Potential Union of St. Philip and Central

Frequently Asked Questions


Prepared by St. Philip Merger Committee, prior to congregation’s consideration and vote.
Where is the Campus of Central Presbyterian Church?

Central Presbyterian is located inside the loop on the north side of Richmond Avenue one block east of Wesleyan adjacent to Greenway Plaza.
Why does Central want to merge?
Over the last few years Central has been faced with declining membership and an expensive physical plant.  They currently have about 100 members on the rolls, with about 50 or so at worship each Sunday.  

Several years ago they began considering several options, including dissolving the church, selling the property and moving to a new location, or merging with an existing congregation.  After much prayerful consideration, they decided they were called to merge.  They considered three potential congregations, and chose St. Philip because they felt close to us in terms of theology, mission, leadership, as well as location.  

What arrangements are being made for Central’s staff?

Central has set aside funds from a bequest they received last year to pay generous severance to all their staff including their Pastor, Howard Reed.  None of their staff expect to join the staff of the united congregation.

What is the condition of Central’s property on Richmond?

Most of Central’s facilities are in relatively poor shape and would require substantial investment to renovate.  There are some parts of the campus that are in relatively good shape – and much of this is leased to other organizations, but some will be available to the united congregation.
How will the united Church use the facilities on the Richmond campus?
The first priority will be to lower the expenses of the Richmond campus as much as possible, and this will be done by stabilizing (boarding up) much of the campus that is currently only marginally usable.  The usable space that remains will be used by current and potentially future tenants, mission activities of the united congregation (including our Kids against Hunger program), as well as small group meetings and fellowship activities. 

What is being done to address the transfer of meaningful art, music and legacy items from the Central Campus to the St. Philip campus?

Central over their 116 years of existence has collected some wonderful items.  St. Philip's Art Collection Committee has worked with members of the Central Merger Committee to identify important art works on the Central campus. Most items will be very easy to move but a few will require special handling. The location of some items will determine when they are moved to St. Philip because they can only be easily removed when a building is shut in or demolished. While the large stained glass windows at Central are beautiful they are in poor condition and moving them is not a consideration. A very small stained glass window in their chapel that was a gift from Congregation Emanuel will be relocated to St. Philip.

Members of St. Philip's Merger Committee with expertise in our music program are working with our Music Director and members of Central's music staff and choir to facilitate the relocation of musical instruments and other materials unique to a music program. Central has an excellent bell choir with a full set of bells, a wonderful choir with a nice library of music, and a number of pianos. The Aeolian-Skinner organ at Central is in good condition but will not be moved to St. Philip. A committee is working to find a new home for this organ.

Central also has a very nice library and a collection of photographs and documents significant to their history. We will be working with our counterparts at Central to see that their library is merged with St. Philip's and that important historical information is preserved.

What do we need to do to preserve the property tax exemption on the Richmond property after union?

The attorneys that have reviewed the property tax code have determined that we or another religious organization needs to have regular activities on the campus in order to preserve the property tax exemption. The activities referenced above should be sufficient to maintain the exemption.
How big is the Richmond campus, how much is it worth, why has Central not been able to sell it?

The Central campus on Richmond is almost 5 acres in size.  They have a year-old appraisal for the property of about $14 million that was based upon sales that occurred at the peak of the property valuation bubble.  As a result of the recession, there is very little active real estate development occurring anywhere – so there are few if any natural buyers for the property.  At this point the general belief is that the property is worth much less than the appraised amount, but is still worth many millions of dollars.
How will a merger impact St. Philip financially - specifically the operating budget and debt position?
If a merger is approved and occurs relatively soon it is anticipated that there will be more than $170,000 in Central bank accounts which should be well more than sufficient to cover all the expenses associated with stabilizing the property as well as costs of moving, refurbishment, and possible storage of Central’s furnishings and artwork that will be used by the united congregation.  Central does not have any debt.  
We anticipate that there will be sufficient income to the post-merger church from rental income on the Richmond campus, Central’s permanent endowment (about $150,000), and continuing pledges from former Central members to support the continuing expenses of the Richmond campus until the property is able to be sold.  
How will the proceeds from an eventual sale of the Richmond campus be spent?

While there are no restrictions on how the proceeds of the eventual sale of the Richmond campus will be used, the plan of union offers strong encouragement to the future united Session to use a significant portion those funds received that are over and above the costs of union to fund an endowment that will be used for future mission projects of the united congregation.
Why are we just hearing details of the proposed merger now?

Discussions of a proposed union between St. Philip and Central have been going on for about a year.  At the start of the conversation, Central was considering its options including potential merger, and there were three congregations that were candidates (Heights, St. Luke’s, and St. Philip).  A St. Philip merger committee was formed that included representatives of the Session, Trustees, the Treasurer, and members of the congregation with experience in law, finance, art, facilities, and Presbyterian polity.  This group has reported to the Session regularly.
St. Philip was asked under what general terms we might consider uniting with Central.  Our response on the major items was:  that the location would have to be our location, that the name of the new church would have to be St. Philip Presbyterian Church of Houston, and that our ordained and non-ordained staff would be the staff of the new church.
After considering our terms for a number of months, examining our financial stability, worshiping with us, and attending fellowship and mission activities; late in the fall Central asked us to jointly develop a plan of union.  A plan was developed that incorporated the general terms above.  The plan also provides guidance to future Sessions without restricting their ability to react to the then existing circumstances.
In January, Central’s Session accepted the plan unanimously and presented it to their congregation who overwhelmingly approved it.  Until these votes were held, we were uncertain as to what direction Central might take.   Therefore it was felt that detailed discussions in the broader St. Philip community would be premature and inappropriate.

As soon as we received word of their decision, we began conducting in-depth due diligence on the property and financial condition of Central.  We also began a concerted effort to bring the full congregation of St. Philip into this conversation.

If we vote to approve a merger, what will the process be from here?

After both Sessions and congregations vote to merge, the next formal step will be for our Presbytery to be asked to approve the merger of the congregations.  We will set a date for our first worship together as a united congregation and plan a celebration.

There will be legal work that will have to be done to merge the two corporations (St. Philip will be the surviving non-profit corporation for legal purposes).

Presuming the merger is approved, we will begin to work jointly right away (as Sessions and on committees and commissions) making plans for our new united congregation so that when the merger is effective we will be able to hit the ground running.

Why is it important to respond quickly to Central?

While it is important that we spend the time necessary for the congregation to make an informed and considered vote, it is also important for several reasons for us to act expeditiously.

· Central is running operating deficits of approximately $20,000 per month (or $5,000 per week).  Taking more time than is required continues this cash drain unnecessarily.
· Central has ceased consideration of their other options while we consider our response to their request.  If we are not going to accept their offer to merge, we should do so in a way that gives them as much time as possible to pursue other options.

· We have already begun a search for an Interim Pastor.  If the decision is made to merge, the union will necessarily affect the job description and skill set of the Interim Pastor who will come to be with us, as that person will be helping the united congregation not only to prepare itself for a new pastor, but also to begin the process of experiencing union.
How will the post-union St. Philip differ from the pre-union St. Philip?

In the short term we know there will be some differences.  With all current members of both Sessions serving on the combined Session (24 former St. Philip Elders, 12 former Central Elders) so Session meetings for a few years will be larger than we are used to (only 8 new members will be elected in future years so the size will eventually shrink back to 24 active Elders).  
Also for a few years the united congregation will have to be intentional in making sure that our various groups include members of both former congregations.  This exercise will be temporary because it won’t be long before we will be one congregation.
Over the longer term the simple answer is that while we know we will all be changed, we don’t know what all those changes will be.  We don’t know where we will be led.
After working for months with our counterparts at Central, the members of the St. Philip Merger Committee have gotten to know our brothers and sisters who are committed to Christ, committed to the Presbyterian Church, committed to mission, committed to worship, and committed to education.  We are excited about the prospect of working together to further Christ’s work.  
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