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 Last year an amazing new church opened in Barcelona, Spain. It's the  Sagrada Familia Church. The church is 

remarkable for its unique architecture. “From a distance,” one observes says, “the four main towers 

of the church look like giant drip sand castles on the beach. But as you get closer, you discover that 

these intricate towers are psychedelic, spindle-shaped, mind-bending masterpieces.”  

  

 But the church is also remarkable for how long it has taken to be built and start to house a congregation. It’s been 

under construction for 125 years, and even now, after it's finally opened it isn't gully completed. And, of course, over all 

that time, a ton of money has been spent on the thing. 

  

 Compare that to the house of the Faith Family Church in North Canton, Ohio, which took over the out-of-business 

plant of the Hoover vacuum-cleaner company. The plant was valued at $20 million, but the church was able to acquire it 

for only $8 million. Then the congregation spent more than $22 million on renovations, but it did moved into the building 

a lot  more quickly than the Sagrada Familia congregation did into theirs. Faith Family purchased the building in 2007 

and opened it in 2010. True, they started with an existing building, but they did a lot of renovating. They added, among 

other things, a 3,788-seat sanctuary, a wing dedicated to children’s ministry, a wedding chapel, a baptismal font, a full-

service café, dining commons, a retail bookstore, parking spaces for more than 1,400 cars and a regulation-size, indoor 

basketball court. The local newspaper described it as “the single-largest worship space in Stark County; larger than a 

Super Wal-Mart.” 

  

 These, of course, are but two of many expensive churches around the world. If you Google “most impressive 

churches,” you’ll find pictures of massive and gorgeous worship spaces. In many cases, the cost of the structures isn’t 

easily found. Most were built over the course of years, and trying to figure out their cost would require equalizing the 

value of money from different eras. But just looking at the pictures, you know they had to be expensive. 

  

 We aren’t criticizing any of that, but in reading Haggai (and that's where we are in our "The Story" series), we get 

the idea that the prophet would’ve preferred the construction time frame of the North Canton church to that of the 

Barcelona church — or any of the others that were years in the making. 

  

 Haggai is one of the Bible’s lesser known prophets. His book is a mere two chapters long, but he had something 

important to say to the people of his day — and to us, as well. Haggai was a postexilic prophet. That means he preached to 

the people of Judah after their return from exile in Babylon. So you  can see how fast we are going through history. A 

couple of weeks ago the Kingdom of Israel was taken over by the Assyrians the next week the Babylonians conquered the 

Assyrians and over-ran the Southern Kingdom, now this week, the captivity and exile is over -  we've done it in about 

three weeks but it actually took over two hundred years. That is enough time for nations and kingdoms to fall and new 

ones to take their places and for tons of things to happen in the world. Remember the United States is only 237 years old... 

Think of all that has happened since the beginning... 

  

 Judah had ceased to exist as an independent nation in 597 B.C., when the Babylonians dominated the nation and 

deported a large group of her citizens to Babylon. Two more deportations followed, one in 587 when Jerusalem was 

destroyed, and another in 582. 

  

 The Persians conquered the Babylonians (to us that's the Iraqis conquering the Iranians), and now the Persians, 

having a more humane policy, gave the Jews permission to return home to Jerusalem and even agreed to finance the 

rebuilding of the temple. Not only that, but they restored to the Jews the temple vessels of silver and gold that the 

Babylonians had plundered. This was a wondrous thing for the Jews - to be able to go home - to be able to rebuild their 

temple - to have their sacred things restored... 



  

 Naturally, those Jews who chose to return to their homeland set out with some sincere appreciation for the 

Persians, but they still weren’t free. They remained subjects of the Persian Empire. When they got there they found a 

heartbreaking sight. The city walls were down, rubble lay heaped where homes had once stood, and the temple, the heart 

of Judah’s religion, was in ruins. 

  

 Within the first year of coming back, the returnees made a halfhearted attempt to clear the temple foundations, but 

they soon lost interest and instead went to work on their own homes. 

  

 Who could blame them? Things really weren’t going very well. The people had to struggle daily just to get 

enough to eat. Their economy was in shambles, and the nearby Samaritans were hassling them.  

 

 Dealing with the harsh realities of daily existence occupied most of their time and energy. When Haggai comes 

onto the scene in 520, 18 years after the return, he observes: “Consider how you have fared. You have sown much, and 

harvested little; you eat, but you never have enough; you drink, but you never have your fill; you clothe yourselves, but no 

one is warm; and you that earn wages earn wages to put them into a bag with holes in it” (Haggai 1:5-6).  

  

 But Haggai has the word of the Lord, and he tells the people they have their priorities wrong. Speaking of the 

temple, he says, “Is it a time for you yourselves to live in your paneled houses, while this house [i.e., the temple] lies in 

ruins?” (Haggai 1:4). No, he says, they should first rebuild the temple, take care of God’s house and then turn to their 

own comforts. 

  

 The people responded, and within five years, the work on the temple was complete. This second temple was not 

as grand as the original one Solomon built, but at least the people had a house of worship, and they greatly rejoiced. 

  

 One characteristic that distinguishes Haggai is his message about the temple. The pre-exile prophets (those who 

preached before the exile and while Solomon’s temple was still standing) also cherished God’s house. But they chided the 

people for relying too much on temple attendance and on the religious rituals practiced there — including animal 

sacrifices, tithing and festivals — while ignoring the weightier matters of justice and mercy. Jeremiah, for example, 

warned the people, “Amend your ways and your doings ... Do not trust in these deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the 

Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord”(Jeremiah 7:3-4). Haggai, on the other hand, urges the people to get 

serious about rebuilding the temple. 

  

 If Haggai had lived back when Jeremiah did, he probably would’ve agreed with Jeremiah - the temple is just a 

building - true faith - true religion is practiced in people's homes and on the street and in the work place... But Haggai 

lived in a different time under different conditions. The people of Jeremiah’s time were taking God for granted, treating 

the temple like a good-luck charm. The people of Haggai’s day were acting as if God had little importance in their lives. 

And so Haggai’s advice was different from Jeremiah’s. For Haggai’s contemporaries, rebuilding the temple needed to 

take precedence over making themselves comfortable. 

  

 Times are even different today from those of either Jeremiah or Haggai, and that leads us to consider what Haggai 

might say to modern congregations about their buildings. These days, we spend a lot of money on church buildings, both 

in constructing new ones and in maintaining existing ones. But many existing churches are underutilized. In some places, 

buildings have become obstacles to having vigorous congregations. For example, consider how many small churches of 

the same denomination are often within a 10- to 15-mile radius of each other. Having that many churches that close 

together made sense when people got around with horses and buggies. But now when driving 10 or 15 miles is a matter of 

only a few minutes, a single strong church comprising members of the region’s various small churches would make a lot 

more sense. 

  



 Of course, that doesn’t take into account how attached we become to our church buildings and what they each 

represent in terms of community identity or several other considerations. But what would Haggai say? Today, I suspect, 

he wouldn’t urge us to construct more church buildings but to make better use of the ones we have. 

  

 Given what some people might call our excessive love of buildings and structures to worship in and the millions 

of dollars we pour into buildings that are sometimes woefully underused, today Haggai might say that although the Lord 

has a nice house, some people in the neighborhood don’t. Haggai might call us to downsize or lower our expectations 

regarding our buildings, and look at the people who live within a mile radius of our church building to see how we could 

help them.  

  

 And what would the prophet say to large churches that have spent huge amounts to construct gorgeous buildings? 

If they’re well used, filled with activity and serve as centers from which mission and ministry flow, then Haggai might be 

satisfied. But if they aren’t, he might well ask if the churches have any value beyond architectural significance. 

  

 There is a small church in Alliance, Ohio named "Salem United Methodist Church." It has been struggling for 

years and were considering closing its doors. Challenged by their minister, they started to think about what their building - 

what their congregation means -  in terms of ministry in their community.  Their minister, Rev. Neil Orchard, is also a 

church consultant in his weekday job. He helps churches determine what their mission is and how to accomplish it. He 

says he often begins his work with client churches by asking them to consider two questions: “If this church burned down, 

why would you rebuild it?” and “If this church burned down, would the community miss it?” 

  

 Ironically, on March 13 of 2010, Orchard's question to other churches came home. Early that morning a fire broke 

out in the church. A passerby spotted the fire and called for help. Although three fire departments responded, the fire had 

already spread, damaging the fellowship hall extensively and gutting the sanctuary. 

  

 “Fixing the damage would max out our insurance,” Orchard said. “We had $710,000 on the building and 

$107,000 on the contents, and it’s going to take it all.” 

   

 The congregation decided to restore the fellowship hall and demolish what remained of the sanctuary and build a 

new one.  

  

 Before church members made those decisions, however, they first had to answer the hard questions their minister 

— and denomination officials — asked. It's a small church and no one wanted to pour money into rebuilding if the 

congregation were going to dwindle and die shortly after it was built. The district board asked the congregation to spend 

some time in prayer and discernment as they mulled over the church’s future. 

  

 Parishioners considered whether to merge with another United Methodist church, to close or to commit 

themselves to a serious plan for congregational growth. When a vote was taken, 100 percent of the membership voted for 

growth. “I was amazed at how willing they were to let go of the past and embrace the future,” Orchard said.  

  

 The congregation followed the vote with a 12-page growth plan, which it submitted to the denominational district 

board. 

  

 Rev. Kurt Landerholm, superintendent of the United Methodist district to which Salem Church belongs, said, 

“Every congregation was born with a clear picture of why people needed Jesus Christ, the church and their congregation. 

When buildings were built they were erected because there was that clear passion, and we have a responsibility to keep 

that vision alive. Every congregation needs to have an honest conversation about their present viability.” He says the 

tragedy of the fire is also an opportunity for the Salem congregation “to prayerfully move into the future asking honest 

questions and seeking the correct direction.”  



  

 These two questions are useful ways to consider what a church building means to a congregation and how it helps 

or hinders what the church should be about. 

  

 • If Mt. Hope Church burned down, would we rebuild? And why? 

  

 • If Mt. Hope burned down, would the community miss us? 

  

 We can’t answer those two questions without prayer, but they belong in our thinking. It’s a good idea to ask 

ourselves those questions every couple of years or so, for they can help us determine where each congregation’s ministry 

and mission needs to be expanded or changed or revitalized. 

  

 And they’re the keys to answering Haggai - what is the meaning -the importance - the mission - for this 

congregation? Who are we? What are we doing? Are we complacent or do we have a mission? Big questions. Important 

ones. Ones that demand an answer. 

  


