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	A ’For Sale’ sign just went up at New Hope Church in the last month.    (Source:Kate Vander Wiede) 
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Worship centers face a myriad of challenges

In 2007, Bethel Tabernacle Pentecostal Church moved from their 10 Saint George St. to find more parking and a larger church. Three years ago, the Church of Immaculate Conception (775 Harrison Ave.) also moved out. The Concord Baptist Church (190 Warren Ave.) will soon be whistling the same tune, having planned to sell their building and move out by next summer. Perhaps the newest place of worship to join the flight is New Hope Church (740 Tremont St.), where a ’For Sale’ sign just went up in the last few weeks.

Each church has faced similar issues, like growing congregations, parking and the high cost of maintenance.

Despite the informal agreement between the City and churches for center street parking on Sunday mornings, parking is a hassle for parishioners, many of whom commute to church. As congregants have moved out of the South End, the ability for churches to accommodate everyone has diminished.

"We became inconvenient to the residents that were [on the street]," said Gwendolyn G. Weeks, Reverend of the Bethel Tabernacle Church, which is now located in Dorchester. The church was on a one-way street with resident parking on one side. She added, "We were double parking and taking up resident spaces. So as the church began to grow, it was just very difficult."

A Boston.com article (’Condos in Concord Baptist Church are listed, but years from completion’) found Reverend Dr. Conley Hughes, Jr. of the Concord Baptist Church noting the same kinds of problems.

"We need more space. ... We need more classroom space, we need more meeting space and areas for more pews, plus we don’t have parking," Hughes is quoted as saying.

In that article, Hughes said the 1,000-plus members of the congregation voted to sell the church to raise money for a new venue.

Another problem with large churches is the cost of repairs and upkeep. A few years ago, this is part of what forced the Church of Immaculate Conception out of the South End. Responding to this problem, which churches all around Boston are facing, the Boston Preservation Alliance (BPA) hosted a workshop on Saturday, November 13, on how to maintain historic and non-historic churches. Close to 120 people attended.

"We brought in experts with technical information on a whole range of topics from how to know when to replace your boiler to how to do an assessment of your building to how to increase energy efficiency," BPA’s executive director Sarah Kelly reported. "The speakers provided a lot of information that it was really obvious many people were just yearning for."

Tim Crellin, Vicar at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church (419 Shawmut Ave.) for the last eleven years, said his church is staying in the South End, but has had concerns with repairs in the past. The church was built in 1926 and when Crellin joined them, the church had to sell a rectory to pay for intensive repairs on the building envelope. 

They’ve since tried to keep up with repairs from year to year and with the majority of its parishioners living in the South End, St. Stephen’s has avoided some of the commuter-based problems other churches have faced. 

"We could use a bigger building, and a more efficient heating system, but the South End is really who we are and I can’t imagine not being here," Crellin said.

Though St. Stephen’s is poised to stay, the already-sold church buildings are being transformed.

At Concord Baptist and Bethel Tabernacle, Peter Zagorianakos, a developer from Triad Alpha Partners, LLC, is working to turn rows of leftover pews into high-quality condominiums.

First up will be Bethel Tabernacle, where Zagorianakos will be creating a 33-unit development. With granite countertops in the kitchen, marble bathrooms, hardwood floors and stainless steel appliances, the development has already received approval from the Boston Redevelopment Authority, the Zoning Board of Appeals and the South End Landmarks Commission.

Over at Concord Baptist, the congregation is still using the building, and will be into next summer. Having not yet closed on the deal, Zagorianakos’ team is still marketing a portion of the nine condos, priced $1.5-6 million. He is planning to market the idea of a custom-designed condo to see who is interested. 

"You see it a lot in the suburbs, where you can actually design and finish a place in exactly the way you want, including moving walls around," Zagorianakos said of the idea. "It is one of the very innovative concepts in the urban market."

While no one interviewed by the South End News said they were unhappy about condominiums being built, they did express sadness over the loss of churches.

"It’s always a disappointment when a church decides to leave our neighborhood because they are such major contributors to any place," said 9th Suffolk State Representative Byron Rushing, noting that the loss of a church’s active community and the loss of the building’s interior was a real hit. And if parking was a concern now, Rushing said more residences and denser streets could result in even more parking problems. 

Rushing hopes the neighborhood can avoid future church closings by bringing together community leaders and churches to come up with solutions to shared concerns.

At the BPA, Kelly said that a combination of factors would probably lead to more churches closing over the next few years. But her hope is many churches will be able to persist by using models that have been successful in the past.

"There definitely are a lot of challenges," she said, "but one thing we learned from Saturday is there are some really successful models out there of congregations that have found that right combination of fundraising activities, capital campaigns and cost-saving measures that have allowed them to survive."

The Boston Preservation Alliance created an owners manual for religious properties that they will make available, at cost ($15), to anyone who wants one. Call 617.367.2458 or email admin@bostonpreservation.org to request a copy.


