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Catalyst Grant Helps Lead to Repurposed Room, New Healthcare Initiative, New 

Revenue Stream 

By Dr. Jon Pahl 

A few years-ago I heard a Lutheran Bishop say: “Pledge and plate is dead.”  

Now, for some congregations, this Bishop’s death-report was premature. There are still churches 

blessed with generous individuals who tithe (or who at least give their 2.5%).  The congregation I serve, 

Union Congregational UCC in Green Bay, is among them.  We have a healthy pledge-plate program. 

But the trends aren’t encouraging.  Partners for Sacred Places, a church-consulting non-profit, 

encourages congregations to think outside the box, or, rather, to think about “the box” in new ways.  

They suggest identifying mission-driven re-use of a congregation’s most important physical asset--its 

building. 

It makes sense--but how does one go about it?  Obviously, one way would be to invite Partners for 

Sacred Places to your city/town/region for a consultation.  They do excellent work in asset-mapping and 

community-organizing.  Or you might do what we did--improvise (stumble) your way into a re-purposing 

project, with the help of a Catalyst Grant.  From conception to completion the project took about a year.   

When I interviewed for the call at Union two years ago, I inadvertently walked into a ground-floor room 

featuring musty indoor-outdoor carpet and ratty furniture.  I knew immediately it was the “youth 

room.”   

The 800 square foot space wasn’t attractive.  But the room had good bones, and it was fully accessible.  I 

learned eventually that it had once 

been the “Boy Scout Room.”  That 

became important. Because the 

room had a history, people who 

couldn’t imagine it being 

something other than a youth 

room had to concede that it might.   

The room had a ring of knotty-pine 

closets around two walls that had 

housed tents and other camping 

supplies, and which hid a sump 

pump in one corner.  But over the 

years the closets had been taken 

over with Christmas decorations, 

old car wash gear, various pageant 

costumes and scenery (including 

Mardi Gras), 1940s hymnals, financial records(!): you get the picture.  But the West wall had beautiful 

big windows, letting in a lot of natural light.   

https://sacredplaces.org/about-us/
https://sacredplaces.org/consulting/
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Once I was called to Union, it 

became clear to me that this space 

was under-utilized.  The senior 

youth group met in the room for 

only three hours total on 

Wednesday evenings and Sunday 

mornings.  After consultation with 

Senior Pastor Bridget Flad-Daniels, 

we began talking about making the 

room a project.  

Our first step was to clean out the 

closets (a worthwhile task in its 

own right).  We ditched anything 

that was trash, relocated to other 

closets in the church anything 

important, and donated to Goodwill the rest.  Because of Union’s size (and history), this required a 

coordinated effort by Stewardship, Education, and Worship Ministries.  A dozen or so of us worked on 

this project for a couple of Saturdays. 

Then, we began discussing in Stewardship and Education how the space might be re-purposed.  

Everybody agreed the room needed work.  Not everybody agreed the room should serve other 

purposes.  Where would the youth go?   

Eventually, Bridget sketched a plan for moving the youth group, and a consensus about re-purposing the 

room developed.  Bridget also suggested I study Rise and Grind--a workspace co-op opened a few years 

ago in the Green Bay Public Library.  So, I met with Garrit Bader--the local developer who had designed 

the space.  He was generous with his time and experience, and he gave me ideas about the marketplace.   

I then wrote up a brief one-page prospectus for the project, imagining four workstations that could be 

rented to area non-profits at below-market rates.  My prospectus highlighted both mission-

development and potential revenue.  We would be selective in securing tenants, renting only to 

agencies aligned with Union’s purpose.  

I then approached an interior designer in the congregation, Ben VerGiesen, about hiring him to work on 

the project.  He was enthusiastic.  After a brief walk-through and some measurements, he drew up plans 

for what he and Bridget began calling our “Incubator Space.”  In fact, Ben had rented such a space at 

Rise and Grind early in the development of his own business.  His plans added a reception area, four 

work stations arranged around a central hub, a large work or meeting table, some comfortable seating, 

and bookshelves in the place of one wall of closets.   

The project was first approved by Stewardship Ministry in April, 2019, and then by Common Ministry in 

May, 2019.  The timeline was for completion by January, 2020.  We applied for, and received, a Catalyst 

Grant.  

After receiving the grant, and based on Ben’s plans, we had to decide whether the project would be a 

do-it-yourself effort or completed by hiring a contractor.  At Bridget’s suggestion, I brought together an 

https://www.grindcowork.com/green-bay
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ad-hoc “Re-purposing Project Team” to discuss the matter, made up of Sandy Polarek, Moderator, and 

representatives from Stewardship and Education, along with Ben and a couple of people I knew who had 

worked with Habitat for Humanity and who were construction-savvy.  One of them, Chuck Krueger, had 

walked through the space with me early in the conception-process and had identified several pitfalls 

(notably electrical) that needed addressing.   We met once. The team agreed that the project was 

beyond our capacity for d-i-y.  Ben estimated that the costs would be roughly $30,000.   

Who would be the tenants?  Over the summer, I had been working with a congregational member, Dr. 

Rolf Lulloff, on a start-up non-profit called The Brain Center of Green Bay.  The mission of the agency 

was to promote brain health throughout the life course.  Dr. Lulloff is a retired orthopedic surgeon who 

has been the primary caregiver for his wife, Ann, who has suffered from Parkinson’s disease for over 30 

years.  Rolf recognized that there were huge gaps in services for people with neuro-degenerative 

diseases that led to unnecessary suffering.  Agencies existed in “silos” and nobody was coordinating 

them or communicating the services available through them to families.  Even more, the medical system 

was reactive, rather than preventative.  Rolf wanted The Brain Center of Green Bay to help people 

prevent brain disease, which by all measures includes spiritual practices.  I agreed to join the Brain 

Center Board of Directors, and I helped them to secure 501(c)3 status.  I then wrote our “Development 

Plan,” which included an annual budget of roughly $250,000.  Dr. Lulloff was confident, based on his 

networks in greater Green Bay, that he could raise this amount.  A portion of the budget included 

renting office space.  

I increasingly saw the Brain Center’s emphasis on health as consistent with Union’s mission.  Jesus was a 

healer, after all.  Historically, Christians had been heavily invested in wholistic healthcare--many 

hospitals were begun by churches. This relationship has attenuated as hospitals professionalized.  But 

we had discovered a gap and a wide range of needs.  In Wisconsin alone, total Medicaid costs for people 

with dementia age 65 and older was $723 million for 2018, and in the next seven years, that figure is 

expected to increase 25.7% to $908 million, according to the Alzheimer’s Association.  

And the cost in cultural and personal impact is even greater.  According to the Wisconsin Department of 

Health Services report, in 2018 there were about 194,000 caregivers in Wisconsin who provided over 

$2.7 Billion of unpaid care to spouses, family members, and friends.  Such care is often accompanied by 

emotional, physical, and financial distress.   

This suffering called for concerted action.  Given that Dr. Lulloff has been a member of Union for 

decades, we discussed the possibility of housing the Brain Center of Green Bay in our emerging 

“Incubator Space.”  He saw the potential immediately.  I was up-front with the other Directors about my 

conflict-of-interest, and I absented myself from the September Board vote to approve renting space at 

Union.  We envisioned the Brain Center taking two of the workstations (for Executive Director and 

Communications/Volunteer Coordinator), at $500/each, $1,000/month, or $12,000/year.  At this point, 

the “youth room” was largely empty--the furniture having been removed to Goodwill on another 

Saturday workday.   

Pastor Bridget then suggested approaching our Gifts and Memorials Ministry (Endowment) for a “loan,” 

based upon projected contractor costs and revenue.  We sought bids for the project to give us a clearer 

idea about costs, and eventually received two.  The bid we chose, which came from a contractor that 

Ben had worked with in the past, was far more complete than the other, and was also the low bid.  It 
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included the office furniture, along with 

new electrical fixtures, new vinyl plank 

floors, new ceiling tiles, and all 

construction labor.  Gifts and Memorials 

approved a loan of up to $35,000.   

For two months of the project (October-

November, 2019) I was on leave of 

absence for a book tour.  Pastor Bridget 

took the lead on the project and saw the 

construction begin. She negotiated the 

lease with Dr. Lulloff, and Union received 

payment in advance for the first year’s 

rent--which also helped reduce up-front 

costs for Union to pay for completing the 

construction.   

I returned in December just in time to 

see the room completed.  It turned out 

beautifully.  Anticipating the completion 

of the space, the Brain Center hired a 

Communications/Office Manager. She 

and Dr. Lulloff, in consultation with the 

Board, concluded that they did not want 

to share the space, but anticipated using 

it all.  Consequently,Pastor Bridget re-

negotiated the lease, for an amount of 

$1,500/month, or $18,000/year.  The 

Brain Center moved in and began 

operating.  We dedicated the space with 

a brief service after our regular Sunday 

worship on January 29.  

The result of these converging developments is that we now have a new four workstation “Incubator 

Space,” fully rented, with an agency with 

which the church is actively involved that 

advances Union’s mission to promote 

wholistic health.   We anticipate repaying 

the loan to Gifts and Memorials within a 

year and a half, after which any revenue 

will be clear and to the benefit of Union’s 

annual budget.  

Now, there is a lot that made this project 

distinctive.  Much of it was improvised, to 

be honest.   Pastor Bridget’s familiarity 



5 
 

with Green Bay, and with congregational politics, was invaluable.  And yet, there may be replicable 

practices from which other congregations can learn 

(with the help of a Catalyst Grant!).  Among them 

might be:   

 Identify under-utilized space for possible re-

purposing  

 Talk with area architects/interior designers; 

some may be willing to provide pro-bono 

work. 

 Talk with area developers, contractors; see 

above. 

 Talk with skilled individuals in your 

congregation (or who are friends of the 

congregation):  you never know until you 

ask what they may be capable of doing.  

 Talk with area non-profits whose missions 

are consistent with your congregation, and 

who may need additional (or cheaper) 

space.  

 Work with congregational ministries to plan 

the entire project 

 Pay attention to good process; I improvised 

because I was somewhat new.  I could get 

away with improvising because I was 

somewhat new.   

 Pray constantly! 

 

  

  

 




