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Landmark churches are being lost
In late December, the 

City of Chicago issued an 
emergency demolition per-
mit for the Anshe Kenes-
seth Israel building, a 
grandiose former syna-
gogue in the city’s down-
trodden west side. Built 
in 1913, Anshe Kenesseth 
rose in a well-to-do neigh-
borhood with a strong Jew-
ish presence.

By the early 1960s, how-
ever, the neighborhood’s 
demographics had shift-
ed. The Jews had moved 
out, and their building was 
sold to the Friendship Bap-
tist Church, one of a hand-
ful of Chicago church-
es to open their doors to 
Martin Luther King Jr. 
The Friendship congrega-
tion eventually built their 
own church, and passed 
the AKI building to the 
Shepherd’s Temple Bap-
tist Church in 1983. Unable 
to afford the massive and 
aged building, that congre-
gation left in 1997.

Now severely deterio-
rated after 14 years of 
vacancy, AKI faces demo-
lition. It will leave behind 
only a vacant lot — an all-
too-common fate for urban 
churches in America. The 
restlessly mobile nature 
of American society has 
created a slew of cast-off 
religious buildings over 
the decades, raising the 
question of what should be 
done with vacant religious 
structures.

Many congregations opt 
to find buyers who will con-
vert their former church-
es to new uses. In Chicago, 
numerous church build-
ings have had new floors 
inserted to convert them 
into apartment buildings. 
In St. Louis, the Catho-
lic Church has disposed 
of its unneeded buildings 
in a variety of ways, sell-

ing them off as retirement 
homes, rehearsal spaces, 
theaters and banquet halls. 
Many were sold to new 
congregations. 

But when a church goes 

on the market, it becomes 
real estate, and location, 
as the cliche tells us, is 
everything. Though church 
buildings commonly are 
occupied by new congrega-

tions, they are rarely in the 
same economic strata as 
their predecessors. These 
churches of lesser means 
often inherit a building in 
need of extensive and cost-
ly repairs. 

A structure like Anshe 
Kenesseth Israel, stand-
ing in Chicago’s largely 
impoverished North Lawn-
dale neighborhood, does 
not have much of a fighting 
chance on its own. Dere-
lict neighborhoods in cities 
like Philadelphia, Chicago 
and St. Louis are dotted 
with magnificent churches 
standing vacant and aban-
doned, some to the point of 
collapse.

With abandonment being 
such a common problem 

for older churches, one 
might expect that outgo-
ing congregations would be 
eager to see their buildings 
put to new use, but memo-
ry and money often dictate 
otherwise.

In 2005, a lovely neigh-
borhood church in St. Lou-
is was demolished so that 
housing could be built on 
the site — and  so that for-
mer parishioners would not 
have the memory of their 
church sullied by seeing it 
put to some other use.

And last year in one of 
his columns, Martin E. 
Marty, a historian of mod-
ern Christianity, gave an 
account of the preserva-
tion battle over Union Ave-
nue Methodist Church in 

Memphis, whose dwindling 
numbers could no longer 
support their sizeable turn-
of-the-century building; 
it was sold to CVS, which 
razed the building and 
replaced it with a corner 
drug store.

Amid discussion of pre-
serving or demolishing 
Union Avenue Method-
ist, there was no mention 
of what seemed to some 
the most obvious solu-
tion: putting the CVS in 
the church building. The 
wide-open floor space of 
a church sanctuary eas-
ily could accommodate the 
retail store. The neighbor-
hood would have retained a 
local landmark and gained 
the services of the conve-
nience store. The drug-
store would get a monu-
mental presence and the 
goodwill of the locals, as 
CVS did in Chicago when 
it opened a location in a 
grand and historic bank-
ing hall.

With so many church-
es endangered by sheer 
lack of resources, it can 
be disheartening to see 
others lost to econom-
ic demands or a distaste 
for repurposing a former 
religious space. Monu-
mental religious buildings 
are integral parts of their 
community, shaping neigh-
borhoods for the better, 
and remain a vital pres-
ence even after their con-
gregations have depart-
ed — and so I continue to 
hope that Anshe Kenesseth 
Israel may yet be granted a 
reprieve.

— Robert Powers documents 
and writes about historic 

architecture on his website 
“Built St. Louis” and on his 

blog “A Chicago Sojourn.” 
He wrote this column for 

“Sightings”, a publication 
of the Martin Marty Center 

at the University of Chicago 
Divinity School.

By Robert Power
Special to the Democrat
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The Anshe Kenesseth Israel building in Chicago, above and below, faces demolition. Over the years it also has housed 
two Baptist churches.

Lenten memories 
can be sustaining

I’m Jew-
ish now, but 
I grew up 
Catholic. 
And I loved 
Lent.

Not so 
much giv-
ing up candy 
for 40 days, 
which is 
what I tried 

to do when I was really lit-
tle. No, it was the decision 
I made when I was about 
10 to go to Mass every day 
during Lent. My two sis-
ters didn’t go with me, nor 
did my parents. It was a 
commitment I made by 
myself.

I lived about six blocks 
from  St. Domitilla School 
in Hillside, Ill..  So I’d 
get up extra early and 
trek over there, descend-
ing down the stairs to the 
basement of the school 
building, which is where 
services were held at the 
time. (A large church later 
was built near the school.)

The basement was dim-
ly lit, and on most morn-
ings only a few people 
were in the pews. The 
priest was at the altar 
and off to the left side, 
the organist. He and she 
chanted the High Mass 
back and forth, her voice 

warbling through the air.
I’d take a seat near the 

back and open my black 
missal. Lord, have mercy 
… Christ, have mercy …
Lord, have mercy.

I don’t remember hav-
ing any epiphanies or 
insights during this time. 
Nothing particular in the 
liturgy stood out. I never 
spoke to anyone.

But I loved being there 
in the almost empty room, 
the singing washing over 
me, the feeling of stillness 
inside. I felt safe, open, 
attentive. I knew God was 
happy to have me there.

 Those feelings have 
sustained me through the 
many spiritual paths that 
I’ve taken in my life. In 
many ways, I’m always 
trying to get back to that 
moment, when, because of 
an inner urging, I sat still 
enough to open up.

Lent starts this year 
on Feb. 22. Do you have 
a favorite Lenten experi-
ence you’d like to share? 
If so, email me details 
about your experience 
at srauch@tallahassee.
com by Feb. 12. Be sure 
to include your name and 
contact information. We’ll 
print some of the respons-
es in the Faith section on 
Feb. 18.

Sharon 
Kant-
Rauch
Faith editor

Local church hosts gathering 
of nation’s Anglican leaders

This past week, Talla-
hassee was the venue for 
three significant Anglican 
meetings. The Most Rev. 
Robert Duncan, archbish-
op and primate (principal 
bishop) of the Anglican 
Church in North America, 
came to St. Peter’s Angli-
can Church along with 
about 40 members of the 
Church’s Executive Com-
mittee, the Archbishop’s 
Cabinet and the board of 
the Anglican Relief and 
Development Fund. Local 
hotels and restaurants 
were the beneficiaries 
of an economic boost as 
these leaders from across 
North America traveled 
to our community.

The Anglican Church 
in North America was 
formed in 2009 and has 
more than 100,000 mem-
bers in 1,000 congrega-
tions in the United States 
and Canada. These con-
gregations are organized 
into 21 dioceses (regional 
groups of congregations), 
each of which is presid-
ed over by a bishop. The 
Right Rev. Neil Lebhar, 
the bishop of the Gulf 
Atlantic Diocese, which 
includes Tallahassee, also 
was present for the meet-
ings.

The Anglican Church 
in North America is part 
of the global Fellowship 
of Confessing Anglicans, 
a fellowship of Angli-
cans on this continent, 
South America, Africa 
and Asia. It is also a prov-
ince-in-formation in the 
roughly 80 million mem-
ber Anglican Commu-
nion, the global commu-
nion of churches headed 
by the Archbishop of Can-
terbury. The Anglican 
Church in North America 
has four congregations in 
Tallahassee.

The Church’s Execu-
tive Committee consists 
of 18 bishops, clergy and 
lay people from the Unit-
ed States and Canada 
and governs the church 

between meetings of the 
Provincial Assembly. 
The Archbishop’s Cabi-

net consists of 10 bishops 
and priests who advise 
Archbishop Duncan in his 
ministry as primate.  

The focus of attention 
for both these bodies is on 
reaching North Ameri-
ca with the transforming 
love of Jesus Christ. One 
important piece of that is 
Anglican 1000, a program 
launched by Archbishop 
Duncan in June of 2009 to 
start 1,000 new Anglican 
churches in North Ameri-
ca in five years.

Other priorities include 
shared ministry with 
other Anglican church-
es around the globe and 
ecumenical relations 
with other church bodies, 
including the Orthodox 
Church in America, the 
Roman Catholic Church 
and the North American 

Lutheran Church.
The Anglican Relief 

and Development Fund 
(ARDF) was created sev-
en years ago for the pur-
pose of supporting holis-
tic, community-based 
development projects 
that incorporate evange-
lism. Since the time of its 
founding, ARDF has sup-
ported 106 projects in 32 
countries. Current proj-
ects include a vocational 
training center in Egypt, 
microfinance efforts in 
Myanmar, a small busi-
ness program in Peru and 
drought relief in Africa.

For more informa-
tion, visit www.Angli-
canChurch.net and www.
AnglicanAid.net.

— The Rev. Michael Petty 
is the associate rector at St. 

Peter’s Anglican Church.

By Michael Petty
Special to the Democrat

About 40 clergy and lay people from the Anglican Church of North America were in 
Tallahassee this week to discuss plans for the denomination that was started in 2009.
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Red Mass will be 
held Wednesday

The 37th Annual Red 
Mass is scheduled for 6 
p.m. Wednesday at the Co-
Cathedral of St. Thomas 
More, 900 W. Tennessee 
St. Mass participants pray 
for divine inspiration and 
guidance for those serving 
in the three branches of 
government and for mem-
bers of the legal profession 
in Florida. A reception will 
follow the Mass. For more 
information, call 205-6817.

Chabad will plant 
trees at park

Members of Chabad of 
Tallahassee will gather at 
2 p.m. Sunday at Lafayette 
Park, 501 Ingleside Ave., to 
plant trees in honor of Tu 
B’Shevat, the Jewish “New 
Year for Trees.” The holi-
day is celebrated by eat-
ing fruit, particularly ones 
mentioned in the Torah, 
including grapes, figs, 
pomegranates, olives and 
dates. The event is open 
to the public. For more 
information, call 523-9294, 
ext. 4, or email esti@Jew-
ishTallahassee.com.

The Most Rev. Robert 
Duncan is archbishop and 
primate of the Anglican 
Church in North America. 


