
Two years ago, Seigle Avenue Presbyterian Church 
was near the bottom of what pastor Rev. Floretta 
Watkins calls “a downward spiral.” Membership in 
the Charlotte, North Carolina, congregation had 
dropped from close to 300 in 2002 to about 70. With 
debts to pay off and buildings to maintain, the church 
was struggling financially.

But faith and determination — along with help from 
the Presbyterian Foundation — have transformed 
Seigle Avenue’s decline into what Watkins describes 
as “a story of resurrection.” The church has sold 
property in a gentrifying area of Charlotte and 
moved its worship services to a former chapel on 
the campus of Johnson C. Smith University, one of 
several historically black colleges affiliated with the 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).

A new name, “The AveNue,” signifies the renewed 
spirit of the congregation. Some 60 people attended 
worship on Easter Sunday this year. (Worship 
attendance before the move had averaged 25–30, 
Watkins says.)

The congregation is not just waiting for new people 

to come to them, Watkins says. They are using social 
media to get the word out and experimenting with 
monthly gatherings for conversation in coffee shops 
and breweries to meet people where they are.

“We’re an open and affirming community,” she says. 
“We’re convinced that our church would be a good fit 
for a lot of people.”

Olanda Carr, a Ministry Relations Officer for the 
Presbyterian Foundation, has walked with the Seigle 
Avenue congregation through its time of transition. 
After learning in early 2015 about the church’s 
plans to sell property, he offered the Foundation’s 
assistance.

The offer led to a conference call in which Watkins 
and her session met with Carr and Paul Grier from 
the Foundation and Rev. Betty Meadows, transitional 
general presbyter of Charlotte Presbytery, which 
had supported the congregation financially over the 
years. Out of this conversation emerged “a blueprint 
for how to proceed,” Carr says.

Carr praises Seigle Avenue members for their 
courage. “They recognized that they could change,” 
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he says. “They were not afraid to take a risk and step 
out on faith.”

Watkins says “the thing that stuck like glue” from 
the conference call was a piece of advice from Grier, 
who is Vice President of Project Regeneration for the 
Foundation. He said, “Don’t make any permanent 
decisions for three years,” she recalls.

Instead of taking steps to build or purchase real 
estate with proceeds from their property sale, Grier 
advised Seigle Avenue leaders to “spend the next 
three years building your congregation.”

Seigle Avenue’s story of transition is an increasingly 
common one in the PC(USA), Grier says. “We know 
that more than 3,000 of our congregations have 
memberships of 50 or fewer. So the whole issue of 
sustainability comes into question.”

Through Project Regeneration, the Foundation 
has worked with 524 congregations and related 
ministries since 2012, helping them make faithful — 
but often difficult — decisions about stewardship of 
economic and property resources. “We help leaders 
of these congregations think through what their 
future might look like,” Grier explains.

Many churches with shrinking memberships own 
valuable real estate that they struggle to maintain.

“In 75 percent of the churches we work with, the 
biggest asset on their balance sheet is a piece of 
property,” Grier says.

When Watkins came to Seigle Avenue as pastor in 
2002, the church housed three flourishing outreach 
ministries: a preschool and daycare center, a jobs 
ministry, and an after-school program. The church 
bought additional property to accommodate these 
nonprofits, which paid rent for use of the space.

By 2008, the nonprofits had all moved out, and the 
congregation scrambled to find new renters. Another 
blow came when the heater in the sanctuary broke 
— and the estimated repair cost was $50,000.

Sale of these buildings has enabled the 
congregation finally to be self-supporting. The 
session decided to invest a portion of the proceeds 
in the Foundation’s New Covenant Trust Company 
(NCTC). Brad Masters, Vice President of NCTC, 
says the Foundation worked with Seigle Avenue 
to develop an investment portfolio to fund both 
immediate expenses and long-term needs.

NCTC’s understanding of the church and its values — 
such as socially responsible investing — distinguish 
it from other investment management organizations, 
he explains. Masters asks congregations, “What is 
your long-term goal with this money, and how can 
we help you get there?”

Now that Seigle Avenue has money in the bank, 
Carr is working with church leaders on stewardship 
development. “We don’t want the money to become 
a crutch to discourage giving,” he says.
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