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Abstract

The Catholic Church has experienced changes in the past half-century that have resulted in the 

restructuring of many dioceses, especially in the Midwest and Northeast, which, due to the 

consolidation of parishes, has left many church buildings in disuse. Because the architecture and design 

of many of these buildings are unique to the use of a church, adaptive reuse strategies are challenging 

to implement but, due to their place in the vernacular of their respective neighborhoods and their ties 

to cultural heritage, the loss of the building is generally deemed tragic. !Trends in the adaptive reuse of 

church buildings have been primarily commercial in nature, although, recently, there have been more 

cases of converting former church spaces into luxury condos. !It is the view of this researcher that the 

original interior of these spaces should also be considered in the reuse strategy, and that these buildings 

should continue to play a positive role in their surrounding communities.

Currently, there is no general consensus on a set of best practices regarding the adaptive reuse of 

church buildings, and literature on the subject is limited. In order to form a set of adaptive reuse 

strategies speciÞc to Catholic church buildings a variety of methods are used including interviews, a 

review of available literature, GIS analysis, and conducting case studies of previous reuse practices of 

converting Catholic church buildings for community-based uses. !Recommendations for similar 

properties formed from this study will then be applied to the research site of Our Lady of Hope 

Catholic Church in SpringÞeld, Massachusetts, a building recently closed by the Diocese of SpringÞeld. 
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Preface

I suppose that I have to preface this entire project by saying that I am in no way Catholic.  While I 

do believe that Catholic Churches are a part of our built heritage, they are not a part of my direct 

heritage. This does not mean that I do not have a connection to them.  As the loving daughter of an 

Early Music Musician who believes that the music that she plays and sings is meant to be 

preformed in the type of space that it was intended for, I learned early in my life to appreciate the 

majesty (and the amazing acoustics) of older church buildings, especially cathedrals and basilicas. 

I am not sure if it is my amazement of the architecture, or the experiences that I have had in these 

buildings, but I have memories of seeing the shells of churches, after they had closed, and thinking 

that it was a shame that it could not be used for something else. 

One year before I embarked on this project I had the opportunity to go see a band play, in a secret 

venue, which turned out to be an abandoned church. Then came the epiphany. It isnÕt just me who 

sees the value and the potential in these buildings. There is life after functional death. I became 

determined to Þnd a way to save and discover beneÞcial uses for many of these buildings as 

possible.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Church buildings, especially older buildings, have an architectural and cultural distinctiveness, if 

not a uniqueness, which make them good candidates for recognition by preservation organizations 

and agencies. People concerned with the history of a building and its links to the cultural heritage 

of a place often turn to historic preservation as a means of protecting the building from demolition 

or disrepair. In many cases of preservation these buildings are turned into museums or 

monuments to their own history.  Foreseeable problems with reuse as solely a monument are that, 

while satisfying the needs of the history/heritage constituencies, a preserved building can become 

potentially alienating to the community at large, as the act of preserving the land renders it 

unavailable for other community uses, and can force new development to occur on previously 

undeveloped land. Thus, this Òpreservation as monumentÓ phenomena works against growth 

management and conservation oriented practices in that it essentially consumes land on the behalf 

of a narrow purpose, and any other purposes have to look towards new development on green 

Þelds. 

Adaptive reuse, when planned and implemented carefully, has the potential to serve multiple 

functions.  A building can remain an artifact for it spiritual, cultural, and architectural past while 

housing new and/or different activities.  If alterations to the building are respectful of its original 

design, and/or are kept at a minimum, people can still experience the building as a monument, 

while concurrently using the structure for another purpose.

In theory, building reuse is a more sustainable alternative to new construction because reusing the 

building would prevent having to build on green Þelds or to use new building materials. Many of 



the original materials will still be used and will not have to take up room in landÞlls. Reuse of an 

existing building is also potentially cost saving, depending on the amount of rehabilitation and 

renovation that is needed. It can also prevent the emission of greenhouse gases into the 

atmosphere that would normally result from building construction. In addition, reusing a church 

that is already associated as a part of a community presents an opportunity for the current 

community to make it their own and contribute to the history of the building. 

The recent waves of church closure by various Catholic Archdioceses in the Northeast and 

Midwest United States have created many opportunities for potential reuse, but may also pose 

more challenges: Firstly, Catholic churches are more likely to have an ornate interior compared to 

many other denominations, and while de-consecration removes all of the devices that are needed 

for performing the Eucharist, much of the religious art and the stained glass remain as a part of the 

building which may limit options for new uses.  Secondly, many catholic churches are designed 

with one large central room (composed of the nave and sanctuary) with a foyer, a sacristy, and few 

if any other rooms. Naves are not (architecturally) designed to be divided; new uses that would be 

best for this space would need to be able to work within a large open ßoor plan. Thirdly, the 

organizational structure of the Catholic Church leaves the fate of the church buildings in the hands 

of the archdioceses following church closures, and many archdioceses have strong views about 

what is to become of the church buildings that they leave behind. These views can differ from one 

Archdiocese to another, but they all have seemingly strong views.  For instance, the SpringÞeld 

Archdiocese in western Massachusetts has a covenant which must be agreed upon by the 

purchaser that prohibits activities within the church premises that would not be condoned by the 

Catholic Church, though they are willing to make case-by-case exceptions. The Pittsburgh 

Archdiocese has condoned the razing of their former churches, and it is assumed by this researcher 
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that its leaders are of the belief that once a place is consecrated, it can no longer be used for 

anything but a church (Velthuis and Spennemann, 2007).  

Learning the nuances of Catholic Church policies regarding reuse will be helpful in the future 

because, looking at recent demographic trends, it can be assumed that there will be even more 

closures and thus more vacant churches in the future. The trends are striking. The number of new 

priests in practice has dropped dramatically over the last 40 years, and their average age is 

increasing.  The number of seminarians and nuns has been dwindling in a similar fashion, and 

priest-less parishes are increasingly common. Studies suggest that these will be continuing trends 

for the foreseeable future (Jones, 2003).  Similarly, while the number of people who self-identify as 

Catholic for the sake of survey-taking or basic religious afÞliation remains stable, church 

attendance has decreased and donations have waned.  These problems have largely been 

attributed to changing demographics and development patterns and to the increasing 

secularization of society, but may be further exacerbated by the relatively recent public scandals 

and subsequent lawsuits. 

A possible beneÞt for (speciÞcally) Catholic Church reuse is that a recently closed Catholic church 

seems more likely to be well maintained and not needing as much rehabilitation as other churches, 

due to their hierarchical organization.  The Dioceses do not necessarily close individual churches 

because of parish shortcomings or declining conditions; more often churches are closed in an effort 

to consolidate the Diocese. The churches slated for closure could be in great condition as in the case 

of this projectÕs site, Our Lady of Hope Church in SpringÞeld, MA, which just experienced a major 

renovation in 2006 and was slated for closure just 3 years later.

It is now widely accepted that inner-city churches face the long-term consequences of suburban 

sprawl and/or white ßight.  All churches (not only Catholic) in urban core neighborhoods saw 
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their numbers diminish when people began to move out of the city and settle in the suburbs after 

World War II (DeCort 2003).  Despite some parishioners' loyalty and willingness to travel for mass, 

many switched churches or started new ones, forcing older urban churches to either adapt or to 

fail.  

Focus:
The primary focus of this project is to examine the relevant issues and offer an opening into the 

relatively new, and ever-expanding area of strategic, holistic adaptive reuse of church buildings. 

The limitations of the lack of academic literature will be addressed. New possibilities for buildings 

that are stylistically problematic in the realm of adaptive reuse will be explored and best practices 

that are a balance between the schools of historic preservation and optimal functionality will be 

identiÞed.  

Research Questions:
¥ In what ways and to what extent can a community, especially its leaders, planners, 

designers, and developers, appropriately address the longstanding character of a site or 

structure as well as its historical and cultural signiÞcance in its reuse strategies?

¥ What are the best practices for engaging a community in the public process of 

identifying and implementing adaptive reuse strategies for the property?

¥ By what criteria, indices, or matrices should ÒsuccessfulÓ adaptive reuse be deÞned?

¥ What practices have been considered ÒsuccessfulÓ by their communities?; What 

approaches to place-making and community involvement were used? 

¥ What is the most successful dynamic/balance of public and private involvement?
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¥ How has the Catholic community reacted to the preservation of former church 

structures through a secular reuse, where and when it has occurred?

¥ In what ways and to what extent can the (former) religious use of a property affect the 

attitudes of the stakeholders and/or decision-makers to reuse strategies?

Project Goals:
There is no uniform practice or strategy concerning adaptive reuse. Using the comparative case 

study method it is assumed that similarities can be drawn between each different case in order to 

Þnd themes and develop more generalized theories.  Though comparisons can be made along 

denominational lines and types of reuse, there are obvious limitations given the near inÞnite 

variables: location, demographics, local politics, land-use, zoning, economic opportunities, real 

estate market, etc.  Assuming that analyses can be built on both the comparisons between case 

studies and the individual variables, the main goals of this project are:

¥ To develop a best practices and strategic approach for preserving and reusing Catholic 

churches, while maintaining their architectural integrity, serving community identiÞed 

needs, and reducing the need for new development.

¥ To identify appropriate ways in which public community history can be preserved and 

presented.

¥ To deÞne the parameters for Òmaintaining architectural integrityÓ in the case of church 

reuse.

¥ To establish the economic, environmental, and cultural importance and value of 

preservation.
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¥ To assess actual and potential community ÒinvestmentÓ in church property: analytically 

gauge the extent to which the community would support and beneÞt from rehabilitation 

and/or reuse.

Research Limitations and Delimitations:
One of the more challenging limitations in this research has been the lack of academic literature on 

the adaptive reuse of religious buildings.  In addition, general research demonstrates that the 

documentation of religious buildings and their community history often defaults to the 

responsibility of the community members, which can result in contradictory records.  Another 

result of this phenomenon is that many of these records are in hard copy and must be obtained in 

person.  

There is no national database of religious properties, and thus no general database of former 

religious properties.  This has made locating church buildings that are no longer serving their 

original purpose difÞcult to locate, heavily relying on individuals with knowledge of the areas in 

questions.  Despite the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops recognition of church 

building and renovation as being Òone of the most signiÞcant and formative experiences in the life 

of the parish communityÓ(USCCB, 2008) , details of such buildings are generally left out of the 

information provided by various Archdioceses about their parishes.

Demographic data, obtained for mapping purposes, was reliant on 2000 Census data because there 

is no American Community Survey data available on the block group scale.  Population, economic, 

and ethnicity data for each map is therefore nearly a decade old.  However, 2008 American 

Community Survey estimates are available on city scale, and assumptions can be made based on 

the overall change in city demographics between 2000 and 2008. 
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A delimitation that was set for this project is that the study focuses on the main building of the 

church alone and not on additional parish buildings (such as rectories, schools, or convents), which 

many churches have on their property. Because the accessory buildings are either residential 

(rectory) or institutional (school), the process of adaptation to different uses appears less 

problematic. This study also limits the case studies to cities in the northeastern quadrant of the 

United States, all of which have experienced decreasing population and considerable demographic 

changes in the last half-century. 

The scope of this project is focused primarily on reuse strategies that have minimal impact on the 

structure, both interior and exterior, and are limited to areas where the surrounding neighborhood 

is likely not to have many Þnancial resources to direct toward such a cause. Therefore, reuse 

strategies that included a high volume of construction and change to the interior of the building 

were excluded from the case studies. Strategies with a good deal of gentriÞcation implications such 

were also out of the scope of research, as were strategies whose end result are strictly for private 

use (e.g. ofÞce, residential, etc.).

Assumptions and DeÞnitions:
This project is based on the assumption that adaptive reuse can work as a bridge between growth 

management, environmental beneÞt and community place-making, and historic preservation, 

cultural heritage, and public-history.

Other assumptions made pertaining to this project are: Firstly, that there is a general desire for 

preservation, that most of the stakeholders are open to the idea of reuse, and that despite some 

interest not everyone will be happy with the Þnal decision(s). Secondly, it is assumed that the 

importance of the preservation of the interior features of a church building are comparable to that 
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of the exterior features, and that interior features of speciÞcally church buildings are not included 

in preservation protection statutes. Thirdly, there are currently no comprehensive guidelines for 

church building reuse. Finally, each church buildings are generally distinctive among their 

structural surroundings, and that they are distinctive among other church buildings calling for a 

more ßexible set of guidelines.

This project is basing the bulk of its research around a set of theories and practices, adaptive reuse, 

cultural heritage, place-making, public-history, and historic preservation.  Adaptive reuse is the 

practice of adapting a building that has outlived its intended purpose to a new use. Cultural 

heritage can be deÞned as the legacy of a speciÞc culture or social group that is left in the form of 

physical artifacts or traditions. In this project place-making is generally deÞned as the process in 

which a collective group assigns speciÞc meaning to a speciÞc locality. Public-history, whose 

meaning differs from source to source, for all intents and purposes is deÞned as the history of the 

people, falling in line more with the cultural heritage camp, although focused more on events 

rather than artifacts. Historic preservation is the process of preserving sites and structures deemed 

historically signiÞcant and includes identiÞcation, registration, protection, rehabilitation, and 

maintenance. All of these concepts will be further discussed in Chapter 2.

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter Two will include a comprehensive literature review 

including further discussion of the key concepts in this project. Chapter Three will outline and 

describe the methodology used for research. In Chapter Four the case studies of previous reuse 

will be introduced and explored.  Chapter Five will cover the historical and current aspects of 

project site of Our Lady of Hope Church in SpringÞeld, Massachusetts.  Chapter Six will provide a 

discussion of the Þndings of the comparison of the case studies in order to make recommendations 
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for the project site. Finally, Chapter Seven will include the conclusions made from this research 

along with recommendations for further study on this topic.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature

Due to the contemporary nature of this project, the amount and availability of peer-reviewed 

academic literature on this speciÞc topic is limited. Two masterÕs theses relevant to this study were 

copyrighted in 2004: ÒSocio-Economic and Political Issues in the Successful Adaptive Reuse of 

ChurchesÓ written by Tara A. Johnson (2004) of the University of Cincinnati and ÒConvert!: The 

Adaptive Reuse of ChurchesÓ written by Christopher John Kiley of the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology (2004).

KileyÕs thesis, titled ÒConvert!: The Adaptive Reuse of ChurchesÓ, fulÞlled the requirements for the 

dual masterÕs degree in the Þelds of real estate development and city planning at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).  This thesis focuses on the newer phenomenon of 

vacant churches, more speciÞcally in the Boston area, and identiÞes and analyzes some of the 

major issues that accompany potential reuse.  The methodology used for this study was two case 

studies of vacant churches that had experienced a transformation to another use.  The format for 

the case studies included the context of the site, the analysis of various stakeholders (including 

potential developers), regulations, site analysis, new programming, and the conversion process 

(Kiley, 2004).

The thesis written by Tara Johnson to fulÞll the requirements for a MasterÕs degree in Urban 

Planning focused on the socio-economic impact of church reuse.  Her methodology was solely 

based on case studies of relevant properties and included strategies such as interviews, archival 

data, census data, and analysis of property value data.  The information collected from the case 

studies was analyzed and applied to JohnsonÕs research site in order to make recommendations 



based on patterns found in the case studies. The use of the case study method was cited as 

primarily in reaction to the lack of literature related to her speciÞc research question (Johnson, 

2004).

The most recent and comprehensive literature review on this speciÞc subject was written on the 

past and present approaches of the Dutch to reuse redundant churches within their country in an 

effort to aid other countries in their efforts at church building reuse (Velthuis and Spennemann 

2007, 43-66).  Velthuis and Spennemann note in their introduction that some approaches that the 

Dutch have taken towards adaptive reuse for some of these churches may be viewed as ÒradicalÓ 

but also mention that in all cases of reuse not all groups of stakeholders will be satisÞed and 

Òconßict (is ) inevitableÓ (Velthuis and Spennemann 2007; 44).  In their literature review they list 

the major components of church reuse and the arguments for adaptive reuse (cultural heritage 

preservation, economic beneÞt of building reuse, and environmental beneÞts), the national 

religious history, the current trends in church ÒredundancyÓ, the options/ opportunities left after a 

church has become ÒredundantÓ, and the general attitude(s) toward re-use.

Taking into consideration the fact that the United States is a relatively young country when 

compared to its European counterparts, and our historical structures are only a couple of centuries 

old at most, adaptive reuse is a relatively new practice in this country. Originally, the historic 

preservation movement in the United States was focused on saving landmark buildings like large 

rail stations and other sizable civic buildings. This movement broadened its scope to include other 

buildings of historical signiÞcance, and now some buildings are saved primarily for their reuse 

capabilities. 

The most common examples of adaptive reuse have been of vacant but still functional industrial 

buildings such as mills and factories, which have been converted into commercial and residential 
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space primarily due to their open ßoor plans and a structural reinforcement which allows a great 

deal of uses and opportunity for subdivision.  Finding new uses for churches is a much more 

challenging process due to a number of factors, one being the ornate detail and distinctive 

character of the architecture which includes, in many cases, one large hall with tall ceilings that 

was never (structurally or otherwise) intended to be subdivided or have added ßoors. This is an 

advantage for industrial buildings but not for churches because, generally, industrial buildings are 

less ornate and are structurally reinforced throughout the building, whereas churches are built 

with their reinforcements toward the periphery of the structure to open up for high, sometimes 

vaulted ceilings. In some European nations, such as the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, 

adaptive reuse is a common practice due to their limited real estate and/or housing shortages. 

Their experience can serve as a great asset to the United States as we begin to face this challenge.  

Unfortunately, academic studies directly pertaining to adaptive reuse of churches are at a 

minimum, therefore general reviews of the literature of the components related to this particular 

analysis will be cited. The following sections describe some of the less-direct but still relevant areas 

of scholarly literature having to do with the rationales, policies, strategies, and techniques of 

preservation and reuse.

Demographics: The Shrinking Church
The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life operates as an impartial information clearinghouse 

and town hall forum with the focus on promoting an understanding of the issues that fall between 

religion and public affairs. The Pew Forum has taken it upon itself to Þll in a gap left from the U.S. 

CensusÕ lack of information on religious afÞliation by conducting the U.S. Religious Landscape 

Survey, which provides estimates on religious activity and practices based on a sample of 35,000 
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Americans. The results from the most recent survey were released in report form in February of 

2008 and provide insight to possible reasons for the most recent waves of church closure.

According to the most recent survey, in the United States ÒCatholicism has experienced the 

greatest net losses as a result of afÞliation changesÓ(Pew Forum, 2008: 6).  It is reported that while 

approximately one third of Americans were raised Catholic, today only one quarter of Americans 

self-identify as Catholic. This loss would appear more staggering if not for immigration, as 

immigrants (if Christian) are twice as likely to be Catholic than Protestant. In addition to afÞliation 

changes, another factor revealed by the Religious Landscape Survey was the aging nature of the 

U.S. Christian population. The two religious groups recognized for their relative youth (age of 

members) are the Muslims and the group of Americans who are unafÞliated with any religion.

The Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture at Trinity College released a 

similar report in 2009. The American Religious IdentiÞcation Survey (ARIS) is a religious self-

identiÞcation survey that, in 2008, took a sample of nearly 55,000 Americans in both English and 

Spanish. The results were also offered in report form and focused on geographic factors in addition 

to other general socio-ethnic demographics (ISSSC, 2009). Consistent with the Pew ForumÕs U.S. 

Religious Landscape Survey, the ARIS reports that the percentage of Americans who identify as 

Catholic has decreased from 26.2 percent in 1990, to 25.1 percent in 2008, a trend that is shared with 

other Christian denominations. The percentage of Americans who identify as unafÞliated or non-

religious (referred to as ÒnonesÓ in the report) has nearly doubled between 1990 and 2008 from 8.2 

percent to 15.0 percent. New England is reported to have experienced a net loss of 1 million 

Catholics in this same span of 18 years (ISSSC, 2009; 17). Another notable demographic shift is the 

NortheastÕs new role as an emerging Òstronghold of the religiously unidentiÞedÓ. While the bulk 

of the non-religious group used to be located along the west coast, new numbers suggest that a 
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second cluster has emerged in the northeastern United States between 1990 and 2008. 

Massachusetts is no exception: 22 percent of residents are reported as religiously unafÞliated and 

the percentage of Catholics in the Commonwealth has decreased from 54 percent in 1990, to 39 

percent in 2008.

Compounded with the changing religious demographics in the United States, location and 

resources also contribute to the availability of churches for alternative uses. Churches that stand at 

urban centers (often the oldest in a community) are frequently at higher risk of closure not only 

because of the limited supply of clergy, but also because of migration patterns, increasing 

secularization, and the generation of habitual churchgoers aging out of the population. A similar 

challenge concerning abandoned Catholic churches is that, following closure, the dioceses retain 

ownership but have fewer resources to maintain the buildings. These factors all combine to create a 

tenuous position for these unique historical buildings: if markets cannot support redevelopment, 

demolition can be seen as the most viable option, should there be no party in the Þnancial position 

to maintain the buildings. Closure of Protestant churches, on the other hand, due to the fact that 

they are often independent and lack an overseeing body capable of carrying their debts, is much 

more Þnal, in many cases leaving the building for the city to deal with.

When evaluating the historic value of a church property, research shows that it is important to look 

at a range of historic aspects that include: Cultural heritage, architectural history and public 

history.

Cultural Heritage
The United Nations Educational, ScientiÞc, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has broadened 

their deÞnition of Òcultural heritageÓ from just monuments and tangible remains of cultures to 

include newer categories such as intangible, ethnographic, and industrial cultural heritage 
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(UNESCO, 2009).  The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) deÞnes cultural 

heritage sites as referring Òto a place, locality, natural landscape, settlement area, architectural 

complex, archeological site, or standing structure that is recognized and often legally protected as a 

place of historical and cultural signiÞcanceÓ (ICOMOS, 2008; 2).  Religion can be its own culture, 

and, in many cases, inßuences surrounding culture. In this case, one can make the argument that a 

structure that was once solely intended for the practice of religion is a signiÞcant piece of cultural 

heritage.  In addition, if such a structure has historically signiÞcant architecture and craftsmanship 

it becomes not only a monument to the religious culture, but also to the architectural and industrial 

heritage that reßects the larger culture.

Much of the literature on Cultural Heritage is centered on the economical components and 

advantages of cultural heritage assets.  Cultural Heritage Tourism, or Heritage Tourism, is the 

practice of communities, public entities, and private entities using their cultural heritage as a 

tourism destination.  Additionally, there are projects based entirely on assigning an economic value 

to cultural heritage and conducting cost-beneÞt analysis of site protection and preservation 

(Navrud and Ready, 2002).

PeopleÕs attitudes toward historical buildings were the subject of a study in the Netherlands, 

conducted by J.F. Coeterier.  This study assessed attitudes toward historic buildings in an area by 

conducting in-depth interviews of both residents from the study area and non-residents who lived 

in adjacent areas.  Their responses were compared with those of experts in the area of historic sites.  

They were judged on four criteria: Form, function, knowledge, and familiarity.  The study 

concluded that, as the evaluations of non-residents and residents differed only in the instance of 

having emotional ties to a place, historical buildings are important. Coeterier also noted that 

responses by laypeople generally acknowledged only the form of the building (i.e. aesthetic 
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quality/experience), while expertsÕ responses were more intellectual and based on historical 

information (Coeterier, 2001).  Coeterier further observed that, Òit was the express wish of all the 

respondents to be involved in the decisions about the fate of historic building in their 

neighborhoodÓ (Coeterier, 2001; 121). Coeterier continued that their desire to be involved was not 

the only reason to include laypeople into the decision making process over the fate of local historic 

buildings.  Other reasoning included three levels of Òexistential valueÓ: identity of place, personal 

identity, and group identity.  These existential levels can have ties to the general cultural heritage 

of an area, or could contribute toward creating their own distinctive heritage, i.e., what Coeterier 

refers to as an Òenvironmental anchorÓ, which will be further discussed in ÒPlace-makingÓ.   

Related to the cultural heritage movement, public history focuses on history that is more relevant 

to smaller groups and communities, rather than entire cultures. Public History is a relatively new 

term, the deÞnition of which is ambiguous and contested in the sense that there is not one 

generally accepted ÔconsensusÕ deÞnition, and selected deÞnitions by public history authorities 

have been steadily changing.  The deÞnition that the Public History Resource Center used in early 

2008 is most relevant to this study: 

ÒÉa set of theories, methods, assumptions, and practices guiding the identiÞcation, 
preservation, interpretation, and presentation of historical artifacts, texts, structures, and 
landscapes in conjunction with and for the public.

an interactive process between the historian, the public, and the historical object.

the belief that history and historical-cultural memory matter in the way people go about their 
day to day lives.Ó (DeRuyver, 2008)

This is sometimes considered the ÒrealÓ history of the world, i.e., of the many common people in 

their daily lives instead of the few wealthy and powerful in their elite enclaves. When arguing for 

the preservation of a church building for the reasons of cultural heritage, the public history of this 
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culture is what is wished to be protected. In the cases of many of these buildings it is unlikely that 

a person of major historical importance attended, or that there was a battle, or a treaty signing, or 

something of the like which would be of major national or international importance.  However, the 

history of the people that helped to build the building, the people who attended, worshipped, 

celebrated major life events, or mourned loss, is now symbolized by these buildings.

Historic Preservation
In 1996, sociology professor Diane Barthel-Bouchier (then Barthel) published a book on historic 

preservation in the context of pubic history titled Historic Preservation: Collective Memory and 

Historical Identity. This work highlighted the current trends of church preservation, pointing out 

that church preservation is valued by preservationists as creating or maintaining Òmoral 

communitiesÓ (Barthel, 1996; 102-103).  She identiÞes current organizations such as Inspired 

Partnerships, Sacred Trusts (which seem to have merged, creating Partners for Sacred Places), and 

Common Bond, all of which have the shared goal of saving religious properties for the sake of 

maintaining the important link between architecture and community history.  All of these 

organizations emphasize the community-oriented role and cultural signiÞcance of the architecture, 

so as to support their reuse by a more secular community.  To that end, there is a question of what 

to do when a building cannot be saved in its original condition, and the link between its form and 

its cultural signiÞcance is no longer explicit. 

David LowenthalÕs essay, ÒThe Heritage Crusade and Its Contradictions,Ó in the edited collection 

Giving Preservation a History essentially refers to humans as inherent preservationists, wishing to 

preserve nearly everything around us because we cannot bear letting the familiar go (Mason and 

Pages eds., 2004).  This is a valid argument, as most preservationists can argue that anything that 

has lasted for some time has historical signiÞcance, whether it is a 300 year old church or a 40 year 
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old modernist ofÞce building. But, when taking all aspects into consideration, it should be 

recognized that the modernist ofÞce building, in all of its cement and drywall glory, could be more 

easily replicated, whereas a limestone chapel with handmade stained glass windows would be far 

more costly and time-consuming to build again and one could not guarantee the same level of 

quality of craftsmanship. Rather than neglecting to consider the value of building reuse, forcing 

new development in to address the communityÕs needs, we could instead maintain these buildings 

and use them, preserving the ever-diminishing open space from new development.

At the other end of preservation practice, John Brinckerhoff JacksonÕs essay, ÒThe Necessity for 

Ruins,Ó discusses the critical need for more ordinary reminders of our cultural past, or as he puts 

it: Òpreservation of reminders of a bygone domestic existence and its environmentÓ (Jackson, 1980, 

pp 90).  This implies a rationale for preserving things that may seem mundane or of little historical 

signiÞcance.  Jackson continues, Òthis kind of monument is celebrating a different past, not the past 

which history books describe, but a vernacular past, a golden age where there are no dates or 

names, simply a sense of the way it used to beÉÓ (Jackson, 1980, pp. 94-95). Camilo Jose Vergara 

and Sylvia Lewis use a similar argument concerning an area of downtown Detroit in 1995. 

Considering that the building materials used for such buildings are not the same as the marble and 

stone that make up ancient ruins, but rather materials that are prone to rot or mold, or contain 

harmful agents like asbestos, this could be viewed as problematic. However, it may be possible, if a 

building is in such a state of disrepair that preservation is no longer viable, to de-construct the 

building and use some of its preservable pieces as monuments.  Jackson argues that in some cases, 

like a speciÞc war-torn church in Berlin, Germany, buildings should be left in decayed condition 

for the effect of remembering times of strife. Considering the landscape urbanist philosophies of 

works such as Drosscape (Alan Berger) and Terrain Vague (Christophe Girot), one might possibly 
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consider this conscious decay to be romantic and indirectly functional.  In the context of an 

expanding and developing urban area, however, one cannot set aside such land when it can be 

reused, and many preservationists may consider the act of letting a historic structure fall into ruin 

to be disrespectful at the very least.

Instead of allowing them to decay, if possible, we can maintain the structural integrity of these 

buildings, while conserving documentation of their history.  In this way, they can serve as a living 

monument to their cultural era, while still serving a functional purpose.

Adaptive Reuse
Adaptive reuse is most commonly deÞned as a process in which an old building is adapted for a 

new use (for which it was not originally intended). The practice of adaptive reuse generally comes 

into play when a building has outlived its original purpose.

William Shopsin, in 1986, published a guidebook for architects and preservationists on adaptive 

reuse entitled Restoring Old Buildings for Contemporary Uses: An American Sourcebook for Architects 

and Preservationists. While the focus of this book was on economic feasibility and beneÞt, he still 

makes the point that the reuse of these historic and/or signiÞcant structures should not be 

reserved for or limited to serving as museums or large-scale nostalgia sites for the afßuent classes. 

Recognizing gentriÞcation as a major obstacle, and knowing that it is often aided by cases of 

adaptive reuse, Shopsin points out that there is a need for all socio-economic classes to beneÞt from 

such practices. 

Velthuis and Spennemann assert that the Òraison dÕetre of cultural heritage management is to 

manage heritage places in placeÓ (Velthuis & Spenneman, 2007; 44), also stating that when these 

places cannot be preserved in the way that they remain unchanged, ÒproblemsÓ tend to arise, 

which is when adaptive reuse becomes a viable option.
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In Derek LathamÕs two-volume series The Creative Re-use of Buildings, he outlines the 

possibilities for the reuse of various buildings types including agricultural buildings, civic 

buildings, and churches.  Latham argues that adaptive re-use of these buildings, which were 

obviously built with one purpose in mind, is not just conversion and rehabilitation but is a 

combination of the fore-mentioned with the new energy and activity. The art involved with 

achieving a Òharmonious balanceÓ between the character of the old building and the needs of the 

new user is  not just adaptive, it is Òcreative re-useÓ.  Latham outlines the elements of his self-titled 

methodology in Volume One, followed by a number of case-studies as examples of this 

methodology in Volume Two.  He takes an inspiring approach to examining the context of 

adaptive reuse as a practice, outlining the Þve motives that we, as a society, have for preserving 

older buildings based on a lecture series given by Derek Linstrum at the York Institute for 

International Studies.  These Þve motives are: Archeological, using buildings as historical evidence;  

Aesthetic Appreciation, which encompasses both subjective enjoyment and cultural heritage; 

Economic, pertaining to heritage tourism, re-use as a money/energy saving tool, and as job 

creation; Functional, the building ability to serve a needed purpose; and a Psychological 

component.  The psychological component is applicable to church building reuse in opposing 

ways. On one hand, the common human reaction of Òclinging to the familiarÓ(Latham, 2000;12) is 

an argument for reuse, as removal of buildings so prominent in the urban fabric, as churches are, 

can be very damaging to a community. However, Latham points out that the most limitations on 

creatively reusing a building are set by psychological preconceptions which can lead to a Òlack of 

imaginationÓ (Latham, 2000;14).

Latham continues by outlining the ways and means in which one can go about adapting a building 

for reuse.  The inspiration and design processes can be directly applied in the United States, while 
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legal and Þnancial directions are more speciÞc to the United Kingdom.  The chapter that most 

applies to the process of Þnding balance between the building and a new use is titled 

ÒUnderstanding the BuildingÓ and stresses the importance of recognizing the strengths of both the 

Òarchitectural buildingÓ and the Òvernacular buildingÓ and working with the distinctive aspects of 

both of these concepts when Þtting the building for its new use, or vis-versa. 

The beneÞts of adaptive reuse can be applied to the full spectrum of sustainability as building 

reuse is also identiÞed as environmentally conscious.  In 2008 Craig Langston, Francis K. W. Wong, 

Eddie C. M. Hui, and Li-Yin Shen published a study on the environmental beneÞts of building re-

use and its importance in reducing the level of greenhouse gas emissions in their ÒStrategic 

Assessment of Building Adaptive Re-Use Opportunities in Hong KongÓ.  Because of the high 

levels of greenhouse gases released by Hong Kong it has become imperative that they change their 

practices to curb their growing carbon footprint and adaptive reuse of previously built structures 

had become a necessary option for the governments bent toward energy efÞcient design.  Langston 

et al. cite the reuse of the material of demolished buildings as one efÞcient practice, but boast for a 

more effective practice of adaptive reuse which saves the cost and emissions related to demolition 

and rebuilding and also helps to conserve national heritage (Langston, et al., 2008; 1710). Langston 

et al. support that while adaptive reuse has the ability to make positive environmental, economic, 

and social contributions to a community, it is important to be able to calculate the potential for 

reuse as some reuse projects may be more beneÞcial than others. Formerly, Adaptive Reuse 

Potential (ARP) models were used which focused on economics and the varying degrees of 

obsolescence of a building.  Now there are tools to measure impacts and beneÞts using multiple 

criteria, such as that used in SINDEX, sustainability index software. SINDEX assesses potential of 

reuse by identifying levels at which each practice will maximize economic beneÞt and utility while 
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minimizing the use of resources and environmental impact.  Langston et al. claims that a multi-

criteria index that is holistically-minded is Òthe only wayÉ to achieve even a modest level of 

sustainability in the built environmentÓ(Langston et al., 2008; 1717).

Place-making
Place-making is strongly rooted in the concept of Òsense of placeÓ and the ability to evoke such a 

sensibility. ÒPlace-makingÓ carries many deÞnitions but is most basically expressed as Òa collection 

of meanings, beliefs, symbols, values, and feelings that individuals or groups associate with a 

particular localityÓ (Williams et al., 1998). This concept carries a great deal of importance when 

considering the relationship that a community has with its built environment. People generally 

form relationships with their surroundings and, in many cases, they identify more with the aspects 

of their environment that are special or unique.  This uniqueness could be a traditional building 

design among a sea of modern ofÞce buildings, or an irregular cobblestone pedestrian street within 

an otherwise generic urban grid.  It is these nuances that are identiÞers for an area, and the 

community in that area in turn identiÞes with them, for better or worse.

Churches, as well as other buildings that have ornate details, are often considered to be the focal 

points of their neighborhoods due to their distinctive physical presence and their often 

pronounced placement. Before a prominent government the church was the center of societal 

communication and governance as well as social events, which is the reason that many older 

churches are located in the genus loci of their respective communities, hence the term Òparish 

churchÓ. William Shopsin identiÞes churches as a natural centerpiece for a neighborhood based on 

their distinguishable architecture and placement (Shopsin, 1986). 

Lynda H. Schneekloth and Robert Shibley identify place-making as the process of making places 

meaningful on multiple levels.  They suggest that place-making is Ònot just about the relationship 
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of people to their places; it also creates relationships among people in placesÓ (Schneekloth and 

Shibley,1995; 1).  They also assert that the community must be heavily involved in the place-

making process, because otherwise the profession of place-making Òdenies fundamental human 

expressionÓ (pg. 3).  There must be a dialogue created about, within, and by the space, and the 

community must feel empowered to make decisions regarding the character of the space, in order 

for it to be successful in becoming and remaining a distinctive place.

In ÒÕThis Special ShellÕ: The Church Building and the Embodiment of MemoryÓ published in the 

Journal of Religious History, Jennifer Clark writes about the conßicting internal attitudes toward 

church closure and reuse that can be applied outwardly to the community. She Þrst states that if 

the church remains intact it stays a monument to itself and the Òongoing relationship between the 

congregation and the building, between people and place, createsÉ congregational 

memoryÓ(Clark, 2007; 62).   However, she goes on, exploring the types of memory attached to a 

church building, and although stating previously that the building could be a monument and be 

used for other things, she states that eventually when a church building is closed Òreligious 

memoryÓ for the building Òis forgotten and rendered academicÓ, Òcongregational memory is 

severed and an acceptable version may be recorded in a written historyÓ and while the Òsecular 

communityÓ will rise to the occasion to save the building Òseparated from the religious practice 

and relegated to the status of heritageÓ, the practice of adaptive reuse  will save the building but 

the point is lost; the real memory is gone (Clark, 2007; 77).  In this case it should be pointed out that 

the memory that is ÒawakenedÓ by the secular community should not be discounted, and that if 

the building is torn down, all physical reminders of that religious memory may be wiped out with 

it.  
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This literature provides a contextual basis for further analysis of adaptive reuse and its relationship 

with place-making, cultural heritage, and historic preservation. It also demonstrates a need for 

further study and analysis of these topics as well as the speciÞc topic of adaptive reuse of churches. 

A comprehensive approach to the study of the adaptive reuse of church buildings would therefore 

be a valuable contribution to the Þeld of planning.

28! Review of Literature



Chapter Three: Research Methods

When Þrst addressing this study the preliminary research questions were asked:

¥ In what ways and to what extent can a community, especially its leaders, planners, 
designers, and developers, appropriately address the longstanding character of a site or 
structure as well as its historical and cultural signiÞcance in its reuse strategies?

¥ What are the best practices for engaging a community in the public process of 
identifying and implementing adaptive reuse strategies for the property?

¥ By what criteria, indices, or matrices should ÒsuccessfulÓ adaptive reuse be deÞned?

¥ What practices have been considered ÒsuccessfulÓ by their communities?; What 
approaches to place-making and community involvement were used? 

¥ What is the most successful dynamic/balance of public and private involvement?

¥ How has the Catholic community reacted to the preservation of former church 
structures through a secular reuse where and when it has occurred?

¥ In what ways and to what extent can the (former) religious use of a property affect the 
attitudes of the stakeholders and/or decision-makers to reuse strategies?

In order to answer these questions, data collection was conducted by a variety of means including 

conducting a review of the relevant literature, demographic research including, but not limited to, 

the U.S. Census, American Community Survey, the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, and the 

American Religious IdentiÞcation Survey. Because of the contemporary nature of this subject, it 

was decided that the best way to study the speciÞcs regarding adaptive reuse of church buildings 

was to employ the case study method. This included data collection practices such as interviews 

with various stakeholders, multiple site visits, obtaining and reviewing of historical documents, 

observation of related meetings of stakeholders, and survey of related news periodicals. Research 

from previous similar cases aided comparison and the development of a set of best practices. Our 

Lady of Hope Church in SpringÞeld, Massachusetts served as the primary case study.  It was 



selected from a pool of four churches in SpringÞeld, Massachusetts by touring the city to see the 

churches that were slated for closure. This site stood out because it had the most characteristics of a 

historically relevant building including age, building material, architectural style, and placement 

within the urban fabric demonstrated by its immediate awe-inspiring impression left upon this 

observer.  The previous case studies for comparison were chosen based on their similarity to the 

chosen site in terms of size, style, historical background, cultural background, and current 

neighborhood demographics with a range of outcomes. 

Literature Review:
The literature review of church building reuse as well as the related topics of cultural heritage, 

historic preservation, adaptive reuse, and place-making was expanded to obtain a broader 

understanding of the concepts being addressed. Because of the limited amount of scholarly 

literature on the subject of church-building reuse, literature on the supporting topics is 

concentrated on in order to properly gauge the role of these concepts in this speciÞc topic. 

Demographic Information:
The demographics of the communities surrounding and related to the case studies are important to 

make general assumptions about the community.  Religious identiÞcation demographics are also 

relevant to this study because they can help to shed light on emerging patterns in religious 

afÞliation, and their current and possible future effects on the use of religious structures.  

The religious identiÞcation information was collected from two different organizations: The Pew 

Research Center, a self-identiÞed non-partisan, non-proÞt, information clearinghouse that conducts 

a religious identiÞcation survey known as the U.S. Religious Landscape Survey. The other survey 

is conducted by an organization at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut and is titled the 

American Religious IdentiÞcation Survey (ARIS). Both studies provide insight to the changing 

religious demographics in the country and in regions related to the case study.
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The socio-economic demographics, collected from government sources such as the Decennial 

Census and the American Community Survey, are used primarily for comparing the selected case 

study with the previous studies.  They are also useful for creating a more detailed description of 

the community characteristics, which are vital in creating a holistic set of best practices. 

Case Study:
Neighborhood demographics are useful for identifying and describing the context of the site. More 

information is collected through direct observation. In Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 

Robert K. Yin draws the comparison between historical research and case study research, 

identifying one signiÞcant difference: case study research involves direct observation (Yin, 2009). 

Direct observation in this case study includes interviews with a member of the SpringÞeld 

Archdiocese who played a major role in the decision process of the most recent wave of closures, 

and the head pastor of the church selected for the case study. Meetings where concerned citizens 

and community members spoke of their concerns for the selected church were attended in a 

strictly observational nature.  Multiple site visits were also conducted, observing both the state of 

the structure and its presence in the community. In addition a regular survey of related news 

periodicals is conducted on a weekly basis to gauge community awareness of the case.

Historical documents related to the site were reviewed including, but not limited to, anniversary 

books of the parish that recorded pictures, news clippings, and personal anecdotes of parish 

members and original blueprints. 

Previous Case Studies:
In order to generate a set of best practices to apply to the project site, a set of comprehensive case 

studies of previous adaptive reuse projects were compiled, and although less detailed then that of 

the current case study they will provide a context for which to make recommendations for the 

current project site. 
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Each of the previous case studies includes information in the following categories: History, 

architectural features, preservation, site in current context, new use, and a brief discussion. The 

history section is based on the historical context of the construction of the building, the parish, and 

the changes that led to its disuse. The architectural features section describes the style of architecture, 

building materials, size, and the characteristics unique to the building. The preservation section 

describes the process in which the building was spared from the wrecking ball, including protests, 

purchasers, and legal protection measures. Site in current context includes maps of up-to-date 

demographic data of each site for to gain a general knowledge of the neighborhood characteristics.  

The new use section will describe the new use for the church as well as the steps that had to be 

taken to reach completion. A brief discussion at the end of each of the previous case studies will 

address circumstances speciÞc to the site as well as identify practices that could be carried out by 

other sites in order to develop a set of best practices.

Assessment:
The collected information is analyzed by using a series of matrices to compare and contrast the 

circumstances and practices of the previous case studies with the current case study. The factors in 

the matrices will be based on the type of involvement (public/private), economic backing, 

eligibility for economic incentives/grants, involvement in surrounding community for new use, 

presence of preservation authority or campaign, amount of change to structure, level of Òchurch-

likenessÓ preserved, appeasement of the various stakeholders, and new useÕs presence in 

community.

Findings:
The Þndings, discussed in chapter 7, include the generation of a set of best practices as well as 

related observations to the practice of church building adaptation.
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The next chapter will address three case studies that are relevant to the study of Our Lady of Hope 

Church in SpringÞeld, Massachusetts in order to gain a better understanding of possible practices.
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Chapter Four: Case Studies of Previous Reuse 

In order to answer many of my research questions it became apparent that studies of previous 

cases of adaptive reuse of churches would need to be made. Studying other cases will allow 

forming a list of best and worst practices, or at least being able to assess the reasoning behind 

various successes and failures. 

While adaptive reuse of churches has been in practice for decades (if not centuries) in Europe, it is 

a fairly recent phenomena in the U.S..  Some examples of current reuse practices include 

conversions to residential units such as luxury condos such as ÒNovareÓ in the West Village in 

Manhattan, ÒThe SanctuaryÓ in the Fort Greene neighborhood of Brooklyn, and Ò45 West 

BroadwayÓ in South Boston. All of these examples were excluded as case studies due to the 

amount of change to the interior of the church and because of the gentriÞcation implications. 

Another popular reuse practice is adaptation to entertainment venues. One fairly well documented 

reuse is of a Methodist church in Buffalo.  What was originally the Delaware Avenue Methodist 

Church has made a transformation into the headquarters for artist Ani DiFrancoÕs record label 

Righteous Babe Records, as well as a performance/event space, a lounge, and an art space.  This 

project has been titled ÒBabevilleÓ and/or ÒThe ChurchÓ.  A detailed timeline of the process of this 

transformation is available on the Babeville Buffalo website 1. 

Delaware Avenue Methodist Church was designed in 1871 and was completed in 1876. The 

building is gothic revival in style, and has a number of side galleries, stained glass windows, as 

well as series catacombs in the basement. After a merger with another church it was renamed the 

Delaware Asbury Methodist Church in 1917.  
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The church closed in the early 1980s and was subsequently (and brießy) occupied by two other 

Protestant congregations, the latter of which declared bankruptcy and left the building vacant.  

After the building remained vacant for a period, many of the ornate Þxtures were removed by 

scavengers. The city of Buffalo eventually acquired the title of the building midway through the 

1990Õs. Structural deterioration in the form of falling stones was the catalyst in the decision of the 

city to slate the building for demolition. 

This move by the city was countered by vocal protests from community activists. The president of 

the current owning body, Righteous Babe RecordsÕ Scot Fisher, launched a grassroots organization 

to prevent the demolition of the church and to raise funding for emergency repairs to the building. 

In 1999, Buffalo natives DiFranco and Fisher bought the building from the city under the 

agreement that the city would repair the damage to the outside of the building (as well as the 

sidewalk), and they planned on privately Þnancing interior renovations.

Renovations of the main spaces were designed by Flynn Battaglia architects in Buffalo, and took 

approximately six years to complete. The owners have encouraged the local arts council to lease 

space for gallery showing, Þlm screenings, and fundraising events. The former sanctuary is 

currently a multi-purpose performance auditorium, the catacombs in the basement were gutted 

and there is now a performance lounge located there.  The exterior of the building retained its 

Òchurch-likenessÓ.

Similar projects to this, many times with less funding, have been identiÞed across the country. One 

of those is Saint ElizabethÕs church in the Norwood neighborhood in Cincinnati which has served 

as a music and arts venue as well as a worship space since its closing in 1995 when it was sold to a 

religious organization called Vineyard Central. Its maintenance relies heavily on donations, and 

Vineyard Central has a special fund that people can donate to which goes directly into saving the 
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church. The organization Vineyard Central has let the building keep its original name, Saint 

ElizabethÕs, and cites it as the building in which Vineyard Central is located, implying a respect to 

the building as having its own entity. 

Probably one of the most infamous reuse projects was that of the New York City nightclub called 

Limelight.  The building was once the Episcopal Church of the Holy Communion, a Gothic Revival 

church built in the 1850 by architect Richard Upjohn (Emporis, 2009) located at the corner of 6th 

Avenue and 20th Street.  The church had been deconsecrated and became one of a string of 

nightclubs owned by Peter Gatien in 1983.  (This was the case mentioned to this researcher as 

something meant to be avoided by the reuse of any Diocese of SpringÞeld Church, although, this 

informant also referred to the nightclub as a Òstrip clubÓ.) The club seems to carry more collective 

memory than the church, as it was famous in the 1990s for its techno-rave environment and a place 

ÒkidsÓ could go to obtain recreational drugs.  Images obtained of the inside of the church which, 

despite the religious ties, was an ideal structure for a nightclub, included images of risquŽ activities 

such as cage-dancing.  The club later turned into a different club called Avalon, and just recently 

has been planned to turn into a three-story marketplace (Shott, 2009).

The case studies used for this site were selected due to the similar size of the church buildings as 

well as having similar socio-economic characteristics, and all are located in post-industrial 

shrinking cities, like that of the city of the study site, SpringÞeld, Massachusetts.  These three case 

studies were studied previously by the National Trust for Historic Preservation (NTHP) under the 

header ÒHistoric Houses of Worship Success StoriesÓ(Preservation Nation, NTHP, 2009).  These 

case studies expand on their case studies, as the NTHP may have a different idea of success than 

that of this researcher, also because there may have been further developments in these cases since 

reported on by the NTHP.
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Case Study One : King Urban Life Charter School, Buffalo, New York
Church Name: Saint Mary of Sorrows/ Church of the Seven Dolors
Year Built: 1891-1901(dedication)
City: Buffalo, NY
Architect: Adolphus Druiding
Architectural Style: Romanesque Revival

History:
The parish of Saint Mary of Sorrows was formed out 

of a need for a Catholic church in the Genessee/

Fillmore district in Buffalo after a sizable amount of 

German Catholics had settled in the area in the latter 

half of the 19th century. The Þrst church building was 

dedicated in 1872. The congregation seemed to grow 

exponentially in the following 25 years and, after two 

expansions, it was decided to build a new building 

that would more easily suit their growing (spatial) 

needs. Adolphus Druiding, an architect based out of 

Chicago was commissioned to design the new church. 

Druiding was a German immigrant who was known for building churches for German 

congregations (mainly in smaller mid-west towns, but also some larger churches in cities like 

Chicago and Cleveland). His popularity was primarily based on his neo-gothic /gothic revival 

style that is reminiscent of the congregantsÕ homeland (Springer, 2001).

A three alarm Þre in 1947 did a signiÞcant amount of damage to the building.  At this time the 

parish managed to raise the $500,000 to restore the church.  Less than forty years later, the parish 

was not as fortunate; in 1985 the Diocese of Buffalo closed the church due to the growing costs of 

Image 4.1  Saint Mary of Sorrows
Source:http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/
~jillaine/Buffalo/photos/StMarySorrows.gif
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maintenance and repair for the building without the attendance numbers to support such costs. 

Similar to other cities in the rust belt, white ßight and similar demographic changes were very 

apparent in this neighborhood, and at this point, it had become subject to poverty and blight.  

When the church closed its doors at the end of 1985, demolition was a major consideration. 

Architectural Features:
 The design of Saint Mary of Sorrows is considered to be a Romanesque Revival because it is 

modeled after the Worms Cathedral in Germany, which is considered as High Romanesque 

architecture. The design for Saint MaryÕs was scaled back due to the cost of materials (Napora, 

1995).  The intent of the church design was to merge the cultural heritage of the congregation with 

their new location by using a German style with a local material (Buffalo plains blue limestone). 

The most distinguishing features of this building are the three towers: two of which are rounded, 

reminiscent of the Worms Cathedral, and the other is square with a sizable steeple. The large 

stained windows, which provide a great deal of natural light into the building are images of the 

seven sorrows (or dolors) of Mary. The nave has a high ceiling (approximately 68 feet), which is 

supported by a series of ornate columns and arches.

Preservation:
 Demolition was planned by the Diocese of Buffalo, but a group of concerned citizens and 

community members brought a case for the building to the Buffalo Landmark and Preservation 

Board, in the hopes of having the building designated as a city landmark to delay demolition.  An 

alliance of leaders within the community then worked with the Diocese to donate the building to 

the City of Buffalo, which subsequently formed a group of people to study the building, Þnd ways 

and means to restore it, and to research new uses for the building which would Òbest serve its 

neighborhoodÓ(Common Grant Applications, 2009). This committee later became the Board of 

38! Previous Case Studies



Directors of a non-proÞt organization called the King Urban Life Center, whose role is speciÞcally 

to secure funding for and perform maintenance of the building.  The lease of the church was 

grandfathered to this organization. 

Site in Context:

The site of Saint Mary of Sorrows/the King Urban Life Center and Charter School is located in 

central Buffalo just east of the central business district. Map 4.1 A shows that the rather large area 

surrounding the site are composed of census tracts that have median household incomes that are 

between 0.5 and 1.5 standard deviations below the cityÕs average.  Map 4.1 B displays the 

population density of the city, categorized by the race reported on the 2000 U.S. Census. The site is 

located in the center of the band of the city extending from the Central Business District, northeast, 

that is composed primarily of people of who self-identify as racially black.  

This site is also in the area in Buffalo that as some of the highest housing vacancy rates (upwards of 

25% vacant), as seen in Map 4.1 C.

Map 4.1 (A-C) Socio-spatial Analysis of Buffalo New York
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New Use: 
The King Urban Life Center identiÞed educational needs for impoverished and low-income 

families as paramount, and something for which the building could be used. One of the goals was 

to use this space to Òcreate and operate educational, health, social and cultural programs for the 

children and families of the CenterÕs poor urban neighborhood - as models - to provide hope and 

assistanceÓ. The scope of use also included the component of turning a large part of the space into 

a charter school. The needed renovation/rehabilitation was estimated at between one and two 

million dollars. Funding was secured through different sources including New York 

Environmental Quality Bond Act, The City of Buffalo, the Margaret L. Wendt Foundation, and the 

U.S. Department of Education.  

Hamilton, Houston, and Lownie (HHL) was the 

architecture Þrm responsible for the design for the 

adaptation, which successfully reconciled the 

regulations set by both the New York Department 

of Education and the New York State Historic 

Preservation OfÞce.  The area could be subdivided 

without compromising the original architecture of 

the church, by constructing ßoating walls with open 

ceilings which formed rooms including classrooms, computer rooms, and ofÞces.  The organ/choir 

loft in the clerestory of the space was converted into a reading room or Òliteracy loftÓ.  As seen in 

image 4.2 the space still retains the architectural and artistic components that it had originally, but 

is successfully being used for a non-religious use.  

Image 4.2: Interior of King Center Charter School
Source:www.kingurbanlifecenter.org
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This project exceeded its estimated budget, costing approximately $3 million (HHL, 2009). This 

being said, the building is still being used as a charter school and a reading room, and has 

expanded by buying a former Òcrack-houseÓ across the street from the school and converting it 

into ofÞces and additional space for community programs.  Adjacent to the school, a convent, 

rectory, and elementary school were subsequently purchased by Catholic Charities of Buffalo in 

collaboration with the King Urban Life Center to create a campus that also includes a day care 

center, senior center, and ofÞces for Catholic Charities.

In January of 2008, the Charter School Institute of the State of New York awarded the King Center 

Charter School with the highest level renewal that the State University Trustees award: a full-term, 

Þve year subsequent renewal.  The renewal was awarded due to the sustained high scores in 

mathematics and science, and the notable improvements in Òlanguage artsÓ (Proctor, 2008).

Analysis:
This site had a great deal of success. The Þrst success was the publicÕs ability to raise awareness of 

the originally doomed fate of the building enough to save it from demolition by attaining historic 

preservation status. Working with the Diocese to have the building donated to the city provided 

the opportunity for the Diocese to have some control over the the fate of their building.  The 

formation of the task force to determine the next use for the building provided a way for various 

stakeholders to become involved in the process while utilizing the expertise of local professionals.  

The creation of a charter school opened the door for a variety of funding opportunities from state 

and federal sources and private education foundations, in addition to historic preservation grants 

and tax credits. 

Previous Case Studies! 41



The conversion done by HHL serves as a model of what Derek Latham refers to as Òloose ÞtÓ, 

Þtting the new use within the parameters of the building, successfully balancing respect for the 

existing architecture with the ability to optimize the functionality of the space.

The success of the school gave way to the expansion of the King Urban Life Center to focus on 

other social services based out of adjacent properties, and the cooperative nature of the transfer of 

ownership between the Diocese and the city of Buffalo made for an easy transition to a cooperative 

effort between the city and Catholic Charities to provide services to this community.
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Case Study Two: Christian Ministries Center, Cincinnati, Ohio
Church Name: Saint George/ ÒOld Saint GeorgeÓ
Year Built: 1873
City: Cincinnati, OH
Architect: Samuel Hannaford
Architectural Style: Romanesque Revival

History:
Franciscans established Saint George Parish in 1868.  

At this time in the cityÕs history, it was a settling point 

for both Irish and German immigrants. Cincinnati 

acquired its own archdiocese in 1821, perhaps in 

reaction to the inßux of Catholic immigrants. When a 

signiÞcant amount of German immigrants moved to 

the Cincinnati neighborhood of Corryville, just north 

of the heavily-German neighborhood called Over-the-

Rhine, and began attending the Saint George parish.  

The congregation began to swell, and a new church 

building was planned to be built next to the original 

building (which has since been demolished).  Locally 

renowned architect Samuel Hannaford was hired to design the new church.

Samuel HannafordÕs family emigrated from the English countryside when he was a child.  He is 

credited with building a number of landmarks in the city of Cincinnati including, but not limited 

to, City Hall, Music Hall, the Cincinnati Hotel, and the Brittany Apartments.  Much of his work 

was in the style of Òsecond empireÓ, although the churches that he designed, including Saint 

George, were primarily of the Romanesque Revival style. The building of the new church for Saint 

George was completed in 1873. Past photographs imply that there was once a monastery and a 

Image 4.3 Photo of Saint George Church pre-Þre
Source: www.wusa9.com/news/columnist/blogs/
uploaded_images/Ohio-Toledo-church.-jpg-717778.jpg
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school on either side of the church.  In 1993, after a great decline in attendance and an increase in 

maintenance costs, the Diocese permanently closed the church.

Architectural Features: 
The building materials for Saint George were consistent with Romanesque Revival architecture, 

primarily brick and masonry. The naveÕs approximate size is 65 feet in width, with a length of 160 

feet, lined with large stained glass windows. 

 The most distinguishable characteristic for the building of Saint George is the set of twin spires 

incorporated into the front of the building.  These spires originally had matching substantial 

steeples, both of which were destroyed by a Þre in February of 2008. Ironically, the steeples also 

acted as chimneys, which are suspected to be the reason that the rest of the building only 

experienced minimal Þre damage.

Preservation:
 In order to save the church from demolition, a grass roots group of neighborhood citizens banded 

together and raised money to purchase the building, fending off possible purchasers of the land 

such as the drug store giant Walgreens.  In 1994 the building was purchased for roughly $600,000. 

Their efforts and funding were mainly based on contributions and donations, as well as income 

from renting out the space for events. 

Site in Context:
The site of Old Saint George is just north-northeast of the central business district of Cincinnati. As 

depicted on Maps 4.2 A,  the site is in an area the city where the median household income is 

between 0.5 and 1.5 standard deviations below the cityÕs average. Map 4.2 B shows the population 

density distributed by reported race on the 2000 U.S. Census, portraying the area that the site is in 
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has a larger population of ethnic minorities.  Both of these trends are similar to those in the other 

two case studies. However, unlike the other two studies, the housing vacancy rate is 

overwhelmingly low in this neighborhood, possibly due to the main campus of the University of 

CincinnatiÕs close proximity to the site. 

New Use: 
The Þrst Ònew useÓ of the church building was of an interfaith center called the Christian 

Ministries Center who used the space for a variety of purposes such as a religious bookshop with 

an attached coffee shop, as well as an event space for meetings, musical performances, weddings, 

etc. 

Costs of maintenance under this owner were upwards of $350,000 and included roof and gutter 

repairs, as well as repairs to the interior and the doors. This became too costly for the current 

owners and they began to search for buyers who would share their desire for preservation. 
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Preservation: 
In 2005, when the former group could not keep up with maintenance costs, the property was 

bought by the Clifton Heights Community Urban Redevelopment Corporation (CHCURC), and 

organization with roots in the nearby University of Cincinnati, and was made into the centerpiece 

in their community economic development master plan.  The original plan involved incorporation 

of the building into the economic development plan for the neighborhood of Clifton Heights, 

which involve a network of mixed-use buildings along Calhoun Street where Old Saint George is 

located.

The Þre that damaged the spires in 2008 complicated the situation.  Due to the amount of damage, 

demolition was rumored again.  The CHCURC assured people that Old Saint George would not be 

demolished, but began talking with a local adaptive reuse Þrm about the possibility of converting 

the property for a commercial use.  Reportedly, after the Þre, the CHCURC was ÒtalkingÓ with 

various Þrms that specialize in commercial adaptive reuse (e.g. boutique hotels, retail, etc.), but as 

of last reported in May of 2009, they intend to rehabilitate Old Saint George to its original form. 

Adaptive reuse for this particular project has now been tabled indeÞnitely.  

Analysis:
The successes of this project are limited.  One could say that they did succeed in the most 

important goal of saving the church from the wrecking ball. However, there were two large 

impediments that prevented this project from being a complete success, the Þrst being the lack of 

networking and the narrow scope of the Þrst owning party. The Christian Ministries Center, while 

using the space for multiple purposes, maintaining the building via low impact repairs, and 

opening up as an asset to the community, was not able to secure ample funding for their project.  

Grants for faith-based community programs could have been an option in addition to historic 
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preservation grants and incentives, as regulations for such funding loosened up considerably 

under President George W. Bush.

The second impediment was under the second owner, the Clifton Heights Community Urban 

Redevelopment Corporation, who let the building sit vacant for too long.  Time is of the essence 

with older buildings, the longer that they are left vacant, the more opportunity they have to fall 

into disrepair and/or become victim to vandalism, both of which increase the costs for repair and 

rehabilitation.  In the case of Old Saint George, Òcombustible material near an exposed light bulbÓ 

led to more damage by way of Þre and water. Although it is now planned to be rehabilitated, 

nothing has yet come to fruition, and it is sitting there, vacant yet again.
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Case Study Three: Church Brew Works, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Church Name: Saint John the Baptist
Year Built: 1902
City: Pittsburgh, PA (Borough of Lawrenceville)
Architect: Louis Beezer, Michael Beezer (the Beezer Brothers), and John Combs
Architectural Style : Romanesque Revival

History:
According to the Lawrenceville Historical 

Society, Saint John the Baptist Roman 

Catholic Church was a direct result of the 

Irish Immigration into the Lawrenceville area 

of Pittsburgh in the latter half of the 19 th 

century (Wudarczyk, 1993). The parish was 

founded in 1878 to serve the Lawrenceville 

area speciÞcally. It was a territorial church 

whose original location was more toward the center of the assigned borders on 32nd street. The 

parish outgrew the building by the turn of the century, and a new plot was purchased as the site of 

the new church in 1901/1903 (disputed) four blocks away on 36th street. 

The Beezer Brothers Þrm designed the building, but the plan was primarily completed by one of 

their associates, John Combs. The new church was dedicated in 1907.  Eight years later the building 

reportedly sustained major damage from a Þre but was subsequently repaired.  The parish 

continued to grow, calling for the forming of both a girls and a boys high school in 1924. However, 

the boys school closed within the next 20 years and the girls school closed in 1960.  

The steel mills that employed much of the area (as the neighborhood was predominantly blue-

collar, working-class) closed in the 1950s, which is cited by the Western Pennsylvania BrownÞelds 

Image 4.4:Church Brew Works/ Saint John the Baptist Church
Source:http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/de/
The_Church_Brew_Works.jpg
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Center as a probable cause for the parishÕs decline (Angeles, 2008).  The attendance numbers 

following the steel millsÕ closure declined. In 1993, due to declining attendance and increasing 

maintenance costs the parish was merged with two others in the area, which left the building 

empty.

Architectural Features:
St. John the Baptist Church was built in the Northern Italian style, of brick and masonry. Its most 

signiÞcant features are the large rose window in the front of the church, the series of large stained 

glass windows that line the periphery of the nave, the series of inner columns, and the high 

vaulted ceiling.  The nave itself is approximately 10,000 square feet.  The property also included a 

vacant school building and a rectory. 

Preservation:
The building of St. John the Baptist in the Lawrenceville section of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania had 

been closed for three years when Sean Casey, a developer and current owner, bought it from the 

Pittsburgh Diocese, after a series of negotiations in order to approve the future use. 

At this point, after lying vacant for a few years, the building had come victim to vandals, looters, 

and the elements.  Windows had been broken, copper drainpipes had been stolen, and the bell 

tower had suffered a great deal of water damage in addition to previous damage from a lightning 

strike.  A great deal of the rehabilitation work was done by the Casey family or family friends. 
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