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Churches, synagogues and mosques 
are among the many sacred places that have 
long served as anchors in Philadelphia’s 
neighborhoods. They stand out for their 
distinctive architecture, large gathering 
spaces, cultural significance, strong sense 
of community and charitable works. Cur-
rently, Philadelphia’s historic sacred places 
are at a crossroads.  

Philadelphia’s Historic Sacred Places 
(The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2017) reports 
that nearly 10 percent of Philadelphia’s 839 
historic sacred places have been repurposed 
as housing, offices, schools and child care 
facilities through adaptive reuse. An addi-

tional 5 percent are vacant. Since 2009, 35 
have been demolished to make way for new 
development. 

Among those that remain, hundreds have 
congregations that find themselves acting as 
stewards of underutilized spaces. Yet their 
vacant sanctuaries, sparsely-used meeting 
halls, and mothballed Sunday School wings 
offer real opportunities for congregations 
to fulfill their missions and build stronger 
bonds with the surrounding community. 

Through the Sacred Places/Civic Spaces 
initiative, the Community Design Collabora-
tive and Partners for Sacred Places teamed 
up to re-envision these underutilized spaces 

as community hubs.  The initiative adds the 
design and development community’s voice 
to a growing dialogue about the intersection 
of historic sacred places and communities, 
showing that underutilized space can be ac-
tivated to expand the civic commons, serve 
a larger secular purpose and strengthen 
communities. 

Within these pages, we share the reali-
ties faced by congregations in stewarding 
historic properties. We challenge the notion 
that sale and subsequent adaptive reuse or 
demolition is the only option for struggling 
congregations and we introduce innovative 
models for co-locating multiple community 
uses in religious buildings. 

Sacred Places/Civic Spaces is about begin-
ning to re-envision and preserve Philadel-
phia’s historic sacred places. Let’s look at 
them with fresh eyes, consider the ways 
that they serve our communities today 
and imagine the ways they can serve them  
tomorrow.

SERVING ALL
How can historic sacred places support  
civic engagement, social cohesion and 
neighborhood equity?

SACRED PLACES /CIVIC SPACES → INTRO



4 SAC R E D  P L AC ES /C I V I C  S PAC ES

Imagine a culinary incubator for “food-
ie-preneurs,” affordable housing with a 
day program for seniors, a Night Market 
showcasing healthy food and live music, a 
women’s self-defense training center or a 
basketball clinic where both kids and adults 
can raise their game. 

These are just some of the ideas that came 
out of three community task force meetings 
hosted through the Sacred Places/Civic Spac-
es initiative. The goal? To envision commu-
nity-oriented programs that can co-exist—
and actually enhance—the worship spaces, 
administration offices and Sunday schools 
typically found in sacred places. 

A Collaborative Design Challenge
Through Sacred Places/Civic Spaces, the 
Community Design Collaborative and Part-
ners for Sacred Places matched congrega-
tions with community groups and design 
teams to inspire new ideas and models for 
growing sacred places as civic spaces. They 
invited congregations, community groups 
and design teams to apply. 

“There are no easy answers,” says Heidi 
Segall Levy, director of design services for 
the Community Design Collaborative. “His-
toric sacred places have their own unique 
set of challenges including aging infrastruc-
ture, lack of accessibility and both large and 

small underutilized spaces. That’s why this 
process brought together congregations, 
community and design teams to pool their 
collective knowledge on what could be pos-
sible. The congregations were interested in 
a new approach and the design teams were 
intrigued by the opportunities.” 

In June 2018, three congregations, each 
paired with a community-based organiza-
tion, were selected and matched with three 
multi-disciplinary design teams. Together, 
they began the design challenge with in-
depth tours of the sites, gathering important 
information for the next step in the design 
process. 

COUNT YOUR BLESSINGS
Reimagining religious buildings begins with  
realizing what you already have by linda dot tor

SACRED PLACES/CIVIC SPACES → PROCESS OF ENGAGEMENT
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By The Numbers*

of the beneficiaries of 
programming housed 
in an average national 
sacred place are 
not members of the 
congregation itself

Sources: Economic Halo Effect (Partners for Sacred Places, 2016); Philadelphia’s Historic Sacred Places  
(The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2017) 

Mapping a Community’s Strengths
“Asset mapping is a group exercise with 
people from different walks of life and inter-
ests. Their common bond is that they each 
have something to offer—their perspective, 
enthusiasm, connections, support, curiosity 
and creativity. They work together to iden-
tify specific strengths and resources within 
the community,” explains Joshua Castaño, 
director of community engagement services 
for Partners for Sacred Places.

In July, Sacred Places/Civic Spaces brought 
together leaders and members of the con-
gregations, neighborhood residents, local 
schools, community-based nonprofits, de-
signers, real estate professionals, public 
agencies and elected officials for community 
task force meetings. Over 50 people attend-
ed each meeting. 

The meetings began with a site tour and 
conditions assessment to give everyone a 
basic grounding in the sacred places. Then 
attendees broke into asset mapping groups 
led by Partners for Sacred Places. 

A Sense of Discovery 
Asset mapping encourages participants 
to venture beyond the concrete (organiza-
tions, institutions, infrastructure and build-
ings) to identify their own gifts—of knowl-
edge, skills and heart—and to tell stories 
that shed light on each community. Unlike 
traditional planning, asset-based communi-
ty development focuses on the good things 
already in place, the gifts and talents of the 
people in the community and the steward-
ship of relationships between them.

As each group shared their ideas, the 
power of asset mapping to foster original 
thinking was clear. Each group’s proposals 
reflected a deep sense of place and commu-
nity. Assets were called out, written down 
on sticky notes and put up on the wall. The 
second step was to rearrange these assets 
to reveal new ways they could be connected 

839 
historic, purpose- 

built sacred places  
in Philadelphia

The average 
national annual 

economic impact 
generated by  

a sacred place

35 

87%

OF AMERICAN ADULTS AT TEND  
RELIGIOUS SERVICES WEEKLY 

demolitions  
in Philadelphia  
since 2009 

O N LY  36% 

$1.7
MILLION

or combined into a program and vision that 
bore the unique stamp of the community. 

Bob Jaeger, president of Partners for Sa-
cred Places, says, “I love this approach. 
There’s a sense of discovery. You see people 
making connections—between each other 

and the assets their community has in place.” 
Beth Miller, executive director for the 

Community Design Collaborative, adds, 
“This work will yield ideas and models for 
sacred places as civic spaces both citywide 
and nationally.” 
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SACRED PLACES /CIVIC SPACES → THE PHILADELPHIA MASJID

Building Blocks
The Philadelpia Masjid in Mill Creek: a place  
to learn, gather, live by constance garcia-barrio

Community involvement is akin to prayer at the Philadelphia Masjid 
in Mill Creek. “Our religion requires community outreach,” says 
Aazim Muhammad, 60, president and CEO of Sister Clara Muhammad 
Community Development Corporation. Built in 1922 as a Roman 
Catholic school, the one-and-a-half acre property has, like many other 
buildings of its kind, transitioned to reflect the more recent residents of 
the neighborhood, primarily African Americans or Latinos. Since 1977, 
the Masjid has hosted concerts, weddings, funerals, job fairs and prison 
reentry programs, says Muhammad, but has been underutilized since 
Sister Clara Muhammad School closed some 10 years ago.

The Masjid plans to grow, and Muham-
mad believes word of mouth will alert Dela-
ware Valley Muslims to the Masjid’s broader 
role. “We’re the mothership,” he says of the 
current 500 member congregation. “Other 
Masjids have spun off from us and we main-
tain close ties.” 

The Masjid also aims to cast a wider net 
by collaborating with organizations like the 
People’s Emergency Center (PEC), a compre-
hensive social service agency that provides 
emergency housing, job training, parenting 
classes and more. 

“It’s natural for us to partner with the 
Masjid because many of our interests dove-
tail,” says James Wright, 37, PEC’s director 
of community, economic and real estate de-
velopment.

“Jobs are a critical factor in Mill Creek, one 
of the most impoverished parts of the city,” 
Muhammad says. “Our programs will allow 
participants—especially those ages 18 to 
20—to earn a GED and learn a trade.” Those 
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programs include culinary arts, healthcare, 
early childhood education and construction 
trades.

Through Sacred Places/Civic Spaces, the 
Masjid was paired with HOK, an award-win-
ning global design, architecture, engineering 
and planning firm.

“President Obama declared Mill Creek a 
‘Promise Zone,’” Muhammad says. “Pres-
ident Trump has called it an ‘Opportunity 
Zone.’ Those designations encourage the 
city and the federal government to earmark 
money for development here.”

The Masjid’s location will help attract 
tenants and program participants, Muham-
mad says. Bus route 64 affords access to the 
campus and Fairmount Park. Drexel and 
the University of Pennsylvania are minutes 
away by trolley. Nearby public and charter 
schools also increase appeal.

Plans for The Masjid include upgrading 
existing facilities and building affordable, 
intergenerational housing, a daycare space 
and a community plaza.

HOK’s master plan covers programming, 
feasibility and aesthetics and addresses cost 
and sustainable design strategies. 

“One of the most sustainable things we 
can do as a city is to reuse existing structures 
in efficient ways rather than building new,” 
says Caitlin Youngster, 28, an HOK senior 
design professional.

Renovating the auditorium/gymnasium 
and classroom buildings will both restore its 
vibrancy and help to sustain the community 
around it, she notes.

“We’re on the fast track, we’re moving 
ahead,” Muhammad says. “Faith and finance 
make an unbeatable team.”

The Philadelphia Masjid
4700 Wyalusing Avenue, Mill Creek

COMMUNITY PARTNER  → People’s Emergency Center

DESIGN TEAM  → HOK (lead); J+M Engineering;  
 Tutor Perini Building Corp; Alisa McCann

COMMUNIT Y  
PROGRAM GOALS

 Culinary  
programs

 Workforce  
development

 Early childhood  
education

 Affordable  
housing

 Community  
flex spaces

COMPREHENSIVE 
DESIGN STRATEGY

 » Renovate existing auditorium (the Mus-
alla) and gymnasium building as gather-
ing spaces for worship and community

 » Renovate existing classroom building to 
house culinary and workforce develop-
ment programs

 » Build new affordable housing for seniors 
and families including space for senior 
and early childhood education programs

 » Create new welcoming entrances to the 
existing buildings and a public plaza to 
connect the site to the larger community

1

THE 
SITES

—

Our goal is to improve  
the lives in the community;  
to give people foundations.” 
—Aazim Muhammad, President and CEO,  
Sister Clara Muhammad CDC

Left: The proposed 47th Street community 
plaza invites people in; Above right: A pro-
posed layout of the site bridges old and new.
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SACRED PLACES /CIVIC SPACES → WHARTON-WESLEY UNITED METHODIST CHURCH

Community  
Cornerstone
Wharton-Wesley offers a beacon to Cobbs Creek 
by constance garcia-barrio

Built in 1906, Wharton-Wesley United Methodist Church in Southwest 
Philadelphia’s Cobbs Creek neighborhood once had a congregation 
of 600, though today, that number hovers between 150 and 200. Many 
current members commute to attend services. “We have to reboot 
ourselves,” says the church’s community pastor and Temple University 
professor Reverend David W. Brown, 56, “grow our programs and 
change our space so we can reach more people.” In some ways, 
that work has already begun. Wharton-Wesley hosts a Mennonite 
congregation, Girl Scouts, music groups, kickboxing classes and more, 
which often help to bring in money through sharing space. 

Roberta Frost, 74, established and runs the 
church archive and mini-museum. “People 
have consulted us when they’re researching 
family members,” Frost says. She’s also re-
storing antique furniture in the church and 
she helps to cook and serve meals. Her sister 
Shella Waters, 72, serves as treasurer and as-
sists with preparing and serving meals. 

The ministry currently provides food and 
clothes for some families, but it wants to do 
more.

Brawer & Hauptman Architects, an 
award-winning architecture, planning and 
interior design firm that focuses on nonprof-
it institutions, was partnered with Whar-
ton-Wesley through the Sacred Places/Civic 
Spaces initiative to pursue this aspiration. 

Brawer & Hauptman has offered plans 
that include a modest but dazzling facelift 
that would reveal a treasure. 

“We suggested removing the plexiglass, 
yellowed with time, that hides the stained 
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Wharton-Wesley  
United Methodist Church
5341 Catharine Street, Cobbs Creek

COMMUNITY PARTNER  → ACHIEVEability

DESIGN TEAM  → Brawer & Hauptman Architects (lead); Alderson 
 Engineering, Inc.; Orndorf & Associates, Inc. |   
 Powers & Company, Inc.; The Sullivan Company

COMMUNIT Y  
PROGRAM GOALS

 Food access  
and education

 Musical  
performances

 Congregational  
space sharing

 Health and 
wellness

 Senior 
programming

 Afterschool 
education

 Re-entry program

 Community 
gathering

COMPREHENSIVE 
DESIGN STRATEGY

 » Create a new, accessible main entrance 
and wayfinding system to welcome the 
community into the church

 » Activate the outdoor space with a food 
truck park, community forum and grow-
ing gardens

 » Enhance the sanctuary as a performance 
and event space by accentuating stained 
glass windows and improving climate 
control systems

 » Renovate and expand the existing 
kitchen and spruce up the fellowship 
hall to support food access and create 
an attractive, revenue-generating event 
space

2

We have to reboot ourselves, 
grow our programs and change 
our space so we can reach 
more people.” 
—Reverend David W. Brown, Wharton-Wesley 
United Methodist Church

glass windows,” says Christian Kaulius, 26, 
a design team member. “Then the windows 
could be lit from inside to show their mag-
nificent colors.” That step would create a 
trifecta of beauty, thrift and a literal beacon 
for the community. 

Once a spruced-up look draws more peo-
ple inside, the church has to deliver, Rever-
end Brown says, noting the five recurring 
areas of concern from community meetings: 
healthcare, music, education, job training 
and food. “Philabundance has partnered 
with us for several years, and through that 
organization we’re exploring programming 
possibilities with the Food Trust.”

Improved kitchen facilities could serve 
diverse needs and provide income for the 
church. 

Wharton-Wesley has also partnered with 
ACHIEVEability (ACHa), a West-Philadel-
phia based nonprofit organization. “The 
church and ACHIEVEability have comple-
mentary goals,” says Erika Tapp, director of 
community services. 

Reverend Brown and the design team 
would like to build upon the sharing they 
currently do by creating a more inviting 
venue. 

“We’ve broken projects down into finan-
cially feasible steps,” Kaulius says. “For ex-
ample, a whole new heating and cooling sys-
tem is costly, but the church could add three 
large fans in the sanctuary to make the space 
more comfortable in summer.”  

While Reverend Brown recognizes the 
challenge Wharton-Wesley faces, he feels 
optimistic. “We have a huge task ahead of 
us,” he says. “But God will help us accom-
plish what He put us here to do.”

THE 
SITES

—

Left: Proposed accessibility, signage and land-
scaping provide a welcoming entry on 54th 
Street. Above right: A proposed renovation of 
the chapel for community use.
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SACRED PLACES /CIVIC SPACES → ZION BAPTIST CHURCH

Corridor 
Connections
Zion Baptist Church builds on a North Broad Legacy 
by constance garcia-barrio

Zion Baptist Church, which peaked at 6,000 members under civil rights 
leader and social activist Reverend Leon H. Sullivan, is typical of a 
congregation that is struggling to build upon the legacy of a larger-than-
life figure who put the church on the map. Located on North Broad in the 
Nicetown/Tioga neighborhood, the church wants to use its annex to foster 
optimism. “I grew up about half a block from here,” says the Reverend 
Michael Major, Sr., 58, associate minister of Zion Baptist Church and 
president of Called to Serve Community Development Corporation, Zion’s 
community partner. “Today, I help develop computer software for a Wall 
Street firm. I’m there because of support I received through Zion.”

“I was in the youth choir, the Boy Scouts, 
the basketball league, SAT prep classes and 
more.” Many of these programs operated in 
the annex, he says.

“The annex can give others the same op-
portunity. Helping people is part of Zion’s 
DNA, a legacy of the Reverend Leon Sulli-
van,” Major says of the pastor who led Zion 
from 1950 to 1988. 

Zion’s congregation, 500 strong, has two 
sites: A 1970s building at 3600 North Broad 
Street and an annex directly across from 
it. Built as a handsome stone church in the 
early 1900s, the annex once housed Zion’s 
outreach programs, but it has stood vacant 
since 2015. Zion aims to change that. 

“We want the annex to be a place where 
local residents gain tools to build fulfilling 
lives for themselves,” Major says.

Reactivation of the annex stands at the 
heart of a vision to revitalize the commercial 
corridor, referred to historically, and again 
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Zion Baptist Church
3600/3601 N. Broad St., Nicetown-Tioga

COMMUNITY PARTNER  → Called to Serve CDC

DESIGN TEAM  → Studio 6mm (lead); Kate Cowing Architect LLC; 
 Keast & Hood; Burns Engineering, Inc.;  
 International Consultants, Inc.

COMMUNIT Y  
PROGRAM GOALS

 Health and 
wellness

 Fresh food access

 Banquet and 
gathering space

 STEAM education

 Workforce 
development

 Entrepreneurship 
programs

COMPREHENSIVE 
DESIGN STRATEGY

 » Create an urgent care center to serve 
the community

 » Explore two options for sanctuary reuse: 
a fresh food grocery or a banquet hall 
and community gathering space

 » Renovate upper floors to accommodate 
workforce development, entrepreneur-
ship programs and STEAM education for 
youth and adults

 » Enhanced lighting and signage to allow 
the annex to become a community bea-
con and an anchor for the Broad, Erie, 
and Germantown Commercial Corridor

3

Continuing Zion’s legacy of 
community support is intensely 
personal to me … the goal is 
to be able to provide the same 
opportunities I had in the annex.” 
—Mike Major, President,  
Called to Serve CDC

recently by Mayor Kenney, as “the Times 
Square of North Philly.”

Enter Studio 6mm, an award-winning 
Philadelphia architecture, design and 
planning firm selected to partner with Zion 
through the initiative. Their design team de-
veloped plans to help the annex become a 
fount of hope.

“The annex has good bones,” says ar-
chitect David Quadrini, Jr., 38, a principal 
of Studio 6mm. Three floors plus a lower 
level could provide an envelope for several 
programs, Quadrini notes.

“We had about 65 people representing 
different sectors of Nicetown/Tioga at the 
very first meeting,” Brian Szymanik, an-
other of Studio 6mm’s principal architects, 
says.

“People agreed that an urgent care center 
on the lower level could increase the health 
of the community,” Quadrini says.

“The first floor of the annex could be-
come a multi-use space for meetings and 
events,” Major says, noting that it could also 
house a food co-op similar to Mariposa in 
West Philly. 

Ideas for the second and third floors in-
clude classrooms for STEAM education and 
shared business space.

  Zion has just begun to consider sources 
of funding. While aspects of the project re-
main fluid, Major has a sharp vision of what 
Zion could achieve. 

“People just need a chance,” he says. 
“And the annex will provide it.”

THE 
SITES

—

Left: cutaway rendering of the proposed annex 
design demonstrates multiple opportunities 
for space sharing. Top right: The sanctuary is 
proposed as a multi-use space.
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This initiative has much to say to the 
congregations who own and share historic 
buildings, as well as a wider array of civic 
leaders who see churches closing and are 
worried about the waste of resources when 
buildings—and much of what they host—
are lost when congregations disappear. 

Already we know that sacred places are 
not, for most of the week, religious places. 
For most of the people they serve, they are 
nonsectarian places and have a clear com-
munity value that welcomes and supports 
everyone. However, many of their spaces are 
underused—they could do so much more 
to welcome the community and extend the 
civic plaza. So what new actions, in light of 
the Sacred Places/Civic Spaces initiative, can 
Philadelphians take to maximize the value 
of these buildings? 

If you are a community leader… 
Get to know some of the more prominent 
sacred places near where you live or work, 
and see if there are opportunities to collab-
orate on the creative use of space that may 
sit empty for much of the week. If you ap-
proach a local pastor, priest, rabbi or imam, 

you will probably be delighted by the warm 
welcome you receive and his or her open-
ness to working together in common cause. 

If you are a funder or donor… 
Consider a greater openness to sup-
porting the preservation and re-purposing 
of sacred spaces. After all, these buildings 
are already civic spaces and could do so 
much more if their underused spaces were 
reimagined and reconfigured in the ways 
this initiative suggests. 

If you are in government… 
Recognizing that sacred places serve 
people in need such as children and youth, 
seniors, the hungry and the homeless, con-
sider facilitating and supporting new initia-
tives that make creative and energetic use of 
religious buildings. Sacred places are often 
the most affordable and most trusted places 
for the vulnerable populations you serve. 

If you are in the arts  
or human services… 
Be proactive in reaching out to local 
leaders to learn if a church, synagogue or 

mosque in an area you serve may have ter-
rific space that could house the programs 
that your organization manages. 

And if you are active  
in a congregation… 
Reach out to your neighbors, be open to 
collaboration and be inspired by the design 
approaches that are offered in this Sacred 
Places/Civic Spaces initiative. You are not 
alone, and there is a network of nonprofit 
and civic leaders out there who can help 
you rethink and open up your space for 
civic purposes. 

Leaders from each of these sectors can 
press for new policies and new approaches 
that would help sacred places become more 
significant civic assets. Rachel Hildebrandt, 
Senior Program Manager at Partners for 
Sacred Places, states that “policymakers 
should be developing strategies that pro-
vide support to vital congregations that are 
likely to remain in place into the future and 
implement historic preservation incentives 
that encourage the reuse of significant prop-
erties that are going to be transitioned out 
of religious use.”

SAVING GRACE
Creative thinking and new approaches to funding 
and policy can maximize the civic value of religious 
properties  by a. robert jaeger

SACRED PLACES /CIVIC SPACES → WHAT’S NEXT? 

For more information about this  
initiative or what you can do, go to: 

www.sacredplacescivicspaces.com
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INITIATIVE PARTNERS

SACRED PLACES/CIVIC SPACES  is part of Infill Philadelphia, an initiative of the Community Design Collaborative  
to explore key community development challenges and opportunities through design.

A Grid report commissioned by the Community Design Collaborative and Partners for Sacred Places. Published March, 2019

Community Design Collaborative provides pro bono 
preliminary design services to nonprofit organizations 

in greater Philadelphia, creates engaging volunteer 
opportunities for design professionals, and raises awareness 
about the importance of design in revitalizing communities.

Partners for Sacred Places is the only national, non-sectarian 
nonprofit organization focused on building the capacity of 
congregations of historic sacred places to better serve their 
communities as anchor institutions, nurturing transformation 
and shaping vibrant, creative communities.
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CORRIDOR CONNECTIONS: 
ZION BAPTIST CHURCH
We are thrilled to support
Studio 6mm as part of the
Sacred Places/Civic Spaces
Design Challenge!

STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS

www.keasthood.com 

CIVIL  ENGINEERS SPECIALIZING IN DESIGN OF
GREEN STORMWATER INFRASTRUCTURE SYSTEMS
IN PHILADELPHIA AND SURROUNDING COMMUNITIES

267-332-8282   tjh@gristdesign.com   www.gristdesign.com

KC
A Proud to work with 

Zion Baptist Church

Kate Cowing Architect, LLC
Architecture & Historic Preservation
kcowing@cowingarchitect.com

TOGETHER 
GOES THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD
SHIFTCAPITAL.US

Jeffrey Brummer Architects

Commercial and Residential Design

jjbarch.com    856-425-2440

                                             Supports the mission of 

Sacred Places / Civic Spaces

  1420 Walnut Street, 15th floor   Philadelphia PA , 19102   215.546.0800   www.kmarchitects.com

Chef Wahidah Kennedy
(267) 507–8713
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One Logan Square, Suite 1510, Philadelphia, PA 19103   |  www.hok.com
Proud partner with The Philadelphia Masjid / People’s Emergency Center on the CDC Sacred Places / Civic Spaces challenge.
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Innovators in conserving our 
Built Heritage.

proudly supports the

Community Design Collaborative & 
Partners for Sacred Places and their 

Sacred Places / Civic Spaces Initiative
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First Presbyterian Church of Santa Fe | Santa Fe, NM

125 South Ninth Street, Suite 900 | Philadelphia, PA 19107 | 215.925.7812
1807 Second Street, Suite 34 | Santa Fe, NM 87505 | 505.982.2133

www.aosarchitects.com

Temple Adath Israel | Merion Station, PA




