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Rodger Fritz, PHD 

Introduction to Rev. Chet Whitt’s 1967 Annual Report 

A Prophetic Message From Our Past:  

The Rev. Chester Whitt, Pastor Chet, served us from 1963-1967.   His 1967 annual report 
had much to say about the future of the church at large.  I was struck that his words were 
so prophetic and applicable today.  He discussed how church will need to change if it is to 
remain relevant in people’s lives. 

I think Pastor Chet would be disappointed at the rate of change that has occurred over the 
past 50 years.  Certainly, FBC Owego has not maintained a leadership position in that re-
gard. 

Rodger Fritz, FBC-Owego Historian  (moderator when Jim and Ken were ordained in ‘75) 

December 10, 2018 

 

Pastoral Prophet 

Rev. Chester Whitt 
(Photo circa 1967) 

 

     That’s my dad, shortly after he re-
tired from full time ministry.  I have 
known for a long time that my father 
strove with all body, mind and spirit to 
be both a pastor and a prophet.  But 
the tension between the two roles gen-
erated unresolvable conflict in the 
church.  Had he continued the “good 
fight,” I think it might have killed him. 
 
     Rodger Fritz recently found Dad’s 
final annual report.  That report reveals 
the conflict but also reveals Chet 
Whitt’s passion and hope that the 
church be BOTH united and trans-
formed.  Fifty years later, how is the 
church doing?   (KCW) 

First Baptist Church of Owego, New York 

 Pastor’s Annual Report 

Rev. Chester W. Whitt 

December 31, 1967 

This is the last time I will be reporting to you as your pastor, so my report 

will cover more than the year 1967.  We have labored together for 4½ years and 

can look back on many satisfying achievements: 

Christian Education programs expanded through the utilization of the old   

                parsonage…. 

Four years of youth camping programs.  

A large number of new families who have joined us and are playing such an           

   important role in the life of the church. 

Steady growth in our giving to the American Baptist World Missions. 

                                                (Continued on p. 6) 

 

  
A “Whittlings” 

exclusive.  
 

Jessie Kerr-Whitt 

Ordained As A 

Maggidah 

(story on p. 2) 

Pastor Chet’s 

son’s share their 

responses to their 

father’s message 

from 50 years ago  

& tell us if they, like their dad, see any 

hope for the church.  How do they relate 

to the local church?  (story on p. 8) 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Pictured above are Maggid teacher Jim Brule, a friend of 50 years standing, Jessie Kerr-

Whitt and Jim Kerr-Whitt, who like me is a retired American Baptist Pastor.  Jessie is my be-

loved and well-honored sister-in-law.   

  In a event rare today even in Reformed Jewish Congregations, Temple Concord in Syra-

cuse, New York recently ordained Jessie as a Maggidah (feminine form) in one of the most 

inspiring religious ceremonies I have ever had the privilege of attending. 

   Please “google” “maggid” for the intriguing history of the maggid within Jewish history.  I will 

simply tell you that they are “story-tellers” with a big plus; the big plus being that storytelling is 

just one of the means they use as spiritual leaders to inspire and guide the people towards 

deep walks with God. Jessie is a great story-teller and a devoted believer and teacher. (KCW) 

 

Please, do not plan on attending this exciting and timely presen-

tation!  The poster above is out of date!  I am sharing it with you, first, to illustrate 

an exception to what I will have to say in a later article in this newsletter.  (See p. 3)  

There are in fact religious congregations that are  sponsoring educational programs 

to get the message out that science and spirituality both are seeking the truth and 

both have much to learn from each other.  Second, the presenter, Dr. Peter Saulson 

has blessed me with a friendship that has grown as we each seek, in our unique 

ways, to spread the word that “spirituality and science must be friends!”   



 

Spirituality & The New Sciences (S & NS) Research & Writing 

Project 

Article # 9 

Where Are Most People in Our Culture Learning About 

The Intersection of Spirituality & the New Sciences? 

 
Where are most people in our culture learning about the intersection of Spirit-

uality and the New Sciences?  

  

 Not in church.  Not in religious education programs.  Not in seminary.  (There are of 

course notable exceptions.  See p. 2) 

 
 Who is our culture is creatively exploring this unity of truth found at the intersection 

of spirituality and the New Sciences and making this truth accessible to the people? 

 
 Not theologians, Biblical scholars, nor seminary professors.  Not preachers nor 

Christian writers nor scientists nor spiritual formation programs.  (There are of course 

notable exceptions.  I have seen occasional relevant references in Rob Bell’s books 

and someone recently referred me to two fictional books by Brian McLaren entitled, A 

New Kind of Christian and The Story We Find Ourselves In.  However, it is unlikely 

that many in our secular culture are reading these.) 

 

Question:  What is the discovery that has been, at one and the same time, 

the most exciting and the most disappointing unearthing in the first year of my re-

search and writing project on S & NS?  

Answer:  The most available and user-friendly and dynamic insights on S & 

NS are found in “popular culture.”    

 
       In Fiction, of the most suspenseful and violent and even horrifying kind.  

 In Full length motion pictures, with all kinds of ratings.  

 On Television shows, comedies, dramas.  For example, “Young Sheldon.” 

 

Some of these fictional offerings are even subtly or overtly Christ-Centered.  I 

can’t think of any work of fiction from a life time of reading that has captivated me, 

inspired me and even transformed me than the 800 pages of Ted Dekker’s, The 49th 

Mystic and Rise of the Mystics.  Dekker’s staggeringly suspenseful story presents 

some of the most imaginative thinking about who Jesus is that I have ever read.  And 

he is being read by millions!!!  However, Dekker is exploring the meaning of Christ 

outside the community of faith that has carried the truth about our faith through 2000 

years of history.  The church must also initiate and sustain this conversation with the 

world. 

  

The author who first revealed to me how deep and wide are the spiritual and 

scientific ponderings of writers of fiction novels is Dean Koontz.  I had not read much 

fiction in decades.  But Kathy, in one of our 18 hours round trips to see family in Ohio, 

made me listen to a DVD version of Dekker’s book, Breathless.  To introduce my 

readers to the depth of his explorations of scientific and spiritual topics I will share with 

you part of a conversation from this book.  I will hastily add that I have confirmed the 

science proposed in this dialog with two world class scientists with whom I have been 

consulting regularly:  

 

 

Dialog from the novel, “  

"The end of one thing and the beginning of an-other.

 

 



thousand genes.  If 
the worm couldn't have evolved during the entire existence of the universe, how 
many hundreds of billions of more years would have been required for us to 
evolve…?" 

"Humankind has never created a new life form and will never have the 
knowledge to do so.  We can selectively breed, modify, but not create…this suggests 
some mechanism entirely different from evolution through natural selection.  In the 
Cambrian period, at some point during a five-million-year window, which is as close 
as we can calculate it, a hundred new phyla appeared, thousands of species. They 
could have appeared steadily throughout that period, or in an instant, for all we know.  
No phyla have appeared since. No new phyla have evolved.  Today, only thirty phyla 
remain, the rest having become extinct…” 

 

 This dialog is just the beginning.  I am now reading novels with pen in hand, under-

lining text, writing notes in the margins, and imagining how amazing these fictional 

probings could be as sermon illustrations and teaching tools; especially when seek-

ing to communicate effectively with spiritual seekers outside the church.  And, re-

member, again, there are millions of spiritual seekers out there!  (KCW) 

 

P.S.  If you know of other books, films or other expressions of popular culture that 
are exploring the intersection of spirituality and science, please share them with me 
and I will pass them on to readers of the next issue of “Whittlings.” 



 

 

 

  Where Does the Name, “Traces of God,” Come From? 

 After sharing a short poem I will directly answer that question. 

 Footprints: 

 Footprints of birds in the sand by the sea, 

      like someone’s handwriting in a note, to remember 

      things, names, numbers, and places. 

 Footprints of birds in the sand at nighttime 

     still remain at daytime, but I didn’t see 

       the bird who made them. 

 God’s like that.  (Yehudal Amichal) 

 
 Many years ago, on many occasions, I would be sitting quietly in a hospital room 

praying, while a friend slept.  My prayers would be regularly punctuated by a rhythmic 

“beep, beep, beep,” as a machine measured and announced the life signs of my 

friend.  If I looked up at the machine I would see a pattern being traced on a screen 

that also spoke of signs of life.  But as soon as it was made, the pattern would begin 

to fade and quickly disappear.  Somewhere along the way, on one of those occa-

sions, I began saying to myself, “God’s like that.”  God is like the rhythmic beeping 

and the pattern of light on the screen.  The patterned presence of God is always be-

ing announced and always being traced upon the many “faces of my life.”   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TRACES OF GOD upon the faces of our lives. 

   The sounds and the traces of God are always present and they can be heard and 

seen by those who have ears to hear and eyes that see.  But, who is watching?  Who 

is listening?  And who is teaching the people to watch and listen?  And what does 

such teaching look like? 

 

 Here is one answer to that question:  The other day some children ages 4-10 came 

to visit us.  We went for a walk in the meadow which earlier in the day had been 

blanketed by a light snowfall.  As we walked into the meadow, I asked the children if 

they knew what had been happening in the meadow before we arrived.   

    The ten year old boy said, “I see tire tracks in the snow.”  “Yes,” I said. “Kathy 
drove through the meadow in our car.  In the car she had a couple of buckets of corn 

to feed the animals.”   “What kind of animals,” he asked.  I answered, “What do you 
see.”  The eight year old girl said, “I see the footprints of birds.”  “That’s right,” I af-
firmed. “We have a flock of wild turkeys that visit us often.”  She asked, “Where do 

they come from?”  I asked, “Would you like to find out?” 

    We began to follow those tracks across the meadow to the corn.  Then we 
turned around and followed them back to the woods.  But before they got to the 
woods, they went right in front of our house and there were an unaccountable number 

of tracks.  “Why do you think the turkeys walked by the house and stopped here?”  
The children walked around puzzled.  Suddenly the girl shouted with all the excite-
ment of sailors who saw land after months at sea.  “The seeds.  There are seeds all 

over the ground!  “Where did the seeds come from,” I asked?”  “”Up there,” the boy 
shouted, pointing at the bird feeders hanging from the deck above. 

    I asked, “Do the wild turkeys know where the seeds come from?”  The chil-
dren looked at each other, uncertain of the answer.  So I asked another question, “Do 

you know where your food comes from?”  The conversation continued and quickly we 
were talking about the provision of God. 

Traces of God 

THE WORLD’S SONG—LEARNING TO LISTEN:  Every 
shepherd knows different tunes, appropriate to where the sheep are pasturing 
and approximate for the grass growing there, for every kind of grass has a dis-
tinctive song.  The song the grass sings inspires the Shepherd. 

 Would that I might be able to hear the song and the praise that the grasses 
sing, how each blade sings to the creator without hesitation, without the inter-
ference of any foreign thoughts and without any expectation of reward. How 
beautiful it is to hear their song.  How wonderful is their service to God.  If I 
could hear their songs, my heart would be filled and I would sing the most 
beautiful song to my beloved, my God. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Chet Whitt, Continued from p. 1) I take the greatest pride in the opening of 

the Youth Center last year.  As far as I am concerned, this is the proudest 

achievement of my career.  Being the pastor of a church that would move into an 

area of community service in such an unselfish manner, concerned simply in 

meeting a felt community need, is a joy and a blessing.  It was said that Jesus 

“went about doing good.” This is what we are doing in the Youth Center, doing 

good, offering a service and a ministry to all high school young people regardless 

of their background – and asking nothing in return! The fruits of this ministry will 

not all be seen immediately, but the long-range effect has exciting possibilities.  

Today, there is no question but that we live in a rapidly changing and 

exploding world.  We are moving into the age of space exploration, an age which 

may well see the manipulation of heredity through genetic surgery…,into an age 

of changing social and cultural patterns….We also live in a day of increasingly 

critical social problems, war, poverty, famine and population explosion, racial and 

cultural hatreds, pollution of air and water, rampant crime, alcoholism, and 

changing moral standards. 

 I doubt also where there has been a time since the Reformation when there 

have been any more explosive changes in the Christian world.  We have person-

ally seen the participation of three Protestant ministers and a Jewish rabbi in the 

consecration of a Roman Catholic bishop.  We are experiencing, in the growing 

ecumenical movement, century-old barriers being joyfully smashed, understand-

ings eagerly sought, and friendships growing.  We have already seen revolution-

ary changes in churches in recent years with age-long traditions suddenly 

dropped, doctrines and practices once thought sacrosanct being steadily chal-

lenged….I believe this is the Spirit of God moving.  Nothing will stop it.  This 

ought to shock us into the conviction that the church in the coming days will be 

neither effective nor relevant with only the tools forged in past generations or cul-

tures.  The church must be a 20
th
 century church not a 1

st
, 15

th
 , or 18

th
 century 

church.  The “old-time religion” is not working anymore. 

 Last Spring Dr. Gaverluk warned us that the church might not be able to move 

fast enough to keep up with the rapid developments of our 

day….Psychologically, many people are not prepared for the changes that must 

come and will come within the church of Christ.  They are not prepared for 

change because they have found security in the old and the familiar.  Already we 

have many indications in our own fellowship that change is traumatic.   

I am seriously concerned about the gap which exists between college-

trained people and the non-college trained…,  

Some young people are studying and thinking about religion in college at 

a depth seldom reached by the average lay-person.  They bring into their 

study of religion the same disciplines used in science, math, history, etc.  

Therefore, they question everything.   

The proof-text method of testing everything by the Scriptures needs to 

be discarded.   Orthodox doctrines, traditional church practices and sys-

tems need to be subjected to critical examination.  Nothing is so sacred 

that it cannot be questioned.     

    The challenge to the church is tremendous.   

    

   How do you preach the gospel in such a day?   

What is the gospel in such a day?   

How do you make the church relevant to the needs of people?  

How do you attract the attention of people?  

If Christ walked the streets of the U.S. today, what would he be 

doing and saying? 

 
 What is the measure of the church’s effectiveness?  The size of its services 

and its Christian Education programs, the size of its budgets, the expanse of its 

buildings, the number of people on the church rolls? These are all inadequate 

I doubt also where there has been a time since 

the Reformation when there have been any more 

explosive changes in the Christian world.   



 

interested primarily in, “What can I get out of it?” organizations.  But the 

CHURCH is called to be a ministering and serving organization, an organization 

basically concerned about the people outside whom Jesus was concerned about 

when he said: “Go ye into all the world…”  ARE WE? 

 To report on the past year accurately takes more than just reporting statistics 

and things done.  In general, it was a stormy year in which the church and its 

people faced issues that could no longer be ignored.  We lost some members 

over these issues.  This was a deeply felt loss.  Their departure grieved me; 

grieved us.    

   Yet, we had no choice but to deal with the issue of ecumenism, the revision of 

the covenant, dancing, the establishment of an entirely new type of Christian wit-

ness to the community in the Youth Center.  I am sure that these issues are not 

completely resolved yet.  Many sincere people will have reservations.  Yet, basi-

cally, in spite of disagreements, in spite of rising tempers, by the grace of God we 

have managed to remain together; and we must remain together unless we are 

ready to testify to the world that the Spirit of Christ is weaker than our human 

sins.  

Beyond this, 1967 was a year which included special evangelistic ser-

vices and community outreach under the leadership of Dr. Gaverluk….It was a 

year in which I had a significant role in the life of the community, serving as 

Chairman of the Industrial Division of the Tioga United Fund, working in Little 

League baseball, serving on a special school committee and the Board of Direc-

tors of the Kiwanis Club.  I also served as Chairman of the Commission of the 

N.Y. State Baptist Convention, was a member of the Board of Managers, and 

served as a Vice-President of the New York State Council on Alcohol Problems, 

Inc. 

 It was also a year, let us admit, in which many things seemed to fall apart.  At-

tendance dropped, our evening service has all but disappeared….But the fall has 

produced some encouraging signs.  Mrs. Richards and the music committee 

have worked hard to bring about a resurgence in all three choirs.  In addition to 

our regular church programs, several men from the church are working with 

about 30 boys on a church basketball team.  Many of these boys are not from our 

church and some come from problem situations.   

 Looking back at all this, not only this year but over 4 ½ years, it becomes ap-

parent that some things just eventually wear out.  Structures and forms no longer 

bear fruit.  The gospel of Christ is ever new and the Church in these days must 

be inventive.  We must be alert, courageous in launching out into the future.  We 

must listen to what is going on outside our doors….Our primary concern must not 

be to cling desperately to the past…. 

 I deeply regret that I do the physical, emotional, or spiritual stamina to lead the 

church in this day of traumatic change into the “new day.”  It is certain that a “new 

day” in the church of Christ is coming.  Others will be called to lead and to serve.  

It will definitely not be easy, and the changes of the past few years are only a 

forerunner of things to come.  The coming years will force us to make drastic 

changes in our programs of Christian education, the hours of church services, in 

the structure of our church programming.  Church life will very likely need to be 

decentralized.  Denominations will come and go until the Holy Spirit guides the re

-creation of the ministry of Jesus Christ.  The emerging discoveries of our world 

will force us to re-evaluate such things: 

The doctrine of creation 

The concepts of heaven and hell 

What we mean when we talk about the “soul” and “death”, and  
     the “person”.   

Again, from Dean Koontz, The Whispering Room, p. 607:  ...there is no world if 

there is not a human eye to see it, no world of any purpose or meaning, no world of 

more importance than is any barren planet now circling a burnt-out-sun.  The world 

can’t see itself and marvel at its wonders.  The mystery of consciousness makes reali-

ty, and there is no reality without a fully conscious species to apprehend it.  You think 

the world precious because you are here to see it. 



 In leaving the pastorate in Owego, I am not leaving the ministry. I am a servant of 

God.  I remain deeply committed to the church of Jesus Christ, to the highest expres-

sion of what that is, even though I have at times despaired at the slowness of the insti-

tutional church to follow the spirit of her Lord.  If the Church is to be God’s instrument 

to a world that God loves, then the church will have to become less concerned about 

preserving its institutional structure, its traditions, its patterns, and ancient theological 

dogmas, and more concerned, like Jesus Christ, about people—and the crying human 

needs of our day.  The newspapers, magazines, and the TV programs foretell the dra-

matic new days which are ahead for our world.  The church must be prepared to face 

the new day but we are awfully slow in getting ready. 

    

 

 

 We must learn to take from the old and the past that which is essential, and valuable, 

and which is still capable of bearing fruit in the future; the rest we must learn to discard 

as a workman discards old tools when new ones are invented.  

   In doing this I would urge you all to become better acquainted with the person of Je-

sus Christ who sometimes, has become lost under all of our differences and struggles.  

He is the Church’s Lord.  Jesus gets to have the final word in our lives and in our 

church.   He is the sum and substance of our faith.  I wonder if we are willing to begin 

again where the early Christians began – with Jesus Christ!  Jesus was the rock for 

them.  Jesus was the authority: 

Not church structures. 

Not traditions.  

Not history 

Not theology 

Not doctrines to defend 

Not denominations. 

Not even the Bible. 

All they had was Jesus Christ.  I dare you to begin again; to be reminded that 

 his invitation is still the same as it always was:  “Come, follow me.”          

                            Chester W. Whitt 

RESPONSE FROM THOMAS WHITT:  On reading the report I felt close 
to dad, more than at any time in my life. I  have  had this same struggle, his thoughts, his ques-
tions, his belief in Jesus. I was excited, validated, warmed.  I was riveted. 
 
    I thought how could dad’s conclusions about the modern church resemble those of my 
own experience with church when I never remember ever having a serious conversation with 
dad about much of anything?  I thought, “ARE YOU KIDDING?”  And I thought, no wonder I think 
like I think, believe what I believe.  And it was conveyed to me as a child by my dad...without 
words.  That is who dad was, I got it, despite hardly ever once listening to his sermons! 
 
    My deepest thanks to Roger Fritz for passing it on.  What a treasure for me to read and 
to feel intimately connected to my dad.  I will treasure dad’s comments and pass them to my 
family so his grandchild and great grandchildren will know dad’s passion and courage for Je-
sus.  Son Tom, December 31, 2018   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I remain deeply committed to the church of Jesus Christ, to 

the highest expression of what that is, even though I have at 

times despaired at the slowness of the institutional church to 

follow the spirit of her Lord.   

Jesus gets to have the final word in our lives and in 

our church. (CWW)   

Response from Terry Whitt:  
Friends and family, I too am grateful for the oppor-
tunity to read this report from Dad.  At the time of 
the report, one day shy of my 11th birthday, I was 

only vaguely aware of the issues Dad had 
faced at FBC Owego.  Yet, it retrospect, I re-
member many of them well. 

 My father had a remarkable vision of the 
future.  We have all grown up in a fast chang-
ing world which is changing ever faster.  How 
do we reflect the love of Jesus going for-
ward...?  The problem is not the Scriptures, 
but in understanding the love of God in light 
of the Scriptures as a whole….[We] do need to 
question and evaluate how the church is do-
ing its job.  



Whittlings is the quarterly publication of Traces of God 

Ministries, published at: 

   Traces of God 

 473 Perkins Rd.                                                   Copyright—all rights reserved                                                             

 P.O Box 360 

  Hancock, NY  13783 

 

To be added to our e-mail list and to receive Whittlings send a request to 

  drkenwhitt@gmail.com         

 

 1. Do we present an accurate picture of Jesus? (Too often, the answer is “no.”) 

 2. Are we going into all the world?  (Hit and miss at best) 

 3. Are we using resources provided by God effectively?  (Most resources are used 
  to serve ourselves or preserve the past.) 

 4. Does mass media and social media do the job of spreading the Gospel of Jesus 
  Christ.  (Can you minister a personal God by an impersonal means?)  

  Much of what Dad reported in 1967 still applies today, magnified a hundredfold!  
Terry, January 2, 2019 

Conclusion (KCW) :  I hold each of my brothers in great esteem as well as enduring 
love.  Fifty years after dad proclaimed his love for Jesus and his commitment to, plus 
deep concern for, the church, we are all still very much in love with Jesus.  However, 
the church is a different matter.  We all struggle with the church and our commit-
ments to its institutional forms.  Terry is the one of us most committed to a local 
church.  Tom longs to find his place in such a church community.  At the moment, 
Jim is seeking a local church that deeply lives out its expressed commitment to Je-
sus.  Me?  I am currently at a major turning point in my life when I am testing the 
waters to learn what God requires of me.  (Kathy and I would love to begin a “house 
church” when we move back to Ohio.)  My brothers and I KNOW that as far as most 
local traditional churches are concerned, the last 50 years have been largely wasted, 
while other Christians have been indeed seeking new ways of being the Kingdom of 
God on Earth as it is in heaven.  Jim, Terry, Tom and I are each experiencing move-
ments of the Spirit of God keeping us close to Christ and longing for, like Dad, a 
church re-invented.  Thanks Dad, for inspiring this conversation among us and with 
the readers of “Whittlings.”  As always, we continue to pray and we continue to fol-
low, Jesus!  (KCW) 

  



 
 

The Cosmic Love Story 

God Is 

God was before time & space 

God is Love 

God is Creator 

The Creation is good 

God & creation are full of purpose 

Love is the purpose 

 

 
 

Love requires a beloved 

We are the beloved 

We have trouble… 

being loved and being loving 

Into the world Christ was sent 

Christ is “Immanuel” 

Jesus is God With Us 

Jesus is Love 

Jesus loves me, this I know 

We can know this love 

We can be this love 

We can love God & neighbor 

We can be One 

We can trust God 

We can worship God 

We know, Jesus is Lord 

Christ is risen 

Death is defeated 

Life abundant is ours 

Now and forever more 

 
God is Love, Period! 

Amen & Amen 
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