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Assistant Secretary: Sylvia Passley-Harris
Mission and Social Action:
Assistant Secretary: Sonja Loar (partial year)
Eunice Wilson (partial year)
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Assistant Treasurer: Sonja Loar
Council at Large: Jim Schoonmaker
Council at Large: David Ryley
Council at Large: Richard Tibbetts
Congregational Life (Deacons)
Heather Palmer (Chairperson)
Doug Shepard
Peg Carroll (partial year)
Roch Carroll (partial year)
Zach Roe
Lloyd Clark
Sylvia Passley-Harris
Christian Education
Melissa Heim (Chairperson)
Maria Mak
Magda Lopez
Mission and Social Action
Eunice Wilson (Chairperson, partial year)
Isaac Seelam
Sarah Mausner
Delinse Jean
Tamara Jean
Anita Roberts
Properties
Chris Duncombe (Chairperson)
Chris Edwards
Steve Loar
Nominating
Eunice Wilson (Chairperson)
Dorothy Edwards
Mark Heim
Jim Schoonmaker
Endowment Trustees
Vimal Akhouri (Chairperson)
Jim Schoonmaker
Chris Edwards
Bill Breed

Minister
Rev. Sean Witty

The Senior Minister provides spiritual leadership to help the Church
achieve its purpose through preaching the Gospel, administering
ordinances, conducting publish worship, providing pastoral care,
education, general administration, and supervision of all staff.

Thank you for taking the time to look at our Annual Report. It is a collaborative effort,
involving more than a dozen people who want to briefly answer some important questions:
Who did we help?
How did we spend our time?
Where did we spend money and where did it come from?
It is no secret that all churches have arrived into the 21st century the same way: C.O.D. - Change Or
Die. This has caused many to panic. Some have come to the conclusion that church, even religion, will
(and should) follow in the footsteps of the Dodo bird. Perhaps…
Respectfully, we at First Baptist disagree. Together, we are discovering a vibrancy we have
not experienced before. You will see this vibrancy in the pages that follow. I am privileged and proud
to serve with the people of First Baptist Church – a community that has been seeking Christ together for
228 years by asking timeless questions, resisting our addiction to certainties, and embracing that
our “mission” is not to save the Church or rehabilitate Christianity, but to be transformed by the
revolutionary nature of the Gospel.
With gratitude,
Sean Witty
Senior Minister
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Moderator
Jonathan Dwyer

The Moderator presides at all business meetings and leads the Church
Council in accomplishing its duties. The Moderator is responsible for the
organization of all ministries and committees, and assumes the
administrative duties of the Senior Minister in their absence.

When we ask visitors about their experience at FBCN, they say this church seems different –
people are in a good mood and are speaking their mind, and others are genuinely interested in what
they are saying. The roots of these defining characteristics grow deep. When I arrived in this church in
1995, I was stunned by the sincerity and the space that those already here afforded me.
Space enables freedom, where each of us can interpret the Bible for ourselves, be exposed to
alternative paths to spiritual growth, ask questions, and propose answers. Here, there are opportunities
to serve and to learn. I have met outstanding people who have shaped my life, and whose memories I
still visit. Ignoring my logic-driven reluctance, I walked a labyrinth, had hands laid upon me, and
participated in a healing ceremony. To this place Carolyn and I came one wintry Sunday to attend
worship, shortly after hearing that my brother died in a car accident. In this church, our three daughters
were dedicated, and one was baptized. Each of us has best friends in this congregation. We served
the hungry and spent a summer’s week renovating a house for a homeless family. We sang ‘O Holy
Night’ at midnight, and we bid Easter good morning on Crystal Lake at sunrise. For me, these varied
experiences were invigorating, thought provoking, connecting, and introspective. They expanded my
understanding of meaningful and spiritual.
Providing space and freedom to explore a personally relevant relationship with God, with
Jesus at the center of the conversation, is critical to this church’s strategy for longevity. Data shows that
the church is serving a need in the community. For the first time years, the amount pledged has
increased year-over-year, and the trend in new members and new pledges continues to exceed
historical levels. I am grateful for our staff and ministry groups, and their ingenuity in preparing our
spaces and events, endeavoring to help us experience greater connections, understanding, and
wonder. In particular I thank Sean Witty, Kate Hilliker, Ken Woody, Samson Mengsteab, and Magda
Lopez, Melissa Heim and Dick Ransom, Aletta and Richard Tibbetts, Eunice Wilson and Steve Loar. I am
grateful for the steadying support of long-term members, and for the initiative and energy of more
recent visitors and members. Further, I have been blessed with sound advice and perspective from
Mark Heim and our Council.
Looking forward to 2016, I remain convinced that what is happening in FBCN is a very wellkept secret, and that more effective external communications are critical for introducing ourselves to
the greater community and inviting people to visit. So, I am excited that Ben Chicka joined the staff last
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fall to lead communications. Figuring out the logistics of communications – audience, specific messages
and media, channels, tracking effectiveness – is going to take trial and time. Similarly, discerning
where we focus our attention operationally will be challenging. Much about our worship, ministries, bylaws, and activities have changed over the last four years, and they seem to be having the desired
effect. In 2016, we extend last year’s focus on community life (enabling and connecting groups of all
ages) and external communications and will invest more ingenuity in these areas.
You are invited to participate. Share what you sense the community needs, and how we can
serve. As always, I am eager to join with you, as we grow to know ourselves and Jesus better.
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Treasurer
Aletta Tibbetts

The Treasurer oversees the collection and accounting of
all money pledged for the support and activities of the
Church. They maintain bank and investment accounts,
make payments authorized by the Church and Church
Council, and inform all ministries and committees of funds
available to them.

As the Church goes through a time of change so does its financial management. In my first year
as Treasurer I focused on researching documenting, and updating our records and practices to bring
them into line with the Church’s current priorities. In total for the year the church took in $425,942 of
income supplemented by $46,152 of transfers from savings while spending $452,343.
This year our budget included funding for two new positions – a Director of Community Life
and a Communications Director. To fund these positions, we planned to draw more than usual from our
Parsonage and Funds accounts. We only ended up hiring for the Communications position, so our
expenses were much lower than budget. This means we did not need to draw from savings to the
extent budgeted, transferring only $46,152 of the allowed $195,000. In other income notes, our
Building Usage was below planned primarily due to booking income in 2014 and 2016 for usage that
occurred in 2015. Our Pledges and Offerings came in nearly on target. We also received two
generous donations from the estates of church member Ellen Gezork and Spencer Parsons. Our
expenses were affected by the fact there were 27 pay periods in 2015 instead of the usual 26 while
our Administration and Properties expenses came in under budget.
The church’s savings resides in the Funds account. It includes security deposits held for our
tenants, savings that have been designated for certain purposes by the church (e.g. piano overhaul),
funds we have been given that were restricted for certain purposes by the donors, and unrestricted
funds. At the 2015 business meeting it was voted that number of historic designated funds would be
undesignated. We withdrew $22,500 from a starting balance of $181,714 from the Funds account for
to support the church this year.
Parsonage Fund accounts contain the monies remaining from the sale of the church’s parsonage
in 2003 (and subsequent purchase and sale of Rev. Charley Eastman’s house). Additionally, the church
owns 70% of Rev. Sean Witty’s house in Newton and is the guarantor of a mortgage on the Witty’s
portion of the house. These assets are also considered to be part of the Parsonage Fund.
At the 2015 Annual Meeting is was voted that the cash holdings of the Parsonage Fund could be
distributed to support the general budget enabling hiring of staff positions to support the church’s
growth. These positions were only partly filled during the year so a minimal amount was used for this
purpose. The Parsonage Fund is also used to provide income to the church toward the minister’s housing
allowance.
The cash holdings of the Parsonage Fund began the year at $249,797. It received income of
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$12,837 from mortgage payments and saw a $1,079 increase in investment value. $20,000 was
disbursed towards the minister’s housing allowance and $3,652 to support church growth. The year end
balance of the Parsonage Fund was $239,992.
I am delighted to report that after fifteen years the church has finished repaying the $180,000
loan it took from the endowment to pay for major maintenance on the Grafton House building next
door to the church in 2000. The completion of this loan repayment will free up $12,000 yearly going
forward.
The church’s financial records are open to all members and inquiries are welcome. Our
accountant, Ken Woody, tracks all the church’s accounts in Quickbooks, moving to Quickbooks Online
this year. As Treasurer, I review these on a regular basis. Additionally, Chris Edwards does a monthly
account reconciliation. We have decided to suspend our yearly audit due to its expenses, both in terms
of money and time, given the increased level of transparency of Quickbooks Online and existence of
multiple overseers.
As a first-time treasurer there has been a lot to learn this year. It was also my first year on
Council and I am greatly appreciative of their support and encouragement. I was also grateful for the
assistance of our former treasurers – Kathy Wade, Lynne Levesque, and Jim Schoonmaker. My
assistant treasurers Mark Heim and Sonja Loar helped stay on top of everything. And Ken Woody,
Kate Hilliker, and Ben Chicka in the office were a source of constant hard work and support that keep
the Church going. I look forward to our further endeavors in 2016.
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Annual Financial Report
First Baptist Church in Newton
Statement of Income and Expenses
For the Twelve Months Ended December 31, 2015

INCOME

Building Usage
Misc. Income and Transfers
Pledges and Oﬀerings
Endowment Income
In/Out Oﬀerings

Total Income

Budget

Actual

Variance

$

220,607
195,000
139,600
72,726
4,500

$ 211,938
46,152
136,515
72,726
4,763

$

$

632,433

$ 472,094

$ (160,339)

$

372,053
141,875
52,150
21,100
8,700
6,675
4,309
4,800

$ 263,166
129,481
22,630
17,725
5,785
4,822
1,649
3,746

$ (108,887)
(12,394)
(29,520)
(3,375)
(2,915)
(1,853)
(2,660)
(1,054)

$

611,662

$ 449,005

$ (162,657)

$

20,771

$

$

(8,669)
(148,848)
(3,085)
0
263

EXPENSES
Personnel Costs
Physical Properties
Administration
Benevolences
Education Programs
Worship and Diaconate
Miscellaneous
Music

Operating Expenses
NET SURPLUS/(DEFICIT)

23,089

(2,318)
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Report of the Secretary

The Secretary maintains a record of all
business meetings of the Church and Church
Council. They ensure notices for all business
meetings are properly given, and keeps a
current list of all members of the Church.

MEMBERSHIP: Total = 260
NEW MEMBERS: (total new = 13)
By Christian Experience (7)
Joshua Lyons
Jaime Zambrana
Tamara Jean
Bart Corr
Krista Corr
Neicy Rossi
Sabin Rossi
Christopher Teague
Robert Case
William Shad
Victoria Shad
David Barbrow
Wendy Sheehan

June 7, 2015
June 7, 2015
June 7, 2015
June 14, 2015
June 14, 2015
June 14, 2015
June 14, 2015
November 29, 2015
November 29, 2015
November 29, 2015
November 29, 2015
November 29, 2015
November 29, 2015

SEPARATIONS: (total separations = 1)
Deceased (1)
Jean Bartlett

March 27, 2015
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Congregational Life
Chairperson - Heather Palmer

The Ministry of Congregational Life, known as Deacons,
promote and support the spiritual welfare of the church.
They are responsible for matters related to church
membership, including welcoming newcomers, hosting
fellowship after worship, and encouraging active
membership.

The office of “Deacon” is one that goes back to New Testament Times. Our mission is to nurture
our life together at First Baptist Church in Newton. First and foremost, we seek to promote caring within
our community by communicating about important life events as individuals ask us to, and by reaching
out to coordinate and provide caring activities. We also provide logistical support for our shared
worship life. In addition, we mentor and support any members who seek ordination within the American
Baptist Churches of Massachusetts.
In 2015 we welcomed thirteen new members, and these new members brought with them
twelve children/young people in their families. Our community has been deeply enriched by these
twenty-five new participants. We are grateful for the gifts and imagination they bring. It is
extraordinary that every one of these members is not only active in our shared life, but has taken
leadership in various ways, whether in the family Christmas Eve service, education/formation for
children, Bible study, holding a church office, or adding picnic tables to our front lawn! We are
delighted that they have found support and inspiration at First Baptist Church in Newton and excited
about the new ideas they will share with this congregation as we try to become more and more open
to those in our wider community.
In the fall of 2015 the congregational life ministry discerned a need for a new Bible study
group. So, in September, our Open Circle Bible study began, meeting at 9:00 on Sunday mornings.
The group’s attendance has averaged 12 per Sunday in 2015, with leadership and hospitality from
Lloyd Clarke, Mark Heim, and Joshua Lyons. This Fall, we have been reading and discussing the
Gospel of Luke. Together, we seek to discover new ways for the Bible to be meaningful in our lives, to
build friendship and support with one other, and to create a welcoming place for questions and new
faces.
Although we have had many successes over the past year, First Baptist Church still faces
challenges as we continue to evolve from a nineteenth/twentieth century style church to a style more
meaningful in the twenty first century. As we become a younger and more diverse congregation, our
congregation spans many perspectives on worship, we will continue to seek the best means to support
inspirational and meaningful services that reflect that diversity. In 2015 we were unable to fill all the
staff/support positions that would assist in the areas of music and community life. We look forward to
finding persons who will be effective in these roles, increasing the good momentum in our church life.
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Another area of concern for us is how we can reach out and help meet the needs of our local
community. We believe in the Good News and that there are many people who are in need of
hearing the word of God and finding the joy that comes from it. We will work to find ways to reach
those in need and help them find new life. It is our hope and belief that as we meet the needs of those
who join us, we will continue to grow in size and spirit. There continues to be an increase in the diversity
of our congregation. The challenge will be continuing to find ways of involving all in the church.
Not all of these challenges will be solved or completed during the coming year. Some are an
ongoing process whose path will be determined by the church itself as we continue to develop goals
that will allow us to flourish in the twenty-first century. Our council has identified the creation and
vitality of small and mid-sized groups as key indicators for deepening life together and growing our
congregation. We hope that early in 2016 we will be able to help launch an arts and reflection
group, which would regularly meet to attend a performance, exhibit or movie and share discussion.
We encourage those who may have a passion for being part of a new group to communicate with the
Congregational Life Ministry.
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Christian Formation and Education
Chairperson - Melissa Heim
In 2015 we created spaces for more families to gather, connect, and serve.
As we considered what would make a wonderful Christmas Eve celebration at FBC, parents
gathered in October to begin preparing to create a beautiful, fun time, and to welcome our
neighbors and families on Christmas Eve. Many folks collaborated, sharing their talents in music,
drama, costume creation, and organization. Preschool children made manger scenes. Kids practiced
singing on several Sundays preceding Christmas Eve. We created an inviting atmosphere through the
simplicity of the service. Kids could participate with no previous practice. Furry ears, angel wings,
and shepherd’s staffs were available that night, so all were welcome to join the manger scene.
Who will be with our kids on Sunday mornings? How do we create great experiences for our
kids with Bible stories and art? We found that gathering together to share a meal created a space
for folks to listen and collaborate on preparing and staffing Sunday morning activities. We
identified a plan for Bible stories, using the Narrative Lectionary approach, coupled with reading
from a children’s Bible. We found that using a google doc helped us to share information among a
larger group of adults working with kids from week to week. So the team of two adults or students
who signed up to share time with kids one Sunday knew what the kids and adults had done the
previous week.
As we seek to experience more deeply God’s Story and Our Stories, here and around the
world, preschoolers have practiced generosity, and elementary kids have taken steps to share food
with those near and far. Our children in the nursery and preschool learned about and practiced
generosity by making cards at various times during the year and offering those cards personally to
folks after the worship service, during the coffee hour. The children enjoyed giving those gifts from
their creativity and their love, and all appreciated those unexpected gifts. Children also decorated
bowls for our feed-kids project of the Alliance for Children Foundation-supported orphanage in
Haiti. During the coffee hour after worship on a Sunday in February, kids invited adults to give
$2.00 and watch the bowl be filled with dried beans, symbolic of the meal that a child in the
Douette will enjoy. They raised $81.00, a sum that was doubled by an anonymous donor.
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We’re excited about broadening our welcome to the neighborhood and leveraging the gift of
our lawn at the corner of Beacon and Centre streets to create even more welcoming experiences for
passersby. Blessing of the Back Packs for September back-to-school time, and the Animal Adventures
Day on St. Francis day in October offered meaningful times for families. In 2016, we want to “set
the table” often for kids and parents to create, enjoy being together, and support each other in the
way of Christ.
Thanks to all those who contributed to the work of Christian formation: Ellen Ruiz Argudo, Nina
Bellucci, Mike Bellucci, Christopher Case-Teague, Rob Case-Teague, Bart Corr, Krista Corr, Allison
Dwyer, Maggie Dwyer, Magdalena Gonzalez, Magda Lopez, Joshua Lyons, Maria Mak, Amy
Mathison, Laurelle Mathison, Silvia Elain, Ferreira Melo, Lucero Price, Sarah Rathje, Neicy Rossi,
Sabin Rossi, Heather Sanborn, Annie Schoonmaker, Laura Schoonmaker, Bill Shad, Viktoria Shad,
Jennifer Steiner, Aletta Tibbetts, Richard Tibbetts, Sarah Wiser, Jacob Witty, Luke Witty, Lynn
Bailey Witty, Jaime Zambrana, Hermelinda Zegarra.
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Activities

Christmas Eve

Food Pantry Delivery

Art on the Lawn

Fall Festival

Fill a Bowl for a Hungry Child

Rehearsal for Christmas Eve

12

Mission and Social Action

The Ministry of Mission and Social
Action develops, promotes, and
oversees the Church’s domestic and
global mission. It serves as a social
action ministry for all ages.

2015 was a year for blessing. To mark the beginning of the school year, we held a Blessing of
the Backpacks on Sunday, September 13th. Kids and students brought their backpacks and were sent
into the school year with a special blessing. Additionally, over $300 was raised at the event. This money
will feed three local school children in need for a full year (blessingsinabackpack.org).
We also embraced all of God’s creations by Blessing the Animals on Sunday, October 4th. To
mark the day of St. Francis of Assisi, known for his love shown toward animals, we held a blessing of the
animals. People brought pets, stuffed animals, and pictures that were blessed at the morning service.
Afterward Animal Adventures (animaladventures.net) led an educational and interactive session with
exotic animals, proving that kangaroos do belong in church.
Earlier in the year, from July 12-17, six youth and three adults went on a mission trip to Orland,
Maine and partnered with H.O.M.E. (homemmausa.org), a nonprofit organization dedicated to keeping
and enhancing the quality of life for low-income and homeless families. They prepared and served lunch
in a soup kitchen and helped rehab a house that H.O.M.E. provides to homeless families by reshingling,
repainting, and installing a new exterior door. And throughout the year we have been having Red
Wagon Sundays. At the start of every month we have gathered food for the Centre Street Food Pantry.
The following Saturday children delivered food to the pantry and stocked shelves.
Additionally, we asked First Baptist Church and campus partners what organizations you would
give to if you had the money. Due to your engagement and following your suggestions on the
whiteboard, the following groups received $300 each on behalf of everyone on the corner of Beacon
and Centre Street:
Alliance for Children

ASPCA

Centre Street Food Pantry

Doctors Without Borders

Ecclesia Ministries (Boston Warm)

Friday Cafe

Heifer International

Mercy Corps

Oxfam America, Inc.

Partners in Health

Pine Street Inn

Team Rubicon, Inc.

May we continue to give to others as God has given to us in 2016!
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Facilities and Properties
Chairperson – Chris Duncombe

The Ministry of Properties oversees
the maintenance, repair, and use of all
Church property. It develops a budget
for replacements and improvements
that is updated annually.

We have continued to maintain the church property and work with the tenants to ensure that the
facility meets the needs of all. In 2015 we worked interactively between tenants and various members
of First Baptist Church to get agreement as to how to get the Grafton House lift inspected. Additionally,
the following projects were completed, all on a limited budget:
•

Broken glass replacement in four windows of Fogg Building

•

Grafton House lift inspection problem resolved

•

Buono Pest Control Reports located

•

Down spout were replaced/repaired

•

Bell Tower repairs were assessed and estimates will be provided in the future

•

Water Damage in Meeting House was assessed and repair estimates obtained

•

Parking lot lights were replaced or repaired

•

Rusty Grafton House fence was removed

•

Church fall cleanup was performed

Looking forward into 2016, porch rot over the entranceway at Beacon Street needs to assessed and
estimates for repair obtained. Getting the church bells ringing in a secure and safe environment would
also be fabulous.
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Stewardship Committee
Chairperson – Jonathan Dywer

The Stewardship Committee oversees the
annual campaign for pledges supporting
the upcoming year, as well as three
special offerings – Easter, Thanksgiving,
and Christmas. It also approves appeals
for funds outside the adopted budget.

Pledges for 2016 – Good news! The amount pledged has increased for the first time since 2008, and
we are optimistic that we will exceed our campaign goal for the first time in 10+ years. The number of
new pledges continues its auspicious trend, and the number of pledges has increased for the first time
since 2010. With new visitors and new members joining longer-term members in their stewardship of
FBCN, we look forward to the coming year.
For various reasons, some previous pledges have not been renewed, whether due to relocation (1),
financial circumstance (1), death (1), worshipping elsewhere (1), or continuing to participate in FBCN but
no longer pledging (1). We continue to follow up with those not yet contacted.
A part-time communications specialist was hired last fall, and we anticipate greater communications in
2016 to introduce ourselves to more people.
Comparison of Pledge Status from Past Annual Reports – Note that the numbers below are from each
January when stewardship campaigns end and the prior year’s Annual Reports are published. The final
numbers for each year may be different because pledges continue to adjust the remaining months of the
year.
Pledges for
Year…
2016
2015
2014
2013
2012
2011
2010
2009
2008
2007
2006
2005

# of Pledges in
Annual Report
41
38
43
53
54
56
62
61
76
72
73
75

# of New
Pledges
11
7
8
12
9
4
3
2
not avail
not avail
not avail
not avail

Amount
Pledged
$114,165
$104,518
$109,393
$130,000
$161,595
$165,749
$174,582
$185,290
$228,625
$228,400
$216,000
$207,800

Preliminary Budget
(Campaign Goal)
$115,000
$110,000
$130,000
$170,000
$200,000
$175,000
$200,000
$240,000
$250,000
$235,000
$225,000
$215,000

Special Offerings - These offerings from Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas go to the general support
of the Church. The total collected for these Special Offerings last year was $1,103, up from $1,052
from 2014. We also collected $1,170 from communion offerings, which support people with needs in
the community, primarily through grocery store gift cards. Communications can be enhanced in 2016 to
help bring participation up to historic levels.
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The Endowment Fund, established in 1980,
receives gifts made to provide enduring
support for the Church and its programs. The
trustees oversee the management of the
fund and provide yearly reports on its status.

Endowment Trustees
Chairperson – Vimal Akhouri

The Board of Trustees of the Endowment Fund is comprised of four members of the church plus
the Treasurer. Current members of the Endowment Trustees are Vimal Akhouri, William Breed, Chris
Edwards, James Schoonmaker, and Treasurer Aletta Tibbetts. In addition, the Moderator regularly
attends and participates in meetings of the Endowment Board.
The approximate market value of the Endowment Fund at the end of 2015 was just over $2
million, down from $2.1 million in 2014, due to a sudden downturn at year-end. As of the end of 2015
the church has completely fulfilled its obligation started 15 yrs ago to pay back its loan from the
endowment. Our earnings flow continues smoothly. Our earnings have decreased about .33% from
2014 due to the maturities and calls of our fixed assets. From 2009 to 2015 our portfolio has increased
54%, so we are doing well over the long range. We have raised our amount to the church from
$52,500 to $60,000 to supplement the budget. We have received no money from outside sources
during 2015.
Below is a summary of the Endowment Fund as of 12/31/15:
Balance at 12/31/14

Balance at 12/31/15

Unrestricted Fund
Anderson Fund
Brennan Fund
$
$
Historical Preservation Fund

$1,654,809
$198,348
$104,191
$46,162

Unrestricted Fund
Anderson Fund
Brennan Fund
Historical Preservation Fund

$1,559,611
$ 206,304
$ 97,880
$ 45,555

Other Restricted Funds

$142,696

Other Restricted Funds

$ 135,561

Total

$2,146,206

Total

$2,044,911

In 2015, the Endowment Trustees devoted significant time to continue the policy of balanced
investments and adjusting our criteria based on the flat returns in the fixed income market.
It is very important to the life of this church to keep this Endowment Fund healthy and growing.
The earnings of the various funds supplement the church budget in numerous ways. Among them are:
general operating funds, building maintenance, music, scholarship and flowers. In 2015, earnings
from the Endowment Fund provided $60,000 for general operating support, $4400 for college
scholarships to four Native American students made possible by the Brennan Fund, and $12,200 in
other funds designated for specific purposes. The Endowment has forgiven $526 of interest on its loan
to the church in 2015.
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