyrxU2ZOQGJRol47pNs8A4p7xA-CyTyeJP26GiW5DqlcoeoE0hjFX2rn5_CfRZ7VuHELpeC2u17r5deDSxQDw0
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