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2016 Church Leadership Roster 

Church Council 
Moderator: Jonathan Dwyer Congregational Life: Doug Shepard 
Secretary: Christopher Teague     Christian Formation: Melissa Heim 
Assistant Secretary: Sylvia Passley-Harris  Mission and Social Action: Eunice Wilson 
Treasurer: Aletta Tibbetts Properties: Chris Duncombe 
Assistant Treasurer: Sonja Loar  
Assistant Treasurer: Bill Shad 
Council at Large: Jim Schoonmaker 
Council at Large: David Ryley 
Council at Large: Laurelle Mathison 

Congregational Life (Deacons) 
Doug Shepard (Chairperson) 
Lloyd Clark 
Sylvia Passley-Harris 
Wendy Myers 
Josh Lyons 

Christian Formation 
Melissa Heim (Chairperson) Robert Case 
Maria Mak Jaime Zambrana 
Magda Lopez  Krista Corr 
Niecy Rossi 

Mission and Social Action 
Eunice Wilson (Chairperson) 
Anita Roberts 
Louis Arthur 
Philip Rounseville 
Wendy Sheehan 

Properties 
Chris Duncombe (Chairperson) Fernando Lopez 
Chris Edwards  Sabin Rossi 
Steve Loar Bart Corr 

Nominating 
Eunice Wilson (Chairperson) Jim Schoonmaker 
Dorothy Edwards Peg Carroll 
Mark Heim Heather Sanborn 

Endowment Trustees 
Vimal Akhouri (Chairperson) 
Jim Schoonmaker 
Chris Edwards 
Bill Breed 

Archivist/Historian 
Dorothy Edwards (Co-Chairperson) 
Carolyn LaFreniere (Co-Chairperson) 



Minister 
Rev. Sean Witty 
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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. 

“Come, my friends. ‘Tis not too late to seek a newer world." 

“Ulysses” 

Alfred Lord, Tennyson (1809–1892) 

“…your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven." 

Jesus 

As a church, we gather “to seek a newer world,” to usher in a kingdom, a realm, a 

commonwealth of God. It is a bit of a quizzical kingdom, for sure; an upside-down kingdom, one that is 

here and now and not-yet. 

The snapshot of our life that is our Annual Report may be a thousand words, but the God-colors 

do not print easily. They reside not on a page, but in the hearts and minds of those of us who have had 

despair transformed into hope and fear transformed into courage. These are the true miracles of the 

upside-down kingdom. To see them, you will need to scratch the surface in conversation. You will not be 

disappointed by your effort. 

It has been an honor and privilege to serve as Senior Minister of this hope-filled, courageous 

community. I am inspired and encouraged by your dedication and your faithfulness, and I look forward 

with great anticipation to traveling the road ahead together. 

We have important work ahead in 2017. In 2016, the groundwork was laid for new 

leadership, new staff, new groups, and new people. May the pages of this report inspire you 

investigate and celebrate the way of Christ according to the First Baptist Church in Newton. 

Warmly, 

Sean Witty 

Senior Minister 
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Moderator     
Jonathan Dwyer 

I continue to be impressed by the First Baptist Church in Newton community: the way it 

welcomes visitors, gives space to people to develop spiritually, asks challenging questions about the 

person-to-God relationship, and respects the various perspectives offered. These acts of engaging, 

seeking, learning, and sharing have been hallmarks of this congregation for decades, and we entered 

2016 with an emphasis on inviting more outsiders into the First Baptist Church experience to broaden 

our understanding, serve others, and grow individually and collectively. 

Our vision continues to be a vibrant American Baptist church with Christ at its center; a church 

that 21st century society finds relevant and important to their lives. When I inquire of older, church-

going parents and grandparents if their children still attend church, the vast majority indicate that their 

adult children no longer attend a church. Reasons vary, but the most common themes seem to be 

people are not finding church compelling, or they are not finding a compelling church. Last year, we 

here at First Baptist Church in Newton sought to address this by hiring for two church staff positions. 

A Director of Community Life would connect our people and groups (everyone, all ages), focus 

on student support (grades 6-12 and college/university) to invest in our current group of devoted 

students, and address the needs of students and their families. Another focus area would be ‘group 

life’ which would instigate, facilitate, support, and nurture groups of 20-40 people focused on a 

specific purpose. Desired responsibilities include connecting different groups together, creating new 

events that engage members, helping new visitors find a group, and helping people who already 

know us to invite others. Lastly, this person would be active in the Newton community and create 

opportunities for serving others. This position was actively recruited, and then halted mid-year when we 

learned that Andover Newton Theological School would relocate to New Haven, CT and our Christian 

Formation ministry leader would relocate. After reflection, the Church Council decided to adjust the job 

description above to include the youngest church attendees and decrease capacity dedicated to older 

grades and college/university. The position has not yet been filled, and remains our highest priority. 

A second role, Communications Director, focused on inviting more outsiders into First Baptist 

Church in Newton, emphasizing more external marketing to get the word out that the church exists, 

promoting awareness of its special qualities and experiences, and offering a compelling invitation for 

all to visit. In the last year, Benjamin Chicka vastly increased the church’s presence on Facebook 

(followers have doubled to 400) and other social media. Last Fall, with Benjamin’s assistance, we 

launched a podcast. While the number of content views and sharing increased, the number of visitors to 

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. 
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worship did not. So, we will employ additional tactics. 

In 2017, we will seek to fill the Director of Community Life role, make sure our young families 

love spending time here, connect the younger and older generations, support our groups, and engage 

outsiders to discern specific Metrowest needs that we wish to serve. By continuing to strengthen worship 

and programs in ways that promote relationships with God, Bible, and each other, and by joining 

together in service to our community, we will be creating opportunities to learn from one another and 

invite others to participate. We are creating a 21st century church that is meaningful to us, and which 

younger generations also find compelling. This is a good vision, and a fine legacy. 

Respectfully, 

Jonathan Dwyer 

Moderator 
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Treasurer 
Aletta Tibbetts 

In my second year as Treasurer I have focused on streamlining our financial practices and 

setting up a framework that will allow us to increase the overall transparency of the church’s balance 

sheet and budget. This year the church took in $388,899 of income supplemented by $32,742 of 

transfers from savings while spending $437,513. The remaining difference was supplied by funds 

remaining in the Operating account at the end of 2015. 

We are in the second of three years in which the church budgeted transfers from our 

Parsonage and Funds savings in excess of our usual target in order to fund certain support employee 

positions. The Director of Community/Family Life position has remained unfilled, resulting in expenses 

much lower than budgeted, thus our savings draws of about $33k were also well under the budgeted 

$195k. On the income side, we took in $95k of our expected $115k of pledges. We also ended up 

$6700 short of our expected $75k in income from the Grafton House as our third floor tenants 

vacated this fall. We are hoping to rent that space out again in the first half of 2017. 

The bulk of the church’s cash savings is kept in the Funds and Parsonage Accounts. This year the 

Funds account balance went from $162k to $152k while withdrawing $20k, reflecting $10k of market 

earnings. The Parsonage account balance rose from $240k to $255k. No cash withdrawals were made 

from this account and transfers were instead funded by payments ($12,742) made on the Witty’s 

home mortgage (which is held by the church) directly into the Operating account. 

In recent years the bulk of the holding in these account was invested in a 70/30 stock/bond 

index fund ratio. However, given that the church’s current fiscal planning relies on drawing down these 

accounts to fund growth over the next several years, these have been moved into cash so as to not 

expose these funds to short-term market volatility. 

Many thanks go to our outgoing, ever-vigilant Assistant Treasurer Sonja Loar. I also relied on 

the hard work of Ken Woody, Kate Hilliker, and Ben Chicka in the office, as well as the support of my 

fellow Council members. 

Respectfully submitted, 

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. 
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Annual Financial Report 
First Baptist Church in Newton 

Statement of Income and Expenses 

For the Twelve Months Ended December 31, 2016 

 Budget Actual Variance 

INCOME 

Building Usage $ 217,404 $   207,219 -10,185 

Misc. Income and Transfers 195,000   32,742  -162,258 

Pledges and Offerings 125,900 107,790  -18,110 

Endowment Income 72,200 72,200   0 

In/Out Offerings 5,000 1,870    -3,130 

Total Income $ 615,504 $   421,821 $     -193,683 

EXPENSES 

Personnel Costs $ 381,263 $   258,267 $    (122,996) 

Properties 136,608 126,456  (10,152) 

Operating 39,800 22,828  (16,972) 

Music   3,000   3,029      -29 

Worship   17,800     11,174    (6,626) 

Education 9,200 2,292  (6,908) 

Benevolences   24,050     13,467  (10,583) 

Total Expenses $ 611,721 $   437,513 $    (174,208) 

NET SURPLUS/DEFICIT $       (3,783) $     -15,692 $    -19,475 
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Report of the Secretary 

NEW MEMBERS: N/A 

SEPARATIONS: (total separations = 4) 

Jenny Weisz  November 17th, 2016 

John Weisz November 17th, 2016 

George Sinclair Jr. November 17th, 2016 

Marjorie Sinclair November 17th, 2016 

IN MEMORIAM 

Ellen Gezork 

Ann Grantham 

David Dodson Gray 

Charles Holly 

Marcella Kepner 

Peg Meyer 

George Moseley 

Stella Moseley 

Mary Peck 

Norma Whittinghill 

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. 
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Christian Formation and Education 
The Christian Formation Team is formally known as “The Ministry of Education.” Personal 

transformation and spiritual growth is the core mission of the group. As stated in the bylaws, the 

duties of the Ministry of Education are as follows: 

(a) To be responsible for the policies and procedures associated with the total Education program 

of the Church, including adults, youth and children; 

(b) To review and approve the program recommendations from the professional staff and to assist 

in implementing them; 

(c) To determine the expenditure of funds appropriated to this Ministry and other funds authorized 

by the Church Council; 

(d) To appoint, when appropriate, a Teaching Parish Committee that will participate with the Senior 

Minister in the selection and supervision of theological students serving in the Church; and 

(e) To keep the library books and other reference media in the Church orderly and in good repair, 

cataloging and making books and other media available to the members of the congregation, and 

such other tasks as the Ministry shall determine. 

In recent years, our efforts have focused on the needs of children in recognition that one of the 

primary activities of the Church is the “passing down of the faith” from one generation to another. 

Melissa Heim invested several years implementing (and simply living out) a life with children that is 

immersed in story, creativity, and relationships. She left a wonderful wake behind before moving to 

New Haven as part of a new chapter in her (and husband Mark’s) life with Andover-Newton at 

Yale. We are surfing that wake still! 

In 2016, Melissa’s fearless team led us through the fall. Weekly Sunday morning programs, 

Blessings in a Backpack, Blessing of the Animals, and Advent projects are just a few of the cherished 

moments of 2016. The Council also made the decision to hire staff to address the increasing needs 

of families with younger children. As this report is being written, that search is in full throttle. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Sean Witty 



9 

Activities 

Christmas Eve      Common Cathedral 

Food Pantry Delivery 

Remembering Orlando

 Matsiko Choir 

Red Chair Conversations 
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Compassion in Action 
Chairperson – Eunice Wilson 

Ministry members: Wendy Sheehan, Lois Arthur, Eunice Wilson, Anita Roberts (resigned), and Philip 

Rounseville (resigned) 

Compassion in Action and First Baptist Church in newton have had many successful endeavors this 

past year, one which will be ongoing. 

On July 8th, we sponsored the Matsiko World Orphan Choir. Children in vivid costumes from their 

home countries of India, Peru, and Liberia performed an amazing concert. Many members of the church 

provided sleeping gear and food to assist their three night stay in the church’s basement. We also 

visited Common Cathedral on the Boston Common on Sunday, July 24th. There we provided food, and 

shared lunch and a worship service with homeless individuals and worship leaders from St. Paul's 

Cathedral. It was a great experience as God's word and God's love were shared. 

In November, we sponsored a church-wide book collection for More Than Words. Those in the 

First Baptist Church community and their friends donated approximately 1,200 books. More Than 

Words will now sort the books, and sell them at their cafe and bookstore in Waltham. More Than 

Words hires youth who have graduated from the foster care system, have been in legal trouble, and 

are homeless. They are mentored by the slightly older workers, and are taught business skills. On a 

related note, December 3rd was a busy day at the Think Peace Festival in Dorchester. More Than Words 

had a booth, along with many Boston based youth organizations. Wendy Sheehan, Gene Arthur, and 

Eunice Wilson participated on behalf of First Baptist Church in Newton. In December church members 

also purchased toiletries and clothing for the 12 LGBTQ youth who live at the Waltham House. We 

spent a Sunday afternoon wrapping these gifts, and then delivered them to the Waltham House the 

following week. 

The ongoing endeavor that our church is engaged in is the formation of the Newton Cluster of 

Refugee Immigration Ministry. The five Newton congregations that have joined are Temple Reyim, 

where the dream began, First Baptist Church in Newton, Grace Episcopal, Temple Beth Zion, and First 

Unitarian Society in Newton. Eventually the Cluster will sponsor a refugee family or individuals who 

need asylum. These persons are already in the United States legally, and are actively working with 

Refugee Immigration Ministry for a more permanent resident status. Wendy Sheehan is our 

representative to the cluster. We will keep you informed as the cluster progresses. 

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.  
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While Compassion in Action coordinated these activities, the effectiveness of these mission 

endeavors would have been diminished greatly if so many people who are part of our church 

community had not extended their hospitality and energies. Thank you very much. We are looking 

forward to 2017 as we all participate in compassion in action. 
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Facilities and Properties 
Chairperson – Chris Duncombe 

We have continued to maintain the church property and work with the tenants to ensure that the 

facility meets the needs of all. In 2016 we worked interactively between tenants and various members 

of First Baptist Church to move forward on the following projects. 

 The Grafton House lift has been repaired, and has been certified by the state for operation. If

fines are levied, we have an attorney who will handle the legal defense. First Baptist Church and

Grafton house will share the costs.

 We have contacted the state grants office regarding the bell tower and submitted our project

plan. The church may be eligible for state grants money. Meeks and Watson, the company from

whom we received a bell tower repair and refurbishment proposal in 2008, has been contacted.

He agreed to send an updated cost proposal. It will not be necessary for them to send a

technical proposal since the scope of the work has probably not changed from 2008. First

Baptist Church needs to decide if they want to spend about $250,000 to fix the tower.

 Numerous small repairs have been performed by various members of the committee. These

include fixing the first floor window, taking care of the Meeting House leaking sink issue, etc.

 We have no bids for painting the Sanctuary, and should start getting bids as soon as possible.

 The Everts Room was updated. Old furniture and paintings were removed, the walls were

painted, and new mirrors hung.

 Several poison sumacs were removed from church property. The stumps were poisoned.

 The parking lot was patched. It needs to be resealed in the spring to prevent further damage.

 The Beacon St. entranceway roof was cleaned off. We need an estimate to fix rotting wood.

 The properties committee will now maintain the front flower urns outside the Sanctuary.

 Numerous problems with the boilers have been fixed.

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.  
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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, and James Schoonmaker. 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 2016 was just over $2.2 
million, up from $2.1 million in 2015. Our earnings flow continues smoothly. Our earnings have 
decreased about .50% from 2015 due to the maturities and calls of our fixed assets. We continue to 
give our maximum earnings to the church and reinvest when we can. From 2009 to 2016 our portfolio 
has increased 64%, so we are doing well over the long range. We continue to give $60,000 to the 
church to supplement the budget. We have received no money from outside sources during 2016. 

Below is a summary of the Endowment Fund as of 12/31/16: 

Balance at 12/31/15 

Unrestricted Fund 

 

$1,559,611 

Balance at 12/31/16 

Unrestricted Fund 

 

$1,758,739 

Anderson Fund   $206,304 Anderson Fund   $231,796 

Brennan Fund  
$     $    

 $97,880 Brennan Fund   $102,150 

Historical Preservation Fund      $45,555 Historical Preservation Fund     $46,872 

Other Restricted Funds    $135,561 Other Restricted Funds  $147,174 

Total $2,044,911 Total $2,286,731 

In 2016, 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 2016, earnings 

from the Endowment Fund provided $60,000 for general operating support, $5,000 for college 

scholarships to eight Native American students made possible by the Brennan Fund, and $8,200 in 

other funds designated for specific purposes.  

Respectfully submitted, 

Vimal Akhouri  

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. 
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