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First Unitarian Church of Oakland 

 

 
 

UPDATED & REVISED 

Frequently Asked Questions on 

Hamilton Hall Renovation and Capital Campaign 
 

 

What did we decide in September? 

 

We unanimously accepted the following resolution.  

 

“Whereas our sanctuary, Hamilton Hall, is the place where we are experiencing the 

power of transforming love and where our dream of community is coming true, and 

 

Whereas Hamilton Hall is a city, state, and federal landmark building that is essential to 

the vibrant neighborhood of which it is a part, and 

 

Whereas Hamilton Hall, is an unreinforced masonry building which is unsafe in the event 

of an earthquake, and 

 

Whereas we understand the scope of the construction project that will be needed to make 

Hamilton Hall safe for us and for future generations, and 

 

Whereas we are prepared to work together, stretch together, and give generously 

together, as a spiritual community, to make such a construction project a reality, 

 

Therefore be it resolved that we, the congregation of the First Unitarian Church of 

Oakland, do hereby approve undertaking a Capital Campaign to take place early in 2008, 

for the purpose of raising the funds needed to make our sanctuary, Hamilton Hall, safe in 

the event of an earthquake.” 

  

What is happening now? 

 

¶ We formed a Capital Campaign team, headed by Dan Goss. 

¶ This team, which will report directly to the church’s Executive Team (ET), is 

working with the Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee on an on-going basis. 
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¶ One mandate of this team will be to continue communicating to the entire 

congregation throughout the process. Communications will include design, 

construction, safety issues, and how fundraising is proceeding. 

¶ The team – with active involvement of the entire congregation -- will conduct the 

fundraising campaign in January and February, 2008. During that time we will 

contact every member and friend of the church (past members, as well) asking for 

pledges to pay a generous sum over a five-year period. 

 

What is a Capital Campaign? 

 

¶ A Capital Campaign is an effort to raise money from the church community for a 

specific need, generally involving buildings and grounds, as in our case.  

¶ Members and friends of our church community are asked to pledge and donate 

money to the campaign over a period of five years.  

¶ Sometimes donations reflect gifts of assets other than cash. You’ll hear more 

about those possibilities later. 

 

Tell us more about how the money will be handled as it comes in. And who will be 

responsible for the money? 

 

¶ Past money that was designated for capital improvements to the building is 

currently in higher-interest CDs (and has been since 2006).  

¶ A working checking account is also in use that is used to pay current expenses, 

such as the structural engineering testing and new design work that took place this 

summer. 

¶ The campaign will be run in accordance with the model developed by the 

Unitarian Universalist Association for fundraising campaigns. In the UUA model, 

the campaign staff is drawn from within the congregation with guidance from our 

consultant, Martha Easter-Wells. 

¶ Two people have stepped forward to take on the role of co-treasurers of the 

Capital Campaign Committee, Gail Schulz and Roxie Kellam. Gail is a retired 

corporate lawyer and had a leadership role on a highly successful campaign at a 

previous church. Roxie has financial and investment experience. 

¶ The Capital Campaign team will make regular reports to the Executive Team and 

to the congregation. 

 

 

When would construction take place? 

 

¶ Our plans call for the actual construction to take place during 6 months of 2009, 

primarily the summer.  Of course, we will have to work with a contractor once we 

have selected one to plan the actual schedule. 

¶ In the interim, we will be contacting and prequalifying contractors and finalizing 

the plans. 
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Why wait so long after approval of the project to begin construction? 

 

¶ We need to wait until we have a substantial sum of money actually in hand. 

Though pledges to the Capital Campaign will be made in early 2008, and some 

payments will begin coming in immediately, it will take a year before we have 

enough capital to allow us to begin the project. 

¶ Construction will take about 6 months.  We will schedule as much of the 

construction as feasible during the summer months when it will be less disruptive 

to our congregation. At this point, we believe that we can still hold weekly 

worship services during much of the construction period, probably in Wendte 

Hall.  If construction extends well into the fall, we may need to rent alternate 

facilities for Sunday worship.  By giving the contractor full access to Hamilton 

Hall we will both speed up the work and save costs. 

 

Will the church also have to borrow funds for this project? 

 

¶ We clearly will need to have a bridge loan to cover the final costs of construction 

while the balance of campaign pledges are being paid.  We are hopeful that we 

have reduced the costs so much that our campaign can and should raise the full 

cost. 

¶ If we are not able to raise the full amount needed, we may need to borrow to fill a 

manageable gap.  However, any money borrowed has consequences for our 

annual budget. 

  

What will these repairs and renovations cost? 

 

¶ The Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee has been working all summer with 

our architect, Jim Goring, and the structural engineering firm of Murphy Burr 

Curry on a completely new approach to the seismic retrofit that we so clearly 

need to do.  Based on Murphy Burr Curry’s totally new approach to the problem 

and their design, we currently estimate that the work will cost $2.3 million, 

including appropriate contingencies.   

¶ This work is designed to get us up to the target “substantial life safety” standard, 

under the Uniform Conservation Building Code that we achieved with respect to 

Wendte Hall and the East Wing. 

 

Is this just the first step of a 2-step plan? 

 

¶ No. Our new design is significantly different from our earlier proposal (which 

would have cost twice as much and required two phases). We will achieve our 

target level of earthquake safety without needing a second phase.  
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Can we possibly raise $2 Million?  

 

¶ Martha Easter-Wells advised that many Congregations our size have raised an 

amount equal to three to six times our annual operating pledges. In our case, that 

would be $1.5 Million to $3 Million.  

¶ That does not mean each individual person/family gives from three to six times 

their annual operating pledge. People’s ability to give in a capital campaign varies 

tremendously and there is no formula that defines how much any one individual 

can give. For this project to succeed, we will seek donations of $200,000 or more. 

We have commitments for other donations of more than $50,000. And we will ask 

others to stretch to find a way to be able to give $1,000 over five years. With 

generous donations from of all our members and friends, our combined 

contributions will enable us to reach our goal. 

¶ If we cannot raise enough money to fund the project as designed, we will first 

determine what cuts we can make.  If we cannot raise enough money to fund even 

a project with a reduced scope, we will not ask the Congregation to pay the 

money pledged during this campaign. 

 

What will we achieve with the proposed design? 

 

¶ Our new design builds on existing structural elements in Hamilton Hall, 

especially the old growth redwood arches to help handle the load in an 

earthquake.  There will be significant reinforcing with steel and fiberglass 

reinforced plastic, but much less reinforced concrete.   

¶ The work will involve significant strengthening of the external brick and 

stonework, as well as repairing and strengthening the roof.  

¶ We will include non-structural work such as fire sprinklers, electrical, lighting 

and heating upgrades, and gutters and downspouts to help protect the building. 

¶ There will also be interior work such as reconfiguring the chancel, improved 

access, soundproofing, etc. These improvements are consistent with the 

recommendations of the Worship Council for better use of our space both for 

worship and as a large venue for community rental.  They are also designed to 

protect our ability to reinstall our pipe organ when we are able to do so in the 

future. 

 

When and where will we be able to study and get details on the new design? 

 

¶ We needed to make the best decision possible in the time available concerning the 

interior improvements, so that they could be included in the cost estimates.  The 

Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee members have consulted with the 

Executive Team, the Worship Council, and several persons with disabilities 

during this design process. .  We also held a forum with the Architect and 

Structural Engineer open to all on November 11. The HHRC and the architect 

recognize that as we get more input, there may be changes to how the interior 

work is handled 
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¶ Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee members (listed below) will also have 

copies of the proposed new design. 

 

 

Where have you gotten the information to determine costs and plans? 

 

¶ This work started in 1995 at the time the Master Plan for renovation and 

rehabilitation was developed for our entire church complex. Our architect then – 

and now -- is Jim Goring, of Goring and Straja Architects. We have selected a 

new structural engineering firm, Murphy Burr Curry.  

¶ The Hamilton Hall master plan was updated in September 2000, after the work 

was completed on the East Wing and Wendte Hall.  

¶ Following our Financial Feasibility Study (Report in March-2007), we reviewed 

these plans with our architect (and others who volunteered their time) to 

determine how to lower the costs of the project while still reaching the safety 

level we require. We then worked with two structural engineering firms for their 

opinions. The Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee (HHRC), the Executive 

Team (ET), and our architect reviewed the plans of both firms and, in the end, 

selected Murphy Burr Curry’s design.  That is what we worked on all summer.   

 

How do we know the costs won’t be higher? 

 

¶ Our architect has obtained detailed cost estimates based on the design developed 

last summer.  As is usual in these procedures, they figure in a level of cost 

increases and contingencies.  

¶ This cost estimate is very current: August, 2007.  But it also includes escalation 

factors that take into account that we are planning to do the construction during 

Summer of 2009.   So, we have done the best we can to develop the most reliable 

estimates possible. 

 

How did we get to this point?  

 

¶ In May 2006, the Executive Team, on the recommendation of the Hamilton Hall 

Renovation Committee, hired Martha Easter-Wells, a consultant with the 

Unitarian Universalist Association (UUA), to visit the church and make an 

assessment of our readiness to begin this process. Martha’s report has encouraged 

us to move ahead. Though she reported in her Financial Feasibility Report 

(March, 2007) that she did not believe we would be able to raise the full amount 

we were initially hoping for, she suggested that a well-run campaign, with a well-

educated Congregation, could indeed raise a significant sum.  

¶ Since then, the Hamilton Hall Renovation Committee has worked with the 

architect and structural engineer to significantly lower the costs of the project 

while still achieving the safety level we seek. 

¶ In addition, this past summer a small team has been meeting with some of the 

same people who were interviewed for the initial financial feasibility study. With 

additional information -- and assurances that other members of the congregation 
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will also step up -- a number of members have now committed to giving 

substantially more than they initially indicated during the feasibility study. 

 

Why is this project necessary? 

 

¶ Hamilton Hall was built in 1890, of unreinforced masonry, brick held together 

with mortar, but without any steel reinforcing rods. Buildings such as this are 

especially vulnerable to earthquake damage and collapse. 

¶ In the event of a major earthquake, a plausible scenario is that the walls would fall 

outwards or inwards and the roof would collapse.  

¶ Hamilton Hall is not in compliance with current Oakland or California standards 

for earthquake protection. 

¶ There are a number of interior aspects of Hamilton Hall that are not up-to-date, 

including foundation, electrical, fire protection, sound proofing, and chancel or 

stage configuration. 

 

Why should we deal with it now? 

 

¶ Our building is deteriorating. Though repeatedly patched year after year, the roof 

is at the end of its service life. The outer walls have lost much of the mortar that 

holds the stones together and pieces of stone may fall from the building walls. In 

addition, as we grow we need to make optimum use of our interior space and 

balcony. 

¶ There is a high risk of a significant earthquake on the Hayward fault in the 

foreseeable future. Such an earthquake could lead to serious damage to Hamilton 

Hall and injury or loss of life to those inside or nearby. 

¶ We are a growing Congregation with a significant role to play in the life of the 

Gateway community. In the event of an earthquake, our church building should be 

a place of refuge, not one of the major casualties. 

 

Didn’t we address this in the 1990s? 

 

¶ Our Congregation raised more than $5 million in grants and internal fundraising 

during the 1990s to restore and renovate the East Wing (offices, classrooms, Starr 

King Room and Wendte Hall). At that time, we could not find the money to 

renovate Hamilton Hall to the same standards. 

¶ A substantial part of the money used for that project came from the City of 

Oakland and FEMA. We committed at that time to serve the Gateway community 

and to provide a home for the Center for Urban Family Life for 20 years. We also 

promised the City of Oakland that we would complete the job and fix Hamilton 

Hall in the future. 

 

Have we considered options other than renovating the sanctuary? 

 

¶ Our Congregation voted in the mid 1980s to stay in Downtown Oakland and to 

continue service to the Gateway community. Before this vote, numerous 
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alternatives were researched and ultimately rejected. These included selling the 

building and moving or selling the building to a private party and leasing it back.  

¶ The commitment was renewed in the mid 1990s, before renovation was begun on 

Wendte Hall and the East Wing. 

¶ Our Board, in 2005, 2006, and in 2007 has made renovating the Hamilton Hall 

wing of our church one of the highest priorities. 

¶ The Executive Team, implementing the Board’s direction has mandated the 
former Restoration and Rehabilitation Committee, now renamed the Hamilton 

Hall Renovation committee, to raise the money to renovate Hamilton Hall.  

 

Would it be better to sell the church and move? 

 

¶ In discussions with a real estate professional, it has become apparent that any 

effort to sell our Landmark church complex in its present state to relocate 

elsewhere in Oakland will not provide anything close to the funds required to 

make such a move.  

¶ There is also a serious and substantial loss to our church community by leaving 

our historic church complex. Our church is a pillar in the Downtown Oakland 

Community. We are kept in the public’s awareness and we remain connected to 

our rich heritage of religious liberal traditions. 

¶ Many old and new church members identify a strong emotional response to the 

beauty, history, and serenity of Hamilton Hall. Many have worked hard to 

improve our buildings over many years and want to see us complete this process. 

 

Where will the money come from? 
 

¶ The Congregation had in hand more than $300,000 obtained from past campaigns 

and more recent gifts. That money has been in interest bearing accounts. (Almost 

$200,000 is in CD’s.)  

¶ About $70,000 of this money has been used this spring and summer to cover costs 

of structural testing and for the new design. 

¶ Several years ago, we made a concentrated search for outside funds from 

foundations and others. We investigated in detail dozens of funding sources, and 

did not find any money from these sources because the hall is used primarily for 

religious services. 

¶ We must now focus on raising money from within our own Congregation through 

a Capital Campaign. 

 

How will a Capital Campaign affect the annual operating budget and our yearly 

pledges?  

 

¶ A Capital Campaign must NOT divert money from our annual operating fund 

(stewardship campaign). Each one of us will need to continue to support the 

church’s operating budget as we do now. The Capital Campaign will ask each of 

us to pledge an additional gift of funds or assets for this important and long-term 

project, payable over a five-year period. 
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Can we do this without sacrificing our programs? 

 

¶ A Congregation develops community from its involvement in programs. Certainly 

we must continue to have effective programs as our first priority.  

¶ Our functioning, beautiful and historic building houses our programs and helps to 

attract new members. 

¶ Our Congregation developed a vision for our community many years ago, as we 

began the process with restoration of the East Wing and Wendte Hall. We have 

continued to implement our vision as a church community with exciting, vibrant 

programs with a restored, safe Hamilton Hall as a focal point for our community. 

 

 

 

Please watch for regular updates in the Sower and weekly church bulletins as well as 

display boards in Wendte Hall regarding the progress of this current community quest. If 

you have questions about the Capital Campaign, talk to any of members of the Capital 

Campaign Committee: Dan Goss, chair, Dick Bailey, Lisa Fry, Renee Harper, Bob Hood, 

Roxie Kellam, Linda Propert Sanford, Jay Roller, Gail Schulz, and Jane Voytek. For 

questions about the renovation itself, feel free to talk with members of the Hamilton Hall 

Renovation Committee: Glen Dahlbacka and Gail Schulz, co-chairs, Dick Bailey, Joan 

Poulter, Bob Schulz, Veronica Martin, Andrew Lee, Debra Temple, and Jim Gardner. 

Thanks for your help!  

 


