St. James’s Episcopal Church

1991 Massachusetts Ave., Cambridge, MA 02140
January 5th, 2010

Cambridge Historical Commission

831 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02139-3068

To Whom It May Concern,

I must begin this statement with a caveat: as Rector of St. James’s, I do not have canonical authority to make decisions about the disposition of St. James’s Episcopal Church funds or property.  Financial decision-making is reserved for the congregation’s elected board, the Vestry.  The St. James’s Vestry has been working with Oaktree Design Development on the basis of a Memo of Understanding that it and the Standing Committee of the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts, which has jurisdiction over the disposition of all congregational land and buildings, approved last spring.  But St. James’s has not yet reached the signing of a legal agreement with Oaktree. Consequently, discussion in the Vestry has not moved to decision about the disposal of the "pay-out monies" after the completion of the Parish House.

I cannot underestimate the transformative opportunity we have in this redevelopment partnership. Before we even get to any financial pay-out from condo sales, our new Parish house represents all by itself a new lease on life and new resources freed for other maintenance -- a 2-million-dollar savings on the otherwise-imponderable task of replacing our current dilapidated Parish House with a brand-new, ADA-accessible, green-certified, efficient, maintainable building proposed as the first floor of the residential condominium to be built on the Car Wash and St. James’s lands. 

The congregation has bent inventive and dedicated efforts to maintenance of our church and garden, but we’ve continued to fall behind the maintenance curve.  Our current dilapidated Parish House represents a seemingly endless, irremediable and discouraging drag on staff and lay volunteer time.  Only by the grace of God has the congregation retained its vitality despite the drain on its resources represented by the sprawling, perpetually recurring crisis of a parish house.  Our Redevelopment Co-Chair Alan Aukeman gives us this historical perspective on St. James’s commitment over the last generation to preserve its buildings and garden:

“ …It’s worth noting that St James's hit a low point in the late '70's and early '80's when the parish might well have disbanded after years of steady suburbanization--back then even lively Davis Square was dead and Porter Square wasn't what it is.  St James's resisted easy offers to sell the garden to things like a telephone switching facility or to give up and move out to “the ‘burbs” as other congregations did.  That said, however, the roof and windows and the wiring have gone longer than they should have.  But we’ve kept at it, with the 1980's and '90's repairs, the 2005/6 $600,000 repairs to the bell tower.  But who would have ever thought that a new parish hall and new garden with all their accompanying benefits might ever be within reach, and not just that, but ALSO steady support for ongoing repairs and upkeep by way of a property endowment…! These are things we'd been hoping and praying for, but on an arc far broader than most of us had courage imagine.  This is a WOW, WOW, WOW, event that we even get to stand before the Historic Commission, contemplating these questions with you.”     
Alan references “a property endowment.”  He and I and our Warden Mark Yoder have already advocated and intend to continue to advocate strongly with the Vestry that after taking possession of the proposed new Parish House, they invest the remaining benefits of our partnership with Oaktree – a proportion of the financial proceeds of the condominium sales -- in a capital improvements fund, and use a regular proportional pay-out, as dictated by fund-management “best practices,” as "property maintenance" for the church, garden and (new) Parish House.  The goal of such a strategy would be to begin the process of building equity that can help us solve our buildings’ problems as they emerge over generations, as well as maintain the garden through the proceeds of the endowment.  Using the attached “Capital Improvement Plan” schedule (which will be updated and refined each year as some projects are completed and others emerge), it would be our consistent priority to advocate that we work our way down that schedule on as systematic a basis as possible using the fund's pay-out proceeds.  We make no promise that we could or would tackle immediately all that needed to be done to the church proper, because we envision putting a much more long-range maintenance protocol in place and working at it systematically.  We have told the Vestry that we regard the sale of condominiums as our great opportunity to provide the financial underpinnings for this protocol.
I have personally experienced the benefits of this kind of long-range regular maintenance protocol for an historic building supported by a property endowment as Associate Rector of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in downtown Richmond VA, whose annual pay-out on a 20-million-dollar property endowment sustains their 1845 neo-classical worship space and a half-million-dollar annual outreach budget.

In the endowment scenario I outline (which, again I remind you, the Vestry has not yet formally discussed or decided, when we do not yet have a completed legal agreement before us), the money from our endowment would go to preservation of the buildings, not to our operating fund.  It would be a "property endowment." All our operating funds beyond property maintenance would continue to be the congregation's pledging responsibility.  A property endowment will not relieve the congregation of the burden of responsibility.  However, it will only put us within reach -- increasingly, as the endowment grows -- of being able to meet that responsibility through both congregational and endowment contribution. Our building will continue to age and continue to be a major responsibility for the congregation.  But with the relief afforded by a growing property endowment, the congregation can concentrate its pledged resources on its active missionary life, its "investment" in its own ministry of active urban outreach in the community of Cambridge, year to year.

Yours,

The Rev. Holly Lyman Antolini
