
Partners for Sacred Places: Background 

Partners for Sacred Places was 
founded as the only national, 
non-profit, nonsectarian 
organization devoted to 
supporting America’s older 
religious properties and 
congregations and 
strengthening the communities 
they serve 



Growth Over 27 Years 

As we celebrate our 27th year, Partners is: 

 

● A national organization with offices in 

Philadelphia, Chicago and Fort Worth 

● A thought-leader for research and public 

policy related to historic houses of worship 

● A trainer to more than 1,000 community-

serving congregations and parishes and more 

than 4,000 faith and lay leaders 

● A bridge-builder and space broker between 

congregations and their communities 

● A partner to more than 100,000 sacred places 

across the country 



The Public Value of Sacred Places 

●  National research conducted with the University of 

Pennsylvania’s School of Social Policy and Practice 

●  93% of all surveyed congregations with older 

buildings open their doors to the larger community 

● The typical congregation provides over 5,300 hours 

of volunteer support to its community programs 

● On average, the subsidy provided by congregations to 

their community programs is about $140,000 a year, 

or 16 times what they receive in return from users 

● 21% of all congregations studied are facing the 

expense of major structural work on their buildings 



Economic “Halo Effect” of Sacred Places 
● The Halo Effect evaluates more 

than 50 factors that describe a 
sacred place’s contribution to 
the community – from green 
space to the effect of capital 
projects 
● Valuation methodologies were 

incorporated from academic 
and government sources, in 
partnership with Dr. Ram 
Cnaan at the University of 
Pennsylvania School of Social 
Policy and Practice 

Economic Halo Study 



National Study 

● 90 total congregations 

surveyed 

● $1.7 million average 

annual impact for each 

congregation 

 
Budget vs. impact Graph of Tabernacle United 

Economic Halo Study 



Preserving Historic Sacred Places



What is Happening to Congregations with 
Historic Properties? 

●  Many are experiencing 

shrinking memberships and 

financial resources, often led by 

part-time staff 

●  They try to balance worship & 

community service with 

increasingly larger and more 

complex maintenance and 

capital needs 

●  Stresses and strains lead to 

deferred maintenance and 

unused spaces 

 

Results: 
● Decreased internal capacity 

● Growing maintenance and 

increasingly complex capital 

needs 

● Unused or underutilized spaces 



Who sees and says what … 
about sacred places?  

Congregations: 
●  A roof that leaks  
●  Space for 12-step 

meetings 
●  A Drop-in Center for 

Teens 
●  Our home 
●  A place for weddings 

& funerals 
●  The homeless shelter 
●  An after-school 

program 
 

 

Preservationists: 
●  “Loss of ‘character-

defining’ features” 
●  “An NRHP listed 

property” 
●  “The only work of a 

famous architect in 
our community.” 

●  “The only building to 
survive the Great 
Fire of 1902.” 

 

Design 
Professionals: 
●  Safety hazard 
●  Deferred 

maintenance  
●  “A former gem” 
 

 



Strategic Investment in Sacred Places 

●  9 Congregations from across the 

state 

○  United Church of Dorset 

○  First Congregational, Brattleboro 

○  United Church of Underhill 

○  First Congregational, Morrisville 

○  Bethany Congregational, Montpelier 

○  Good Shepherd, Barre 

○  Christ Episcopal, Montpelier 

○  St. Stephen’s, Middlebury 

○  St. Paul’s, Vergennes 

 

● Group Training and support 

focused on the following 

throughout the program: 

○ Internal capacity building 

○ Telling Your Story 

• Heritage 

• Making the Case 

• Your Public Value 

○ Building new partnerships 

and collaborative with the 

community 

○ Discovering and leveraging 

new resources 



Strategic Investment in Sacred Places 

●  Matching grants for building 

assessments through the 

Sincerbeaux program and 

Preservation Trust of Vermont 

●  Seed grants for individual 

congregational projects  

 



A brief Introduction

Asset-Based Community Development 



ABCD’s Way of Looking at Communities

● A challenge to the traditional 

approach to rebuilding troubled 

communities 

● A new framework for 

approaching our neighborhoods 

and our place in them 

● A way to mobilize your 

congregation in a positive way 



The Traditional Approach 

Unemployment  | Truancy  | Gangs  |  Broken Families 


Slum Housing  |  Illiteracy  |  Graffiti  |  Mentally Ill


Crime  |  Child Abuse  |  Welfare  |  Addiction 


Uninsured  |  Delinquency  |  Dropouts  |  Housing Projects 



The ABCD Approach 

Businesses  |  Schools  |  Parks  |  Churches 


Block Clubs  |  Hospitals  |  Community Colleges  |  Artists


Libraries  |  Youth  |  Elderly  |  Cultural Groups 


Gardens  |  Associations  |  Labeled People  |  History & Stories 



Six Types of Assets

● Associations
● Institutions
● Economy
● Stories
● Physical
● Individual 

Associations 

Institutions 

Economy Stories 

Physical 

Individual 

Assets

Community

Associations   w   Institutions   w   Economy   w   Stories   w   Physical   w   Individual  



In short… 

“Sustainable development involves processes 
that constantly create connections among all 

of these resources, and that harness their 
collective power behind a compelling vision 

for their future.” 

Associations   w   Institutions   w   Economy   w   Stories   w   Physical   w   Individual  



Connecting and Partnering  
with Community 



Community Engagement 

● United Church of Underhill 

○ Annual Harvest Market draws thousands 

and is major community event 

○  Several properties at heart of town – 

including historic church and “Clutter 

Barn.”  

● Listening Campaign 

○  Team of volunteers from the church were 

trained by facilitator from the Vermont 

Interfaith Network 

○  Interviewed nearly 60 individuals and 

more in small groups throughout the 

community 

○ Creating plan to rethink stewardship of 

their buildings in response to what 

they’ve ‘heard”  



Community Engagement 

● St. Stephen’s, Middlebury 

○ Historic church on the town green 

○ Entire community facing the impact of 

current railroad reconfiguration project 

● Neighbors, Together 
○ Created team of leaders from the 

community 

○ Working with professional facilitator, 

hosted and lead series of community 

forums 

○  Ideas generated from the process will 

help the church provide some ways to 

support the community through the 

project 

○ Potential projects for community 

collaboration 



Community Gathering 
● St. Paul’s, Vergennes 

○  Iconic steeple that defines the profile of 

this revitalizing community 

○  Invited community leaders to an “Open 

House” to help them further their goals of 

expanding community use of their 

historic building 

○ Hoping to expand connections to 

farmers’ market in adjacent town square 

○  Thinking about their physical assets in 

new ways 



Community Gathering 
● First Congregational, Brattleboro 

○ At the heart of vibrant main street 

○ A legacy of rich musical heritage has been 

the foundation for growing partnership 

with local arts community 

○  Thinking about their building as a 

growing home for the arts in the center of 

town 

○ A record of community service through 

major community meals and other 

community-serving programs 

○ New energy and initiatives have led to 

focus on developing accessibility 



Asset Mapping
● Church of Our Savior, Killington 

○ Used asset mapping as a tool for 

connecting with the community 

○ Discovered interest in new ways to 

leverage their outdoor physical assets – 

building three outdoor trails 

•  For shared nature/environmental 

purposes 

•  For outdoor recreation and leisure 

•  For group gatherings and community 

use  

○ Mission Farm guesthouse and Bakery 


