
 

CAPITAL CAMPAIGN PHASE 1 - DISCERNMENT 

MINUTES OF EACH COTTAGE MEETING  

LISTED BY DATE 

 

 

 

Date:  January 31, 2017 

Host:   Jane Holway, Rye, NH 

Facilitator:  Lizzie Bristow 
 

Overall Comments 

Eight participants, including myself, made up evenly of those who attend the 8:00 service and 

those who attend the 10:00.  Many have been a part of St. John’s for decades and have been 

involved in all aspects of the church.  Several apologetically stated their involvement as 

currently, “just a parishioner,” which I hopefully clarified is no less important than the other 

roles we all play — we need people in the pews to help make a Church. 

 

We had a lot of discussion around accessibility, but ultimately the issue that became the top 

priority for everyone is the renovation of Thaxter Hall.  All feel the work St. John’s does in the 

greater community is the top priority, and that Thaxter Hall is the heart of this and allows for 

this important ministry.   

All commented how nice it was to get together and that we should do these meetings more 

often — we ran well past 8:00 because everyone was having such a good time chatting!  The 

small size was really easy and manageable for conversation. 

 

Q1 Which St. John’s ministries brings you the most joy and energy? 

 Common Table 

 the Worship service 

 Sense of community 

 

Q2A What do we do really well?  

 Outreach programs — continue to expand and grow St. Johns’ presence in the greater 

Seacoast community 

 Music programs — particularly the Choir School 

 

Q2B Is there something you wish we were doing? 

 making the church more accessible  

 a full-time Sexton — Thaxter Hall needs to be cleaned more than once a week, 

particularly after Common Table 



 increasing Pastoral Care — many had heard of people being in the hospital with no one 

from the Church having visited them — all of the group I met with expressed a desire to 

do this and would have signed up then and there to serve on a Pastoral Care team 

 continue these community type meetings 

 have ushers at the 8:00 service to help those who need it get into the Church  

 more volunteers for Coffee Hour 

 use the recently purchased van to bring people to and from Church — the group 

recommended offering this with a suggested donation to help pay for this service 

Q3 If money was no object, what could we do? 

 completely renovate Thaxter Hall — redesign the kitchen including moving the freezers 

& pantries to the same, easily accessible space; remove the stage and open up that wall 

with a large palladian window to let in the view and light; create a utility closet; redo the 

ceiling and lighting; connect Thaxter Hall and the church 

 improve building accessibility for all 

 improve the lighting in the Church 

 

Q4 Are we limited by our buildings and space? 

 Accessibility is a major issue — the Church steps are dangerous and the lack of handicap 

accessibility is a problem 
 

Date:  January 31, 2017 

Host:   Neely and Rick Barnhardt, Portsmouth, NH 

Facilitator:  Lee Baxter 
 
Overall Comments 
Engaged group of 12 (13 including me) participants ranging in St John’s attendance from 1-16 
years.  Meeting itself lasted about 100 minutes, ending at 8:20 due to late arrivals.  Suggest 
keeping future groups to a max of 10.  Sent follow-up email thanking all for their participation 
as well as an invitation to send any additional comments or suggestions. 
 
Discussions on how to better connect with youth was a key theme throughout the night and 
seemed to generate the most energy.  For reference, over half the group either taught or had 
kids involved in our youth programs.  The second recurring theme was the desire to expand 
more sense of “community” both in and out of the St Johns (e.g. social groups, outreach, 
Pastoral Care/NeighborCare groups, off the hill, etc.).  Accessibility, meeting space, 
gym/multipurpose room and shower facilities, were identified as building needs.  Some 
conversation on creating/enhancing our endowment was all discussed.  Suspect that this group 
would be open to building/campaign initiatives that improved space functionality and 
accessibility as supporting the goals of improving youth programing and general community 
outreach.  Group was appreciative and complimentary on the discernment process and the 
transparency and inclusiveness.   
 
 
 
 



Q1 Which St. John’s ministers brings you the most joy and energy? 

 In general a lot of conversation on youth and the important role they play in the future 

vitality of the church. 

 Kids/Youth Group 

 Common Table 

 Worship – sermon, music, etc. 

 Sense of community is as important as worship. St Johns is a family. Many participants 

referred to St Johns as a special place 

 Weekly communion -> ALL are welcome. The invitation to come to God’s table. 

Communion not age based as in some denominations or practices 

 Youth Group   fun, kids engaged, brings a new perspective, parents want it for their 

kids. Church is the only outlet for spirituality for PS kids 

 Wednesday Night Formation Group 

 Men’s Group 

Q2A What do we do really well?  

 Outreach programs 

 Music programs 

 Merrowvista for youth 

 Youth Service Sundays  

 Cooking for Crossroads  we do a good job of feeding people 

 Summer Church  

Q2B Is there something you wish we were doing? 

 Summer programming…why do we all go away from June to September 

 Bring back the summer service at New Castle Commons followed by picnic 

 Supper Clubs – dinners, BBQ’s etc., promote multigenerational community 

 Take “Church off of the Hill” and into the community 

 Add some hymns that are more familiar to music rotation 

 Speakers on current events or other topics…parenting, religion, addiction, youth, mini-

TED talks 

 Increase frequency of Service Sunday’s 

 Create a “Foyer Group”/Welcome committee to meet/greet and get to know people 

Q3 If money was no object, what could we do? 

 Hire a high school/youth pastor for youth.  Leverage parents on engagement 

 Continue to improve communications through social media and website 

 Expand family outreach and Pastoral Care Teams 

o Care for families experiencing child birth, illness, hardship, job loss…network of 

people who could coordinate meals, support, lending hand, etc. 

o NeighborCare 

o Prayer List 

o Create inventory of “talents” within church that can be a resource for growth 

and support of others 

 Improve building accessibility…access, signage, elevator, etc. 



 Add a gym/multipurpose room for youth and others in the community to use.  There is 

limited meeting space in Portsmouth, why not be a resource for others in addition to St 

Johns? 

 Expand Choir School 

 Fund Endowment to provide sustainable long term financial resource for future 

 

Q4 Are we limited by our buildings and space? 

 Elevator 

 Accessibility 

 Shower facilities for those in need 

 Ability to host overnight, those in need like the Seacoast Interfaith Hospitality Network 

 

Date:  January 31, 2017 

Host:   John Tabor, Portsmouth, NH 

Facilitator:  John Tabor 

 
Attached are my notes from a meeting at my house last night, which went very well! The 
introductory question and following four-question sequence is effective. I had a small group so 
we did about 10-15 minutes on each question and we finished in just over 90 minutes. It went 
quickly! Some thoughts.... 
 
Eye openers for me: how much old parishioners value our vitality with lots of kids and teens. 
Was not always so -- can easily be lost. Also, a desire for sunny spaces for kids and an attraction 
to families. "When I choose daycare, I choose the prettiest one, naturally." Lastly, our group 
had a keen eye for wasted space in the grounds we already have.  
 
 
Q1 What ministry brings you joy? 

- LEM…reading…worship….participation …doing it right 

- Choir school…hits home 

- St john’s night….Peter and Anne…a picture he painted with words…. 

- Outreach…common table reaches out, self sufficient, all parishioners 

- Choir school…turns kids lives around 

- So many kids and families…exciting. We were in the church when there were no kids, 

$300k budget…support for families and kids 

Q2 What do we do well? What could we do better? 
- What we do well is reach across age spectrum. New Castle, North Church, struggle. We 

don’t. Listening to what people want. Young people, vitality. Could lose it if not 

purposeful.. Growing and strong but not evangelical.  

- Good energy, need to get the word out more. Charlie’s ashes to go. 

- Need more creative types of outreach …. Visible 



- Smaller groups with intimate conversations… form a group of artists to contribute 

- Some of the beauty of the church taken to Thaxter…something on the walls, stenciling, 

shadow painting. Maintaining inside of church 

- Music, organ, community use of the organ 

Q3 If we had limitless money, what would we do 
- Endow physical plant, keep its historic beauty 

- Modernize thaxter hall 

- A modern, sunny, light addition to Thaxter…would set us apart 

- More modern, open and welcoming Sunday school facilities…we’re alive in 2016, didn’t 

stop in 1960 

- Move thaxter up half a level with windows 

- Fix handicapped problem, connector …but reasonable…do we need an elevator? 

- Brick sidewalks are treacherous in the winter… 

- Open, airy reception area as addition to Thaxter 

- Turn stage into another philbrick room…or move it forward and put a sunny room 

behind it. 

- Basement of church…unused space…BUT mold 

- Bathroom in sacristy and clergy bathroom – a disgrace! Updated plumbing in back of 

sanctuary to wash things. 

- Wiring…is it safe? Want to *know* it’s safe. 

Q4 
- Without a really attractive space for Sunday school, we are limited in attracting kids. We 

have to depend on people instead of facilities 

- “As a parent, I look at day care and “pick the pretty one.” 

- We have a lot of space, but we don’t use it well… 

- Could there be a multi-function room in second floor of the church, where there is 

wonderful light- sunniest spot on all of church hill…landing on second floor is wasted 

space…play area now for kids 

- Entrance to Thaxter…could be a larger room 

- Stage is wasted space 

Mel’s idea: Directory with bios, interests, where they grew up, favorite food, books, email, 
phone so people can network. 
Workshops…”pray with your hands” – gardening, crafts, art projects 
Website: needs fresh pictures! The kids on it never change. Fresh content….If it were changing 
all the time, it would attract more visitors and interest. Post what’s happening with kids and 
youth groups on social media so it is shared…attract more people. Brochure to have at CofC, 
Discovery Center. 
How do we “get found” by people who like to visit historic churches? 
Social – dine arounds, gourmet clubs, meet with others after church at restaurants, parish-wide 
dinner, movie club with dinner beforehand at a big table, bowling, skating 
Informal, fun ways to meet people “whenever I get in a room with St. John’s people I have fun.” 

 



Date:  February 1, 2017 

Host:   Suzi Raeside, Eliot, ME 

Facilitator:  Anna Kay Vorsteg 

 
Our goal was to find our collective voice and have a communal conversation from a position of 
strength. 
 
Peoples history at St. Johns ranged from cradle Episcopalian, to those drawn by the 
opportunities to strengthen their faith through different ministries, to those who are drawn by 
Rob's sermons and deliveries, to those who find it a constant balancing act to showing our 
Christianity in our greater community. 
 
The ministries that resonated with the most people were: music, Common Table, hospital visits, 
Altar Guild, and kids.  
 
When asked what the participants thought we do well but wish we were doing were: 
Respite Care, Shut in Ministries, Pastoral Care, making building more accessible to all. 
 
Our grand vision will be when we come to agreement on what we can bring to reality.  
Suggestions: 
Lights in Thaxter Hall 
Windows in Theater Hall, can't raise them 
Janitorial closet 
Room for storage so new room can be used for more important things and not a place to put 
"stuff" 
Accessibility through a elevator 
Return of the Thaxter Hall stenciling on the wall. 
 
In retrospect, we spent more time than we should have on the first 2 questions and never really 
got to the meat of what people wanted. I suggest that we send out emails to each person 
asking them to send in their ideas and dreams for us before we make a final list. 
 

 

Date:  February 1 

Host:   Francie and Scott Osgood, Portsmouth, NH 

Facilitator:  Sean Tracey 
 

Summary: 

This was a group of 6 (plus moderator).  Highly engaged.  Diverse in terms of length of 

association with St John’s (varied from a a younger couple who’ve recently moved here and 

only been at St Johns a couple of years to a couple who’ve been with the church for more than 

50 years).  Overall, there was a lot of satisfaction with the church (in the broadest 

interpretation of that word) as it is.  This group felt that we are already blessed with beautiful, 



historic facilities, and that the structures we have already are attractive and good.  There was 

agreement that any regular maintenance to protect the buildings should be done.  The most 

interesting discussion seemed to point to the idea that this group might be inclined to invest 

and expand more in ministries and in people needed to fulfill the mission/ministries, rather than 

physical spaces and upgrades. 

 

#1 Which Ministries? 

• Preaching 

• Rite 13 

• Music 

• Lay Eurcharistic Minister 

• Choir School @St John’s (kids in need) 

• Sunday services 

• Common Table 

• Cooking for CRH and Salvation Army 

• J2A/ High School 

• Providing/ Sharing our spaces to other groups 
 

Ministries we don’t do, but might: 

1) South Church does “O.W.L.S” (program helps kids with drugs, sex ed, etc.) 
2) Protecting the Environment 
 

#2 What do we do well?   And, could we do it better? 

• Welcome people/acceptance  

➡  bring outside speakers, invite / have more music/ concerts on the Hill be more “in the 
center of town”, like South Church.   Be “looser” 

• Episcopal Service/ the Liturgy 

• Music/The Choir (More music only services?) 

• inclusive in word and deed 

• Serve the community( Easter Seals, AA, CRH, Common Table) 

➡  (get more people involved) 

➡ get the leader of each ministry group stand up in church and tell everyone what they do, 
when they meet, invite to join. 

➡ We have the same people who help over and over…need to recruit new people 
to chip   in on various tasks:  

➡ Wish we could revitalize J2A 

• Doing our historical stewardship well 

• Sermons that are accessible and pertinent  
 

 Q:  Should we do fewer things with higher quality? Focus?! 

#3 If Money were no object…what to do? 



• scholarships (for Choir school kids college and other ideas) 

• help people in need 

• build another Crossroads House homeless shelter (they’re over capacity) 

• pay a J2A leader a living wage 

• build the endowment/ sustainability  

• get the facilities eligible for the Inter Faith Network 

• find a way to physically/facility-wise, look like we are opening our doors to the community 
(like South Church and North Church can do) 

• Create space around the church for gathering  

• could the buildings/ space “flow” to open up better, more access + more visibility to the 
community 

• make more mission trips (adults and kids)  

• Develop St John’s specialty (what we are known for)  

• after school programs  
 

#4 Are we limited by buildings and space? 

• Accessibility 

• no outdoor space 

• HDC controlled 

• we can do a lot with what we have 

• don’t spend 1 million 

• many of mission ministry aspects can be enhanced with existing buildings and space 

• capital campaigns are more passionate + more appealing with new programs rather than new 
facilities  

• a lot of the facilities work has been completed 

• need manpower to make changes 

• issues with handicap access inside 
 

 

Date:  February 1 

Host:   Bertha Rocray, York, ME 

Facilitator:  John Tabor 
 

Impressions: This was a large (17!) gathering and "the old guard" in their 70s. Quite a few 
former senior and junior wardens. Also a lot of the altar guild. These were all very active folks 
who "do the work" week in and week out. They very much value the liturgy...not so involved in 
youth or new ministries. They want to protect the church they know - fix the roof, fix the wiring 
(they had the Campbell study and had read it), do the deep maintenance in the plan. They 
didn't want to venture too much into what the future would be like. They feel strongly about 
handicapped access. They are receptive to a capital campaign because they know the needs. 



Amazingly, they were considerate enough in such a big group to give everyone a chance to 
speak. 
 
Appreciation for sound system – Dick Rozek 
Cement floor in church basement and waterproof walls 
SJC is not the building, but the people 
 
Q1 – What brings you joy? 

 Alter guild…a sisterhood (with some men, too!) 

 Salvation Army soup kitchen – 35 years 

 Painting the floors – our own little ministry (Dick Davidson and … Kent) 

 Common Table on Thursdays…conversations with the people we serve…see them on the 

street…know we are doing good 

 Economy shop – its changed …more competition…survival gear for those living in the 

woods or shelters….makes less money now (more competition) but helps people in 

need 

 Choir school…very impactful, combining education and music, a vehicle to help children 

feel better about themselves 

 Privilege of LEM 

 Music program….always had good music, but it has developed. Finest music between 

Boston and Portland. We should be proud of the organ, and the choir that’s been built. 

 The service…we sing and pray together 

 Rite 1 

 Passing the Peace 

 Sunday morning centering prayer – we become very close 

 Service on the Warner House lawn…. 

 Men’s club…played cards and gathered years ago…tried to revive it without success 

 Children’s music program…. 

 Concerts on the hill 

 

Q2 What do we do well? What can we do better? 

 We welcome people …all people. The openness is new and its wonderful 

 Outreach…and common table, economy shop 

 Music on the hill…we host a lot of things AA, etc 

 Do better – make the church more accessible for the handicapped. The only access is 

back through the sacristy…wheelchair on a brick sidewalk, through a door with a 1 inch 

rise, wiggle the chair around to get it in. No space when you get in. Handicapped toilet 

and bar needed in the bathroom behind the alter…hard to use the faucets if 

handicapped or in a walker…walker could not go through. No place to sit and wait 

either. Toilet paper hard to get to as well. Hard to get wheelchair in at a funeral. Can’t 

get downstairs.  Ways to handle handicapped . Front ramp?  

 Website: what the readings are and name of the sermon each week. 



 Locking mechanism on doors….hard to open and hard to lock. It used to be a craft to 

repair those and all the doors in Strawbery Banke. Repair would make them easier to 

swing. 

 Sacristy door going outside hard to close and open 

 Is the church open just to sit and pray? Not open Fri-Sat.  

 More public events….show people the history. Used to do tours on Saturday. Used to 

coordinate with Warner House 

 Need a sexton…need to have it open  

 Tebbetts front stairs….need a railing. They are steep. Rest of Tebbetts ADA? Ramp is 

great, but what about insided? 

Q3 If we had unlimited money…. 

 Fix the roof 

 Fix any water permeation 

 Update electrical wiring 

 Maintenance…. 

 How did we end up with a 30 year roof? If we don’t replace the roof we could have 

serious problem. Better now than more cost later.  Will the roof support slate? Timbers 

won’t support it.  

 Take care of the envelope of the building or we won’t have a building 

 Roof is the number one thing. Roof should be done now. Wood will rot if it leaks and it 

will cost twice as much.  

 Maintenance of the church should not be left to emergency checks from kind-hearted 

parishioners…it should be on a plan. Take care of the basic needs.  

 Have a wish list in case of a bequest 

 What would we do more of/expand? We are limited because  of space and HDC anyway 

 You can develop ministries without space… 

 We could have done slate 30 years ago but we compromised  

 Relationship with UNH…they will be a resource for engineering…did this in the past. 

 

Q4 Do the buildings and space limit us? 

 We are fulfilled just going to this beautiful church …if we fill up with people, add more 

services 

 Small rooms downstairs aren’t filled except during Sunday school 

 Can’t we use more space under the church for thrift shop? 

 Need concrete floor in the basement 

 Split the list into routine maintenance (annual expense) vs. capital improvement…. Have 

a maintenance long range plan and then a list of capital projects.  Report back to 

congregation on maintenance projects progress.  

 If the money has to come in over five years, you need enough for the roor up front 

 Maintenance committee – we used to have one 

 Need storm windows in the sacristy – it’s cold!! 



Date:  February 2 

Host:   Chris Sieve and Brad Lown, Portsmouth, NH 

Facilitator:  Robin LeBlanc 

 
We had a great session on Thursday at the home of Chris Sieve and Brad Lown.  There were 7, 
plus me. 
  
While music and outreach were named as key to what people love about St. John’s, the sense 
of community kept coming up over and over: 
  

 Despite coming from different religious backgrounds (as did many in the room), most 
feel at home at St. John’s, “where denomination is secondary.” 

 The youth groups were heralded as critical to the future of the church.  Although they 
are relatively strong, there is still room for making them even better, eg. Giving youth a 
voice in the service, in planning; finding something for those who do not want to be in 
the choir; more outreach programs for them to be involved in; thinking in new ways to 
engage that age group. 

 “We welcome people well, but could get to know them better.”  Gatherings like the 
Cottage discussions, dinners and more could be great ways to get to know people on a 
personal level. 

 Finally, there was note that physically, the church could be more welcoming, but that 
we don’t know exactly what the possibilities are.  Beyond brighter lights and a good 
sound system, as well as wheelchair accessibility, other elements might make a 
difference.  It might be a good idea to see what others across the country do.  (Noted, 
however, was the need for a bathroom inside the main door.) 

In addition, there was great discussion about how the church physically supports 
community.  Topics from bad lighting and inaccessibility to having a bathroom closer to the 
church entrance to how to line up an entrance from Thaxter Hall were all discussed.  The group 
agreed that they don’t know what they don’t know about how the church could be better 
designed to be more welcoming – they don’t know what is possible, except from random visits 
to other churches. 
  
As for outreach, the group felt St. John’s is coming along in that arena. When asked “what 
else?”  The topic of affordable housing was raised, with a “what if we” suggestion to partner 
with an organization like Families in Transition. 
  
All in all, the group was very positive thinking and very forward thinking.  Instead of a closing 
prayer, we went around and said what we were grateful for regarding the conversation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Date:  February 2 

Host:   Jean and Dave Lincoln, Kittery, ME 

Facilitator:  Meg Moran 

 
We had a lively sharing of feelings and ideas.  There were ten of us. Except for my husband, 
who had to get home to our 11 year-old, everyone wanted to continue meeting beyond our 
scheduled time, and we didn’t wrap up until 10:00.  Also, folks indicated it would be good to 
have additional meetings, and one of our participants said he’d like to attend more of the 
cottage meetings. 
     
Participants expressed devotion to St. John’s and most have been very involved parishioners 
over the years, some of them for many, many years.  Strong attachment to the beautiful, 
historic space as well as the people were mentioned, and Rob is clearly an anchor for some.  
(“Rob anchors me to St. John’s”; Rob is the reason I came back.”) People noted aspects of our 
ministries that are done well and that bring joy and energy:  Worship (the preaching & the 
music), Outreach (Common Table), the Choir School (as a cross-over ministry – Outreach & 
Music).  They also expressed feelings of frustration about certain ways in which St. John’s is not 
as accessible as it could be.  Inaccessibility was discussed in terms of issues with the physical 
site, but people were eager to talk more about less tangible, though significant, barriers to 
accessing as full a spiritual life as they desire at St. John’s.  
 
After more than one participant observed that older parishioners are not heard and that their 
support is taken for granted, I made an executive decision as the on-site facilitator to loosen the 
reins and follow the agenda more flexibly.  There was general consensus that capital 
improvements need to be made (connection between Thaxter and the church, overall 
accessibility for people with disabilities, improved sound system (nice to have mics at lectern & 
note that announcements from choir loft cannot be heard), new roof, etc.) but also strong 
feeling that financing of these and other capital improvements would be more easily achieved if 
people’s connection to/engagement with St. John’s were stronger.  The participants did not 
disagree that capital improvements are needed, they just didn’t want to talk about the 
buildings.  Everyone agreed, however, that some of the identified barriers might be addressed 
by modifications and enhancements of our buildings.   
 
Participants shared how of their own needs not being met and about ways in which St. John’s 
could be more accessible both to people already within the St. John’s community and also in 
service to our wider community.  The comments focused on (1) barriers to accessing full 
participation in the ministries of St. John’s, (2) barriers to accessing deeper individual spiritual 
life and growth at St. John’s, and (3) barriers to St. John’s having a larger presence and impact 
in the larger community.   
 
The following comments & barriers to having as strong a connection and experience as people 
desire were shared: 
 It’s easy to focus on the physical plant, but what we should be talking about is how we 

could be serving the greater community. 

 Common Table is one of the ministries that St. John’s does very well, but it’s not 

enough: we should be talking about how to serve homeless and other needy people in 



our community more. Perhaps we should be looking again at participation in Seacoast 

Family Services or somehow providing overnight accommodations for homeless people 

in the church.  It’s good that we’re providing a meal, but then it feels insufficient to not 

respond more to the circumstances people needing the meal are facing.  Perhaps with 

President Trump’s recent executive orders in mind, more than one participant - other 

than Meg ; ) - suggested/supported idea of St. John’s sponsoring an immigrant family. 

 The church should of course be physically accessible to everyone, but some of us are 

looking for something more meaningful to devote time and energy to – not really 

interested in talking about capital improvements though recognize improvements need 

to be made and supported. (But note that concern about homebound parishioners was 

mentioned – wondering whether people who cannot get to church are getting the 

spiritual care and attention they need.) 

 Although Common Table is a strong & successful ministry at St. John’s, it’s not easy to 

join and participate.  

 There’s a connectedness at St. John’s but only at one level – a basic or entry level – so 

there’s a shallowness of opportunity for spiritual growth.  Would like to see more 

opportunities for people who are at “medium” or “graduate” level of spiritual study and 

development. 

 Seems that an opportunity to learn and have a deeper understanding of our spiritual 

commitment is missing. 

 Before emphasizing outreach, we should be doing more to cultivate and enliven our 

spiritual life.  Doing so will feed outreach, so it’s not an either/or. 

 There seem to be two groups at St. John’s: the Rite I/8:00 community and the Rite 

II/10:00 community, and not a sense of cohesiveness – maybe could be bridged if 

people had a better understanding of the history and traditions of the church and the 

meaning & sense of identity tradition has for some people.  We don’t all need to want 

worship to be the same, but it would be good for people to have a fuller understanding 

of our faith and its traditions. 

 Focus is so much on sense of community that we are getting away from intimacy. 

 There’s too much socializing in the church during worship and it detracts from quiet, 

contemplative time – we should have a time and place where social life of the 

community can happen (perhaps in a well-designed gathering space between Thaxter 

and the church that’s more than an access point and could also serve as a social 

area/place for tables to be set up for the ministries and for information to be shared for 

Lenten & Advent and other programs). 

 Also, there should be some smaller area for people to sit with minister(s) and family, 

perhaps a separate chapel.  

 It would be wonderful for St. John’s community and the larger community if St. John’s 

could be the ecumenical seat of Portsmouth, with services and programs that are 

broadcast on radio/TV and to which the larger public is regularly invited. (Not sure this 

was intended to be Christian only – two participants suggested we should have Jewish 

and Muslim participation in services and talks, and others agreed.) 

 Several participants mentioned wanting to see St. John’s focus on environmental 

sustainability – this is something that could span generations at St. John’s and provide 

opportunity for community members of all ages to work together.  One specific 



suggestion that people endorsed:  solar panels on the roof of the church &/or Thaxter.  

Someone noted that Gerry has done a great job with sustainability issues, and 

wondered if there hasn't been an audit done recently, perhaps another one would be 

beneficial especially with all the renovations. Same person mentioned idea of a great 

company (Yankee Thermal Imaging) that had done an audit years ago and they were 

very thorough.  Regarding solar panels – participant mentioned that Tesla is coming out 

with "solar shingles designed to mimic the look of a standard asphalt, slate or tile roof" 

(Reports, March 2017).  Also, at least two parishioners noted the scriptural imperative 

of taking care of the earth & the importance of doing so for one’s individual well-being 

as well as the well-being of the community. 

 Would like to see more opportunities for older parishioners to be able to share their 

experiences and wisdom – the group spoke about the idea of Ted-talk type programs 

&/or smaller gatherings where older people would be invited to speak to the 

community, especially to the younger members of the community. 

 Similarly, older members of the community feel that they have much to contribute to 

the whole St. John’s community at this time of their lives, based on their life experiences 

and years of spiritual study and development, but they need some sort of receptive and 

supportive call &/or direction from church leadership.   

 Participants would like to feel that St. John’s place in our community is significant 

enough that St. John’s would be missed/people would miss us if we disappeared.  

 One participant described example of Episcopal church in NYC that has created a very 

moving memorial commemorating the 9/11 attacks – would like to see St. John’s 

represent/commit to something that can be a resource and shared with larger 

community. 
 

Date:  February 5 

Host:   St. John’s Philbrick Room 

Facilitator:  John Tabor 

 
 
Here are notes from the Sunday group. We had eight including both newcomers and long-time 
parishioners. This group felt very strongly that accessibility was "a necessity not a dream." 
However, we spent the majority of our time sharing ideas for closer connections, more 
outreach (hosting immigrant families and offering shelter for the homeless came up in our 
group, also), and ways everyone can work together. The idea of a directory in print or online 
emerged again, too. The mix of old and new added many creative ideas. One person was in a 
wheelchair and gave extensive detail by email on what needs to be done. 
 
Cottage meeting 2-5-17 
Q1 – What ministry brings you joy? 

- Worship 

- Music 

- Choir and singing in it…most meaningful 



- The outreach….helping solve hunger and nutrition for people. As a professional 

nutritionist), I think we do an exceptional job helping those struggling ….not just 

Common Table, but food pantry, children’s choir  

- Work with young people …they have questions and this church does a good job of 

helping them grow 

- Summer at St. Andrews 

- Getting young people out into the community …they are the church…introducing them 

to independence, talking with people outside the church. Kids are  happy doing it, too 

- Feeding the hungry. CommonTable, Salvation Army, Crossroads, 68 hours of hunger 

- Does a fabulous job with kids. Involving children in music and shows, they have real 

classrooms now. They need structure and support beyond what parents can give. St 

John’s does that.  

- My coffee hour ministry 

- Choir school…introducing music to children….getting the whole middle school to come 

to our church to hear the chorus is a wonderful thing. 

- Kids….not just going to Sunday school and getting blabbed at each week, but much 

much more. 

Q2 – What do we do well, what could we do better? 
- Name tags. Overwhelming to meet everyone 

- A directory…in print and/or online. It helps to pray when you know their face. 

- Do well: A very welcoming place…newcomers event. 

- Do well: Community outreach across many levels of the community  

- Do better: Informal gatherings at peoples homes…supper clubs. Get to know 

people….congregation is very spread out geographically 

- Monthly parish dinner – had that at our last church 

- Software for volunteering….log in, see what volunteer needs there are, and sign up right 

away. Helps those organizing things…a church I know does this for organizing suppers 

outreach 

- Those not using computers feel left out 

- Services are very well done….how about 11 instead of 10 

- Music, outreach 

Q3 – If money were no object… 
- Air conditioning …temperature control in the sanctuary 

- Resurrect a mission group looking at international work 

- There are places right in our country that need help…hard to see money for putting kids 

on a plane to costa rica with needs right in Maine and NH 

- Kids can go on a bus together to see Arkansas or a mission trip in the U.S. and learn a lot 

- Medical – sponsoring children from third world who need surgeries 

- Refugee family assistance…involves both youth and adult 

- Get a new bell and send the stolen one back to Canada! 

- Educating our church community about or history 



- Provide shelter for a homeless family…in cooperation with other churches…helps people 

get on their feet faster and interaction with church community sets them on a good 

path 

- Accessability – not just handicapped, but visually or hearing impaired. Put services on 

web site (video) for shut ins.  

- Brick sidewalk is very steep for wheelchair…elevator shelters from the weather. Or lift 

from grade level outdoors in the front…there are lifts that are all-weather 

- Lighting in sanctuary is dim 

- Lighting getting in through sacristy with a wheelchair is almost non-existent…only one 

outdoor light 

- Buy the houses across the street and close Chapel St. Top of the hill would belong to St. 

John’s 

- Elevator from here (Philbrick Room)  to Thaxter!! 

- Build a two-level parking lot…easier access to Thaxter, plus revenue 

Q4 
- Lighting, sound system, accessibility, parking is limited 

- Lots of uses of our building, but the facility has limitations…. 

- Thaxter could be fixed up and rented 

- Day care with classrooms, but must meet many code requirements, Tutoring space – 

rentals; Music practice rooms 

- Thaxter a more usable theatre space  

- Startup business space//virtual offices 

- Thaxter hall elevator is a necessity, not a dream!!! 

Amazon…percent of all purchases by members goes to church. United Thank Offering gives 
grants to for handicapped access to churches that do outreach. 
 

 

Date:  February 8 

Host:   Margaret Sofio and Jim Zuckerman, New Castle, NH 

Facilitator:  Tom Gruen 

 
I think we had the final meeting at Margaret Sofio's home in Newcastle Island on Wednesday 
night. Margaret took great notes and I am attaching them to this document. There are many 
good ideas that were shared. We ran long, but it seemed that everyone had a lot they wanted 
to talk about - they care a lot about St. Johns, in spite of different frames of reference. Very rich 
evening. 
 
In addition to Margaret's notes, I wanted to add the over sense that I came away with from the 
meeting: 
 



A major theme that ran through all of our discussion was the desire and need for 
connectedness. This takes multiple forms: 
 
- how can we connect with each other (directory, name tags) 
 
- how do we connect by sharing and providing information about how to get involved 
 
- how do we connect new worshipers to the old guard 
 
- how can we connect the youth to the rest of the congregation 
 
- how can we connect the youth to the richness of the history of St. Johns 
 
- how can we feel safe (physically - accessibility) to connect at worship and other activities 
 
- how can we connect the buildings - Thaxter to the Sanctuary 
 
- how can we connect the worship to fellowship 
 
- how do we connect the various forms of worship practiced at St. Johns 
 
 
 
After an opening prayer, Tom started the discussion by stating that the purpose of the 
gathering was to explore where we are going as a Faith Community.  We are currently in a 
discernment mode as to the needs and desires of the community, prior to setting priorities and 
determining feasibility. 
 
Each of us then introduced ourselves and offered a story about a time at St. john’s that was 
particularly meaningful. 
 
Tom then asked us to think of the various St. John’s ministries and what we do well and what 
we could do better. 
 
Jim spoke to the central importance of the liturgy: its reach back to the earliest history of the 
Church, including its start in Roman times and the consolation it offers.  He wants to preserve 
Rite I and especially wants more time with the Eucharist, so that portion of the liturgy remains 
central, rather than the sermon. He also raised the issue of the sound system and the difficulty 
of hearing the full liturgy as a result.  
 
Ann Wheeler talked about the need for more programs to engage teenagers.  Both her sons 
were trained as acolytes and she remembers with pride watching them assisting with incense 
during one of the Holy Days.  She was happy and proud to see them so connected to the 
Church. She also recalled her sons at Rite 13 ceremonies.  She is concerned that there is no 
longer a program for acolytes, which was a way to bring younger kids into the service and a way 
for them to better appreciate and be tied into worship.   She now sees the teenagers drifting 
away from the church and the feels the need for programs that appeal especially to them.   
 



Robin spoke of having been raised as Baptist, but coming to St. John’s and being confirmed.  
Although she initially wondered about the need for confirmation, she feels she learned a great 
deal from that and also from St. John’s Night, which she attends. 
She also spoke glowingly of the Choir School, where she volunteers.  She is particularly 
impressed with the dedication of Meg and Ashley. 
 
Anne Nettleton: As a newcomer, she is less able to comment on what works and what does not.  
She and her husband, Chris, have both served on vestries and her father is a priest, so they 
have a familiarity with how churches function, including capital campaigns.  Even so, they are 
struggling to figure out how to fit into life at St. John’s. There is no physical directory listing 
contacts for the various groups and the website isn’t particularly helpful in that regard. 
 
 
Chris Nettleton:  Although the community is welcoming, it is still confusing to a newcomer. 
There is no clear way to connect to others and the activities that are going on.  With no 
nametags, it’s hard to know or remember who people are.  In another church he was especially 
designated to connect with newcomers, shepherd them to coffee hour, answer questions and 
make introductions.  Overall he finds St. John’s “well run and healthy.”  They particularly enjoy 
the music. 
 
Margaret:  So much does work well at St. John’s.  As a church, it is able to do what an individual 
may have trouble doing, namely, figuring out how to help the greater good. St. John’s can 
amass the volunteers to make things happen, e.g. the Choir School, Common Table, other meal 
prep activities, funeral receptions. One thing she misses is music at the 8am service. 
 
Liz: Picking up on the Nettletons’ comments, Liz spoke in support of coming up with more ways 
to fold newcomers into St. John’s.  She mentioned the red mugs in use at Coffee Hour, but also 
thought asking people to shepherd newcomers into the congregation would be helpful. 
 
Dick:  He first explained that the acolyte program very much depended on one woman who 
oversaw the program.  When she left, no one took it over, pointing out the need for others to 
be involved. However, he believes St. John’s is in a good place, and we should stop to ask, 
“What is God revealing?” We are being challenged to find new ways to be “Jesus people”.  We 
constantly need to find the balance between change and maintaining our roots. He also spoke 
of how the Church liturgy has evolved and how even the 1928 prayer book was resisted when it 
was first introduced. He sees the youth ministry as the future of the Church, and the group 
agreed.  We also agreed that St John’s is doing many things very well and that we are very 
fortunate in having the Rob and Ann as clergy. 
 
Peter spoke of the many generational ties he and his family have with St. John’s. He is deeply 
committed to Rite I and finds solace in the continuity of the language of the prayers.  As a result 
he would like to have Rite I “all the way through”; not a shift to Rite II at the Communion. 
 
He also spoke of the difficulty of hearing, even though he always sits close to the front and 
directly in front of the pulpit. 
 
At this point we reached 8:00, but the group decided it would remain longer and continue the 
discussion.  The third major subject was what would we do if money were no object.  Looking at 



our space and our buildings, how are we limited and what could we do if we had unlimited 
resources? 
 
The major topic was accessibility, including physical accessibility and the more abstract issue of 
accessibility to the St. John’s congregation and the various ministries and study groups we 
share—or should be sharing. 
 
One point was that different groups have different needs: 
 
KIDS AND TEENS (not so much focus on physical plant) 
 

 Adult Mentors 

 Involve teens more, perhaps by recruiting them to teach the lower levels, or otherwise 
involve them in Church activities.  Example: Liz Bristow has a group that cooks for 
Crossroads. 

 
 
PHYSICAL ACCESSIBILITY  (esp. affects elderly and diabled) 

 Convenient parking  

 Elevator from back parking lot to top level of Thaxter Hall 

 Enclosed access into the church 

 Entry ramp into the church 

 AUDIO SYSTEM 

  Another bathroom in proximity to the Church 

 “Freshen” Thaxter Hall; it looks tired, was one comment 

  A CLOSET WITH SINK FOR MOPS, BROOMS, ETC. 

 Remove pews in back row for wheelchairs 
 
ACCESSIBILITY FOR EVERYONE!!!  (More than physical) 

 Make sure everyone is welcome in the broader church community and activities. 

 Improve website so contacts are available to those who want to be involved 

 Assign a mentor to new members so they can more easily ‘plug in’. Don’t overlook the 
single people who come in or those who may have special needs.  (Robin mentioned 
that mentors helped her special order books on tape so she could be part of a book 
group.) 

 
THE CHURCH 

 There was general agreement that the church itself is an extraordinary and historic 
building and needs to be protected.  Peter Rice was particularly concerned about the 
roof, which he says is 35 years old, whereas the average lifetime of a roof is 30.  He sees 
this as a priority. 

 

 

 

 

 



Date:  February 19 
Host:   St. John’s Philbrick Room 
Facilitator:  Lizzie Bristow 
 

 

The summary….. 
 
What is working: 
- the music is beautiful and amazing and St. John’s is blessed to have such a wonderful program  
- outreach, like Common Table, is something St. John’s does really well 
- the choice of two services, 8:00 and 10:00 are a nice offering, for those that like a more 
traditional service Rite 1 is a gift — it is peaceful and the ritual is beautiful 
- the offerings for children are terrific — one of the attendees had just come from the mini-
musical performance in Thaxter and remarked on what an incredible opportunity it is we offer 
to the St. John’s kids to perform — don’t get rid of the stage just clean it up! 
 
Priorities: 
- the preservation of the building — the Church is a Portsmouth treasure and it is our 
responsibility to maintain and protect it — the “guts” (electrical, roof, plumbing) should be 
addressed as a first priority, including safety 
- connecting Thaxter and the Church — this is not just for handicap people but for children too 
— they spill out of Thaxter to go to church and the street is right there — it is dangerous!  All 
agreed that if more needed to be spent to make this look appropriate and right, that should be 
done, rather than do something that solves the problem but looks “cheap” 
 
If money were no object: 
- an elevator that could take you from the basement of Thaxter to the second floor of the 
church 
- a bathroom on the first floor of the church - under the stairs that the Choir uses? 
 
What could be done right now: 
- a defibrillator in the Church — someone reminded the group of the recent incident at the 
Music Hall, where a patron’s life was basically saved by the fact that the Music Hall had a 
defibrillator on hand 
- all were grateful that the sound system has improved, however, someone asked about 
headphones — isn’t there a system where people can where headphones if they choose? 
- a permanent Sexton — all felt that St. John’s merits a full time Sexton; someone commented 
that Gerry does wonderful work for St. John’s but it is unfair that he is shouldering so much of 
this responsibility  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Date:  February 26 
Host:   St. John’s Philbrick Room 
Facilitator:  Neely Barnhardt 
 

 
SUMMARY 
 
The general sense of the evening was that all were pleased to have come together and to have 
had the chance to connect with others from St. John’s.  The discussion gave the evening its 
focus, but there was an underlying enjoyment of having that chance to connect with others.  
That by itself made the evening worthwhile. 
 

Favorite St. John’s memories:  
trips to Merra Vista, playing sardines at Prescott Park, going for coffee downtown, Christmas 
and Easter services 
 
Which St. John’s ministry brings you the most joy/energy:  
service Sundays, Sunday School/Youth group, coffee hour 
 
If money were no object, what could we do: 
Drinking fountain where water cooler is outside Philbrick Room, more trees, more landscaping, 
water features, upgrade bathroom in the sanctuary, “traffic calming”/sidewalk space outside of 
sanctuary on Chapel St., bike rack/stroller parking, gas logs in Philbrick Room, youth focused 
trips, change to LED lighting through all buildings, upgrade Economy shop, designated play area 
for young children in Thaxter, building out space on concrete pad above mechanical room, 
youth friendly space, ie. Pool table/ping pong/foosball, repair cracks in sanctuary building 
 
Something we need to be doing: 
More natural light in Thaxter hall (from the south side of the bldg.) 
 


