Thinking of Leaving your Church Building?
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Introduction
Across the Synods of the United Reformed Church there are a growing number of congregations who have, for a variety of reasons, left the church building where they were worshipping and have moved into new premises which they rent.  Tenant churches were invited to share their experience through a questionnaire to see what collectively the denomination might learn. They have become tenants of local authorities, other denominations, local businesses and charities. Becoming a tenant church has released burdens, offered new opportunities for worship, mission and community engagement. 
The Synod Moderators’ would like to thank all the congregations who took time to respond to the questions and we hope that sharing their stories might offer insights for us all. 


 
Note for facilitators
This material is drawn from questionnaire responses from congregations that have moved into rented accommodation. It is offered to enable conversations in congregations considering this possibility. We encourage these conversations to be grounded in worship and prayer, recognising the grief and loss leaving a building may involve. Additional support will be available in your Synod through property officers, mission enablers, and Synod Moderators amongst others.
 



Part 1: What is your congregation’s story?
Congregations, just like people, have a story. Many of those stories are intrinsically connected with buildings. We recognise that ‘place’ is very important to us as individuals and communities. We connect places with significant times in our lives, including life and faith events so church buildings can be significant for us. Buildings may also be places where we feel particularly close to God and places which we associate with being part of the body of Christ. Deciding to leave a church building, for whatever reason, is a process which many people find difficult. It is an experience of grief and loss. 
What is your congregation’s story? In what ways have buildings played a part in that story?
There are a variety of ways you could celebrate your congregation’s story: a visual timeline which links significant dates in the congregation’s story with local, national or global events; a collection of memories of present and former members and friends; a presentation telling the story through artifacts or objects ie stained glass, Communion Table, War Memorial you may have in your church building.
Working on your congregation’s story is an opportunity for the whole church family to think about what has been  important to them in the past, what is important now and what will be important in the future.  Use your congregation’s story as a way of celebrating and giving thanks for the life of your congregation. Share your story in worship, perhaps at an anniversary service, or a closing service for the building if you do decide to leave the premises. 
Ground your story and experience in prayer.
Something to pray….
For all the saints, who, in times past and present, have formed a congregation of your people and have met in this place to offer their prayers and praises to you, we praise you, Creator God. 
For those who came here as children to learn of you and to be received within your covenant of grace,. For the young who have grown in you, and matured in you, and have been challenged by your claims, we praise you, Creator God. 
For those who have come together in marriage, have rejoiced in your gift of children, and have learned to know you better in learning to love each other more truly, we praise you, Creator God. 
For those who have taught in Junior Church and for all who have learned from one another and from you, we praise you, Creator God. 
For the ministers, elders, members of committees, for musicians and choir members, for members of    fellowship groups, all who have given their time and talents for the work and worship of this church, we praise you, Creator God. 
For the knowledge that your church continues and that the work of the people of this congregation continues, we praise you, Creator God. 
For the common life of this congregation, for the special occasions and the ordinary, for joys and sorrows, opportunities and challenges, for all these things and more, we praise you, Creator God.  Amen.
Prayer taken from  ‘A service mark to  the closure of a church building or dissolution of a congregation’ Church of Scotland Ordinal and Service Book: Interim Edition 2005 available A Service to mark the closing of a church building or the dissolution of a congregation 

As you reflect upon the life of your congregation, in what ways do these hymns speak of your experience of church life and your hopes for the future? 
1. 	The Church is wherever God's people are praising,
knowing they're wanted and loved by their Lord.
The Church is wherever Christ's followers are trying
to live and to share out the good news of God.
2.  	The Church is wherever God's people are loving,
where all are forgiven and start once again,
where all are accepted, whatever their background,
whatever their past and whatever their pain.
3.	The Church is wherever God’s people are seeking
to reach out and touch folk wherever they are --
conveying the Gospel, its joy and its comfort,
to challenge, refresh, and excite and inspire.
4.	The Church is wherever God's people are praising,
knowing we're wanted and loved by our Lord.
The Church is where we as Christ's followers are trying
to live and to share out the good news of God.
Carol Rose Ikeler 
Tune: Bard of Armagh © 1963 WL Jenkins Songs and Hymns for Primary Children, Westminster/John Knox Press. Published in Rejoice and Sing; Church Hymnary 4

1. 	As a fire is meant for burning
with a bright and warming flame,
so the Church is meant for mission,
giving glory to God’s name.
Preaching Christ and not our customs,
let us build a bridge of care,
joining hands across the nations,
finding neighbours everywhere.

 2. 	We are learners; we are teachers;
we are pilgrims on the way.
We are seekers; we are givers;
we are vessels made of clay.
By our gentle, loving actions, 
we would show that Christ is light.
In a humble, listening Spirit, 
we would live to God’s delight.

 3. 	As a green bud in the springtime
is a sign of life renewed,
so may we be signs of oneness
mid earth’s peoples, many-hued.
As a rainbow lights the heavens
when a storm is past and gone,
may our lives reflect the radiance
of God’s new and glorious dawn.
 	Ruth C. Duck 
Tune: Beach Spring or another 8787D meter
© GIA Publications Inc. 7404 S Mason Avenue. Chicago IL 60638 USA Published in Church Hymnary 4; 

Part 2: Listening to other people’s experience.
As we reflect on our story and experience as congregations, hearing other people’s experience encourages us that we do not face these challenging discussions alone. They help us see that through listening to others we may discern new possibilities for ourselves. 
Part two presents the findings from the questionnaire, with points for reflection and your own discussion. 

1. The Move Was Often Driven by Necessity, Not Choice
‘the change was forced on us as we couldn’t afford the repairs to the church building, so we didn’t take long taking the decision. There was an instant and unanimous response to stay together as a fellowship.’ Knottingley, Yorkshire
· Most congregations left their buildings because of financial pressures, maintenance challenges, or external  circumstances (e.g., host church withdrawal).
· While decisions were technically made by church meetings, they were often felt to be forced rather than freely chosen.
· The emotional weight was significant: congregations expressed grief at leaving their buildings, with some even considering dissolution.
Reflection: The decision to rent is rarely proactive or strategic—it is usually reactive, made under constraint. Emotional and spiritual support is just as necessary as logistical support in such transitions.
For discussion:  What is the prime motivation for thinking about moving out of your building? What support would you find helpful?
______________________________________________________
2. Choosing a New Home Involved Balancing Practicality and Identity
‘we wanted somewhere in the town centre, where we could be open on weekdays, and close to care parking. The annual cost was also important, as was an appropriate length lease (we had 9 years and after 7 we are trying to extend it)’ The Haven, Banbury, Wessex
· Practical factors such as location, cost, suitability, storage, and parking were weighed alongside identity and mission concerns.
· The strongest motivations were keeping the congregation together and ensuring they could continue to be seen as active in the community.
· Positive relationships with landlords—particularly when ethos or values were shared—were crucial.
Reflection: Congregations are seeking more than a roof over their heads; they want a place that sustains their community identity and missional vision. Compatibility with landlords is a decisive    factor for long-term flourishing.
For discussion: What are the most important factors for you in looking for a new home?

3. Most Congregations Adjusted Well—But Not Without Grief
‘Our church building had stood since 1845 and it had been built by the them members of the church, many of them ancestors of our congregation so there was a very strong emotional connection to the building and its history. We have now become a closer community, in a smaller space and everyone gets the chance to speak with everyone else.’ Park, Airdrie, Scotland. 
· Almost all respondents were broadly satisfied with their choice, though some admitted “it is not the same as having our own church.”
· Good landlord relationships contributed greatly to positive experiences.
· However, a sense of loss of control and identity lingers—especially when churches feel invisible or dependent.
Reflection: Tenant congregations can thrive, but a process of mourning, adaptation, and Identity-building is required. Where this has been embraced, congregations describe new energy and confidence.
For discussion: What are the ways in which you could mark the transition from one building to another and support each other practically and emotionally in moving to a new place?
______________________________________________________
4. Mission Opportunities Are a Mixed Picture
‘We have a job making people realise we are still around. I think we have done that now, and are having a big impact on the community…food bank, dementia-friendly lounge, bereavement group, support for refugee families’ Amble, Northern
· Some found mission more difficult due to restricted access, dependency on landlords, or less visibility.
· Others found new mission opportunities—partnerships with landlords, reaching new groups (e.g., refugees, asylum seekers, mental health support), or presenting a “church without barriers.”
· A few noted that their presence in shared/community spaces gave them greater public credibility or new kinds of visibility.
 Reflection: Being a tenant church is a double-edged sword: while it limits independence, it can also create fresh openings for collaboration and missional innovation. The outcome often depends on the initiative of the congregation and the supportiveness of the landlord.
For discussion:  What mission opportunities do you see in your new home? Recognising that it takes time to settle in a new place and build relationships how will you begin to seek out these opportunities?
______________________________________________________
5. Congregational Life Is Often Strengthened
‘It allowed Waverley Church to have the time and space to pray, create and build a church that reflected who they wanted to be, where God is present and trailblazing new paths in a new place.’ Waverley, Yorkshire
· Relief at no longer maintaining buildings allowed some to focus more on mission and fellowship.
· Members grew closer through shared challenges and more intimate worship spaces.
· Attendance was mostly stable, though growth was modest—sometimes through transfer from other URCs rather than fresh mission.
· Some congregations discovered new forms of church life, describing themselves as more informal, creative, and open.
 Reflection: Despite fears, loss of a building can actually liberate congregations to rediscover what it means to be church. While numerical growth is limited, spiritual depth, resilience, and adaptability often grow.
For discussion: What possibilities for growth might a new physical space offer you? How might you nurture that growth?
______________________________________________________
6. Benefits and Limitations Are Clear and Consistent
‘the only benefit would appear to be that it has kept us together as a congregation. The main limitation is storage and limited availability of the premises for church use’. Mendlesham, Eastern
Benefits include:
#	Freedom from financial burden and maintenance. 
# 	more focus on mission 
#	Greater congregational closeness.		
# 	New partnerships and community integration.

Limitations include:
#	Lack of security/availability of space.
# 	Reduced visibility or identity
#	Limited storage and flexibility.	
# 	Restrictions on activities (e.g., weddings, fundraising).

Reflection: The trade-off is evident: financial relief and freedom from burdens, but at the cost of  autonomy and visibility. Congregations must decide which set of challenges they are more equipped to live with.
For discussion:  What strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats does your proposed move bring for you? What  aspirations do you bring with you, what resources do you have or are available to you?
______________________________________________________
7. Advice for Others Shows Realistic but Hopeful Wisdom
‘If you are considering moving, don’t leave it too late. Ir is a big upheaval and there is lots to do which requires energy, stamina and resilience. The plus side is we now have a building which is really fit for purpose and which has allowed us to continue and even start to grow a tiny bit’. Carlisle, North Western.
· Congregations advise careful planning, clear vision, good legal advice, and choosing landlords with compatible ethos.
· They also stress the importance of energy, openness, and bravery—embracing change as an opportunity rather than just a loss.
· Establishing identity in a new setting (signage, bringing symbolic items, visible presence) is seen as crucial.
Reflection: The collective wisdom is pragmatic: don’t underestimate the challenge, but don’t fear it either. With preparation and openness, tenant churches can find new life.
For discussion: What practical steps, and advice, do you need to take to move a move? Who will do this? Who can offer support?
  
Part 3: Continuing the Conversation 
If you have shared these discussions as a small group within your church, perhaps as an Elders’ meeting, it will be important to share your thinking with the wider congregation and any groups that use your premises. You might be able to do this as part of an act of worship, using a newsletter or at a Church Meeting.  Often it is helpful to have a number of opportunities for people to receive information, ask questions and share in discussion before any decisions are taken. 
You will also need to have conversations with office holders in your Synod, which may include your Synod Trust Officer and Synod Moderator. Synod staff and office holders are there to support and advise local churches in their discernment and decision-making processes. 
We encourage you to continue to hold these conversations in a prayerful manner as you seek to faithfully be the church in your community. 
Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life, in which you’ll serve as holy priests offering Christ-approved lives up to God.
1 Peter 2.5 The Message Eugene H. Peterson © 1993, 2002, 2018
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