
Definition

Religious spaces across the country are increasingly used for arts 
and cultural purposes that extend beyond the beliefs, mission and 
focus of the congregations that own and manage them. With most 
religious facilities across the country experiencing a decline in 
active membership, arts and other secular cultural uses of sacred 
spaces and places will continue to increase.  

Key components

•	 In some cases, secular arts communities function within their 
shared space like the traditional religious communities they 
are leasing from.  Arts groups pursue their own world and 
spiritual view through their art and, especially in the case of 
theatrical and dance arts, the sacred quality of the space can 
be as important to them as it is to the congregation that hosts 
them. 

•	 Additionally, arts groups often pursue work with a social 
mission, such as educating and presenting in schools and in 
prisons.

•	 The arts and sacred space connection is centuries old and 
religious communities have long been patrons of the arts for 
expression of their religious ideals. What is new is the shift 
to co-habitation, where both groups are relatively free to 
express their values and beliefs. 

•	 Religious communities are less and less prime patrons of 
artistic expression. As a result, they increasingly welcome 
a shared use of space that meets the different needs of both 
and, occasionally, join in a continuum of expression of val-
ues and beliefs.

 
Key Learnings

•	 There	is	an	abundance	of	religious	space	available.
•	 Fear	of	inappropriate	content	and	content	censorship	

is	common.
•	 In	practice,	a	content	clash	between	religious	groups	and	arts	

groups	is	uncommon.
•	 Relationships	are	most	often	built	out	of	necessity	and	are	

business-centric:	the	exchange	of	space	for	rent.
•	 Good	and	constant	communication	is	essential	to	successful	

relationships.	

Open Questions

•	 Are arts groups becoming the new spiritual content of  
religious facilities?

•	 How often do relationships, beyond business, evolve?
•	 To what degree do arts groups and religious congregations 

derive	benefits	from	cohabitation	that	go	beyond	business	
purposes?

•	 Do liberal religious congregations make better hosts for 
performing arts groups?
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•	 To what extent does arts activity express congregational  
mission?

•	 How often do arts groups undertake activities with a related 
mission to the religious site?

•	 Are theatrical and performing arts groups more respectful of 
sacred space than visual arts groups?

____________________________________________

Case Study Example 
	
Irondale EnsembleProject/Lafayette Presbyterian Church is an 
example of a long-term relationship between a religious institu-
tion and a performing arts group. Irondale Ensemble and Lafayette 
Presbyterian Church agreed to a 20-year lease of space, allowing 
Irondale to renovate space that had remained unused from 1939 
to 2008, the year they opened for business. The long-term lease 
allowed Irondale Ensemble to raise and invest more than two mil-
lion dollars to create a state of the art facility. Irondale Ensemble 
mounts two full-scale productions a year, engages in youth and 
adult education, provides summer camp experiences for youth and 
brings its performances to correctional facilities. The relationship 
between Irondale Ensemble and Lafayette Presbyterian Church 
is largely business oriented, but signs of crossover are beginning 
to emerge. Irondale Ensemble has assisted with the production 
of major church events, like the recent retirement of their pastor 
Rev. David Dyson. They periodically perform during services and, 
according to Executive Director Terry Griess, Lafayette Presbyte-
rian Church is beginning to express pride as the home of Irondale 
Ensemble.  
___________________________________________________

Additional Examples and Reference Points

•	 Our	Savior’s	Atonement	Church	178	Bennett	Avenue,	New	
York,	NY	(http://www.osanyc.org):	leases	space	for	arts	use,	
organizes	music	programs	in	its	sanctuary	and	maintains	an	
open	door	to	the	arts.	

•	 St.	Luke	and	St.	Matthew	Episcopal	Church	520	Clinton	Av-
enue,	Brooklyn,	NY		(http://stlukeandstmatthew.org):	recent	
home	for	Gollum	Dance	Company.	Youth	dance	programs	
appear	to	be	one	immediate	result,	which	are	promoted	on	
the	church	website.

•	 Trinity	Project	138	Melrose	Avenue,	Brooklyn,	NY	(http://
www.facebook.com/TheTrinityProject):	grassroots	arts	oc-
cupancy	of	Catholic	brothers	residence.

•	 New	York	Society	for	Ethical	Culture	2	West	64th	Street,	
New	York,	NY	(http://www.nysec.org):	music	and	cultural	
venue	in	the	Lincoln	Center	area

•	 Partners	for	Sacred	Spaces	(http://www.sacredplaces.org):	
promotes	and	mediates	arts	use	in	religious	spaces.

•	 Mt.	Pisgah	Baptist	Church	212	Tompkins	Avenue,	Brook-
lyn,	NY	(http://www.mtpisgahny.org):	hosts	a	number	of	arts	
ministries,	including	dance	and	mime.
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