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Affirming our Welcome: Building in Faith Capital Campaign 

Reflection by Will Wittig, November 10th, 2019 

 

Before you are seated, I would like to begin by inviting you to pray together with me the short 

prayer found on the top of page 11 of the bulletin. 

God, I am a reflection of your holy spirit.  

By your grace I am blessed with many gifts that enable me to be your hands in the world.   

Help me to serve others with love, to be animated by generosity, and to live without fear.   

Today and every day, let me hear the answer to the question,  

God, what do you want to do through me? 

Amen. 

 

A long, long time ago, in a small but growing suburb, a young couple was in search of a 

faith community, but there were no Episcopalian churches in town, and none of the nearby 

congregations they visited seemed to suit them.  So they began meeting with a few other families 

in the basement of a community center to pray together and to imagine the creation of a new 

parish.  It was a very modest beginning with nothing tangible or rational to suggest that their 

hope would become a reality, and certainly no possible way to imagine what that congregation 

would become if they were successful. 

That story should sound familiar, but actually, I’m not talking about St. John’s origins 

when our founders, J. Patterson, Mary Ann Parr, and Julius Neff, first gathered in 1902 to begin 

imagining what would eventually become St. John’s.  It is a very similar story, but the young 

couple I’m referring to is actually my mom and dad.  They were one of a handful of families that 

founded a congregation about 60 years ago in Overland Park, Kansas, and today at the age of 97, 

my dad is the only surviving founder of that parish, which he still attends regularly.  

As you might imagine, that church was an essential part of our family life, and it 

illustrated for me how challenging it can be to make something new. As a small illustration, I 

recall in those early years, my mom, all by herself, was the ‘gardens and grounds committee,’ 

and while I played nearby, she spent many really hot Saturdays trying to get anything to actually 

take root.   
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My parents invested so much of themselves, including financial investments, to help 

create a parish that has grown from something they could only dream about to a thriving 

congregation that has two locations, multiple services on Sundays, and hundreds of members. Of 

course as a boy I didn’t fully understand the dedication and sacrifices that my parents made to 

help give birth to that congregation, but it is something that I have carried with me and learned to 

appreciate more and more as I reached the age at which they had that remarkable experience. 

That part of my personal history has given me a profound awareness of the idea of legacy. 

Thousands of people have been served by that community they call home, which literally 

began in the middle of a corn field, and none of that would have happened without the faith and 

remarkable generosity of those first members – because, as we prayed a few moments ago, they 

were able to live without fear, they were animated by generosity, and they were dedicated to 

serving others with love.  

Of course that is our story as well.  Our three founding families and many others 

demonstrated that same faith and dedication to create this community - this place we call home 

did not just appear. Fortunately, today we are not starting from scratch, but we also have an 

opportunity to lay a new foundation for St. John’s - for each other, for those we have not met 

who will join us, and all those who will come after us.  We have a chance to answer God’s 

question for St. John’s – what do you want to do through us – by improving our physical space to 

match our spiritual mission. 

Back to the Kansas version of the story, and I’ll fast-forward to my teen years when I had 

the privilege of serving as the youth member of the Vestry. I remember one meeting vividly, 

when a woman offered a testimonial about her pledge, which became the foundation of my 

understanding of giving.  She told a passionate story about working through her monthly budget 

to try to figure out how much she could afford to pledge. After going through that exercise 

several times, studying her checkbook and always coming up short, she decided to think about it 

differently.  Instead of starting with the mortgage, then the car payment, then the gas bill, and so 

on until she got to her pledge – she wondered, what would happen if she wrote down the number 

that she hoped to be able to give to the church first?  Almost miraculously, on the first try, 

somehow the numbers worked and she was able to make the commitment to the parish that she 

hoped for, simply by putting her pledge at the top of the list.  
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I was skeptical as a teenager, and I still don’t believe that some kind of magic happened 

by rearranging the same numbers and getting a different total, I’m sure there were other 

adjustments she had to make, but her heartfelt story made a huge impression on me.  What 

changed was not the math, but her process – I wouldn’t say she shifted her priorities, her passion 

made it clear that the opportunity to give to others was her priority, but her process changed to 

literally put her commitment to her faith community first, before the everyday bills.  She found 

that when she put her treasure where her heart was, everything else sorted itself out.   

That story might call to mind for you the concept of giving of our ‘first fruits.’ The idea 

that rather than focusing first on the worldly obligations that we know we face, and thinking of 

our philanthropy, our giving, our opportunity for generosity as just being what’s left over, 

instead we should think of the first and best part of our metaphorical harvest as being committed, 

from the beginning to the most sacred and gratifying purpose. 

Imagine if the first line of your monthly or yearly budget wasn’t the mortgage, just 

because it's the biggest item, but if the first line of your budget was instead based on what is 

most sacred?  Or imagine if we literally gave the first part of our harvest to others – as if you 

were the host at a banquet, just like the banquet we area about to share – of course you serve the 

good wine first, and give generously of the best you have to offer when you invite guests into 

your home.  

So how does that translate to our campaign pledge?   My family can’t quite take the 

concept of first fruits literally for the capital campaign, we aren’t in a position to write a huge 

check all at once to fulfill a three-year pledge.  But what I can say is that we are not thinking 

about our pledge as what’s left-over after all the bills are paid and we also meet our annual 

pledge. Instead we are trying to imagine we are the hosts of a banquet - what is the number that 

we would hope to be able to reach to offer our guests, and how will we get there?   

The number we aspire to is a little scary, and it would be so easy to focus on all the 

reasons to think of our pledge like we were carefully counting each dollar, afraid of the ‘what 

if’s’ or worst case scenarios – have we stored up enough for the unknowns of tomorrow?  

We have two kids approaching college, a car that won’t last much longer, a huge tree in our yard 

that needs to be cut down, etc.  We all have that list, and as adults we have to be thoughtful and 

responsible, but instead of focusing on tomorrow’s worries, we hope to stay focused on the big 

picture.  
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If we give ourselves the chance to be aspirational and if we remember to live without fear, to be 

animated by generosity, and to serve others with love, what might that look like?  Getting to that 

hope, for us, just comes in steps.   

First, and most importantly, we will make our annual pledge for next year, which we will 

increase to meet the ongoing needs of the parish.  On top of that we will write a check for first 

fruits Sunday in December that feels generous, and then again, sacrificially over the next three 

years.  The total number itself is not so important, what is important is that it’s not just the 

leftovers.  We hope that our pledge to you, as our “guests” so to speak represents our first and 

best harvest, given back to this community, and its future, in thanksgiving for the many blessings 

we have found here. 

But it’s also important to recall the iconic story of the widow who gave just two pennies 

in Jesus’s parable about giving. This might be the most important message of all.  For each of us, 

the concept of giving our first and best fruits means something very different, and some of us 

may not be able to donate to the capital campaign at all on top of our annual pledge, and that’s 

ok.  The idea that we aren’t really being generous if the gift doesn’t feel generous is important to 

at least consider, but the actual amount that is appropriate for you and your family isn’t the same 

as anyone else’s.  The widow’s story reminds us so clearly that every gift is equally impactful - 

One dollar in the pot that comes from a family that is able to give only one dollar does not buy 

any fewer bricks than one dollar in the pot that happens to come from a family that is able to give 

many thousands of dollars.  Even though the financial goal for the campaign is quite large, no 

one should feel their gift is too small, or that they shouldn’t pledge at all because they can’t make 

a difference – remember the very first donation to this campaign was $ 20 from a client at Open 

Hands.  Every gift will be equally meaningful, and no one’s place in our community will be 

diminished in any way if they are not able to give – we mean it when we say “everyone belongs” 

without any qualification - and that includes financial capacity. 

To the credit of our clergy and vestry and so many of you who have put so much work 

into thinking about what St. John’s future might look like, I am proud that collectively we 

allowed ourselves to imagine a vision for our next century that is aspirational.  We have put 

forward a plan that without a doubt is a stretch for us.  Collectively we asked -  God, what do 

you want to do through us?  And I believe we listened for the answer without fear, with hearts 

full of gratitude for what we share, and with generosity for the generations to come.   
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So this is the banquet we are hosting for each other and our community - our time to offer 

up our best and first fruits.  And it’s also our legacy – just like my parents and our own founders, 

this is our opportunity to literally open new doors to all who would like to be here today, and to 

impact the lives of all who will come after us - to remake this place so all can enter and share 

more fully in the joy that we experience together here at St. John’s. 

I am grateful beyond words to be a part of St. John’s.  Timi and I have spent our entire 

married lives here, and we have been blessed by all of you and this sacred place where we have 

had the joy of becoming adults and raising our daughters.  This is our home.  This is where we 

belong. That’s actually a really profound word, belong….  We say it often, it’s at the core of the 

St. John’s story, and I value that perspective so much. Welcoming all both figuratively and 

literally to this place is also the core idea guiding this campaign, and its why I am so thankful for 

the opportunity to make a pledge to both the annual campaign and the capital campaign - because 

our signature phrase – “everyone is welcome, everyone belongs,” also applies to me. We might 

sometimes assume that phrase is about someone we don’t know yet, who we will welcome if 

they come, but it also means that I belong, that I am accepted and loved with all my flaws and 

shortcomings.   

 

I belong here. 

You belong here. 

We all belong here.  

I belong - And how do I know that?   

 

Because I have been served by you out of love, I have witnessed and felt your generous 

spirits, and I have seen you demonstrate over and over again the courage to live without 

fear….and for that I am eternally grateful.  


