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 Sustainable Church  
The Rev. Linda L. Grenz  

  
The rising costs of staff combined with declining memberships and, in many cases, buildings requiring 
increased capital investment are impacting all sizes of churches today. Most small churches faced these 
issues years ago, but now even our larger churches are struggling to make ends meet. More and more 
churches are beginning to look at how they can become a “sustainable church.” In other words, how can we 
make the income and costs balance over time in a way that frees us to do ministry instead of being held 
captive by financial concerns?   
  
Many churches still see this imbalance as a temporary problem. They balance deficit budgets by 
“borrowing” from the endowment (better known as depleting the endowment), they underpay staff, 
underfund or cut program or defer building maintenance. One of the most common responses to the 
problem is to “temporarily” cut back on the staff – almost universally without cutting back on the 
expectations for program. When the staff is unable to keep up with the workload or performance slips, the 
congregation blames the staff.  
  
The real problem is the illusion that this situation is temporary and that staff, especially the Rector, can 
magically “fix” the problem. While not all churches are declining – there are plenty that are growing – the 
reality is that the combination of factors means that in many cases we simply can not afford to be the 
church in the same way we’ve been the church in the past. This does not mean that we can’t be the church 
at all, but it does mean that we can’t keep doing business as usual and expect the results to be any different.   
  
I believe there are many things we can do to “grow the church” but first we need to learn to live within our 
means. Like many people in the American culture, the church has come to expect that we can have 
everything we want and that we don’t have to pay much for it or that we can borrow to get it. When funds 
fall short, we focus on stewardship drives – which often does increase giving. But even that does not address 
the fundamental problem: Our churches are built on a foundation of privilege.  
  
Having a church building that is generally used one morning and a few nights a week is a privilege. Having a 
staff available to answer the phone when we call is a privilege. Having someone clean our churches is a 
privilege. Having a priest to lead worship, teach classes and be “on call” to respond to pastoral needs is a 
privilege. It is privilege we used to be able to afford, but we can no longer.  
  
In an era when Christianity dominated our culture, the church held a very privileged place in society. Our 
churches were built on Main Street or the Village Green and played a central role in the life of the 
community. That community attended and supported the church…often generously but, most importantly, 
very broadly. When I was a child in the 1950’s, almost everyone in our small community attended a church – 
and gave to support the work of the church.   
  
That simply isn’t true anymore – and that reality is not likely to change very quickly and perhaps not at all. 
Americans still believe in God, but fewer and fewer of them are attending church. Even those who identify 
themselves as Christians, and will even name a denominational affiliation, don’t belong to or even attend a 
church – except, perhaps, for funerals, and maybe a wedding or baptism. And even those who attend, don’t 
necessarily see themselves as members. So, they feel little or no need to support the church. That same 
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“dollar in the plate,” a significant sum in 1950, doesn’t begin to cover the costs we incur by serving the 
person who places it there.  
  
What options, beyond the usual, do we have to become a sustainable church?   
  
We need to begin by addressing the issue of privilege. We need to stop thinking that the church exists to 
meet our needs. We need to stop thinking that we are entitled to have someone there to answer the phone, 
clean up after us or be available whenever we want a priest. When those things happen, that is great and 
we can be grateful. But when it is not possible, we need to learn to live in another way. Across this country 
and around the world, Christians have been the church without a fancy (or any) building, without 
secretaries, sextons or even without clergy available on a regular basis. They have survived…and many have 
thrived and done incredible ministries. We need to learn to live with less.  
  
Second, we need to look at the assets we have and how we use them. When I worked with the Episcopal 
Church’s Overseas Development Office I often traveled to Africa where we were helping dioceses train 
congregations in development work. The basics we taught were actually very simple: 1) What are the needs 
in your community? 2) What assets do you have? And 3) How can you leverage those assets to meet those 
needs? I believe we can use those methods in our own churches.  
  
Our buildings  
  
Most of our congregations have one huge asset they use very inefficiently – their building. How many 
businesses would make it if they were only open for business on Saturday afternoons and an occasional 
weekday evening? Why do we assume that it is good stewardship to own a building that sits empty most of 
the week? Why haven’t we found ways to use that asset to generate income – and maybe “do good” at the 
same time?  
  
Every circumstance will be different, but we need to ‘think outside of the box” and come up with ways to use 
our buildings more creatively. For example, Trinity Memorial Church in Philadelphia burned down a few years 
ago. The community rallied around them and together they organized a separate nonprofit organization that 
raised money to renovate the building and that now serves as the rental manager of the space. Various 
cultural and civic groups rent space from that nonprofit organization. The church benefits by having its space 
used all week and the building maintenance and capital expenses are covered by the renters. At the same 
time, it serves as a community center – which undergirds their community-based outreach work, also 
organized as a separate nonprofit organization. This model means you don’t entirely control your church 
anymore – you don’t have the privilege of using it when, where and how you like. You’ve got to balance your 
needs with the needs of other groups. But it also means you have a sustainable church.  
  
Many of our churches are located in areas where people need jobs (development question #1: community 
need). How can your church building be used to create jobs for people? Do you have a commercial grade 
kitchen? Or, if you nearly have one, can you beg, borrow or get a state economic development grant to get 
it up to commercial grade? If so, you can organize entrepreneurs who can rent the kitchen and parish hall to 
prepare and pack jellies, candies, sauces or use the kitchen to run a catering business They make a living; 
you get rent monies to support work of the church.   
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If your kitchen isn’t up to grade, you can still house a variety of businesses. Make spiced nuts (no cooking 
required) – do a fun “in house” label and sell them to the rest of us as “Episcopal Nuts!” Make truffles. No 
bake cookies. Bean mixes. I’m a food person so these ideas come naturally but I’m sure you and/or your 
entrepreneurs can figure out what could be made that also would sell. Remember – it has to sell because 
your entrepreneurs need to make a living! If you have a few dollars available, you might even consider a 
micro-lending program. The repayment and success rates are very high, even if your interest rates might be 
lower than the commercial market.   
  
If running businesses out of your church doesn’t appeal to you, how about running education programs? 
Many churches already have daycare centers or schools. But we could do adult education and training 
programs as well. Either rent the space to others who run classes or offer classes of your own. If your need 
for money is great, make sure you offer classes where you can afford to charge a reasonable fee. If you’re 
looking for some income but want to balance that with service, offer courses in things like: getting out of 
debt, parenting skills, job search skills, etc. You can’t charge as much but you should charge something – 
people value what they pay for and you need to pay your teachers and pay rent for the space.  
 
One of the best ways we can use our buildings is to share space with one or two other congregations. Yes, it 
is inconvenient to have to schedule our activities around another church. Yes, they will scratch, break or 
otherwise damage our precious furniture, floors and kitchenware. And, yes, they are likely to be “different” 
in ways we find strange or even somewhat offensive. But what better way to share the gifts God has given 
us than to share those with another Christian community. It is important to have a clear contract or 
covenant that spells out everything you can think of and to agree to address problems immediately – not 
after they have grown into insurmountable obstacles. But you can foster a partnership that gives another 
congregation a sense of ownership – they can help on “Clean Up Days,” offer skills they have, change the 
lightbulbs when they burn out, etc. In other words, don’t become a landlord – become a ministry partner 
and invite another congregation to share the costs and work of maintaining the gift God has entrusted to 
you. Share the building and share fellowship – and you might just discover that you can also share mission 
and ministry. 
  
Finally, if you have a “showcase church,” look into ways to offer it for rentals. Weddings is an obvious use – 
and they don’t all have to be Episcopal weddings (which have to meet certain canonical requirements). If 
you are in a large city, find a Protestant minister to do the service and rent out the sanctuary – this is 
especially helpful if the wedding is to be in a language or cultural setting other than yours. Find a couple of 
Wedding Coordinators who make their living doing weddings and partner with them. Offer them use of the 
parish hall for a bridal fair that attracts clients for them and includes the option of using your church and/or 
parish hall.   
  
In addition to weddings, consider ways to obtain other event rentals. Partner with several of catering 
companies who will suggest your parish hall as a venue. You’ll may a commercial grade kitchen for this 
(unless they are just serving food vs. preparing it) but some catering companies will even pay to upgrade 
your kitchen if you give them an exclusive right to do all of the parish catering for a period of time. If event 
rentals is a potential source of income for you, include marketing in your budget and actively promote your 
building as a place for events.  
 
Another potential source of income if movie studios. Film directors sometimes need church settings which 
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can look like castles and other venues when filmed appropriately. While the filming can be a major 
inconvenience, it is quite lucrative and they too may do building upgrades for you. If they need something to 
look a certain way, they will build it or paint it – and when they leave, they will return it to what it was 
before or upgrade it for you. This is a great way to get a new paint job in the parish hall, fix that broken 
window, etc.   
  
Many people worry about losing their non-profit status if they do rentals. If you have a large complex, you 
generally are not at risk because the rental income will not exceed your overhead costs. But make sure you 
work closely with your accountant to ensure that you document everything properly so you can respond to 
any inquiries from the IRS. If you generate income that is not ministry-related (e.g., building rentals, movies, 
etc.), you will have to pay income taxes on that income so make sure you include that in the price you 
quote. As they say, the bad news is you have to pay taxes – the good news is you have income on which to 
pay taxes! But don’t assume that just because you are a church, you can take in money at will without 
paying taxes – talk with your accountant. 
  
Our people  
  
How can you help make all that happen? Use the people in our congregations in new ways. Ask them for 
their ideas and what they would like to do. Use trends, like the current interest in the environment, to 
encourage people to do things like bring their own coffee mug from home or label one for themselves and 
then wash it after they use it. Organize people into teams around interests or skills they have. Don’t forget 
the young people and children – they often come up with some of the best ideas! Look at what you could do 
differently as a congregation and what you might be able to do to raise income.  
  
An asset most churches have that is often ignored is retirees – and many more of them coming very soon! 
The Baby Boomers are just hitting retirement age. They are healthier and more active than any retiree group 
before them and they do not want to just fold bulletins or take flowers to the shut-ins. Our business retirees 
could mentor entrepreneurs in business skills; other could help with marketing, packaging, delivery and 
even using their former business connections to help find markets. They can teach classes – and members 
who might not be able to give more money might be willing and able to teach skills they use at work or at 
home. Remember that those teachers (or business mentors) might not be members of your church – look 
around your community and see who might be able to fill those roles. Since those roles could be paid as well 
as volunteer, you might provide jobs as well as generating space rental income for the church.  
  
If you have the capacity to rent your buildings to others, identify members of your congregation and 
community who can help you develop and implement a business plan. Many of them might have networks 
they can tap into to identify potential clients to rent the space. If you don’t have an outside group renting 
your classroom space, see who in your community might need such space. Pre-schools are an obvious match 
but there are other agencies and organizations who need multiple small rooms and who might be willing to 
offer their classes or hold their meetings in your space. Don’t assume that your existing members need to do 
all of this – look for people and groups who might be willing to partner with you.  
  
Finally, another area that needs intentional attention is planned giving. In the past we could assume that 
people would include the church in their wills. Today we need to ask. Create opportunities for people to think 
about what they will do with their life’s assets – workshops and other educational offerings open to the 
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community provide a service as well as open up an opportunity to invite congregants to provide for their 
church. When you have a need for something tangible – especially if it is something like a sacred object, a 
window, organ, etc. – ask people to give for that.   
  
Make sure you provide opportunities for those with limited funds. Some churches list weekly donors for the 
bread and wine or sanctuary lamps as well as the usual flowers. A music fund allows those with a passion for 
music to support that ministry with both large and small donations. And don’t assume that only congregants 
will give – offer your community the opportunity to contribute. You might be surprised to discover that a 
donation for a sanctuary lamp to burn in memory of a loved one ends up drawing the giver back into church 
life. We need to provide people with multiple ways to give – ways that are meaningful to them and provide 
an opportunity to evangelize as well as receive funds to support the church’s ministry.  
 
These are only a few examples of what you might do to fully utilize your building and people, which is likely 
to be two of your major assets. There are dozens of other good ideas your congregation and community can 
identify and implement. Think about how you can partner with schools, the government, businesses, other 
churches and nonprofits and even your neighbors. Think about how to match needs and assets.   
  
Saving Money  
  
The other side to raising money is to save money. One way to do that is to do it yourself. Having paid staff is 
a privilege. Some churches can no longer afford that privilege…others might choose to forgo it to free up 
funds for mission. In either case, there are lots of things you can do yourself. Some of it may be as simple as 
changing habits – make it a habit that everyone cleans up after coffee hour or straightens a room after using 
it instead of leaving that work for the sexton. Many churches use volunteers to clean up, plant flowers and 
make repairs. Other churches have “gone green” and use mugs instead of Styrofoam or paper cups (and 
wash the cups themselves before leaving), lowered thermostats in the winter, invested in insulation and 
found other ways to help the environment and the pocketbook.  
  
Another option many churches have not explored is collaborative outsourcing. One small church does not 
have much purchasing power. But several churches can combine their dollars and negotiate for lower cost 
fuel, a common copier maintenance contract, shared custodial or landscaping services, etc. Identify a good 
negotiator, agree on a strategy, make a commitment to honor the collaborative effort and get at least three 
bids. Then negotiate for the best price you can get. Don’t forget to consider inviting other nonprofits into 
the collaborative. You lose your independence and some control when you negotiate collaboratively, but 
you often can save money. And just think of all the Vestry or Building Committee time you save having to 
decide which company to hire for this or that job!  
  
Revisioning Ministry  
  
The last, and most important, way to become a sustainable church is to revision ministry. The model of 
ministry that has a group of people who hire one or several people to do the church’s ministry is not only a 
sustainability issue, it is a theological issue. The church is not about a building, worship and programs. It is 
about the Christian community and how it and its members serve God and the world.   
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While “mutual ministry” or, more recently “baptismal ministry” may have been adopted initially by churches 
that could no longer afford full-time clergy, the theology of baptismal ministry is beginning to infuse 
congregations of all sizes. Some of our churches have moved to an entirely volunteer church staff – and 
have discovered new life as their members begin to exercise their baptismal ministries instead of just doing 
the dishes and helping out at the edges. Other churches may have one or more paid staff persons, but still 
have volunteers doing the most of ministry with the paid staff providing the training, support and 
organizational backup. The church is becoming a ministering community instead of a community gathered 
around a minister. And the ministry is happening in the community, at work and at home instead of just in 
the church building. A congregation that is invested in doing ministry is more sustainable than one invested 
in having a building, program and staff available to meet their needs.  
  
Gospel mandate  
  
Jesus tells the story of servants who each receive custody of their master’s money while he goes away for a 
long time. Two servants use the money wisely and return multiples of it to the master when he returns. 
They hear: “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in 
charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!' The third servant hides the money he is 
given and returns it to the master who rebukes him, takes the money and gives it to the servant who 
multiplied his money.  
  
Our assets, whether buildings, money or people, are resources God has entrusted to us. When we hide them 
or use them for our own needs but fail to leverage them in ways that multiples what God has given us, we 
are like the servant who is rebuked. We are called to use our assets in ways that multiplies them. A 
sustainable church is not just a way to make ends meet. It is a way to live out the Gospel message on a 
communal level. It is a call to use the gifts God has given us wisely – and to multiply and use them to extend 
our ministry to more people in more creative ways.  
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