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The Annual Ackerman Family Christmas Letter 2012
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“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times; it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness.  It was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity.  It was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.....” Tale of Two Cities
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We greet you in the Name of Jesus Christ whose Nativity we celebrate.  Generally over the years we have opened our family letter with Holy Scriptures, but given the socio-political, ecclesiastical-philosophical dilemmas and crises of our age, notwithstanding our own family year, perhaps we all find ourselves living in a Dickensian world with extremes all around us.

Most of you who are reading this are well aware of the two major events in our family life this year: the birth of Betty Nicole Rae Shattuck on May 8 and Jo’s Heart Attack on August 14.  It is absolutely impossible to convey the emotions that accompany both events.  On August 19 Jo and Bp. Keith celebrated their 45th Wedding Anniversary, and Bp. Keith said that watching his beloved Jo walk through the door on their wedding anniversary was the best anniversary gift ever!  Jo is recovering and has just graduated from Cardiac Rehab; each day is another gift from God for all of us.  Jo is the glue of our family, and having us all live so close together has been an incredible blessing.  Seeing God’s hand at work as Jo witnesses to the healing power of Jesus Christ is a blessing to all.  By the way - it has been over 18 years since Jo’s cancer - another testimony to God’s grace.

Bp. Keith is now in his 39th year of ordination: ordained a Deacon and then a Priest in 1974 and a Bishop in 1994.  Besides his numerous church responsibilities which cause him to travel to a variety of places, he is also still at the Clinic in Dallas two days per week counseling people with numerous challenges, and since January 1 has been overseeing a wonderful parish in Fort Worth, St. Timothy’s.  Jo has found St. Timothy’s to be a great blessing, and once again, Bp. Keith and Jo are excited to be working together in God’s vineyard.  Bp. Keith has been attempting to do some genealogical work with the Ackerman/Pritchard/Wittenberger/Bevacqua/Bonacci/Perri families which has resulted in some incredible bits of information.  In the Fall Bp. Keith and Keith went to the UK where Keith found numerous first run recordings of the Beatles era while Bp. Keith attended numerous meetings.  Together they also went to the “Welsh connection” in Llanelli to see where Albert Edward Pritchard was born and then across the border to Lydney in Glouscestershire to see where previous generations had lived.  It was a memorable trip and also a chance to be with some British friends.

“Apart from the heart attack Mrs. Ackerman, how was your year?”  “Wonderful”!  Being with the children and grandchildren is her greatest joy apart from being a married Christian woman.  Betty is absolutely engaged with her NaNa, and loves to look into her eyes.  In many ways they have matching eyes - beautiful, dark, and large.  Betty was baptized on what would have been the 100th birthday of her great grandmother, Alberta M. Pritchard Ackerman.  As PaPa baptized her she looked into his eyes and smiled - not a sound - just a smile.  It was a sacramental moment as Ellie (8 1/2) and Dominic (5) stood by their cousin along with big sister Natalia (5).  Ellie is now in the third grade, Dominic in Kindergarten, along with Natalia also being in Kindergarten.
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For Keith and Donna it has also been a Dickens of a year.  Keith had multiple staph infections due to a puncture wound, all of which took place at about the same time as Jo’s heart attack.  He was “out of commission” for weeks, while being in the midst of a major building project at CitySquare.  He has been overseeing the erection of five new buildings and several new programs for City Square (formerly Central Dallas Ministries).  As his parents, we are obviously proud of Keith, but would you take a moment to see what God is doing through him as the COO of CitySquare at: www.citysquare.org/oc?  You may also want to ask Keith what it was like to have Lyle Lovett do the major benefit this year for CitySquare.  Last year it was Jay Leno. Thank you to all our family and friends for your continued support of this ministry!  In the midst of all of this building activity Keith has also formed a “company within a company”, a Social Enterprise for CitySquare called CitySolutions: www.citysolutions.org.  As a result of this new enterprise, much of the “business side” of our family company “The Parish Press and DoveTracts” will be handled by Keith’s new company allowing his parents opportunities to do the “creative side” of the business.  www.theparishpress.com.  Keith has an annual tradition to go on a vacation with his father (usually something to do with major league baseball), but he also has started a tradition of a day trip with his nephew, Dominic.  Last year they went fishing and this year they went on a hiking trip.  Dominic wanted steak for lunch, so Keith grilled some steaks and was surprised that Dominic could eat more than he did!
Donna and Keith have now been married for 18 years, and along with the pitter patter of animal feet continue to live in Arlington.  Donna has moved to a new division at Sabre, and continues to amaze us with her computer abilities.  Recently she and her sisters-in-law had a “girl’s day out” where they just simply enjoyed each other.  Donna and her father-in-law do some family searches together and hope to uncover more Battaglia/Bakos history!  With Keith and Donna having both Pittsburgh roots and Italian roots. This has been great fun.  Hopefully for their 20th anniversary they will be able to go to Italy and see the beauty of Southern Italy.             
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2012 has been quite an eventful year for the Norris branch of the Ackerman family.  In January, Glenn Beck (yes, that Glenn Beck) brought his production company to the Studios at Las Colinas, where Ethan works for CRM studios.  CRM was chosen to staff some of the many positions for which Glenn’s company did not yet have personnel.  Ethan was tapped as an emergency fill-in to run Glenn’s teleprompter on day 2. Six months later, still running teleprompter and occasionally decorating Glenn’s famous chalkboards, Ethan was approached to fill the role of Writer/Content Producer for the Glenn Beck Program.  The opportunity was too special too pass up, so after one last teleprompter performance, at the Restoring Love event in Cowboys Stadium, Ethan began writing and producing for Glenn.  Simultaneously, Ethan was acting in Shakespeare Dallas’ production of Macbeth at night.  It was a grind, but getting to write segments for Glenn and the opening monologue for guest host Brad Meltzer were very big highlights for Ethan.

Other highlights included: Driving the CRM production truck on a two-week, cross-country journey to San Diego and Denver; meeting Ted Nugent and Penn Gillette, among others; “starring” in radio and TV commercials for the new product, NutraFuels; designing the backdrop for the nativity pageant on several giant chalkboards for The Glenn Beck Family Christmas Special; finally playing his first gig as singer for the band “Watershade” (terrible name, but it was there before him); and having a video he and Renee made in college go viral and appear on the blog of one Tosh.0 (yes, that Tosh.0). It’s on YouTube as “Safe Sex Rap.”  Look it up; Renee will really appreciate your interest.

Speaking of Renee, she is now a published author!  I guess it would be more accurate to say “published contributor,” but the fact is, her writings have been published in a college textbook for Theatre Education majors.  She has been invited to present on her chapter at a conference in Washington, D.C. in July 2013.  The whole Norris family plans to accompany her on this unique opportunity.  In the meantime, Renee continues to inspire and prepare young hearts and minds for college and beyond.  Her plays and musical productions remain both ambitious and polished.  In 2012, Haltom High Theatre did productions of The Shadow Box, Fiddler on the Roof, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, and Election--  with Footloose right around the corner!  Renee keeps her students busy, but she receives many accolades as a teacher.  Renee turned 40 this December and we celebrated at the Chef Point Restaurant in the Conoco Gas Station that was reviewed by Guy Fieri on “Diners Drive-in’s and Dives” 
Her children stay busy, too.  Ellie takes gymnastics, tap and hip-hop dance classes, and helps out with her younger cousins whenever she can.  She is in the third grade now and continues to make the A or A/B honor roll every six weeks.  She has lost several more teeth, and her adult front teeth have grown in very quickly.  (Little does she know they will keep growing for a while!)  Dominic takes gymnastics as well as his sister, and he really excels at it.  After watching the Olympics this summer, he perfected a handstand (not a “head stand”).  His best trick is to start a cartwheel, stop it in the middle as a handstand, and then do a handstand push-up for good measure.  His motor is constantly running, but he has so far been able to take it down a notch at school.  He actually started kindergarten this year and is doing very well learning to read and add.  Renee and Ethan are very excited about both children being able to read; although, it does make it harder to talk about things without them knowing.  Both Ellie and Dominic continue to develop some impressive artistic skills.  Someday before you know it, one of them will be designing the Norris family Christmas card.
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Of course the biggest news in the Shattuck family is the birth of Betty (Lynne’s godmother’s name and Rob’s late grandmother’s name) Nicole (had Lynne been a boy she would have been Nicholas) Rae (Bp. Keith’s late sister who was named after Bp. Keith’s Dad, Ray.) On the day that Betty was born ex-Texas Ranger Josh Hamilton hit four home runs in one game that night!  For all of us Betty is already an All Star.  Betty loves to laugh and has the greatest belly laugh we have ever encountered.  She loves to laugh at and with her big sister.  We are not surprised that Betty is as good a little girl as she is - she is just like her Mommy at that age.  
Natalia adores her baby sister, but Natalia’s really favorite person in the whole world is her cousin, Ellie.  They have a very special relationship.  Natalia, who started Kindergarten this year, is one of the most expressive and emotive children one can imagine.  She has no trouble saying how she feels at any given moment.  The other day she called her NaNa to say, “I don’t like you.  I looooove you!”  She is PaPa’s shadow, and loves overnights at NaNa and PaPa’s.....with Ellie.  Natalia loves to sing, dance, and tell jokes.  She loved the family trip to Sea World this year and loves a “knock, knock joke:  “Knock, knock.”  “Sham.”  “Sham who?”  “Shamwho misses you at Sea World.”  She is always entertaining us and keeps us laughing.  A highlight for Natalia and Lynne is that Talia attends the same school where Lynne teaches, Jerry Junkins Elementary.  Natalia has started reading.  On 12-12-12 Lynne had 12 readers read to the class; Natalia was one of the readers and Lynne was so proud.
Lynne has been working tirelessly as a pre-Kindergarten teacher full time, she is on several committees in the school, continues as a consultant with Mary Kay Cosmetics as well as working as the youth leader and Christian Education Director at St. Vincent’s Cathedral in Bedford.  Lynne has a phenomenal impact on the lives of many young people, and is a woman of great faith.  Can you believe that Lynne will be 36 next week?  

Rob has continued to progress at Fidelity Investments, working now as a Retirement Relationship Manager for people who are leaving their jobs and need advice for their retirement savings.  Aside from spending time on the career and at home with all five girls (let’s not forget Ginger and Sage, the two doggies), Rob became a business partner at a startup in Dallas named KwikBoost, a maker of charging stations for smartphones and other devices.
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And so, while it has been “the best of times and the worst of times” Dickens goes on to tell us that is was also “the Spring of hope.” True hope is found in Jesus Christ, who even in this dark world is the Light.  Looking into the eyes of our grandchildren we see both innocence and hope.  Maybe Dominic sums it up when one day he asked his PaPa, “PaPa can you be Arthur, ‘cause I want to be an illustrator?  But, PaPa, can I be more than one thing when I grow up?”  “Why yes,” said PaPa.  “I am several things, aren’t I?  In fact, what am I?”  “Well,” said Dominic, “You are my PaPa - you love me and you play with me and you take me places.”  “And you’re a Bishop.  You stand at the Altar and the priests hand lots of stuff to you.”  And Mommy says you’re a therapist.”  PaPa said, “Do you know what that means.”  “No.”  “Well I talk with people and they tell me their problems and I help them.”  Dominic then moved his chair closer to PaPa and said, “PaPa, I’ve got a problem.”  After a few minutes of talking about his problem he looked at PaPa and said, “Okay, PaPa, I’m done.”  And he moved his chair getting on with his life.  God listens to our problems carefully - from heart attacks and infections to hearts that break - He blesses us, absolves us, heals us and loves us.....and then we move our chairs to get on with the life God has given us to live.  May He continue to bless your life.
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