Heart v Breath v Soul

A Vision for St. John’s

St. John’s is a vital Newport institution,
a historic church—and so much more

“The Zabriskie Memorial Church of
Saint John the Evangelist on the
Point is one of the premier parishes
in the state, in New England, and
nationally. It represents the power
of traditional worship coupled with
a commitment to neighborhood
engagement. Over the past six
years, St. John’s has grown into a
place of strength and prominence.
I’m excited about the important
work the congregation is engaging
in, proclaiming the Gospel and
making disciples of all people.”
n The Right Reverend W. Nicholas
Knisely, Bishop of Rhode Island

“St. John’s is a diverse community
gathering to share in a very
particular liturgical tradition. Services
are designed to fill the senses—with
incense, music, and prayer. And
if worship is formal and, at times,
solemn, St. John’s is clearly also a
joy-filled place, quirky and kind.”
n Mary Van Pelt, Parishioner
and Parent

2

For more than 125 years, St. John’s has been a place where people come
to worship God and seek compassion, hospitality, and inspiration. We are
known for the beauty of our worship, but also for our commitment to
the community and, above all, for our joy in all that we do.
St. John’s is a rarity not only in the Episcopal Church but in American
churches in general. We are known for our high-church tradition that
features beautiful vestments, incense, and cathedral-style music. There
aren’t many churches like us left in this country, and it is unusual to
find one outside a big city like Boston or New York. People are often
stunned to find a church community of such beauty, solemnity,
and superb music in the heart of a small Rhode Island city.
The campus of St. John’s takes up the better part of a block in
Newport’s historic waterfront neighborhood, the Point. The front door
and lawn overlook the Goat Island lighthouse, the Pell Bridge, and
Narragansett Bay. The church is open, without admission charge,
every day of the year, including holidays. It is an oasis of peace in
Newport, the only church where a person can wander in, sit awhile, light
a candle, pray, or simply enjoy its historic art and architecture.
The grand church that visitors encounter today grew from humble
roots. The congregation first met in 1875 in the home of Peter and
Harriet Quire. Mr. Quire was a cobbler who had moved to Newport
after having worked with Quakers on the Underground Railroad
in Philadelphia. Within the congregation’s first year of meeting, the
first church building, now our Guild Hall, was built. Sadly, Harriet
Quire was the first person whose funeral was held in the 1875 church,
but Peter Quire continued to serve on the vestry and lived to see
the 1894 Zabriskie Memorial Church building completed. The new
church included a magnificent Hook & Hastings organ that is still the
centerpiece of St. John’s thriving music program.
From its very beginning, St. John’s was known as a “free” church,
meaning that unlike other churches in town, it didn’t charge pew rents.
No matter what your position in society, worship was open and accessible
to all. While Sarah Titus Zabriskie had given $100,000 to build the church
as a memorial to her mother, when Peter Quire died, he left the first
bequest to St. John’s: $419. He is our founder and first benefactor.
In 2019, we celebrated the 125th anniversary of the consecration of
the current Gothic Revival church, and in 2025 we will mark the 150th
anniversary of the Guild Hall, today’s community gathering place.
Our historic buildings, vintage organ, and beautiful campus are
the heart, breath, and soul of St. John’s and are at the center of
our ability to welcome and serve the community.

We welcome people
from all walks of life
in good times and in bad
Churches are one of the few intergenerational institutions left in society
where people of all ages, sorts, and conditions gather as equals. St. John’s
was founded in a mixed-race, working-class neighborhood with a mission
to serve all people. To this day, the membership of the parish
reflects the racial and economic mix of Newport.
Like every good church, we are here for each other when we celebrate
births, baptisms, and weddings. We are also here for each other when we
mourn the death of a loved one, pray for the recovery of the sick, and
seek healing after divorce.
Much of what we do is visible: We inspire with the uplifting beauty
of our ecclesiastical art and architecture, our soaring music, and our
abundant welcome of all who enter our doors.
But even more is invisible and beneath the surface: The many bags
of food we collect to stock the pantry at the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
Community Center. Visiting not only parishioners but neighbors at home,
in the hospital, and in nursing care. We have quietly helped the homeless
find temporary shelter, get new eyeglasses, and ensure that they are
connected with local resources for food, stable housing, and mental health
assistance. We have stood with victims of domestic violence, assisted
people struggling with alcohol and opioid addictions, and made sure
immigrants knew their rights and had access to legal assistance. We have
helped people find work, get an education, and broaden their horizons.
We have been the human face of Christ for each other.

“The history of St. John’s Church and
Peter Quire is a unique story of
remembrance and reconciliation
that will inspire people today and
tomorrow to better appreciate our
shared humanity.”
n Keith W. Stokes, Vice President,
The 1696 Heritage Group

“My grandparents, Leo and
Candida Amado, immigrated to
Newport from Cape Verde. After
my grandmother died at age 42,
my grandfather began coming to
St. John's with his nine children. My
father, Bill, was 9 years old at the
time and attended St. John's until his
death at age 87. My three siblings
and I were all baptized at St. John's,
and my sister Karen and I still worship
here. My own children attended
St. John's during their formative
years. Now, my granddaughters are
part of a thriving Sunday School.
My family is approaching five
generations at St. John's. We love it.
It is our church home.”
n Cheryl Abney, Senior Warden
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We offer world-class music
What we have become most known for, however, is our music. Every
Sunday, a choir of adult professional and volunteer singers offers its
praises to God with an excellence that astounds and inspires.
The church is used both for services filled with ancient and newly
composed sacred music and for concerts. The quality of our musical
offerings has attracted the notice of those accustomed to hearing great
music in Boston, New York, and London. They do not expect to find it
in Newport, Rhode Island, outside of the summer festivals. But it exists
at St. John’s year-round.
In the summer, you don’t have to pay for a concert at one of the many
venues in town when you can come for free to our Music on the Lawn
concert series and enjoy rock, folk, or big band music, not to mention
fifteen-minute classical organ recitals three times every Sunday! In the fall
and spring, chamber music, operatic recitals, and films have been featured
in the Guild Hall. And in the winter months, people from all over New
England come to Newport to enjoy our Lessons & Carols service, our
Christmas on the Point concert, and the surpassing comfort and joy of
Christmas Eve.
Year-round, we are the place to be for music lovers in Newport,
and our special music offerings attract people from other churches,
as well as those who just love music. One of the wonderful things
about being as busy as we are outside of services on Sunday mornings
is that we can welcome all and build multiple communities, both among
those who live on Aquidneck Island and those who are willing to cross
bridges, both literal and metaphorical, to be here with us.
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“I came to know St. John’s through
music. This introduction inspired
me to learn more and resulted
in my being a part of the choir
school’s trip to England in August
2018. My appreciation of St. John’s
continues to grow as I have become
more involved and see firsthand
its importance as a church, choir
school, and valued part of the
greater community. St. John’s has
earned my respect, and I feel
privileged to be a supporter!”
n Cynthia Sinclair, Arts Patron

. . . and a first-rate
		musical education
			balanced with fun

“There is something almost magical
in this program. Choristers become
increasingly skilled at performing
in a variety of venues through
extraordinary instruction and
guidance by adult and teenage role
models alike. Community and parish
support enriches the singers’ overall
experience. Our daughter gained a
deeper level of music education—
but even more, her confidence
grew. She learned what it is to be a
leader, a team player, to serve and
participate in community.”
n Rhonda Landers, Chorister Parent

We are dedicated to providing a high-quality musical education
to the children in our community, particularly including those for
whom music lessons may be financially out of reach. The chorister
program is in its sixth year and the choir has traveled to Washington,
D.C., New York City, Cape Cod, and in 2018 spent two weeks on tour
in England. Each year, the choristers enjoy a week of summer camp
dedicated to improving musicianship, learning new repertoire, and having
fun bonding as a community.
The Choir School of Newport County was founded by St. John’s in
2014 for girls and boys to sing at occasional services and special concerts.
Headquartered at St. John’s, the school now maintains its own tax-exempt
501(c)(3) status and has attracted significant grants from the Rhode Island
State Council of the Arts; the Newport County Fund and the Black
Philanthropy Bannister Fund, both administered by the Rhode Island
Foundation; and private philanthropists. To incentivize participation and
commitment, all choristers are paid a modest stipend for their singing.
Through special funding for under-served youth, the choir school
established a piano and voice program for children who qualify for
free or reduced-price lunches in the public schools.
In just five years, the choir school has not only offered transformational
opportunities for the Point neighborhood and North End children, but
has also become a catalyst for growth for the church, attracting students,
their extended families, and community supporters.
5

We are rooted in the community
“St. John’s is a neighbourhood
church whose works and welcome
reach around the world. Living in
Europe, I follow with pleasure the
rector’s reports by e-mail and look
forward to my next Newport visit
to sit in the pews.”
n Luis Roth, Summer Resident
“I love having St. John’s as a
neighbor, hearing the church bells
tolling the hours so faithfully and
reminding me when to get up in the
morning or when to stop working
in the garden. I feel very fortunate
to be able to walk across the street
and listen to the organ filling the
church with celestial sounds, and
I’ve enjoyed the more informal
Music on the Lawn series in the
summertime. The music program is
outstanding, and St. John’s is quite
welcoming to neighbors who aren’t
necessarily parishioners, which is very
friendly and much appreciated.”
n Jane MacLeod Walsh, Neighbor
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There’s no getting around the fact that we are a true neighborhood
church. Fewer parishioners walk to church than in 1894, of course,
but St. John’s has remained attentive to the Point and has retained a
neighborhood feel. People love the sound of our bells and are happy to
have an active and vibrant community at the heart of the Point. For our
part, we feel a special responsibility to offer our heart, breath, and soul to
the neighborhood.
On a day-to-day basis, our church campus is the place where people
gather to strengthen their friendship as a caring community. The Guild
Hall provides needed space to host activities for organizations and
community groups. Local elected officials use the hall for constituent
meetings, and it is also used as a polling place and for music lessons,
Sunday School, community potluck dinners, exercise classes, food drives,
wedding receptions, and so much more. Even our parking lot sees more
than just cars, serving as the site of the Point Association’s annual plant
sale, the biggest fundraising event of the year for the neighborhood group.
To name but a few examples of the partnerships we have forged over the
years: The Newport Children’s Theatre mounted a summer production of
“The Little Mermaid” on the lawn, and the Island Moving Company ballet
and newportFILM have held special events in the Guild Hall. Parishioners
and neighbors have used the hall and lawn to celebrate birthdays, wedding
anniversaries, and graduations. We have even hosted a petting zoo!
We have worked hard as a community to make our campus an open
and welcome place—and we believe that the welcome people find
here at St. John’s makes us a neighborhood church even for those
who drive great distances to be with us on Sundays or for special
services and events.

and we cultivate community
As the only church in Newport’s Point neighborhood, St. John’s
naturally extends beyond being a place to worship, reaching into the
community to fulfill critical needs and instill a culture of service and
stewardship among its members and neighbors.
In times of crisis, St. John’s staff and parishioners are there to help.
For example, in February 2019, when more than 7,000 residents were
without heat for a week, St. John’s opened its doors 24 hours a day, as an
impromptu warming center, and hosted a potluck for displaced residents,
first responders, and utility workers.
Through these and other activities and initiatives, our people,
neighbors, and friends cultivate community. The leadership of St. John’s
is committed to long-term, sustainable growth as both a spiritual home
and a community resource.
At St. John’s you will find friendships built between summer
residents and year-rounders; members of the military and civilian
parishioners; those who have lived in Newport for generations and
those who have just moved to town. Here it’s not unusual to see
children from private school running and having fun with kids from
public school, where parents struggling to make ends meet are
treated with the same dignity and respect as parents who live on
Bellevue Avenue. Here you will see people who might not otherwise
worship, play, laugh, and live together doing just that, seeking
a common life that is not simply skin deep, but truly meaningful.
Again and again, the people of St. John’s transcend stereotypes and
reach beyond their own comfort zones. We certainly aren’t a perfect
community, but we do seek to serve each other and our neighbors with
joy and generosity.

“In January, 2019 the church
announced that the Alletta Morris
McBean Charitable Trust has
awarded a grant of $916,000 for
restoring and replacing the roof of
St. John’s Church. Donald Christ,
chairman of the trust, told Newport
This Week, ‘The church is very
important to the quality of life on the
Point and in Newport. This recent
grant recognizes the church’s 125th
anniversary and its pivotal role in
the Point.’”
n From Newport This Week

“I absolutely love performing at
St. John’s Music on the Lawn summer
concert series. It is a most beautiful
location with amazing acoustics.
Looking out at hundreds of familiar
faces really makes me feel I am home.
St. John’s is truly a magnificent place
to perform live music.”
n Doug Woolverton,
Grammy-nominated Trumpeter
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We are growing in our
impact and reach
In 2013, St. John’s faced a stark reality: grow or die. Membership had
dwindled beyond the point of viability, and the church was dependent on
the diocese for significant financial support just to keep the doors open
and the lights on. St. John’s has experienced a true renaissance, with
a growing membership and increased community engagement.
Between 2013 and 2019, for example . . .
Church attendance has increased by more than 125 percent.
Annual pledges have increased 336 percent.
The church has been enlivened by the addition of young families,
enabling us to begin a Sunday School program and establish
activities for the youth of our church and the community.
n To date, more than 30 choristers have participated in the choir
school program, and we are recruiting more young singers every year.
n St. John’s has donated 7,310 pounds of food to the Martin Luther
King Jr. Community Center’s food pantry through our Fifth Sunday
Food Drives.
n Our Music on the Lawn concert series attracts hundreds of
neighbors and visitors to our campus every summer.
n
n
n

We also have a growing
base of support
While we have been blessed by significant foundation and individual
support, generosity is not measured simply by the number of zeros that
follow the dollar sign. Jesus’ parable of the widow’s mites reminds us of
that fact. In addition to those who have made leadership gifts and
pledges, three choristers to date—children 12 and under—have
made pledges of up to $50 toward the current roof and masonry
projects from their modest choir-school stipends. These children
believe so strongly in what we are trying to accomplish that they have
decided to donate back to St. John’s a portion of what the choir school
pays them to sing. What a powerful testimony about the work we are
doing in this place!
If a child can give to these urgent capital improvement projects,
can you? While we hope you will be as generous as you can, we are grateful
simply for your participation in whatever amount you are able to give. It
all adds up—and it lets us know that you also believe in our vision for this
church, the neighborhood, and the city. This parish was not built to serve
a single segment of society, but for everyone—and this case for support
is not written only for wealthy potential donors and foundations, but for
everyone. Your presence and participation matter, no matter who you are.
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n A 2019 grant of $916,000 from the
Alletta Morris McBean Charitable Trust
was the single largest gift the trust has
ever made to a church. The grant was
earmarked for the restoration of our
historic terra cotta roof.
n One hundred percent of the vestry
and key staff have made leadership
pledges to be fulfilled over five years.

We have big dreams but
an aging physical plant
“If these treasured gathering spaces and community assets are
to remain as the anchor of this neighborhood, urgent capital
improvements simply cannot wait.”
n Tom Hockaday, Point Association President
“St. John’s Church is among the oldest and most beautiful
buildings in Newport. I have the privilege of helping the church
use the best stewardship practices with their historic structure
to preserve it for future generations. As a preservation architect,
I am grateful to everyone who is making this possible.”
n Mohamad Farzan, Principal, Newport Architecture

The fact is that we can’t fully flourish until we address the condition of
our historic buildings and grounds. Time—in the form of decades of
deferred maintenance—has taken a serious toll on our campus,
threatening our ability to do the work we feel called to do in
support of our neighborhood, the city, and the world.
The church is supposed to be the “ark of salvation,” but it leaks like
an old fishing boat. Thanks to the grant from the Alletta Morris McBean
Charitable Trust, we are well on our way toward restoring a watertight
roof, using as many salvaged terra cotta tiles as possible from our existing
125-year-old roof and supplementing with new tiles from the original
manufacturer, which is still in business.
We also need to tackle the exterior masonry, which has been
patched many times over the years but needs a comprehensive
approach to address issues from older quick fixes and repairs.
The interior of the church has fortunately retained the stunning
beauty of its early years. But while this holy space has clearly been
soaked in prayer, it has also been soaked in water from the ongoing
roof and masonry leaks. The limestone is crumbling in places, the
plaster peeling.
Once the roof and walls are watertight, we intend to begin work on
the interior, with new plaster where needed and fresh whitewashing
throughout. At the same time, we hope to undertake some badly needed
electrical upgrades that will not only restore the church’s appearance but
also improve safety, lighting, and the sound system, making it a warmer
and more inviting place for the worship of God and the enjoyment
of the gifts with which we have been blessed, not only in terms of art,
architecture, and music, but also in each other.
In addition to receiving a new organ console in 2020, our historic
organ itself and many of its 1,769 pipes also require significant
attention. With your help, in 2021 and 2022, we plan to undertake
a full restoration so that the organ sounds and looks as good as new.
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We have a vision
to expand our impact
The work on the church is urgent and our first priority. But once we
have addressed the roof, masonry, plaster, and organ, we are turning
our attention toward fulfilling our vision of expanding the impact of
St. John’s as a community outreach center. Among the many capital
improvements projects under consideration by the vestry are . . .
n

Installing a fully accessible commercial kitchen and adding
air conditioning in the Guild Hall. A new kitchen and better
climate control would allow us to flourish as a community
center and outreach hub, opening our doors not only for
celebrations, but also for our neighbors in need, and potentially
supplementing our revenue through rentals.

n

Undertaking a few simple improvements to make the Guild Hall
more inviting for our chorister program, such as bringing in more
natural light and making a more flexible space in the parlor where
choristers have music theory classes and weekly dinners.

n

Accessing potential new office and storage areas in the Guild Hall by
opening existing unused spaces underneath the stage and above the
kitchen and parlor.

n

Creating and implementing a master plan for the grounds, paying
particular attention to accessibility—for instance, regrading to allow
convenient access for those with wheelchairs or strollers—and
transforming outdoor spaces into even more lovely gardens for
prayer, meditation, concerts, and neighborly conversation.

n

Regrading and reconfiguring the parking lot and other outdoor areas,
addressing persistent issues with rainwater runoff, and providing a
facelift to the garage, with shingles to match the Guild Hall facade
and new doors to keep out the elements.

n

Creating and implementing a master plan for Dennis House, the
c. 1740 rectory, starting with a new paint job and addressing water
intrusion issues that threaten its structural integrity.

Our goal is to equip St. John’s to serve our congregation, our neighborhood,
and the larger Newport community. While most of the funding will
support bricks-and-mortar projects to preserve, restore, and renew
our historic structures, the vestry is committed to establishing an
endowment for sustainability, so the investments that we make today
will be well maintained in the future.
Mission initiatives for capital improvements will be undertaken on
a project-by-project basis, proceeding as circumstances and your
generosity allow. While this document sets out the overall vision
for St. John’s, more details will be produced for each project, with
cost estimates backed up by thorough analysis.
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Mission Statement
St. John’s exists for the worship of
God, the reconciliation of all people
through Christ, and service to the
community and the world.

We need your help today
to build for tomorrow and beyond
The leadership of St. John’s is aware that there is no lack of worthy
causes in Newport or on Aquidneck Island. Thus, instead of launching
a comprehensive capital campaign, the vestry is committed to a prudent
and realistic approach in accomplishing our goals as the energy and
enthusiasm of the community allow. Our vision, while audacious, is
tempered by a humility about our goals, recognizing that we can only
accomplish what you are willing to help support.
Since 1875, St. John’s has been the heart, breath, and soul of
the Point, as well as for all who claim St. John’s as their spiritual
home. People come here for worship and compassion, for hospitality
and inspiration. It is a place where people from all walks of life share in
each other’s joys and stand with each other in times of sorrow. St. John’s
is rooted in community, fulfilling critical needs, and inspiring service and
stewardship.
What would the next century and a half be without St. John’s?
The Point neighborhood would lack a cohesive center. Many would
be without a spiritual place to call home, and the community would be
left without a partner in outreach. Generations of children would miss
out on a quality musical education, and all of us would lose our unique
Anglo-Catholic witness with its commitment to both beauty and service.
Sadly, decades of deferred maintenance have diminished
our buildings, and this is threatening our ability to support our
neighborhood, the city, and the world. Six years ago, we decided to
begin addressing the needed work, and the results so far have been
encouraging. But there’s always more that must be done, and we
need you to pitch in to make it happen.
Without your help, the church’s historic buildings and grounds will
continue to wash away, little by little, every time it rains. We need to act
today—and we need your support.
The truth is, strong community support depends on generous
hearts like yours. With your help and God’s, St. John’s can continue
its tradition of bringing neighbors and friends from both near and far
together in one community. Thanks to your support, St. John’s has
already beaten the odds over the past six years, growing while other
churches have declined. But in order to flourish, we need your help to
maintain our momentum. Hoping that others will ride to the rescue is
not an option. Only you can help St. John’s become truly sustainable.
Today, we invite you to invest in the Heart v Breath v Soul of
St. John’s, a series of mission initiatives for capital improvements
that are key to preserving our past and securing our future.
Please contribute! Through St. John’s, your generosity will help
secure a bright future for the next 150 years and beyond.

“At St. John’s, one finds peace and
respite, lessons from the history of the
Judeo-Christian tradition with music
to match, guidance for living in the
present, a welcoming community—
and so much more! Supporting the
church and its missions provides
a lifeline to the future, along with
preserving an important historical
property for Newport.”
n Mary Joan Hoene, Parishioner

“My family has lived across the
street for five generations, since
before the first building at St. John’s.
My grandfather, Harold Petty Arnold,
was Senior Warden at the church.
I’ve seen its ups and downs over
the years, and I can’t tell you how
exciting it has been to see St. John’s
come alive again. I love this place,
and I hope everyone will give it the
support it so richly deserves.”
n Brian Arnold, Neighbor
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With your help, our love will shine through in the
care we show in our campus, so that all who walk
through our doors feel embraced by the love,
welcome, and vitality of this special place.

The Zabriskie Memorial Church of Saint John the Evangelist
61 Poplar Street
Newport, R.I. 02840
(401) 848-2561
For pledge forms, updates, and further information,
visit us at saintjohns-newport.org/progress

