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Abstract 

Churches are a significant part of both the physical and social infrastructure of Canadian 

cities. While church properties are privately owned, and Church congregations are 

religiously motivated, their actions are not insular but impact the surrounding community. 

This thesis examines the emerging trend of mixed-use church redevelopments in British 

Columbia. Interviews were conducted with developers, Church administrators and city 

planners who were involved in four different mixed-use church redevelopment projects in 

BC. The focus is on the process used by Churches undertaking redevelopment, the 

reasons behind the redevelopment of property and the impact these developments have 

on the surrounding community outside of the Church. Findings indicate that Churches 

redevelop their property for both practical and spiritual reasons, and that a Church's 

capacity may influence the process they undertake and the partners they choose to work 

with. Also, in many cases the public space represented by church properties is decreased 

through these projects. 

Keywords:  Church redevelopment; Mixed-use; Planning, British Columbia; Affordable 
housing; Social infrastructure 
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 Introduction 

Some of the most significant, and often overlooked, properties in Canada are 

church properties. Churches occupy significant parcels of land in almost every city and 

neighbourhood in Canada. In Metro Vancouver alone faith-based organizations own more 

than $3.4 billion of property (Fumano & Todd, 2019). Yet, many Canadians have stopped 

attending Church and congregations are facing the question of what to do with their 

property? This project will examine the conversion of churches to mixed-use buildings that 

retain church space alongside residential or retail space. The number of Church-owned 

properties as well as the key locations they often occupy in Canadian cities makes 

knowing the role of the Church, the interests of church owners, and the consequences of 

these redevelopment projects vital to an understanding of how the urban landscape is 

shifting along with our society’s values. This project examines the process undertaken by 

Churches in redeveloping their property, the many reasons they have for development 

and some of the positive and negative consequences of these projects on public space. 

This, in turn, can inform how church redevelopment projects may produce positive results 

by ensuring properties are being used for their highest and best purposes.  

There is potential for benefit within these projects since mixed-use developments 

involving Churches can allow a congregation to maintain its presence in a community 

while also creating supplemental, ongoing rental income. For the purposes of this study, 

a mixed-use development refers to the redevelopment of church property to include space 

for the congregation along with other uses in the same building. These projects can also 

be a benefit for cities since they are an opportunity to gain community services such as 

affordable housing. This housing stock is generally built and operated at a low cost to 

cities in a building where the community services provided by a Church are maintained. 
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Due to the fact that many Churches are located on key properties in urban areas 

developers can also benefit from these projects since they open up new and potentially 

desirable properties for development. They are usually necessary partners in these 

projects because they have money, expertise and experience to manage the complicated 

and high-risk development process. 

Mixed-use church redevelopment is an emerging area of study and this thesis aims 

to contribute to the growing knowledge surrounding this topic. This thesis  provides insight 

on the Church’s motivations behind four specific projects, describing the various forms 

these projects have taken, the types of partnerships created with developers and how city 

planners can influence the outcomes of these private developments.  

This information will be useful to planners, to Churches or congregations 

considering redevelopment and to developers looking for opportunities to partner with 

Churches. For Churches, it will illustrate a variety of options available to them and what 

the process may look like. City planners will gain insight on the impacts these projects can 

have on a community as a whole and the opportunities they present for the public good. 

Developers and planners, for their part, will also gain more perspective on how the inner 

workings of Church communities and their spirituality influences the final product. 

Development is often an unfamiliar area for Church leaders who may be faced with 

difficult decisions on the future of their own property. An understanding of how church 

redevelopments are currently being undertaken can inform them on some of the creative 

options for managing their properties. It may also provide insight about a process they 

may be unfamiliar with and allow them to make educated decisions about their own land. 
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Local governments should also be keenly interested in church redevelopment. 

Churches often occupy key locations in neighbourhoods and the development of these 

properties can drastically alter the urban landscape. Furthermore, while the religious 

space that a church represents may not be missed, the other activities that occur in a 

church and the programs that are offered by congregations could be permanently 

displaced by a redevelopment project. A deeper understanding of the church 

redevelopment process will provide perspective on the positive and negative 

consequences of mixed-use church redevelopment. 

Developers, who may be outsiders to the faith community, but are involved in these 

projects due to their expertise or financial resources may also benefit in understanding the 

development process from the perspective of Churches. As Churches are not-for-profit 

organizations, their values are critical in how they define a successful project. While 

individual congregations do share much in common, separate Churches will still have 

different priorities and processes which will influence what they hope to achieve by 

redeveloping. 

Finally, this thesis is also relevant to other redevelopment projects of redundant 

infrastructure such as some school properties. It can contribute to our understanding of 

the place these properties occupy within our communities and point to potential options 

for making the best decisions for the community with regard to these lands. Although the 

focus of this project is mixed-use developments, other options exist to replace redundant 

infrastructure, such as adaptive reuse or redeveloping the property for some other use. 

Mixed-use redevelopment projects maintain many of the incidental benefits Churches offer 

communities.  
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 Literature Review 

An understanding of church redevelopment would be incomplete without 

understanding the pressures causing Churches to consider redevelopment projects. We 

begin with a description of the religious climate in Canada. Then, we turn to an 

examination of church building uses, followed by an overview of existing research on  

church redevelopment up to this point in time. 

2.1. Christian Landscape in Canada 

At the outset Canada was predominantly a Christian Nation taking our national motto from 

Psalm 72:8: “He shall have dominion also from sea to sea, and from the river unto the 

ends of the earth” (King James Version). This fact, however, is not without a distinctly 

Canadian flavour of tolerance as Canada was a testing ground for denominational 

pluralism (Airhart 1990). Both the Catholic and Protestant Churches had strong foothold 

in Canadian society in the middle of the 20th Century. Protestant denominations also 

cooperated with one another in the development of the United Church. Schweitzer (2011) 

states:  

It was an organic church union that crossed historical, confessional, and 
denominational boundaries. On inauguration day, at the critical moment, the 
Canadian Methodists, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Independents […] 
shed their historic identities. No adjective was used to name their new estate. They 
became simply ‘United Church’ (p. 5). 
 

While Canada was developing as a nation the practice of Christianity was evolving as well. 

Christie and Gauvreau (2010) explain that by the end of the nineteenth century, 

“clergymen no longer saw a division between the church and the world, or between the 

sacred and the secular, for in their view the whole of society was deemed to be Christian 

or potentially Christian” (p. 62). This was an important development as it pushed Christian 
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practice outside of the church walls and into the public sphere. Noll (2006) states that 

during this era a Christian civilization was created in English-speaking Canada rivaling 

that of French Canada. This included cooperation with provincial governments to organize 

education, social services and health care. The Church movement that aims to influence 

what is going within social structures, rather than simply focusing on the piety of individual 

people is called the Social Gospel movement. Allen (1975) explains it as pushing Christian 

influence beyond the individual to influence institutions. The Social Gospel movement in 

Canada was the dominant Christian influence on public life from the late 19th century until 

the 1920s. By the mid 20th century Canada had an even stronger claim as a Christian 

Nation than the United States (Noll, 2006). 

Since this time the practice of Christianity in Canada has altered course from 

evolving to eroding. This has been steadily demonstrated in statistics since the 1960s with 

data showing both a decrease of those who attend weekly religious services and an 

increase in Canadians who state they have “no religion.” In 2011, 23.9% of Canada’s 

population had no religious affiliation (Statistics Canada, 2016). This is a dramatic 

increase from only 0.5% of the Canadian population making this same claim in 1961 

(Bowen, 2004). As for Church attendance, only 11% of people in Canada attended Church 

on a weekly basis in 2015 (Reimer, 2017) compared to 61% in 1956 (Bowen, 2004), more 

than an 80% decrease. Canada’s mainline denominations have therefore been impacted 

dramatically. The United Church, for example, dropped from claiming just over one million 

members in 1965 to around half a million in 2008, a period where Canada’s population 

grew by 70% (Clark and MacDonald, 2011). 

The reasons behind Church abandonment are challenging to articulate. One 

theory is that the many social projects that had made the Church so crucial to Canadian 

society before World War II were taken on by the government. This meant that the demand 
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for religious programs was greatly reduced even though the supply was still strong (Beyer, 

1997). Hay (2014) takes a different approach by stating that the two most significant 

reasons influencing the landscape of religion in Canada are the rise of individualism and 

the increasing prominence of science. Individualism has shifted our views on religion and 

the practice of attending Church since this new way of thinking places less emphasis on 

being a part of a larger group such as a Church. Attending a corporate service, then, is 

unlikely to be of interest. Furthermore, this individualistic perspective diminishes the 

importance of a faith leader such as a pastor who is there to guide one’s spiritual life. The 

rise of science is also said to be important in the diminishing value of religion in Canadian 

society. Science offers a different approach to knowing than religion. While religion may 

emphasize the emotion and experience, science values facts and rationality. In this way, 

the Churches’ religious claims are unconvincing since they rely on tradition and personal 

experience over the scientific method. 

The secularization theory states that as societies develop the social significance 

of religion declines (Bruce, 2011). This helps us understand the growing redundancy of 

Churches in Canada but has been questioned by some. Reginald Bibby (2011) argues 

that it is religious polarization, not secularization, that is occurring in Canada. He believes 

that this more aptly describes the increase in “religious nones,” people who do not identify 

with any religion, and the slight uptick in attendance in religious services around the year 

2000. However, Thiessen and Dawson (2008) are critical of Bibby’s handling of data and 

Reimer (2017) takes issue with Bibby’s method of surveying. Reimer also points out that 

religious polarization is not consistent with the continual decline of Canadians identifying 

as religious up until 2000. Instead, he predicts that religious affiliation will continue to 

decline in the future which would be more akin to secularization, not religious polarization. 
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Another factor that may influence the decline of Christianity in Canada is a distrust 

of the Church brought on by troubling aspects of the its history. Perhaps the most 

prominent example of this is the abuse of Indigenous children that occurred in Church-run 

residential schools for over 100 years, impacting generations of Indigenous peoples (Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). This idea may be recognized by those 

who do attend Church. Flatt, Haskell and Burgoyne (2018) surveyed clergy members and 

congregants from Canadian mainline Churches about their explanations for Church 

growth and decline. They found “more than half of congregants and two-thirds of clergy, 

identified popular attitudes to religion as reasons for the decline of churchgoing and 

membership.” (p. 89). 

Regardless of the reasons behind the trend, the practical impact of lower Church 

attendance is that there has been less money available through donations to maintain 

both the programs and the properties that are operated by the Church. Lower attendance 

also means less space is needed for individual congregations. In most instances these 

buildings were built and programs were started when there were many more people 

attending. As a result of low attendance many Churches have been forced to close their 

doors for good leaving the few remaining members of a congregation to find a new Church 

community. Other times a struggling Church may amalgamate with another congregation. 

Some denominations are feeling this cultural shift much more than others. 

Between 1945 and 1966 the United Church was thriving, so much so that they built 1,500 

new church buildings and 600 manses (Stackhouse, 1990). Since that time their 

attendance has been cut in half (Clark and MacDonald, 2011). This dramatic loss of 

attendance has meant that the United Church has an especially large surplus of buildings. 

Other Canadian mainline denominations may not be far behind. The Presbyterian Church 
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in Canada, the Anglican Church of Canada and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

Canada have also seen their membership drop to roughly half of what it was in the mid-

1960s (Clark and MacDonald, 2011). 

2.2. What is Lost When a Church Closes? 

Given the decline in Church attendance and waning financial support for these 

organizations, it is fair to ask the question: why should anyone care that Churches are 

closing? This question makes sense on the surface: since no one is going to Church then 

no one will miss it when it is gone. In reality, this issue is much more complex. Relatively 

few Canadians are likely to miss Churches for their primary function as places for worship 

and spiritual learning. However, Churches serve other functions. A faith-owned building 

and congregation both have an impact on a community. When a community loses a 

church, they lose more than an old, empty building. 

 Cnaan et. al (2006) state that 85% of mainline Protestant congregations in 

America give or rent their space for non-religious causes. Many churches are used for 

polling places, after-school programs, Weight Watcher meetings, food distribution centers, 

Alcoholics Anonymous, homeless shelters and many other community events or 

meetings. Church buildings make up many of the large venues suitable for community 

uses. In this respect they act as a community hub of sorts where they serve the needs of 

the congregation on weekends and some evenings and the rest of the time the building is 

available for any number of other uses that may struggle to find space otherwise. A survey 

by Faith and the Common Good (2019) found that not-for-profit groups or organizations 

choose to use church buildings largely for the convenient location and reasonable price. 

The same survey also found that 52% of not-for-profit groups surveyed would not be able 
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to find replacement space if the church they used closed down, and a further 18% said 

that a different faith building is their back-up (Faith and the Common Good, 2019). In 

reality, a Church does not need its own space for much of the week. Many seem to have 

found that outside of Sunday morning there are many times that the building lies empty 

which makes it an ideal place to welcome community. 

 Aside from the strictly practical benefits of church buildings, these 

structures may also be valued for their appearance or history. Due to the historical place 

of the Christian Church in Canada, many church buildings have heritage value that 

contributes to the character of our cities. Even churches without historical value can be 

landmarks in communities due to unique design or distinct features. 

Churches also contribute to their neighbourhoods by providing social services. A 

study by Cnaan et. al (2006) of Churches in Philadelphia lists more than thirty services 

offered to the community by various Churches. Among the most common were soup 

kitchens, parenting skills classes, health education, prison ministries and day cares. These 

programs are no doubt attended by far more people than only Church goers as they are 

aimed at all sorts of vulnerable groups and provide essential services. The impact of this 

goes beyond congregation members or those who attend the programs. These services 

provide an economic benefit to the entire city. While individual Churches no doubt vary in 

the extent of their contributions, the multiple functions of a church building are important 

to understand when considering church redevelopment, in particular, as these 

redevelopments relate to the retention or loss of Church congregations and buildings. 
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2.3. What We Know About Church Redevelopment 

It is not uncommon to see media reports on church redevelopments, however the 

academic study of these projects remains fairly limited. To this point, the scholarship fits 

into two broad categories. The first is the adaptive reuse of church buildings as an 

alternative to church redevelopment. The second is the impact of church redevelopment 

projects on the community as a whole. 

Adaptive reuse is the renovation of a building for a use other than what it was 

originally intended for. This is a less dramatic way for a church property to receive a new 

life. While redevelopment projects require the construction of new buildings and often the 

demolition of an old building, adaptive reuse keeps the old building and adapts it to fit a 

different need. There are numerous benefits to this over redevelopment. Economically, it 

may be cheaper to renovate a building than to build a new structure altogether (Langston, 

Wong, Hui and Shen, 2008). Rabun and Kelso (2009) for their part show that adaptive 

reuse of a building is more environmentally sustainable than rebuilding. Beyond this, 

adaptive reuse also retains the heritage structures instead of replacing them. This keeps 

historically important buildings from falling into disrepair or disappearing from the 

landscape forever. 

These projects are not without their challenges. Location, demographic shifts, and 

market conditions are all important factors that influence the viability of adaptive reuse 

(Choi, 2010). Furthermore, maintaining an old building restricts the new uses that can be 

accommodated after renovation (Mısırlısoy and Günçe, 2016). Generally, adaptive reuse 

results in the loss of a congregation. In some cases, despite the financial and 

environmental benefits, adaptive reuse may not be the best option. 
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Church redevelopment is not without its pitfalls either. Most literature on the 

community impact of church redevelopment falls into the larger discussions on 

gentrification and religion in urban environments. Gentrification has been discussed as 

both a cause for church redevelopment and a result of church redevelopment projects. 

Ley and Martin (1993) for example, find a correlation in a decline of religious belief and 

gentrification in inner-city neighbourhoods. This study cites the Kitsilano and Fairview 

areas of Vancouver as areas where religious buildings have been redeveloped for uses 

catering to the middle class such as a massage therapy clinic, Mercedes-Benz dealership 

and luxury condos. Relating to this study, Hackworth and Gullikson (2013) conducted a 

study with the perspective of church conversions as a secularization of the urban 

landscape. They studied 33 church redevelopment projects in Toronto to analyse the 

degree of secularization these projects represented. However, the more significant finding 

of this study beyond the secularization of the urban landscape is the importance of land 

use planning policies on redevelopment projects. 

Writing about the potential synergy between community and Church interests with 

regard to redevelopment, Martin and Ballamingie (2016) highlight a common interest 

between the Church and the community regarding environmental sustainability. Church 

redevelopments are in step with the sustainability goals of planners who encourage infill 

developments as opposed to greenfield development while on the Church side of things 

the missional mandate of Anglican and United Churches supports sustainability. The 

potential for viewing church redevelopment as a missional outworking of the Church may 

serve to open reluctant Churches up to the possibility of selling their property to 

developers. They conclude by wondering how Churches and the city may work together 

to “cushion the contest between public and private interests” (p. 85). 
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In her study of church redevelopment projects in New York, Mian (2008) also 

points out the opportunity for cities and Churches to work together. Her research examines 

redevelopment projects as a shifting in the function of Churches to alter the urban 

landscape through development instead of through social services and spiritual advice. 

Mian concludes that these projects can be a win-win for Churches and developers but 

cautions about their potential to cause gentrification and for inexperienced Churches to be 

taken advantage of by developers. As a solution she states: “What is evident is that local 

government intervention coupled with expert and public support could guide a complicated 

situation and help institutions who lack the expertise” (p. 2158). This points to the potential 

for planners to have positive impacts on church redevelopment projects by providing 

needed development expertise to Churches. 

Lynch (2013) studied the conversion of heritage church buildings to luxury lofts in 

Toronto. His extensive analysis of the conversion of church buildings notes that expensive 

renovations on heritage buildings limit who can afford to purchase a church that is for sale 

and what they can do with it. A phenomenon that has occurred with some of these 

expensive to renovate buildings is that they have been turned in to luxury lofts. Lynch 

(2013) compiles a list of 21 of these conversions that have taken place in Toronto since 

1990. While architecturally constrained by the heritage buildings, developers have cleverly 

used the religious heritage and authenticity of the buildings as a selling point in order to 

demand higher prices for their product. Lynch also notes that despite the popularity of 

these loft conversions only a couple of developers have the skills and knowledge 

necessary to complete these projects. Thus, heritage designation impacts property value, 

developer interest and complicates the process of redevelopment. All of this together 

means that the church buildings that were formerly open to the public have been converted 

to private spaces that only serve the elite who can afford to purchase these lofts. 
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Lynch (2016) also finds that these church conversions may contribute to the 

gentrification of the area. In his conclusion he states: 

Little research, and even much less political will, has imagined different uses for 
these former community spaces. In other words, although the privatization of 
heritage properties through loft conversion and ownership retains historic urban 
fabric and fragments of religious culture, it does little to open up possibilities for 
wider public engagement. While these gentrified spaces offer their owners 
unique, interesting story-lines and represent investments and enactments of 
economic and cultural capital, what do they do for the rest of us? (p. 867-868). 
 

By engaging with urban planners, Church administrators and real estate 

developers to examine the conversion of church property to include other uses, this 

research examines the process through which mixed-use church redevelopments 

occurred in Vancouver and considers their impact on “the rest of us.”  
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 Methodology 

3.1. Research Methods and Rationale 

To achieve the goals of this study, four mixed-use church redevelopment projects 

were examined in detail. This was done through interviews and by examining development 

applications and council reports. Each church redevelopment that is part of this study 

involves a Church redeveloping their property to build a mixed-use church building. 

The type of projects being examined in this study include multiple parties who each 

brought their own set of interests. Since the literature is limited, this thesis aims to fill in 

some of the missing knowledge by examining these projects from multiple angles. To 

accomplish this, interviews were conducted with developers, city planners and Church 

representatives. The interviews were semi-structured to allow the participants to 

emphasize the points they found important, to give them the freedom to speak about their 

reasoning in making decisions and their perceptions of the project. This resulted in a 

comprehensive and balanced view of the process. In particular, insights were gained 

about the Church’s unique values, the processes that influence these projects and the 

impacts of these projects on public spaces represented by churches. 

The construction of mixed-use buildings in cooperation with other partners is a 

dramatic shift away from traditional church architecture and planning for the Church. 

Interviews with Church representatives, developers and planners allowed insight into 

mixed-use church projects from multiple perspectives including the Churches themselves, 

their developer partners and the community planners who have a special interest in these 

projects due to the community serving aspects of many Churches. The questions to each 

of these groups focused on four areas: each organization’s particular interests for the 
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project; their experience in working with other groups; the development process itself; and 

the respondent’s perceptions of the process and product of the redevelopment. A full list 

of interview questions can be found in Appendix A. 

Purposive sampling was used to select six church projects in order to examine a 

range of redevelopment projects that included a variety of different developers and 

Christian denominations. Of these six projects, representatives from four participated in 

this study: Oakridge Lutheran Church, selected because it included a non-profit developer; 

the Church of God in Vancouver selected because they were the first Church to redevelop 

in the area; First Baptist Church, selected because it is a large project and involves the 

expansion of their church space; Como Lake United Church, selected because they are 

their own developer (see Table 1). This method allowed for comparison between different 

Church-and-developer partnerships and different scales of projects. For all projects except 

Como Lake United Church, the developer, city planner and Church representatives were 

contacted and invited to participate in an interview. Como Lake is the exception because 

they acted as their own developer, and so only the city planner and Church 

representatives were contacted.  

In total 16 people were contacted by email and asked to participate in this research. 

Out of this sample, eight responded indicating they were willing to participate in an 

interview. At least two interviews from each of the four participant projects were conducted 

including interviews with four city planners, two developers and three representatives from 

two different Churches. Table 1 lists all of the projects, participants and their roles. 
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Table 1: List of projects and interview participants 

3.2. Data Collection 

The interviews were recorded and then transcribed. Analysis of the interview 

responses consisted of a comparative analysis between projects in order to identify 

similarities and differences in each project and between the various stakeholders. The 

interviews were also examined to understand the details of each project, the reasons for 

Church Location Developer Church Governance Property Uses 
 
Church of God 
in Vancouver 

 
Vancouver 
 
Michelle 
McGuire, 
Senior 
Rezoning 
Planner 

 
South Street 
Development 
Group 
 
Brent Hanson, 
Vice President 

 
Congregational 

 
Market Rental 
Housing, Church 

 
Como Lake 
United Church 
Terry Harrison, 
Property 
Resource Team 
Lead 

 
Coquitlam 
 
Andrew Merrill, 
Manager of 
Community 
Planning 

 
None 

 
Presbyterian 

 
Affordable 
Housing, Church 

 
First Baptist 
Church 
 
Steven Milos, 
Board Member 
and Operating 
Committee 
Member 
 
Fred Liebich, 
Operating 
Committee 
Member 

 
Vancouver 
 
Yan Zeng, 
Senior Planner 

 
Westbank Corp. 

 
Congregational 

 
Affordable and 
Market Housing, 
Retail, Church 

 
Oakridge 
Lutheran 
Church 

 
Vancouver 
 
City of 
Vancouver 
Staff (who 
requested not 
to be named) 

 
Catalyst 
Community 
Developments 
Society 
 
Helen Lui, 
Development 
Manager 

 
Presbyterian 

 
Affordable 
Housing, Retail, 
Church 
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redeveloping, the role of each stakeholder in the process and whether or not they regarded 

the project as a success. 

To supplement information received in interviews additional research was done 

where necessary by looking at publicly available documents from the relevant 

municipalities. This included minutes from council meetings, development applications, 

rezoning applications and council reports. These documents were helpful primary sources 

that showed the original submissions for the projects and the final submissions that were 

approved by council. They also provided insight on how planners responded to the 

applications and statistical information about the various projects. 

3.3. Ethics 

This project received approval from the Research Ethics Board of Vancouver 

Island University. This was necessary because the research involved participation from 

human subjects. While the risk to participants was small it was important to inform them 

of any potential consequences of participating. 

Participants were given the option of having their identity disclosed or remaining 

unnamed in the products of this research. However, even without being named in the 

research, it is possible that participants could be identified through indirectly identifiable 

information. If identified, participants faced the risk of loss of reputation based on what 

they said in the interview. Since different parties were interviewed about the same 

projects, it is also possible that conflicting information could be presented. To ensure 

participants were comfortable with this risk and to ensure the accuracy of the information, 

a transcript of the interview was sent to participants for their review and approval. 
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Participants names are used in the presentation of the results and in the discussion 

because permission has been granted.  

All participants signed a consent form (see Appendix B) that explained the 

objectives and risks of the research. They also indicated whether they consented to the 

interview being recorded, having their identity disclosed and being quoted in the research. 

3.4. Limitations of Methods 

While including a number of different projects provided a broad range of 

information it also limited the degree to which projects were comparable. As a result, many 

of the details of the projects were different and some topics are best understood as a 

range of possibilities instead of patterns that repeat. At a high level, these projects are 

similar, but further research between more comparable projects would give a deeper 

understanding of one particular way Churches are partnering with others to redevelop their 

property. 

As these projects are either newly constructed or still in the construction phase it 

would be worthwhile to go back and record impressions about the end product from those 

who use these buildings once they are completed. The opinions of those who use the 

building could provide an additional layer of knowledge that this project could not include 

due to the recency of these endeavours. 

Each of the projects who participated in this study were successful in achieving 

their rezoning and did not or have yet to experience significant setbacks that would 

jeopardize their projects. An examination of church redevelopment projects that have not 

been successful may yield less optimistic perspectives on the opportunities these projects 
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present. One such example is St. Paul’s United Church in Kelowna, BC who made plans 

to construct a $20 million building that would have included residential units, commercial 

space and a new Church space. The project ultimately fell through after the original church 

building was demolished leaving the congregation without a church building (Seymour, 

2016). 
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 Project Descriptions 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides an introduction to the four Church redevelopment projects 

studied in this thesis. We provide a description of how each project came about, the 

rezoning process, the change in uses on the property, the public benefits and the 

motivation for redevelopment. Details of each project are also summarized in a table found 

in Appendix C.  

4.2. Church of God in Vancouver 

 The Church of God in Vancouver at 7657 Cambie Street, was approached by 

South Street Development Group who owned neighbouring properties. They reached out 

with an offer to purchase the 

church property known as South 

Cambie Gospel Hall. The Church 

saw this as an opportunity to gain 

a new church building and 

countered the purchase offer by 

adding a condition to the sale 

requiring the developer to include 

a church space in the new 

development. South Street agreed 

to this offer as long as the Church would purchase the new space once it was completed. 

Figure 1: Photo of the church owned by the Church 
of God in Vancouver before they redeveloped 
(Mackey, 2014). 
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As Brent Hanson, Vice President of South Street Development Group said: we would not 

give it away for free. 

 In negotiating the details of these agreements, the Church asked for 325 square 

metres of space with a double height ceiling in the sanctuary and regular height ceilings 

in the ancillary spaces. The rest of the development was planned and designed separately 

by South Street Development Group. 

South Street were able to rezone the property from a two-family dwelling 

residential zone to a comprehensive development zone that permits floor space ratio of 

2.7. This allows for 7,933 square metres of building space on the property. Altogether the 

project consists of 129 market rental housing spread over two six storey buildings with a 

church space included in one of the structures. The rezoning application for this property 

was submitted in November of 2013 and the rezoning achieved Council’s approval on July 

8, 2014 (City of Vancouver, n.d.a). All conditions were met and the new bylaw was enacted 

on June 23, 2015 (City of Vancouver, 2015). 

This 

project was 

supported by the 

City of 

Vancouver’s 

Secured Market 

Rental Housing 

Policy (2012) that 

aims to 

encourage rental 

Figure 2: Church of God: rendering of South side of the new 
building (Church of God in Vancouver, n.d.). 
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housing projects in the city. Through this, the developer entered into a housing agreement 

with the city that requires the units in the project to be secured as rental units for the longer 

of 60 years or the life of the building (City of Vancouver, 2014). This project was also 

supported by the Cambie Corridor Plan (2011) which aims to encourage high density 

development along Cambie Street where there has been significant investment in light rail 

public transit. The project resulted in just over $1 million in amenities towards parks, 

engineering and childcare centers through a development cost levy (City of Vancouver, 

2014). Construction was completed in late 2017 (Brent Hanson).  
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4.3. Como Lake United Church 

Como Lake United Church at 535 Marmont Street in Coquitlam, BC, is part of a 

large project undertaken by the BC Conference of the United Church of Canada and a 

branch of the BC Provincial Government called BC Housing. This project includes four 

United Church properties and will result in 414 new affordable housing units and four new 

churches that will replace four aging church buildings that may be in need of costly repairs. 

The church 

properties and 

congregations that are 

part of this project 

comprise of Como Lake 

United Church (75 units), 

Brechin United Church in 

Nanaimo (74 units), 

Lakeview Multicultural 

United Church in 

Vancouver (100 units) and Brighouse United Church in Richmond (165 units) (Howell, 

2018). 

The United Church is leading this project, however, they have made an agreement 

with BC Housing to secure $12.4 million in funding. These funds are in the form of low 

interest loans and ensure the affordability of the new dwelling units. 

The Como Lake United Church property has been rezoned to a comprehensive 

development zone that allows a floor space ratio of 1.9. The rezoning process began on 

Figure 3: Como Lake United Church before redevelopment 
(Godwin, 2016). 
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October 31, 2017 when the United Church applied to rezone their property (City of 

Coquitlam, 2017). On July 9, 2018 the application was given fourth and final reading by 

City Council (City of Coquitlam, 2018).The new building will be five stories tall and include 

703 square metres of church space along with 4,911 square metres of space for 75 

residential units (City of Coquitlam, 2018). 

The 

other three 

projects that 

are part of this 

undertaking 

by the United 

Church are 

each at 

different 

stages of the 

redevelopment process. Brechin United Church is currently under construction and is 

expected to be ready for move-in by the Fall of 2020 (Brechin United Church, 2019). The 

Lakeview Multicultural United Church redevelopment was referred to a public hearing by 

the City of Vancouver Council on March 10, 2020 (City of Vancouver, 2020). While 

Brighouse United Church received the first reading of their rezoning proposal in October 

of 2019 (Richmond News, 2019). 

In addition to the funding from BC Housing, the Como Lake United Church project 

was able to secure $662,136 from the City of Coquitlam’s Affordable Housing Reserve 

Fund (City of Coquitlam, 2018). This grant covers the development cost charges, rezoning 

Figure 4: Rendering of the building that will house Como Lake United 
Church (VIA Architecture, 2019).  
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fee, development permit fee and half of the building permit fees. This grant was available 

because of the affordable housing that is part of the project. Construction is currently 

underway on this building and is slated to finish in 2020. 
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4.4. First Baptist Church 

First Baptist 

Church has been in 

Vancouver since 1886 

and have occupied their 

current building, at 969 

Burrard Street, since 

1911. The interior of the 

building was rebuilt 

after a fire in 1931 but 

the original stone 

structure remains (First Baptist Church, n.d.). As a result, both the interior and the shell of 

the building are designated as separate heritage sites. This limits the development 

possibilities, but due to the downtown location, and the fact that the Church owns an 

adjacent empty lot they were still an attractive partner for developers. The Church is 

redeveloping because they are in need of additional church space. 

Westbank Corp. is the developer on this project which includes seismic upgrades 

of the heritage church structure, a new seven-storey social housing building and a 57-

storey market housing building with the five lowest levels reserved for ancillary church 

space, a daycare and some retail uses (City of Vancouver, 2017a). There will be a total of 

61 social housing units totalling 4,208 square metres, 331 market housing units totalling 

42,830 square metres and 6,596 square metres of church space. The project greatly 

intensifies the density of this property to a floor space ration of 11.27 with a total new floor 

area of approximately 52,201 square metres (City of Vancouver, 2017a). 

Figure 5: First Baptist Church as seen in 1920 (Thomson, 
1920). 
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The City of 

Vancouver will receive 

$63,105,225 in cash from 

Westbank Corp. as a 

community amenity 

contribution for this 

project. This sum would 

have been larger, but the 

city will allow $21,700,000 

of the community amenity contribution to be used for the heritage renovation of the church 

and $6,500,000 will be used as a discount in 

order to deepen the housing affordability of 

the social housing component (City of 

Vancouver, 2017a). According to Yan Zeng, 

City of Vancouver Senior Planner, the City 

will also waive the development cost levy for 

the church portion of the project and will only 

charge $10 in development cost levies for the 

daycare facility. 

An application to rezone the church 

property was submitted on March 10, 2016 

and was approved by Council on July 26, 

2017 (City of Vancouver, n.d.b). The bylaw was later enacted on December 13, 2017 (City 

of Vancouver, 2017b). The excavation phase of construction was completed in March of 

2020, and construction is scheduled to be completed in 2023 (First Baptist Church, 2020).  

Figure 6: Rendering of the ground plane for the First 
Baptist Church project including the affordable housing 
building on the left (Bing Thom Architects Inc., 2015a). 

Figure 7:  Rendering showing height of 
new tower in relation to First Baptist 
Church and surrounding area (Bing 
Thom Architects Inc., 2015b). 
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4.5. Oakridge Lutheran Church 

Oakridge Lutheran 

Church entered a 

partnership with Catalyst 

Community Developments 

Society to redevelop their 

property. Catalyst makes a 

good partner for Oakridge 

Lutheran Church since they 

are also a non-profit 

organization and they have 

compatible goals. They aim 

to build affordable places to 

live, work and play by 

developing property in 

partnership with groups who 

own land (Helen Lui, Development Manager for Catalyst Community Developments 

Society). 

The property that Oakridge Lutheran Church owns was rezoned from RS-1 (single-

family residential) to a comprehensive development zone that allows a floor space ratio of 

3.55. A rezoning application was submitted to the City of Vancouver on December 7, 2015 

and at a public hearing in July of 2016 it was approved by Council (City of Vancouver, 

n.d.c). The bylaw was enacted in May of 2017 (City of Vancouver, 2017c). The new 

building is six storeys tall. Retail uses occupy 819 square metres on the ground floor with 

Figure 8: Original Oakridge Lutheran Church building 
(Eriksson, 2011). 
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a 1,051 square metre church directly above on the second floor. The top four levels, 

totalling 3,173 square metres, are all reserved for affordable housing (City of Vancouver, 

2016). In total there are 46 units secured as affordable housing through a housing 

agreement with the City of Vancouver. The top two floors contain 22 units and are in an 

air space parcel that belongs to the Church while the third and fourth floors are in a 

separate air parcel that belongs to Catalyst Community Developments Society. 

Due to the affordable housing component of this project the City waived all 

community amenity contribution requirements for this project and development cost levies 

for all portions of the construction except the retail space. Construction on this new building 

was completed in late 2019 (Oakridge Lutheran Church, n.d.). 

  

Figure 9: The new Oakridge Lutheran Church in the late stages of construction 
(Roundabout, 2019). 
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 Results 

5.1. Introduction 

Interviews with Church representatives, city planners and developers provided 

insights into the unique aspects of mixed-use church redevelopments. The contents of 

these interviews have been categorized into three topics: the internal redevelopment 

process for Churches; the reasons Churches choose to redevelop their property to mixed-

use developments and the impact of these projects on public space. 

5.2. Process for the Church 

Results show that the development process for Churches is similar to that of other 

development projects of the same scale. However, the process by which a Church 

community internally plans for their development is unique and offers some insight into 

what it can mean to partner with a Church in a mixed-use redevelopment project. Some 

of the unique factors in partnering with Churches are, first that they often do not have a 

single individual with the power to make independent decisions, and, second the multiple 

layers of authorities within the Church that must grant approval or be consulted before 

final decisions are made. Churches often seek outside partners when redeveloping their 

properties to help with technical aspects that are beyond their expertise or to provide 

funding. Their unique decision-making process is important for those outside the Church 

who may be interested in collaborating on such a project. 
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5.2.1. Visioning 

Churches are primarily places of worship, but they also offer numerous programs 

that can be an important part of a Church congregation’s activities and mission in their 

community. Since a building’s form is determined by its function, a congregation begins 

their redevelopment project by determining the various functions that are important to 

continue in their new building. These activities will then inform the designs for a new 

church space. 

First Baptist Church undertook a visioning process in 2009 by creating a group 

called the Envisioning Task Force. This task force was made up of individuals within the 

congregation who met regularly for about two years. According to Steven Milos, Board 

Member and Operating Committee Member at First Baptist Church, they first came up 

with a vision for what the Church could and should do. In describing the role of this group 

Milos notes that as a Church: 

The key thing is you're not looking to make the most money that you can, you're 
not looking to build the biggest building you can, you’re not looking to be the 
fanciest church in town. You're looking to say: Okay, what is God calling us to do 
for the next hundred years? […] So, we took stock of all of the ministries and all of 
the activities, everything that the Church was involved in. And then we went 
through a careful process of prayer, of thought, discussion, consultation with the 
congregation with lots of discussion, to try and decide and discern, what are the 
ministries that God's calling us to do? Going forward where should we put our 
focus? 

From this envisioning process, First Baptist Church created an inventory of 

everything they were involved in, which was about 74 different activities (Fred Liebich, 

Operating Committee Member, First Baptist Church). From there they had to discern 

where their focus would be as they moved forward. 

This is where their pastor at the time provided some key guidance. According to 

Fred Liebich, the pastor came up with three themes that were an “important and visionary 
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backdrop and guidance to the overall project.” The first theme relates to a message they 

are spreading about God: “What do we want our project and our Church to stand for and 

be about. Number one, God is good.” Second, it was important for First Baptist Church to 

communicate through this project that their Church is thriving: “To a great extent many 

people outside the Church context think that by definition all Churches are dying. There 

are only a couple of dozen old ladies that get together for a meeting and chat on Sunday 

morning.” But the reality is, 

This Church is alive. We have young families and, especially our young families 
ministry has been growing in recent years. So, we as a Church, we're not dying, 
we're alive. […] We as a Church are alive and we see very much our purpose in 
life and for the long term goal we're going to need and depend on God's blessing; 
I hope we will be here for the next hundred years (Fred Liebich). 

This second theme emphasizes that First Baptist Church is a vibrant community 

that is committed to remaining part of the neighbourhood. This leads to the final theme 

which speaks to their mission and purpose. Fred Liebich explains it as follows: 

The surrounding community are welcome. So that, obviously, is a really important 
aspect, that we're not just here as a closed ‘club’ that like to get together and do 
strange things on Sunday morning. We are a Church that wants to nourish and 
sustain and grow in our faith. But that faith is expressed in welcoming and 
addressing and ministering to the surrounding community and city. 

 With their identity firmly in place and understood by their congregation First 

Baptist Church could move forward with including others who would help accomplish their 

aims. They were strict in ensuring this project did not stray far from its original intentions: 

At the eleventh hour even, the city came up with some screwball ideas which made 
us wonder ‘What on earth are you thinking?’ And basically, as a Church we just 
said, ‘No, forget it. If you insist on this, we'll just simply go away. We'll out wait you; 
we'll wait for the next council. Forget it.’ So, then everyone understands we are 
serious. We forced some of our objectives on them (Fred Liebich). 

Fred Liebich also stated that they did not get everything they wanted, but the 

project still fit with their original objectives and will accomplish what they intended. 
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Como Lake United Church, for their part, also had their own internal process before 

involving other partners. Their Church structure has multiple layers of leadership which 

meant that once the congregation decided they were interested in redeveloping their 

property, they reached out to the Pacific Mountain Region of the United Church of Canada 

for help. In BC, at the regional level of the United Church there is a specific team called 

the Property Resource Team that works with local congregations to develop their property. 

The Property Resource Team was created to help the United Church redevelop 

their property in the best way possible. They found that many of their congregations were 

struggling with the upkeep of aging buildings and as a result were wasting time and energy 

on building maintenance instead of their ministry. The United Church also identified that 

their property is key to their ministry. Preserving that resource was, therefore, very 

important to them. For the United Church, redevelopment is: 

A way to ensure that the resources [the current generation] have inherited are 
preserved and passed on in good working order to the next generation with the 
hope that the next generation will in fact breathe new life into the practices the 21st 
century needs from their faith communities (Terry Harrison). 

Terry Harrison leads the Property Resource Team for Como Lake United Church 

and notes that rebuilding a church building can be an emotional process for congregations: 

By the time I'm working with a congregation, they're already sorted through the fact 
that they're going to have to watch their beloved church building, be demolished. 
And that's where we got married, that's where we had a funeral for grandma, that's 
where babies were baptised. They've sort of been through that process and 
worked through the emotional aspects of that project. It doesn't end, that kind of 
process never ends […] it's like grief […] But we are a people of faith, our stock 
and trade should be in helping people and helping each other through complicated 
emotional processes, life is difficult. We are hard wired to do difficult things 
because we believe in something bigger than ourselves. So, we are well 
positioned. […] to be able to sort through these emotional complexities, and many 
of these congregations can and have. 
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 Despite the challenge of losing a building and some of the emotions that 

come with having to let go of an important space, Terry Harrison also speaks of the 

positive aspects of the redevelopment process for congregations: 

You know, as people of faith, our faith becomes really important in this process. 
And so, for many of the congregations and certainly the leadership teams that I am 
working with, this has been an exercise in faith, and it has created a capacity within 
their congregations, it has increased their faith capacity. […] In my experiences, 
these congregations have been made stronger for the difficulties not weakened by 
the difficulty of this. 

Instead of trying to project what their future needs will be the United Church has 

decided to design and build their new church buildings with flexible space: 

Unlike buildings that were built in 1955, which have big huge worship areas that 
get used on Sunday with built in pews and really, you can't do anything in them, 
but have large gatherings where you are listening to oratory or music. The 
churches we're building now […] are built on multi-purpose principles so you open 
up that church space for a typical Sunday morning meeting […] and then on 
Tuesday afternoon, the room is dividable. So, you divide that so that you can have 
three or four different things going on in that same space […] So they are really 
designed for multi-use (Terry Harrison). 

Beyond meeting the current multi-use needs of the Church, these new buildings 

were also designed with the future in mind. They are spaces conducive to new ideas: 

“when you have a multi-purpose space, something could emerge that you can't even 

imagine right now, because you have a space that is conducive to that” (Terry Harrison). 

For Churches, the process begins with reflecting on what their identity is and how 

this informs their use of space. Their identity is derived from a combination of the specific 

activities they do as a congregation and the direction towards which God is calling them. 

They can then move forward with the more practical challenges of how to build a space 

that reflects their identity. 



 36 

5.2.2. Partnerships 

Once the Church has made the choice to move forward with redeveloping their 

property, they move away from the familiar and towards activities not normally associated 

with faith communities. Churches are not development experts, nor do they usually have 

the capital required to lead large construction projects. This necessitates the involvement 

of some partner with development expertise and financial resources. These partnerships 

are important for the success of projects and they can take a variety of forms depending 

on the needs and desires of the Church. 

First Baptist Church is located in downtown Vancouver on land that had a value of 

over $100 million (including air space parcels), after they rezoned their property for 

redevelopment (BC Assessment, 2020). This allowed them to be very deliberate in 

choosing a developer. The Church ended up inviting approximately 18 reputable 

developers to submit proposals. Of these 18 developers, six submitted proposals, and the 

Church selected three of these companies to meet with individually (Fred Liebich). In the 

end Westbank Corp. was chosen and a project development agreement was negotiated. 

Liebich notes that typically there are three things that drive projects: money, timing and 

regulations. But with a Church there is also the additional dimensions of their mission and 

purpose. With their mission and purpose clearly defined and a partner chosen, First 

Baptist Church was then able to move forward to negotiating a partnership with Westbank 

that would be mutually beneficial for both parties and reduce the Church’s exposure to 

any financial risks. 

In the end, First Baptist Church has a client-to-customer relationship with 

Westbank Corp. They have hired Westbank Corp. to redevelop their property and instead 

of paying them in cash, they gave them control of the air space parcels connected to their 
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land. First Baptist Church will retain control of the entire ground plane but have allowed 

market housing to be built in the air space parcels overtop of their land. This agreement 

also makes Westbank Corp. liable for any unexpected construction costs that could arise 

since First Baptist Church decided that they would not “tolerate any significant cost risk 

exposure” (Fred Liebich). Liebich gives the advice that as “a Church you have to be very 

careful, or you can very quickly run into big financial problems if you don't structure 

[redevelopment] correctly.” 

Instead of partnering with a developer who might intend to control portions of the 

land owned by the United Church, Como Lake United Church, along with three other 

United Churches in BC, applied for low interest loans from BC Housing. BC Housing is a 

branch of the provincial government that develops, manages and administers subsidized 

housing across BC (BC Housing, 2020). The low interest loan also allows the United 

Church to delay repayment until the projects are complete. This reduces the financial 

strain of development because by the time it comes to repay the loans the buildings will 

be generating income from the affordable housing portion of the buildings. This also 

reduces the financial risk of project delays that would otherwise force the United Church 

to pay a mortgage on buildings that are still under construction. These loans give the 

Church immediate access to money with affordable repayments to build new church 

buildings. In return, each of the four new churches will include a total of 414 affordable 

housing units that will be rented at below market prices (BC Housing, 2018). Over the life 

of the building, the rental from these units will be used to repay the mortgage, maintain 

the building and provide some income to the local Church congregations that will 

contribute to the various parts of their ministry.  
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The United Church has also hired Colliers International to act as development 

managers and help the Property Resource Team with some of the planning work and 

feasibility analyses for the various projects (Terry Harrison). The United Church, however, 

is the primary driver of these projects. They are the ones taking on the risk and they will 

be sole owners of the land and buildings when construction is finished. However, they 

would not be able to do these projects and retain sole ownership without the help of BC 

Housing (Terry Harrison). This is available because of the current need for affordable 

housing in BC that has caused the provincial government to respond with incentives for 

developers who build affordable housing. 

Oakridge Lutheran Church partnered with Catalyst Developments Society in their 

redevelopment project. In this project, the two organizations are equal partners: the 

Church is providing the land for the project and Catalyst is providing the development 

expertise. The two groups will share ownership of the new building that includes a church, 

affordable housing, and retail space to be rented out. Helen Lui, Development Manager 

at Catalyst Community Developments Society, stated that this rental income will be used 

to pay the mortgage and ensure the maintenance of the building is kept up. She goes on 

to say that this partnership works because these organizations share values and are both 

interested in providing affordable housing to the community (Helen Lui). This partnership 

has also required both groups to collaborate together in the planning stages during the 

redevelopment process and in the operation stage of the building now that construction 

has been completed. 

On the opposite end of the partnership spectrum is the Church of God in 

Vancouver and South Street Development Group. This pairing is not really a partnership 

at all but a series of legal sales agreements between South Street Development Group 
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and the Church. These negotiations began when the South Street Group offered to 

purchase a property owned by the Church of God in Vancouver. The Church agreed, with 

the condition that South Street also agree to build a church space in the development 

planned for the property (Brent Hanson, Vice President, South Street Development 

Group). South Street approved this deal, with the stipulation that the Church purchase the 

space from them after construction was completed. 

It basically came down to, yes, we can build you a 3,500 square foot church in our 
new building, but you guys are going to purchase it from us, […] you're going to 
sell your land to us for a high number and we are then going to build you the church 
and sell it back to you (Brent Hanson). 

This was more of a legal agreement than a partnership, but it allowed the Church 

to remain in their original location and receive a new church space. It also provided a 

developer with the opportunity to build high density rental housing in a location that aligned 

with the City of Vancouver policies. 

In summary, there are numerous ways Churches partner with other groups. They 

can be flexible, depending on their needs and on the assets available to them. Churches 

also vary in their willingness to take on risk. First Baptist, for example, carefully structured 

their agreement to take on as little risk as possible while the United Church took on all of 

the risk in their project. And for their part Oakridge Lutheran Church shares an equal part 

of the financial risk with Catalyst Development Society. 

5.3. Purposes of the Church 

Churches are unique developers since their reason for developing is not to make 

a profit, although they do have an interest in prophets. What, then, is their interest in 

developing property? How does redevelopment contribute to their aims? As seen in the 



 40 

previous section, Churches, as religious groups, have spiritual justification and aims in 

redeveloping their property. They also have practical reasons which inform these projects. 

5.3.1. Spiritual Reasons 

The main purpose of church buildings has been to provide a space for worship 

services. In most churches the dominant and largest use of space is the sanctuary, which 

is where the congregation can gather to worship, learn and pray together. Interestingly, 

none of the church redevelopment projects that are part of this study increase the 

sanctuary space at all. Even First Baptist Church, who are expanding their net square 

footage, are not expanding their sanctuary space. 

Churches do not only serve God by holding worship services in their buildings, 

they also make an effort to invite the surrounding community into the church through 

missions work. Remaining in their location, then, can be an important consideration. First 

Baptist Church sees “our heritage, our background and our mission and purpose very 

much to be city focused. So, number one, we want to stay here” (Fred Liebich). Even 

though they could have sold their downtown property for an exorbitant amount and rebuilt 

a large church elsewhere with the money from the sale, First Baptist Church valued the 

ability to continue meeting and serving God at their current location. Each of the projects 

in this study required some level of effort on the Churches’ part to ensure they were able 

to remain in their original location. 

These projects are also missional in the building design. A major objective in a 

number of these projects is to provide space that will contribute to their mission. Possibly 

the most extreme example is First Baptist Church who have included a seven-storey 

affordable housing apartment building with 61 units (City of Vancouver, 2017a). This was 
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an important piece of the project for the Church and in talking about the project Fred 

Liebich said: “I would say that is the single biggest disappointment that they were not more 

receptive to our desire. We would have liked to build more affordable rental housing, […] 

and give [the city] slightly less money.” The United Church also included affordable 

housing in their project which was, in part, because of their partnership with BC Housing 

but is also “important in terms of the social purpose of [the Church’s] work” (Terry 

Harrison). According to Helen Lui, Oakridge Lutheran Church was able to partner with a 

developer who had a mutual interest of providing affordable housing in their project. In this 

way, these Church congregations are practicing their faith by providing a tangible service 

to their communities: affordable housing. 

For the United Church, which has seen a decline in attendance numbers and a 

degradation of their facilities, redevelopment projects are also an opportunity to innovate 

and adapt their ministry for future generations. As Terry Harrison puts it, the 

redevelopment projects “create an opportunity that will last for the next several 

generations. That will give [future generations] the space and place to figure out how to 

be and do Church differently.” In this sense, the property redevelopment is a legacy project 

that is built “with the hope that the next generation will, in fact, breathe new life into the 

practices the 21st century needs from their faith communities” (Terry Harrison). 

Churches undertaking redevelopment projects stand to improve their capability to 

carry out their ministry activities. They may also be able to begin new ministries, such as 

affordable housing, and create new spaces that fit with their current mission and direction 

as a Church community. 
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5.3.2. Practical Reasons 

The United Church of Canada has seen a severe decline in Church attendance. In 

the case of Como Lake United Church, they also possessed a building that was in need 

of expensive repairs. Terry Harrison explained: 

The problem is that their building is in some state of disrepair. It's coming to the 
end of its natural life. Things like roofs and parkades and all kinds of things are 
more expensive to repair than they can afford and […] you start putting good 
money after bad when you start repairing something that is coming to the end of 
its life, why not build something new with that money rather than repair something 
that old. There's a tipping point in that […] sometimes it's very good to repair but 
other times it starts to make sense to invest in something new. 

This is a practical reason for redevelopment. The church was in a state of disrepair 

and not only would repairs be expensive for a small congregation, but the repairs would 

also be a poor investment as the building was reaching the end of its useful life. 

A second practical motivation for the United Church was the distraction of these 

repairs. Not only were the repairs expensive and only a band-aid solution, they also 

distracted from the main purpose of the Church: “they ended up spending so much of their 

volunteer time on discussing maintenance and how are we going to deal with the parkade 

and where the roof is crumbling and that becomes their focal point rather than ministry” 

(Terry Harrison).  

Building a new church building is a good solution to house the congregation for a 

period of time but another important piece of the Como Lake United Church project is the 

sustainable income that will also be used by future generations to contribute to the Church 

activities:  

If you have property, and you are able to redevelop it and maintain and retain 
ownership of it, and you're putting something on that property that is a generating 
income asset. You're creating generating income assets, that means for 
generations to come, you are actually going to be making money from [your 
property]. As the mortgage goes down, and those payments get made you 



 43 

continue to generate income from it. And so, for our future generations of the 
United Church, they will continue to have relatively new churches. In 20 years, it'll 
just be a 20-year-old church instead of 120-year-old church. And the money 
coming in from that rental spread across the denomination, certainly here in BC, 
will enable the renewal of congregational and other forms of ministry (Terry 
Harrison). 

Maintaining ownership of property and receiving new buildings also creates an 

opportunity for future generations of the United Church to do Church and ministry in their 

own unique way. The opportunity is for the current generation of the United Church to, 

Undertake this initiative now, this redevelopment project now with all its worries, 
and its headaches, and its annoyances, and all those kinds of things to create an 
opportunity that will last for the next several generations, that will give them the 
space and place to figure out how to be and do Church differently (Terry Harrison). 

By undertaking the challenging redevelopment of their churches now, those who 

are part of the United Church in the future will have an opportunity to build on these 

projects by focusing their energy on programming the space in ways that are suitable for 

their time. 

For their part, First Baptist Church has not seen a decrease in attendance and is 

actually needing additional church space. However, they also have an old church building 

that needs seismic upgrades and in order to do any kind of expansion they were required 

to make these safety upgrades. The heritage designation of their building also means that 

they could not simply renovate their current building. As Fred Liebich puts it, the “scale of 

funds required was such that you can't really raise with bake sales and donations.” This 

meant that if First Baptist Church was to expand and improve their space they would need 

to partner with a developer. In reflecting on the project Steven Milos summarizes the 

practical goals First Baptist Church has aimed to achieve through the project:  

The church will be seismically upgraded and brought up to date. The Church will 
be able to expand the affordable housing available downtown. The Church will be 
able to provide childcare to an expanded number of children. The Church will be 
able to serve people on the streets in a better way with our shelter ministry. The 
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Church will have expanded and improved facilities for our seniors, for the worship 
of the Lord, for community groups, for all sorts of things. 

Practically, then, First Baptist Church redeveloped their property to include other 

uses because they wanted to improve and expand their facilities and because it allowed 

them access to funds they would not be able to raise on their own. 

5.4. Public Space and the Church 

Churches are located in many neighbourhoods and often occupy key pieces of 

land in a city. Brent Hanson (Vice President, South Street Development Group) mentions 

that “there's a huge opportunity for developers […] because they own some of the most 

expensive land in the city.” The decline of interest in organized religion within Canada has 

made it challenging for Churches to keep their doors open. However, the need for the 

other uses church buildings host have not necessarily declined in the same way. Even in 

places where Church attendance is low, the services and space that are offered by 

Churches may still be a significant amenity to the community. Losing these services, not 

to mention the sacred space, should be of significant concern to city planners with almost 

one third of Churches in Canada projected to close by 2029 (H. Boulet, National Trust for 

Canada, Personal Communication, March 14, 2019). 

5.4.1. Public Space, Private Ownership  

The Churches represented in this study alone contribute to an array of activities 

that are not distinctly religious. For example, First Baptist Church partners with BC 

Housing to run an extreme weather shelter. They house an overnight shelter, provide 

weekly meals for the homeless and are a host site for Homelessness Action Week. They 

host an Alzheimer Café, run soccer and art camps for kids and are in partnership with a 
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number of other non-profit organizations who serve in the Vancouver area in a variety of 

ways including welcoming refugees and restoring salmon habitats (First Baptist Church, 

n.d.). 

Although Churches that do not have large memberships may not offer as many 

programs, the space may be used for a myriad of community activities. The United Church 

is a good example of this: 

most congregations these days are renting out their property so everything from 
you know, after school programmes and other congregations often use the site. 
So, in Como Lake there, for example, […] there was another denomination that 
had a lease to meet in their site. Lots of Churches Como Lake included have Thrift 
shops […] there's lots of other community groups that drop in and use the space 
and they do so for free or for an honorarium. So, anything from, you know, 
Alcoholics Anonymous or […] the Scouts, Girl Guides, those kinds of organisations 
[…] and among the larger users […] are often other choir groups because church 
buildings often have good acoustics (Terry Harrison). 

Even though the churches are used in ways that serve the community, churches 

are community assets that are not owned by the community. They are privately owned 

and privately controlled spaces which significantly reduces the impact planners can have 

on the use of these properties. 

The city planners involved with these projects were all responding to inquiries and 

development applications, they were not initiating or designing projects themselves. What 

made these projects attractive to cities and helped achieve the support of planners was 

that they kept community programs in neighbourhoods and that they met housing needs 

in the neighbourhoods and cities where they were built. 

On the topic of affordable housing, Andrew Merrill (Manager of Community 

Planning for the City of Coquitlam) notes, “we got 75 units of secured below market rental 

housing in an area where we didn't have that before. So that's huge.”  In Vancouver, Senior 

Rezoning Planner Michelle McGuire said, “The Church of God project came forward and 
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that one was proposing 100% rental […] that alone we were quite supportive of trying to 

achieve.” Another planner in Vancouver stated about the Oakridge Lutheran Church 

project: “Their ultimate goal really aligned with the Cambie Corridor Plan of wanting to 

build a social housing building” (City of Vancouver Staff). 

On the topic of keeping the Churches in the neighbourhood, Michelle McGuire 

noted that even though planners were generally aware of institutional sites along the 

Cambie corridor, “the one thing Cambie Corridor didn't really contemplate was the number 

of institutional sites that were actually right on the corridor, including the churches.” What 

this meant is that when Churches on this corridor did come forward to redevelop planners 

realized that keeping them in the neighbourhood was not a given. As a result, having a 

Church as part of the redevelopment then became an attractive element of some 

development proposals even though it was not explicitly a policy objective. She goes on 

to say: 

One of the things that’s recognized is that Churches provide a lot of social services 
beyond just Church services, like they might provide daycare, they provide space 
for non-profit groups, like AA (Alcoholics Anonymous), […] Boy Scouts, cubs, all 
that stuff and seniors programs, immigrant programs […] they provide a wealth of 
social programs that really contribute to the overall neighbourhood that they’re 
within. 
 

In Coquitlam this was also recognized: “they're able to continue offering the various 

social or community services that they offer while also providing housing” (Andrew Merrill). 

While planners recognized the benefit of maintaining a Church’s presence, they 

did not have policies in place that supported or required any church property to remain as 

publicly used space. This meant they had to adapt to each project individually in order to 

offer supports such as grants. These grants and supports were not designed to encourage 

the Church to remain, rather they supported the affordable housing or heritage aspects of 



 47 

the projects. Planners’ lack of policy around church property also limited their ability to 

influence projects. This resulted in all but one project, First Baptist Church, redeveloping 

to a smaller church space. As a result, while the Church remained, much of their property 

was converted to private uses rather than remaining available for community activities. 

The only thing specifically encouraging Churches to stay in their location is the 

congregations’ own desire to do so. 

5.4.2. Planners’ Impact 

Even though cities do not have direct control over church property, they do have 

the ability to influence church redevelopment in some ways. In the four projects, although 

cities lacked policy specific to church properties, planning policies still impacted the 

projects in numerous ways. 

The zoning classification of churches varies in different cities. This can impact the 

considerations that are made when these projects go through the rezoning process in 

order to allow a mixed-use building. According to Andrew Merrill, Coquitlam had to create 

a site-specific zone for Como Lake United Church since: 

A church is classified in our Zoning Bylaw as an assembly use and then the 
apartment building around it is classified as an apartment building. We don't have 
a standard zone that allows both of those things to occur in the same building. So, 
we had to write […] a comprehensive development zone for them to allow both the 
Church and then the apartments in the same building. 

He explained that the zone in Coquitlam had other considerations: they had “to 

write the zone to give them the flexibility […] maybe the Church wants to offer childcare in 

the future or other things, and we do ensure that the zone has the flexibility to allow for 

that.” 
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Another way cities were able to affect and support these projects was by providing 

various grants or other supports to help the projects reach desired levels of housing 

affordability. Again, Andrew Merrill explains that, 

In Coquitlam, we recognise […] market rental projects, but certainly below market, 
non-market rental projects where you have these complex partnerships, multi 
levels of government funding, they need extra administration and sort of hand 
holding. So […] we've got an affordable housing facilitator role and their whole job 
is basically to […] help shepherd these types of complex projects through the 
development process. So that the development planners can just focus on their 
standard job of dealing with the rezoning and development permit as they would 
any standard application. 

This is a special process that the City of Coquitlam has used for a number of 

developments including the Como Lake United Church project. Additionally, the City of 

Coquitlam “gave [the United Church] a little over $660,000 from [their] reserve fund that 

[the United Church] could apply towards the [Como Lake United Church portion of the] 

project to help deepen the affordability” (Andrew Merrill). This money was roughly equal 

to the development cost charges and permit fees that applied to the new Como Lake 

United Church building (Andrew Merrill). 

The City of Vancouver also has a program that is used to aid the affordability of 

some projects: 

What we do quite often at the city is for social housing buildings and some rental 
buildings that we find could […] save money through an expedited rezoning and 
permitting process […] the rezoning and first phase of the development permit [are] 
run concurrently (City of Vancouver Staff). 

This process was used for the Oakridge Lutheran Church project which helped 

them in their efforts to provide affordable housing. The City of Vancouver also provided 

an affordable housing credit to First Baptist Church for the affordable housing they are 

erecting. According to City of Vancouver Senior Planner Yan Zeng, what this “6.5 million 

does is deepen the affordability of all the units in that building and then in return this 
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enhanced affordability is secured through a housing agreement.” She adds that First 

Baptist Church did not have to pay development cost charges on the non-market housing 

portions of the project. 

Three of the four church redevelopment projects in this study, First Baptist Church, 

Oakridge Lutheran Church and Church of God in Vancouver, were also directly impacted 

by a new neighbourhood plan. For example, First Baptist Church delayed their 

construction until a new West End neighbourhood plan was completed. This ended up 

being positive since the property owned by the Church was then allowed to have a taller 

building with more density as a result of the new plan. The additional density increased 

the value of their land and the scale of project they could achieve. There were also 

additional burdens included in the neighbourhood plan, as stated by Steven Milos from 

First Baptist Church: 

And one of the things also that came out of that community plan was, even if we 
had wanted to build a 30-storey cookie cutter glass building, we couldn't have done 
that, because the city would not give you rezoning approval for that. Because part 
of their community plan is, they want distinctive architecture, sort of spectacular, 
on these premium locations, so as to highlight the city. 

This requirement meant that having renowned architect Bing Thom working on the 

project was a great asset (Steven Milos). 

The City of Vancouver also received a large community amenity contribution due 

to the scale of the project of $63 million (City of Vancouver, 2017a). Although, this payment 

would have been larger had the city not given heritage conservation and affordable 

housing credits towards the church redevelopment totalling over $25 million (City of 

Vancouver, 2017a).  

The Cambie Corridor Plan (2011) also impacted the Church of God in Vancouver 

and Oakridge Lutheran Church projects even though this plan was mostly intended to 
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encourage transit oriented design: “because of the Canada Line that travels along Cambie 

Street [...] the Cambie Corridor Plan put in place policies that allowed rezoning for higher 

densities and higher heights to allow for additional residential housing close to transit ” 

(Michelle McGuire). This meant that Churches in this corridor that were struggling to 

maintain their building suddenly had land that was attractive for development. Church 

properties were then some of the first ones to undergo development after the Cambie 

Corridor Plan (2011) was implemented even though the plan was not aimed at them 

specifically.1 

Cities do have an important role in facilitating and aiding these redevelopment 

projects even though they are not the ones who are initiating or driving the process. It is 

clear that in the projects examined here, there have been a number of ways in which cities 

have been instrumental in aiding church redevelopment projects beyond simple 

administration. However, in some cases policy that will ensure continued community 

benefit from these properties is lacking. 

5.5. Conclusion 

Churches make interesting developers not only because they are not interested in 

profits but because they are private entities that together control a significant amount of 

community space that religious and non-religious Canadians rely on. For this reason it 

would be advantageous for planners to learn about the Churches in their communities: 

which are at risk of closing; which are interested in redeveloping their property; what will 

 
1 Oakridge United Church is redeveloping their property and Vancouver Chinese Presbyterian 

Church have also received a rezoning approval that would allow them to redevelop their 
property along the Cambie Corridor. Including Oakridge Lutheran Church and the Church of 
God in Vancouver there are, then, four different Churches being redeveloped along the Cambie 
Corridor at the time this thesis was published. 
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be lost if a Church closes; and how can they best partner with these faith groups to pursue 

common public interests. 
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 Discussion 

6.1. Introduction 

Churches represent a significant amount of space in key locations throughout 

almost any Canadian city. Results of this study show that as Church congregations and 

leaders rethink their use of property in the face of rising land values and shifts in 

congregational demographics there are a number of important factors that cannot be 

overlooked. First, it is important to understand the “why” of these projects. Churches, as 

the primary drivers of the redevelopment of their land, have a variety of goals they aim to 

achieve. These aims then shape the project and its impacts on the surrounding 

community. Second, not all Churches are the same when it comes to their organizational 

structure. Different Church congregations and denominations have their own ways of 

doing things which is a key determinant of their capacity to participate in the 

redevelopment of their property. Third, Churches provide a large amount of community 

services and public spaces that are not owned by the public. As a result, it is often in the 

public interest to ensure Churches remain even if the religious aspect of Churches is not 

a priority for the public. Finally, a building’s form is a reflection of its function and a 

Church’s function is a reflection of its theology. Church redevelopments also have 

theological implications to them. We can learn about Churches and their role in the 

community by examining the typology of buildings that are being constructed in 

comparison to historical church buildings. 
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6.2. Reasons for Development 

With development comes a great deal of risk, usually financial risk that requires an 

amount money that Churches do not generally have immediate access to. One might 

assume that Churches embarking on new building projects are a telltale sign that a 

congregation is growing, and the Church is expanding the space available for their various 

programs. However, this is not always the case: three of the four redevelopment projects 

that were examined in this research are undergoing building projects due to the fact that 

they are facing stresses of some kind through expensive building repairs, low attendance 

numbers or both. The final product of these redevelopments will result in a reduction of 

their available church space. So, why are these Churches taking on this risk and putting 

in large amounts of time and resources to do so? 

Commonly, converting church property to include other uses is a way for a 

struggling Church to avoid having to close their doors for good. Churches with old buildings 

and few members to share the burden of the rising maintenance costs find themselves in 

a challenging situation. By sharing their property with commercial and residential uses, 

Churches are able to leverage the value of land they own to construct a new building. This 

frequently includes partnering or hiring a developer with experience in the development 

process and with funds to invest in a large project. The additional density on Church owned 

property may also provide a stream of revenue that can be used to maintain the building 

over time and fund Church activities. 

Furthermore, this solution allows Church congregations to remain in their historic 

location, something that can be important to their mission. Churches primarily are in 

existence to act as places of worship, learning and service for Christian people. This can 

be done from anywhere, but many times a Church community may feel called by God to 



 54 

serve the people around them and this may make up an important part of who they are 

and what their specific mission activities look like. A Church located in an inner-city area 

for example may choose to serve the community by having programs to help those who 

are homeless or food insecure while a Church in the suburbs may find it more necessary 

to provide daycare or after-school programs. Avoiding relocation, then, can be a great 

benefit to a Church congregation with developed skills and established ties within a 

community.  

Enabling a congregation to remain in the same location with a new building may 

be attractive enough for redevelopment to make sense, but these projects are also an 

opportunity for a Church to design a new building that reflects their mission in a modern 

context. Buildings are constructed in a particular time with the priorities and culture of that 

age embedded in their design. Outdated, older buildings may be less suited for changing 

congregational needs. In constructing new church spaces, congregations are able to 

prioritize which elements of a traditional church space are important to retain and 

customize other amenities so that their building can be used most efficiently. 

This efficient use of space is reflected in the Como Lake United Church floor plan 

which, despite being smaller, still includes a kitchen, ensuring that the congregation can 

maintain a practice of eating together (Terry Harrison). The sanctuary space is designed 

as a multi-use space: room dividers can create space for small group meetings during the 

week and then be opened up for Church services on Sunday. This allows for new things 

to emerge that could not be done in the single use specialist spaces that are prevalent in 

the design of older church buildings. 

The Church of God in Vancouver was also rebuilt in a way that allows them just 

the right amount of space. The sanctuary has been built with a double height ceiling but 



 55 

the offices and meeting rooms where this height is not needed has a regular ceiling height 

with apartments above (Brent Hanson). In an early phase of the project, Kevin Jones who 

helped the Church of God through the redevelopment was quoted as saying: “It will be 

important […] to make the space they will have ‘flexible’ to meet the various needs the 

church will be able to identify” (Mackey, 2014). 

First Baptist Church was the lone Church in this study who is redeveloping their 

property in order to expand their ministry space. Their motivation in partnering with a for-

profit developer is also access to funds since their heritage designated church building 

requires seismic upgrades that will cost millions of dollars (money that is beyond the 

Church’s ability). First Baptist Church will also greatly expand and improve their usable 

space. Importantly, First Baptist Church views the redevelopment project and their 

reasons for it through a theological lens. 

First Baptist Church began by undertaking a visioning process to determine their 

identity as a Church and identify who God is calling them to be as a community. This also 

defined their mission which determined the activities they will undertake as a Church. This 

process was an important first step in their design process because what the Church does 

with their space could then inform the design of a space that would fit the Church’s needs. 

What is critical to understand is that the Church is not primarily driven to care for the 

community in a particular way even though this is a large part of what they do. Primarily 

they are concerned with serving God. Their direction, including how a building is designed 

and what is included or excluded in the plans, comes from what they believe God wants 

them to do. 

Since they exist first and foremost as a place of worship, every Church activity in 

some way is informed by their understanding of who God is and what His direction is for 
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the Church. Community service, then, is a form of worship. This idea comes from 

numerous passages in the Bible. In Mark 10:45 it says: “For even the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (New 

International Version). Perhaps the most well-known of all, however, is Matthew 22:39 

where Jesus gives the command to love your neighbour as yourself. 

This is important for those outside of the Church to understand, that what a Church 

does is not fundamentally about serving the community, it is about serving God and this 

is frequently expressed through community service. Creative ways to continue operating 

allow this service of God to continue. For example, First Baptist Church’s theological 

framework for the project states: 

“the church” is not a building but rather a gathering of people who follow Jesus 
Christ. The church building and facilities are one of the resources given to us by 
God […] to be used in the furtherance of His work, which is what each of us strives 
to do as individuals (First Baptist Church, n.d.). 

Churches choose to develop their property for numerous reasons. They desire to 

operate in a sustainable way as they handle smaller congregation sizes and aging 

infrastructure; they want to modernize their physical resources to be compatible with their 

mission; and they want to continue to operate in a given way or expand their operations. 

A key piece of these redevelopment projects is the availability of willing partners 

with available financial resources to partner with Church groups, since Churches generally 

lack the necessary finances to fund building projects, particularly if they are struggling. 

However, while these Churches tend to be financially poor, the land they own is often large 

enough to allow for increased density and can be in valuable locations. The land value, 

then, provides the leverage and opportunity for Churches to partner with others even if 

their building is in disrepair. The specific structure of these partnerships is unique to each 

project but the foundation of them is that the Church provides the land, the partner 
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provides the funding and expertise. In return the partner receives the opportunity to use a 

piece of the land or an air space parcel above the land. Commonly these additional uses 

are residences to sell or rent for a profit, commercial space to rent or (when the partner is 

not financially motivated), affordable housing is an attractive option and is generally in 

great need where land is expensive. Given this, it is possible to view these projects as 

Churches recognizing and seizing an opportunity that is unique to their location and time. 

6.3. Capacity and Ecclesial Polity 

Even though different Christian denominations practice their beliefs in similar ways 

and worship the same God, they are not always the same in their organizational structure. 

There are three main forms of ecclesiastical polity: Episcopal, Presbyterian and 

Congregational. Understanding how Churches distribute power and make decisions is key 

when working with these groups and is also an indicator of a congregation’s capacity. 

For much of Christian history Episcopal polity was the only form of Church 

governance and it remains in place in the Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Churches today. 

This form of governance relies on the authority of Bishops who are placed in power over 

a diocese, which is a grouping of numerous Church congregations often organized 

geographically. A diocese will have several Churches, each with their own minister called 

a Priest (Doe, 2013). Bishops make some of their decisions in councils, composed of lay 

and ordained people, that are called synods (Doe, 2013). In the Catholic Church Bishops 

are selected by the Pope who is the head of the entire Catholic denomination (Mirus, n.d.). 

There are also other levels of Bishops such as Archbishops who serve in similar positions 

to Bishops but have some extra responsibilities (Doe, 2013). 
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Presbyterian polity also uses councils of people with authority to make decisions. 

In Presbyterian polity though, different councils are arranged in a hierarchical manner with 

the lowest level, called a Session, governing over a single congregation. The Presbytery 

governs over a region of several congregations and the General Council is at a national 

level (Doe, 2013). Higher councils have the authority to overturn decisions of lower 

councils in any instances where a dispute arises. Presbyterian Churches, the United 

Church of Canada as well as some Reformed traditions are examples of denominations 

that use Presbyterian polity. 

Diverging from the highly structured and networked polity of Episcopal and 

Presbyterian Churches, Congregational polity places the local Church entirely in charge 

of its own affairs. Any denominational influence is restricted to advisory and is not binding 

on an individual congregation (Doe, 2013), if they exist at all. The governance within the 

Church is often still not given over to one person such as the minister. Instead there is 

often a group of elders or deacons made up of members of the congregation who oversee 

the Church operations and work to determine the direction of the Church (Doe, 2013). 

Congregationalists and Baptists are but two examples of Churches with Congregational 

polity. 

While it is not necessary to become familiar with the precise intricacies of Church 

politics, understanding the basics of Church polity is important when considering church 

redevelopments from a planning point of view since it can have drastic impacts on the 

process and outcome of these projects. In Congregational Churches, such as the Church 

of God in Vancouver or First Baptist Church, decisions are made by those who use the 

property and there are fewer layers of authority to consider. With Episcopal and 

Presbyterian governance structures, there must be additional consultation within the levels 
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of Church government to determine the best path of action for the future of their property. 

Such is the case in Como Lake United Church and Oakridge Lutheran Church which have 

a Presbyterian governance structure. 

A small, dwindling congregation may seem likely to be limited in their capacity to 

participate in a redevelopment project, however, if they have an Episcopal or Presbyterian 

governance structure, even a small congregation will have the input and resources of their 

particular denomination. These organizations in many cases have national or international 

reach and in the case of the United Church of Canada, there is a specific team that 

specializes in redeveloping property. Despite the fact that Como Lake United Church has 

a small congregation, the United Church is leading the development of the Como Lake 

property as well as three other properties that are part of the same overall project.  

On the other hand, First Baptist Church is a thriving community that is expanding 

their space, but despite this and their large congregation they hired outside consultants to 

help them through the development process. In describing the First Baptist Church project 

Fred Libiech explains the importance of outside help: “The first couple of years were 

difficult and rocky at times. A really significant turning point in my mind was when […] we 

got onto a really good project management firm.” In Churches with Congregational 

governance, the expertise is generally limited to who is in the congregation and even if 

there are experts in the congregation, they are usually volunteers with limited time and 

energy to donate to a project. 

The capacity of the Church may also impact their role within a redevelopment 

project. While the United Church strives to develop their own property and maintain 

ownership of their land, Oakridge Lutheran Church has entered into a partnership with 

Catalyst Developments Society that will see the two organizations share ownership of the 
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property in years to come. Catalyst is bringing the development expertise while Oakridge 

Lutheran has the land and both groups have contributed to creating a vision for the 

property that meets both their objectives. The role and level of involvement for Oakridge 

Lutheran in this project, then, is far different than what it is for the United Church in their 

projects. 

6.4. Churches as Public Space 

6.4.1. Impacts on Public Space 

Churches bring benefits to a city both through the programs that congregations 

administer and through the availability of their buildings to non-Church groups that require 

meeting space. City planners recognize the social benefits of having Churches and church 

buildings in their communities and on the face of it, church redevelopments represent an 

opportunity to retain these community serving spaces. However, many church 

redevelopment projects actually reduce the square footage of church space and privatize 

much of the Church property. By rebuilding a church as part of a mixed-use building, 

private uses can become the dominant land use for portions of land that were previously 

only used as church space. In weighing the benefits of church redevelopment, it is 

important to understand that not all aspects of mixed-use redevelopment are positive, and 

there may be negative consequences for communities even if a Church benefits through 

the project. 

An example of this can be seen in that these projects often increase the density of 

an area while reducing public space. This means that there are more people in an area 

and fewer public places for them to be. At the heart of this issue is that church buildings 

are public spaces that are privately owned and thus beyond a city’s direct control. 
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Cities do, however, have some impact on church properties. Three of the four 

Churches in this study undertook the redevelopment of their property following the 

implementation of new neighbourhood plans. 

The Cambie Corridor Plan (2011) spurred the development of both Oakridge 

Lutheran Church and the Church of God in Vancouver.2 This was not anticipated by the 

plan. Indeed, Michelle McGuire stated: 

We didn't realize that the Churches would be the ones to come forward more 
quickly in the area where redevelopment was considered in the policy. […] A lot of 
those sites came forward first and that was kind of surprising in the sense that […] 
the thought may have been oh the Church, […] it's been there for 150 years, it’s 
going to keep being there. 

This meant that when Churches did come forward with development plans the city 

had to react without any policy in place to maintain spaces that served the community. 

Keeping the Churches in a reduced capacity was then a victory for cities despite the loss 

of facilities available for public use. Oakridge Lutheran Church was a building with some 

heritage value and when deciding whether to approve the rezoning for the property city 

officials had to weigh the value of the heritage asset against the value of a project that 

brought affordable housing to the community and allowed the Church congregation to 

remain. 

First Baptist Church also decided to wait to begin their project until a new 

neighbourhood plan came into effect on advice from the City of Vancouver (Fred Liebich). 

The City had additional influence on this project due to the fact that both the interior and 

exterior of the church are designated as heritage sites and, as such, cannot be 

demolished. In this case, since the church was expanding, the city was able to support 

 
2 The Cambie Corridor also spurred redevelopment plans for two Churches that were not part of 

this study: Vancouver Chinese Presbyterian Church and Oakridge United Church. 
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the inclusion of a daycare facility in the church expansion, maintain a heritage asset and 

receive a large community amenity contribution from the market housing portion of the 

project. 

Churches also contribute to the physical design of urban environments. They are 

often unique structures that give identity to an area. Many times, these buildings are on 

heritage registers and are emblematic of a time in Canada’s history. Despite religious 

decline in Canada, over 22 million Canadians identified as Christian in 2011 (Statistics 

Canada, 2016). While Church attendance is far lower, even those who do not attend 

Church regularly may have had any number of key life events occur in a church building 

such as baby dedications, weddings and funerals. These memories can contribute to 

emotional attachment to churches even from community members who are not religious 

or do not attend Church. This can be another negative consequence of mixed-use church 

redevelopment since they often result in the loss of original church buildings. This was the 

case with Oakridge Lutheran Church, Como Lake United Church and the Church of God 

in Vancouver.  

6.4.2. Adaptive Reuse 

An alternative solution to church redevelopment that retains original church 

buildings is adaptive reuse. This retains the structure of the church building and adapts it 

through renovations to make it suitable for some other purpose. This process is distinct 

from church redevelopment which involves constructing a new building on church property 

and usually results in the demolition of the old church structure. The renovations that 

convert church buildings to other uses vary greatly and offer a variety of types of 

repurposed space including places of worship for other religious groups (including other 

religions), private residences, commercial space and community centers. 
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Adaptive reuse has the advantage of keeping the physical structure of the building 

intact and allowing redundant structures to be repurposed to fit changing community 

needs. Adaptive reuse of church buildings has been practiced with some regularity in other 

countries that have already had to manage redundant church buildings such as the 

Netherlands (Velthuis and Spennemann, 2007). However, this option does not usually 

allow for Churches to maintain control of their property meaning that congregations are 

lost and, in some cases, Churches prefer their building be demolished rather than re-used. 

Reasons for this vary. In some instances there may be concerns over churches being 

used as commercial centers while in the Catholic denomination buildings are consecrated 

which can cause concerns over it being re-used for non-religious purposes (Velthuis and 

Spennemann, 2007). 

Trinity Centres Foundation is a registered charity in Canada that is taking on the 

adaptive reuse of churches while still retaining the original Church congregations (Trinity 

Centres Foundation, n.d.). They have a vision to convert heritage church buildings into 

community hubs that are financially self-sustainable by renting the space for concerts, 

weddings, and other events. This approach maintains community space, heritage value 

as well as Church congregations in a sustainable way. 

Churches are a significant part of the urban fabric. Many may be facing pressure 

to close and as a result could be open to unique partnership ideas. Developers have 

already caught on to this and are creating win-win situations for both themselves and the 

Church through mixed-use redevelopment projects. Cities share many more common 

interests with Churches than do developers. Both Churches and cities provide necessary 

services to communities in the form of social programs and public spaces. Both Churches 

and city planners also take an approach that ensures people who are disadvantaged are 
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cared for. Planners look at cities through an equity lens to ensure everyone is included, 

not unlike Churches, who seek to help out the disadvantaged. Jesus says in Matthew 

25:40: “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters 

of mine, you did for me” (New International Version). Although they have different 

motivations, cities that look take advantage of their common ground with religious groups 

may find willing partners in them. 

These partnerships may be of vital importance to cities who are concerned about 

the growing problem of social isolation. By partnering with faith groups to ensure social 

infrastructure is retained, or even improved, cities can position themselves ahead of the 

curve. 

6.5. Theological Implications 

Church architecture has a long and celebrated past. Some of the most famous 

buildings and most impressive architectural masterpieces in the world are churches. The 

Sagrada Familia in Barcelona welcomed over 4.5 million visitors in 2017 (Statista, 2019). 

Not to be outdone, in 2017, Notre Dame de Paris attracted more than 12 million visitors 

making it the most-visited monument in Europe (Oliver, 2019). Church structures present 

an appealing opportunity for the designer to express architecture in ways that go beyond 

merely functional forms and structures. Daelemans (2015) states: “it is a religious task for 

the architect to create an atmosphere propitious to encounter the divine. The sacred can 

be grasped but not caught in space” (p. 2). Churches have not traditionally been designed 

with only practical uses in mind. They are designed to be spaces that evoke thought, 

emotion and reflection on the unseen, spiritual world. The function of these spaces is not 
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only designed to hold meetings and religious services but also to facilitate an encounter 

with the divine. 

Mixed-use church redevelopment pushes against this tradition of artistic 

expression in favour of a more practical and functional conception of sacred spaces. The 

addition of other uses and partners to the construction of church buildings have significant 

influences in this regard. The inclusion of residential or commercial space in church 

buildings mean that the exterior expression of the church is reduced to a single face or 

floor of a building. On the interior, reduced space means that rooms are built for multiple 

uses and as a result the space may also lose some of the artistry of an older single use 

church. Another influence on the design is that for-profit partners are financially motivated, 

therefore their interests are to maximize profits and minimize risk. Artistic expression and 

architectural creativity are then unlikely to be a priority in the final building blueprints.  

This is not to say that space with function as a primary criterion is not suitable for 

Churches or encountering God, but it is reflective of a culture that struggles to promote 

activity or design that cannot be financially or otherwise quantified in a positive way. This 

is possibly indicative of a shift of the Church culture towards practical results as well. 

Alternatively, it may be a further sign of a cultural shift away from the Church and reduction 

in the ability of Churches to express their influence through physical design.  

The results of this are telling of a greater emphasis on Church functions that can 

be justified in a secular society. We have discussed the many functions of a Church that 

provide value to communities. While church redevelopments do offer opportunities for 

Churches to maintain a presence in the community, the specific presence that is actively 

encouraged is one that provides value to the non-religious community. Namely, these are 
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affordable housing, community services and community space. These are all external to 

the primary church function of providing space for the worship of God.  

Commercial and residential uses are also far less conducive to architectural 

freedom than a church building. While art and design are commonly used to express ideas, 

philosophies and challenging concepts that make them highly compatible with church 

architecture, houses and commercial spaces have more strictly defined purposes that 

reduce this need. 

A Church’s theology and mission have a large influence in shaping what these 

buildings look like and the amenities that are included with them. This is true of churches 

that have been built in years past as well and, as such, can provide a snapshot of how the 

Church has shifted in its priorities and interactions with the community through the years. 

The new building typology that includes a mix of residential units, commercial space and 

church space in the same building is unique and new to this time. The multi-purpose space 

included as part of the church is also interesting as it demonstrates an interest in inviting 

the community into the church not only for sacred purposes but for the mundane as well. 

These projects also represent a shift in the understanding of the nature of a church 

building. Many older church buildings were built as a monument to God and were 

impressive in their awe-inspiring size and fine details such as stained glass that pushed 

one to focus inwards as an expression of reverence. These newer buildings focus more 

on the expression of worship through actions such as feeding the hungry and housing the 

poor. Gone is the splendour and rich artistry of sculptures and vaulted ceilings. In their 

place are functional multi-purpose rooms with sustainable income from the apartments 

above. Both however still find their inspiration and purpose in the worship of God. 
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 Conclusion 

The impacts of church redevelopment are significant for both the Churches who 

own property and the communities that surround them. These projects include benefits for 

the community in the form of affordable housing and multi-use space that may be more 

suitable for non-religious activities. They are also a way for Church congregations to 

persist in a challenging time, renew their facilities and possibly even receive sustainable 

income from residential suites. Despite the obvious benefits these projects can bring there 

is also reason for caution when planning for these projects. In particular, the privatization 

of public spaces and potential loss of community programming that is offered by Church 

congregations. A congregation’s needs also vary based on the capacity of their Church 

and the theological lens through which they view these projects. 

With the expectation that approximately 9,000 of Canada’s 27,000 Churches will 

close in the next 10 years city planners should ensure that they identify church properties 

in their policies (H. Boulet, Personal Communication, March 14, 2019). Currently, when 

planners have considered church redevelopment they have tended to focus on the 

housing, heritage or retail portions of the projects with little regard for the church space. 

While the church space is privately owned, these places serve as important social 

infrastructure that serves the public. Planners can have a positive impact on the future of 

these projects through grants, policies and partnerships. Planners can improve their 

approach to these projects by formally acknowledging the value of both church space and 

Church congregations to the broader community. In interviews, planners noted the positive 

aspects of keeping Churches in their communities, but when examining the actions of 

planners, their focus was on providing concessions for the non-Church aspects of projects 

such as heritage or affordable housing. In other words, even though planners recognize 
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the value of Church congregations the supports offered to these projects were contingent 

on the presence of other community assets. 

A notable aspect of mixed-use church redevelopments is that they allow the 

redevelopment of high value properties only where developers have the desire and ability 

to partner with Churches, but it does so at the cost of converting some of the space 

available for public use to private areas. This results in the densification of an area while 

simultaneously decreasing the amount of public space. In other locations this approach 

may not be feasible to maintain important social infrastructure. This is especially likely in 

areas where property values are not as high. 

It is important for local planners to effectively engage with Churches and take 

advantage of the many opportunities that exist to work together. Cities who partner with 

Churches to keep them in their communities will not only retain community space but will 

also retain the groups of people who program and maintain this space. Planners spoke 

positively about gaining affordable or rental housing for a low cost to the public through 

these projects but appeared to underestimate the public benefits that are achieved or 

maintained. By retaining Church congregations, cities also preserve the other services 

that Churches provide at a low cost. It is important for planners to fully consider what is 

lost when a Church closes. Only by considering the cost of losing a Church will planners 

be able to effectively create policy that protects community interests. This is not a plea to 

provide public support to privately owned entities but rather to not discount the benefits of 

an organization just because it is privately operated. Private developers have effectively 

partnered with Churches to find mutually beneficial projects: there are similar opportunities 

for cities to work with Churches and build partnerships to benefit the public interest as 

well. 
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When a Church closes, the impacts resonate far beyond the religious community 

to the city as a whole. This is seen in the built environment where unique structures are 

replaced by practical residences and also in the social infrastructure of a city where 

community space is privatized, and social programs are lost. Proactively working with 

Churches to ensure that community space and services are maintained as much as 

possible may reduce some of the negative impacts of changes to the religious practices 

of Canadians. 

Future research might focus on the lived experience of these buildings over several 

years, and whether some uses are more compatible than others for sharing building space 

with Churches. Perhaps there are opportunities for shared, communal, spaces between 

Churches and residences or retail businesses. It will also be important to explore how 

cities can best partner with Churches in a sensitive way that maintains a separation 

between Church and state but allows collaboration with results that benefit all. Location is 

another important variable that may impact the viability of mixed-use church 

redevelopment. This study has been restricted to the Metro Vancouver region of BC where 

property values have had a positive influence on Churches’ ability to redevelop their land. 

In other areas of the country Churches occupy an important place in the physical and 

social make-up of their communities but they may not be able to attract partners to help 

them renew their buildings. What opportunities exist for these communities? 

This project highlights that Church closures are not only an issue that impacts faith 

communities. These buildings and the congregations that use them are a vital part of many 

neighbourhoods and cities across the country. Churches and planners share many of the 

same goals and as Churches delve into unfamiliar development projects, planners are 
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uniquely positioned, with expertise in community building and development processes, to 

guide these projects towards the best possible outcomes. 
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Appendix A  
 
Interview Questions 

Churches: 
1. Tell me about your church. 

a. How many attend? 
b. What different uses does your building house? 
c. How are big decisions made? 

2. How did your church become involved with this redevelopment project? 
a. Why did you choose to redevelop your property? 
b. Did you have other options? 
c. Who initiated the project? 
d. Did you have any experience with projects like this? 

3. What did you hope to accomplish through this project? 
a. How does it contribute to your mission? 
b. What were the risks involved with this project for your organization? 
c. What are the benefits of this project for your organization? 
d. What goals did you hope this project would fulfill? 

4. What was your organization’s role in the process? 
a. When were you first involved? 
b. When did the project end for your organization? 
c. What did your organization contribute to the project?  
d. What could have been improved in the church redevelopment process? 

5. How did your organization interact with the city and developer in this project? 
a. Did your organization have direct contact with both other key 

stakeholders? 
i. What was the context for these interactions? 

b. Was there conflict with other stakeholder groups? If so, how was this 
managed? 

c. How did your organization impact the final outcome of the project? Or the 
plans for the final outcome? 

d. Does the city have common goals with other stakeholders? If so, what are 
they? 

6. Do you view this project as a success? Or Do you think this project will be a 
success? 

a. Do you wish anything had turned out differently in the final product/final 
plans? 

b. Did the project exceed your expectations in any way? 
c. Would you recommend a redevelopment project for another church in a 

similar situation? 
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Developers: 
1. Tell me about your company. 

a. How large is it? 
b. Have you been involved with other church redevelopment projects? 

2. How did your organization become involved with this redevelopment project? 
a. Who initiated the project? 

3. What did you hope to accomplish through this project? 
a. What were the risks involved with this project for your organization? 
b. What are the benefits of this project for your organization? 
c. What is unique about church redevelopment projects? 

4. What was your organizations role in the process? 
a. When were you first involved? 
b. When did the project end for your organization? 
c. What did your organization contribute to the project?  
d. What, if anything, could have been improved in the church redevelopment 

process? 
5. How did your organization interact with the other stakeholders in this project? 

a. Did your organization have direct contact with both other key 
stakeholders? 

i. What was the context for these interactions? 
b. Was there conflict with other stakeholder groups? If so, how was this 

managed? 
c. Did the church you worked with have expertise or experience with 

development projects? 
i. If so, was it a benefit to the project? 
ii. If not, were there extra steps taken to communicate and explain 

the various stages in the project? 
d. How did your organization impact the final outcome of the project? Or the 

plans for the final outcome? 
e. Does the city have common goals with other stakeholders? If so, what are 

they? 
6. Do you view this project as a success? Or do you think this project will be a 

success? 
a. Do you wish anything had turned out differently in the final product/final 

plans? 
b. Did the project exceed your expectations in any way? 
c. Would you do a church redevelopment project again? 

 
  



 80 

Planners: 
1. Given the unique nature of church redevelopment projects, are they viewed any 

differently when rezoning or development applications come through? 
a. Is there consideration for the public space that churches represent?  

2. What made you recommend approval for this project? 
a. What are the benefits of this project for the public? 
b. What goals did you hope this project would fulfill? 
c. What, if any, changes to the project were requested by the city? 

3. How did your organization interact with the other stakeholders in this project? 
a. Did your organization have direct contact with both other key 

stakeholders? 
i. What was the context for these interactions? 

b. Was there conflict with other stakeholder groups? If so, how was this 
managed? 

c. How did your organization impact the final outcome of the project? Or the 
plans for the final outcome? 

d. Does the city have common goals with other stakeholders? If so, what are 
they? 

e. What, if anything, could have been improved in the church redevelopment 
process? 

4. Do you view this project as a success? Or Do you think this project will be a 
success? 

a. Do you wish anything had turned out differently in the final product/final 
plans? Did the project exceed your expectations in any way? 
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Appendix B  
 
Consent Form 

Interview Consent Form 

 
 

Church Stories: Understanding the Redevelopment of Churches in BC 
 

Principal Investigator 

Stephen Baugh, Student 

Master of Community Planning 

Vancouver Island University  

Stephen.baugh@viu.ca 

Student Supervisor 
Sylvie Lafrenière, PhD. 

Department of Sociology 

Vancouver Island University  

Sylvie.lafreniere@viu.ca 

 

Purpose 
 I am a student in the Master of Community Planning at Vancouver Island University (VIU).  My 

research, entitled “Church Stories: Understanding the Redevelopment of Churches in BC,” aims 

to contribute to the understanding of Church redevelopment projects in BC by examining the 

role and interests of three key stakeholders in the process: Churches, Developers and Cities.  

 

Description 
Research participants are asked to complete a semi-structured research interview. If you agree, 

you would be asked questions concerning your organization’s role in a church redevelopment 

project, with a focus on your organization’s interests in the project, the interactions between 

other stakeholder groups (Churches, Developers and Cities) and your organization and the 

outcome of the project so far. These statements would not be made on behalf of an 

organization but would be your own opinion. With your permission, the interview would be 

audio recorded. Your participation would require approximately 45 minutes of your time. You 

have the option of not being identified in the reporting of the research.    

 

Risk of Harm to Participants 
The information collected during the interview is not likely to be controversial, and thus the 

research poses only a very small risk of harm to participants. Depending on the information you 

provide, and whether you choose to be identified, there is a possibility that the information you 

provide might cause loss of privacy and/or loss of reputation. If you choose to keep your 

identity confidential there is still a chance you will be secondarily identifiable. There is also a 

risk that your information will be subject to foreign legislation if you use an email service with 

servers based outside of Canada and if the interview is conducted using video chat software 

with servers outside of Canada (such as Skype). 

 

Management of Research Information/Data 
If you choose to participate, all records of your participation will be stored securely. If you do 

not wish to be identified in the reporting of the research only my supervisor and I will have 

access to information with your identity. With your permission, the interview would be audio 
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recorded, portions will be transcribed, and the interview will be summarized in writing. You will 

be provided a copy of the transcription and summary and invited to make changes to the 

transcript as you wish (e.g. if you would like to withdraw a particular statement you made 

during an interview). Electronic data will be stored on a password-protected computer. Signed 

consent forms and copies of interview transcripts will also be stored on a password-protected 

computer. Data will be destroyed by overwriting it with a series of characters at the end of the 

project, on approximately May 1
st

, 2021. 

 

Use of Research Information 

The results of this study will be published in my Masters thesis, and may also be used for 

conference publications, presentations, a guidebook, published in peer-reviewed journals and 

online at VIUSpace.   

 

Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation is completely voluntary. You will be given an opportunity to review and 

potentially make changes to a partial transcript and written summary of the interview. You may 

withdraw from the study at any time, for any reason, and without explanation up to three 

weeks from the time of being provided a copy of the transcript. If you choose to withdraw from 

the study, all information you provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the 

study and destroyed. 

 

Consent and Conditions of Consent 
I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in this research 

under the following conditions:  
I consent to the interview being audio recorded. 
 

Yes                                     No               

I consent to having my personal identity disclosed in the products of the 
research.  

Yes                                     No               

I consent to being quoted in the products of the research. 
 

Yes                                     No               

 
 

Participant Name ________________________  

Participant Signature ____________________________    

 
Commitment of Principal Investigator – A commitment of the researcher to adhere to the 
protocol described in the consent form 
I, Stephen Baugh, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  
 

Principal Investigator Signature _______________ Date: October 9, 2019  

 
Concerns about your Treatment in the Research 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please 

contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca. 
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Appendix C  
 
Description of Projects 

 

Church Address Lot Size (m²) Date of 
Rezoning 
Application  

Previous 
Zoning 

Proposed 
Zoning 

OCP 
Amendment 

Progress as 
of March 
2020 

Church of 
God in 
Vancouver 

7657 
Cambie 
Street, 
Vancouver, 
BC 

2,933 November 13, 
2013 

RT-1 Two Family 
Dwelling 

CD-1 
Comprehensive 
Development 

No Completed in 
2017 

Como Lake 
United 
Church 

535 
Marmont 
Street, 
Coquitlam, 
BC 

2,965 October 31, 
2017 

P-2 Special 
Institutional 

CD-2 
Comprehensive 
Development 
Zone 2 

No Under 
Construction 

First 
Baptist 
Church 

969 Burrard 
Street, 
Vancouver, 
BC 

4,820 March 10, 2016 CD-1 (445) 
Comprehensive 
Development 

Amended CD-1 
(445) 
Comprehensive 
Development 

No Under 
Construction 

Oakridge 
Lutheran 
Church 

5688 Ash 
Street, 
Vancouver, 
BC 

1,465 December 7, 
2015 

RS-1 One Family 
Dwelling 

CD-1 
Comprehensive 
Development 

No Completed in 
2019 


