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Construction of Sanctuaries and Other Buildings 

and a Parish’s Vision for Growth 
 

The construction of new facilities should be the natural consequence of the growth or 
expansion of the ministries of a parish. The approval of new buildings or the major 
modification of existing structures is the direct responsibility of the Presiding Hierarch who 
might also choose to delegate authority in this matter to persons with specific areas of 
expertise in analyzing stewardship trends, financial statements, fundraising strategies, and 
construction documents. 
 
In addition to the above mandated process, it is useful to remember the following: 
Experience has demonstrated that churches can face difficulties when they embark on a 
building program without integrating these new facilities into the church’s vision and 
programs. It is one thing for a relatively new community to outgrow its sanctuary and quite 
another for a declining parish to try to renew itself by erecting an unneeded building. 
 
The following simplified version of George W. Bullard, Jr.’s “Life-Cycle and Stages of 
Congregational Development” illustrates the positive or negative effect that a building 
program can have on a parish. 
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This diagram points out that new congregations begin with a strong vision of why they are 
forming and where they want to go. As this vision takes shape, programs are put into place that 
conform to and advance this vision. Programs need staff and buildings, both of which require 
the outflow of cash (maintenance). A mature church has a well-understood and clearly 
articulated vision, effective programs, and a staff and buildings that make the fulfillment of this 
vision and conduct of these programs possible. 
 
As churches age they can begin to lose sight of their vision and find their programs in decline, 
resulting often in a declining constituency and income. At the same time, these parishes must 
still maintain their staff’s salaries and buildings. Even after cutting staff the buildings remain, 
and even buildings with no mortgage can be a millstone around the neck of a declining parish. 
 
Frequently, parishes in decline will attempt to reverse this decline by erecting a new building 
without incorporating that project into an overall plan to reshape the vision and programs of 
the church. In so doing, a congregation in decline increases its maintenance burden, 
accelerating the movement down the right side of the growth curve. 
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As the curve indicates, parishes with declining vision and programs are better served by first 
redefining their vision and then making changes to programs, staff, and facilities that support 
that new vision. 
 
Parishes embarking on a building program would be well-served to consider the following questions: 
 

1. What are the current Mission, Vision, and Value statements of the Parish? Are these 
statements congruent with the current and predicted demographics that the Parish serves? 

2. Has a Statement of Need been prepared in advance of this project? Does it describe 
how the project supports the Parish’s vision for the future? 

3. If a Feasibility Study has been conducted, what does it say about the likelihood of paying 
for the project while maintaining or improving Stewardship? 

4. If a sanctuary is being proposed, is the current church regularly at or above 80% full on 
Sundays? (For churches in rural areas, the above occupancy percentage drops to 60%.) 

5. If a community center or other facilities are being proposed is the financing plan relying 
too heavily upon persons not associated with the Parish renting the facility, either on a 
long-term (e.g., school) or short term basis (e.g., banquet-type events)? 
 

Experience has shown that the following should also be taken into consideration: 
 

1. How heavily does the parish rely on rental or festival income to balance its operating 
budget? Is there a cash reserve that will provide a year’s cushion in the event of losing a 
tenant or holding a festival that yields an income significantly less than expected? 

2. If the church is dependent upon a festival, how will the festival be impacted when the 
parish has entered the actual construction phase? 

3. If the construction project will force the congregation into a temporary alternate 
worship space, how will such relocation affect worship attendance and overall giving 
during the time of construction? 

4. If land is being purchased or developed, has this property been adequately vetted with 
regard to zoning, water issues (flood plain, presence of creek, etc.), soil stability, etc.? 

5. Does the construction budget leave room for unexpected contingencies and change orders? 
6. Does the parish have a line of credit on which it can draw to pay its bills and obligations 

should cash flow be adversely affected during construction? 
7. Should a mortgage be required when construction is completed, can the church’s 

budget absorb the monthly payment while maintaining a positive cash flow? 
 
A church building project should be a springboard into an exciting new future for a parish. Such 
an undertaking can also cripple a community’s capacity to function, diminish its potential for 
growth, or even jeopardize its viability. Asking the right questions ahead of time can greatly 
increase the probability that a new sanctuary or other facility will be a component of a church’s 
strategy for renewal and growth. 


