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For one brief week in May every year, my professional life comes together.

This column has had a consistent place on my weekly work schedule for 18 years. For the past 936 weeks, this column has been written – no matter where I was or what I was doing, whatever other demands there were on my time, or the way I was feeling.
On rare occasions, I was organized enough to write a couple of columns in a given week so I had one ready to go for another, more problematic week. More often I’ve just juggled the time when it gets written to meet that week’s demands.

One way or another, the column always has come together and been submitted more or less on time. And for that I credit God for granting good health and my editors for instilling journalistic discipline.
Those other demands on my time that I mentioned have grown over the past nine years since my professional life increasingly has become consumed by The Steeples Project (TSP). A project of the private nonprofit organization for which I work, TSP has a mission of saving former church buildings by developing self-sustaining reuses for them. So far, we’ve saved one, lost one and sold one. Two others remain works in progress.
Appropriately, the roots of my involvement with TSP extend back to this column. In March of 2008 I wrote disconcerting words about the threatened closure of beloved ethnic churches in Johnstown’s Cambria City neighborhood and listed a number of general suggestions of what could or should be done.

Having noted that these buildings are impressive expressions of the faith of the immigrants who built them, that column concluded with these words: “It won’t be easy to save these churches, but it can be done – if we share our fathers’ faith and willingness to work.”

Note the hint of personal interest through my use of the pronoun “we.” Those words stuck with me.
Three years later, I was working with a small group of volunteers on a concept to save one of the now-closed church buildings. The following year, I found myself working for a small nonprofit corporation that originally owned one former church and had just purchased three more.

The years since have been full of experiences. I’ve learned about building codes and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties, how expensive old church buildings are to heat and maintain, and the astronomical costs required to improve them.
With the help of many others, I’ve produced and sold tickets for dozens of musical performances and special events, booked and hosted more than 100 weddings and receptions, worked alongside caterers and DJs and photographers, and become involved with the local Arts community.
My work has taken me up in a 155-foot lift and on scaffolding for roof repairs and various stabilization projects, to the tops of guano-laden belfries and into the flood-silt depths of under-floor crawl spaces. Architects, theatre developers, acoustical consultants, mechanical engineers, general contractors, roofers and painters have been in my employ.
And through God’s blessings and guidance, I’ve found ways to pay for more than a million dollars in expenses thus far through grants, contributions, earned revenue, sponsorships, donations and loans.
But this is merely my historic preservation story. May happens to be Preservation Month, a time to appreciate how historic preservation can benefit the community.
There are all kinds of inspirational stories out there about past-successes and current efforts to save tangible experiences of our past. To learn about some of them, visit NPS.gov (put “preservation month” in the search field), PreservationPA.org, and PHMC.Pa.Gov (scroll down to News).
Why I’m writing about mine is because this is the one week of the year when my professional life comes together. I can write about what I do at a time when it’s relevant to you.
To respond to this column – or read other columns by Dave Hurst – visit www.hurstmediaworks.com.[image: image1.png]
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