
St. Paul’s on-the-Hill, Winchester

Affordable Senior Housing
Could Churches Be Sitting on a Solution?

 But in recent years, with the success of 
these communities, the board found itself at a 
crossroads. 
 “There simply was no longer much for us 
to do but cheer them on from the sidelines,” said 
VDH board member the Rev. Jonathan Bryan.
 Wanting to continue its earlier active role 
in encouraging senior housing, VDH took stock, 
re-visioned itself and sharpened its focus on promoting affordable 
options within the Diocese. The board commissioned a study 
about four years ago, which resulted in a roadmap to help parishes 
develop affordable senior housing on their property.
 VDH President Dick Juergens visited regional meetings 
with a new message: “If you have enough extra land, we’d like 
to talk.” 

The Rev.Jonathan Bryan

IT’S NO SECRET that America’s 
senior population is skyrocketing 
since the first Baby Boomers 
began reaching age 65 in 2011. 
The nation’s 65+ population is 
expected to nearly double in the 
next 20 years, according to the 
Census Bureau. 
 As seniors’ incomes decline and 
their accessibility needs grow, more 
Virginians will need to move into senior 
living communities. The problem is the 
lack of affordable senior housing in 
Virginia. Across the state, the cost of 
assisted living facilities is well beyond 
the means of many seniors. In Northern 
Virginia, for example, one in five seniors 
has a household income of less than 
$30,000. 
 In response to this looming crisis, 
the Virginia Diocesan Homes board has 
moved affordable senior housing to its 
priority list. 
 For decades, VDH helped to establish 
continuing care retirement communities 
like Goodwin House and the Westminster 
Canterbury Communities in Richmond, the 
Shenandoah Valley, Charlottesville and the 
Norhern Neck. 

“ If you have enough extra 
land, we’d like to talk.” 
- Dick Juergens
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Housing continued on page 12

 St. Paul’s on the Hill, Winchester, 
was the first to accept the board’s 
challenge. Parishioners Joan and Roger 
Inger and their rector, the Rev. Susan 
MacDonald, heard Juergens’ pitch  

at a regional 
meeting and called 
to learn more. 
 Today the 
congregation is 
well on its way 
to developing an 
affordable senior 

housing community on its five-acre 
lot. It is planned to accommodate 60 
to 70 residents with room to expand 
to 100. 
 “We’re a smaller church that 
doesn’t fit into the world around us in 
the way it once did. We really needed 
to live out our faith in different ways,” 
recalled MacDonald.  “As with many 
parishes, we had some extra land.” 
 When the idea was posed to 
the congregation, the response was 
overwhelmingly positive. “People 
had tears in their eyes. We felt a 
strong calling. We loved the idea of an 
intentional community – not just an 
institutional community. That was how 
the church could play a role.”
 To assess the need for such a 
facility, the church sought input from 
local government, social services 
agencies, Realtors and other groups. 

 “We quickly discovered the 
region had no subsidized housing for 
seniors at all,” said MacDonald.  
 “With one voice they said, ‘If you 
put up that building, you will have a 
waiting list from day one,’” said Bryan.
 The church and VDH began 
the long process of commissioning 
studies, obtaining zoning approvals 
and surveys, shopping architects and 
other groundwork. 
 They chose to partner with a 
non-profit developer, Wesley Housing 
Corporation. Wesley has faith-based 
ties and lots of experience developing 
senior housing.
 Initially, the facility was to be 
located on a part of the property away 
from the church building. But as the 
development research continued, 
it appeared that there was no way 
to build a sufficient number of units 
without using the middle of the 
property – where the church stands. 
 The parish will instead have to 
tear down its current worship space 
and build a new one adjacent to the 
senior residential building.  
 “It was a difficult and sad decision 
to raze the building so we could make 
enough units available,” recalled 
MacDonald . “The congregation rose 
to the challenge and said, ‘If it has to 
be that way, that must be where God is 
calling us.’ People saw that sacrifice as 

“ We’re a smaller church that 
doesn’t fit into the world around 
us in the way it once did. We 
really needed to live out our 
faith in different ways.” 
- The Rev. Susan MacDonald

The Rev. Susan MacDonald

the thing to do.”  
 Still another big hurdle is yet to 
come – securing the financing. 
 “One of the reasons these 
projects aren’t done is because it’s 
very hard to build affordably. It’s all 
based on offering below-market rental 
prices,” said MacDonald.
 St. Paul’s, VDH and Wesley 
Housing are working through the 
development process, securing 
the necessary zoning and financing 
approvals. It is a long and competitive 
process and the church members ask 
for prayers as they proceed.
 If approved, Juergens says it 
generally takes about a year to build 
and a year to fill with residents.  
 The congregation will play a vital 
role in coordinating services from the 
community. Church members intend 
to engage local colleges, health care 
centers and social services to provide 
life-enriching programs like music and 
art therapy, exercise and recreational 
activities. Clergy and congregants 
can also provide pastoral care, 
companionship, Bible study, visiting 
pets, rides to doctors’ appointments, 
meal delivery and more.  
 “For most people, church is no 
longer the center of their daily life or 
even weekly life. This is an opportunity 
to come together around a mission 
that isn’t only worship services and 
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facility is not the only way a parish can 
put its assets to use in ministry to the 
community. VDH is also planning to help 
congregations that might open day care 
centers, provide transportation, meal 
preparation and delivery.
 To explore these needs and the 
means for filling those needs, VDH will 
host a Summit in October, gathering 
experts from low-income housing 
development, health care, social 
services and government agencies. 
 All parishes are invited to 
participate and discover ways to 
re-purpose their parish property 
and expand their ministries. Stay 
tuned for details on the VDH Summit 
on the diocesan website, in the 
e-Communique and in the next issue 
of the Virginia Episcopalian.

activities but really see the life-changing 
aspect of the mission. Using one’s own 
individual gifts provides a way to go 
out in the world in a way that produces 
a tangible sign of the work of the Holy 
Spirit,” said MacDonald.
 “If this goes well, it will be a 
lighthouse for other parishes to see 
possibilities to re-energize and re-
purpose themselves” said Bryan. 
 That’s already happening as 
several other parishes are working 
with VDH to explore senior services. 
Some are looking at ways to re-purpose 
unused property and buildings. The 
VDH board is assisting with market 
and feasibility studies, and even pre-
development costs.  
 VDH’s board is building on the 
recent work of the so-called Resolution 
8 Committee – a diocesan task force 
that updated the inventory of diocesan 
properties and gathered information 
on how parishes can leverage their 
physical assets for mission.
 Juergens says VDH learned a lot 
about how to help parishes develop 
housing from watching the Church 
of the Resurrection in Alexandria. 
This congregation has been working 

for several years 
on a project that 
is similar to St. 
Paul’s – building 
affordable 
workforce housing 
and a new church 
on its current site.

 The VDH board brings experts 
from many disciplines from elder law 
to affordable housing development 
to real estate. The group hired its first 
managing director, Jill Norcross, in 2017. 
 A member of St. Timothy’s 
Herndon, Norcross has more than 
20 years of experience in affordable 
housing and has worked with many 
faith-based organizations to develop 
projects similar to St. Paul’s. 
 “Seniors are doing fine until they 
aren’t and then it’s often a crisis,” said 
Norcross. “Simply put, the demand 
outweighs the supply. The Diocese of 
Virginia has a higher cost of living than 
in other parts of the country.” 
 Juergens has an ambitious goal to 
establish larger facilities with memory 
care units in Richmond and Northern 
Virginia within the next five years. 
 Of course, building a residential 

“ If this goes well, it will be a 
lighthouse for other parishes to 
see possibilities to re-energize 
and re-purpose themselves.” 
-The Rev. Jonathan Bryan
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Jill Norcross

Aerial view of St. Paul’s on-the-Hill, Winchester.
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