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I n t r o d u c t I o n

A church is both building and people, bricks and mortals.
  First came the attendance decline among mortals; a bricks  
   crisis followed. Now church buildings are an endangered 

species. Drive through any American town and you might see a 
former church with the weeds coming up out of the sidewalks, the 
door half hinged, the sign unpainted. There are fifty church build-
ings in Newburgh, New York, population twenty-eight thousand; 
community organizers there estimate two thousand people in wor-
ship on Sundays. David Greenhaw, president of Eden Seminary in 
St. Louis, reports that 80 percent of the church buildings within 
five hundred miles of Eden were built before 1960. These build-
ings have enormous maintenance needs—and they were built for 
another time and another people. We are moving out of denial of 
these nationwide, system-wide, land-wise shifts happening in every 
part of the country. This book is about that move out of denial into 
response. Evolutionary thinkers call such moves “adaptive.” I call 
them creative evolutions, adapting as we go. I call them learning to 
live to pray another way, another day.
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 The holy is not threatened by these changes. God will find a 
way to continue to touch people’s lives. But between now and God’s 
next revelation, a lot of people are going to be spiritually homeless.
 The church I serve, Judson Memorial, is in Manhattan, where 
one church building after another has been converted into luxury 
housing or a high-priced restaurant. Judson is growing and thriv-
ing—in part because of the wide variety of ways our building is 
being used. I will give parts of the Judson model throughout this 
book. Here I talk a little about the history and how it happened. 
Maybe our history—and our present struggling morphing into 
ongoing adaptation—will become yours as well.
 Judson took out the pews in 1969. The lore goes like this: there 
was less energy on Sunday mornings than on Saturday nights, 
when a postmodern dance group was experimenting in the meet-
ing room. Why not give them more space? With the pews gone, we 
became a center for dance, theater, music, protest, and more. Our 
guests enhance our membership and Sunday morning participa-
tion. And we have become dependent on the income from these 
events, events we see as central to our ministry. 
 A space-use policy was devised a decade ago to manage our 
large building and obtain income for its care—while being able to 
continue offering free use of the building as well. Every quarter, the 
board asks the staff whether we are sticking to the policy: Are we giv-
ing away half the available time and space? Are we making money on 
the other half? More than a third of our million-dollar budget comes 
from building use. Of the many groups that don’t pay, my favorite is 
the Wednesday “morning glory” dance party for sober people.
 This two-point policy—maximize income for maintenance 
and maximize mission for ministry—is expensive. Half of our full-
time staff is focused on managing the building and our tenants. 
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Each week, 2200 people come through our doors. Our congre-
gation of 380 or so worships alongside three other congregations. 
The building’s gym is now a black box theater available for rent. 
A dance company and school use the building on Monday nights; 
Tuesday nights the West Village Chorale rehearses. Hundreds of 
immigrants come in per week, where they are now serviced, at the 
latest count, by three thousand trained volunteers whose schedule 
we also manage. A full-time volunteer coordinator has just been 
hired—and the large clinic has moved to another larger church. 
We also rent to movie companies’ other market-rate groups as 
space is available. It rarely is.
 Most places are not like Manhattan. Yet congregations in a wide 
variety of contexts have a common need: to recognize the church 
building problem and move into some kind of adaptive activity. 
 Removing the pews is not just a physical act; it is also a met-
aphor. Opening our buildings is also about opening ourselves to 
new revelations. The first five chapters of this book are about why, 
spiritually and theologically, pews need to go from our sacred sites 
and our metaphor-making minds. The last four chapters are about 
how to go about removing the pews and our fixed ways of living our 
faith. My hope is that this book will help your congregation wrestle 
with the many challenges facing mortals and their bricks.




