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What To Do When Your Church Burns  
A Quick Reference Guide To Healing Rebuilding and Recovery  

 

This quick reference guide represents a compilation of thoughts and ideas from pastors 
and members of burned churches who know what its like to face the tragedy of trying to 
recover and make it through this incredible ordeal. These lessons are shared with you in 
hopes that they will somehow help to ease your burden…make the load lighter and help 
you as you prepare to Rise Up From the Ashes to Carry On!  

Contributing Pastors  

Rev. Terrance G. Mackey, Sr., President & Executive Director  
Bishop Ted Meyers, Board Treasurer, Pastor, Temple of Faith Bibleway,SC  
Rev. Daniel Donaldson, Board Member, Pastor, Salem Baptist Church, TN  

Rev. Al Anderson, Board Member, Pastor, Friendship MB Church, TN  
Rev. Waldo Campbell, Board Member, Pastor, St. Marks MB Church, AR  

Ms. Wynetta McCoy, Board Member, Mount Zion MB Church, TX  
Rev. Howard McMillian, Board Member, Pastor, Faith Christian Center, FL  

Written by Rose Johnson-Mackey  
Director Research and Programs  

Special thanks to the General Board of Global Ministries of the United Methodist Church 
Ministries in the Midst of Hate and Violence and the Riverside Sharing Fund for your 
support.  

To order copies call, or write the: National Coalition for Burned Churches and 
Community Empowerment  

PO Box 40784, Charleston, SC 29423 PH843.853.5363 FAX 843.853.5366 or email 
ncfbccp@aol.com  

Getting Over the Shock! &  Continue To Worship  
Church Burning Consequences  
Church Burning Investigations  

Insurance Matters  
Church Rebuilding Construction and Coordination  
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Getting Over the Shock!  

 
"Church burnings can have an overwhelming impact on the pastor and the entire  
 
church family.  Members should be especially watchful of children, youth and the 
elderly."  

Tips for Spiritual and Psychological Healing  

 
 
The burning of your church has an impact on people in different ways: Pastor, elders, 
middle aged, youth and community at large.  
Be available and sensitive to the issues of grief and fear that causes stress, psychological 
problems and upset the spiritual balance of children, youth, and the elderly.  

Pastor  

 
As a spiritual leader, the pastor has an overwhelming responsibility. His/her duty is to 
take care of the spiritual needs of the congregation, oversee the rebuilding process, work 
to identify additional resources to help with rebuilding, be visionary in thought and 
action, and respond to concerns from the larger community.  
Identify another pastor or a close confidant that you can lean on for spiritual healing, 
support, and guidance.  

Elders  

 
When a church home is destroyed the impact on elderly members of the congregation can 
be devastating and sometimes life threatening. Most often the senior men and women of 
the church have spent most of their lives building the church and using their hard-earned 
dollars to pay for maintenance of the church. The church is their life. When grandparents 
are affected by the psychological and emotional toll left by church burnings (whether 
arson or not) the entire family is impacted.  

Continue To Worship  

"The demands on the church family can be painful and intense"  
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Tips for Staying Together  

 
1. Recovery and Rebuilding is a process that could last from 1 to 3 years (sometimes 
longer), depending upon the amount of available resources.  
2. Find a place to worship  

 

 

Church Burning Consequences  

"There are consequences that church members often experiences as you work to  

rebuild ... please be mindful of these."  

Tips for Problem Solving  

 
1. The church could split- if members do not commit to stay together.  
2. Church membership often drops off.  
3. When the church loses membership, lost membership represents lost income.  
4. Often, burned church families are left with a mortgage you did not have before the fire. 
The church now has debt.  
5. Initially, you may experience a ground swell of support. When all the people leave 
who came to help and no one is around but the church family... you must still carry on.  
6. Some church families never recover. Without money or significant resources to 
rebuild, the church simply does not have the capacity to carry on.  

Church Burning Investigations  

"Always make sure that you are treated with dignity,  
sensitivity and respect by law enforcement."  

                                                                   Rev. Terrence G. Mackey, Sr.  

Tips for Burned Church Victims  

 
 
1. Find out the name of the investigator in charge of your case. Keep in touch with 
him/her on a routine basis.  
2. Fire department determinations-The result of your fire investigation may be one of the 
following: arson, attempted arson, suspicious, accidental, or undetermined.  
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3. Remember many local, rural fire departments have limited resources, which often 
make it difficult for accurate and thorough origin and cause determinations.  
4. Pay attention to how the investigation is being handled.  
5. Do not be afraid to ask questions, you are the victim.  
6. If cause of fire is determined to be arson-find out from investigator how long, the 
investigation will take.  
7. If the fire is ruled any cause other than arson, do not automatically accept the cause 
given by fire officials if you have concerns. If the circumstances appear to be suspicious, 
make further inquiries of the fire department. Invite fire officials to a church meeting and 
have them explain how they reached their determination.  
8. If you sense that church members are being unfairly treated by law enforcement 
officials-remember you have a right to due process under law-know your rights see (A 
Handbook For Arson Investigations: Attacks On African American Churches published 
by the Center for Constitutional Rights New York.)  
9. If the church arson is determined to be motivated by racial hatred or anti-religious 
sentiment church leaders should meet with the appropriate law enforcement officials to 
determine whether added security measures are necessary. If there are existing 
community tensions, please contact the Department of Justice Community Relations 
Service for your region.  
10. Once a suspect has been identified and arrested, the pastor and church members 
should be aware and involved. Burned church victims should also have the benefit of 
every service available through your state and federal victim assistance program.  
11. Have an in-depth discussion with state or federal prosecutors about sentencing. If you 
are not satisfied with the sentencing recommendation, let your prosecutor know. It is 
okay, to tell them you are not pleased. On the other hand, if you are pleased with their 
performance let them know.  
12. After reasonable discussion, if you continue to have cause for concern about the 
manner in which the investigation was handled notify the U.S. Department of Justice 
Civil Rights Division Washington, DC.  

Insurance Matters  

"Under normal circumstances the church should receive  
a check from the insurance company within 10 business days."  

                                                                                               Rev. Daniel Donaldson  

Tips for Burned Church Victims  

1. Call your insurance adjuster. When contact is made get date and time for property 
damage assessment.  

2. Insurance adjuster should be on the scene within 48 hours after fire.  
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3. Someone should meet him/her on the church site that has knowledge of the insurance 
policy. Once on site, go over with adjuster your understanding of what is covered in the 
policy. Make sure everything that you see is what the adjuster sees.  

4. Make sure adjuster does not under assess church damage.  

5. Do not agree to anything that is not in policy. Do not make any agreements (example: 
Can we agree that the damage here is 50% and not 80%?)  

6. Ask the adjuster when the church can expect to hear from the insurance company.  

Make sure the adjuster has correct telephone numbers of person to contact.  

7. Report information from meeting with insurance adjusters to church family as soon as 
possible.  

8. Do not except partial payment. If there is a stipulation in the policy to pay off in partial 
payments, the adjuster should advise the church representative during the property 
assessment visit.  

9. Report the handling of your claim to the State Insurance Commissioner if any one of 
the following occurs: 1) your insurance policy is canceled after church burns; or 2) your 
insurance company fails to pay off claim.  

10. Make sure cost of new insurance coverage is adequate for rebuilding. For instance, if 
rebuilding cost is $300,000 increases church coverage by no less than $50,000.  

Additional tips  

¨ Security systems lower cost of insurance.  

¨ Bolting church furniture (pews, podium, any thing not going to be moved) to floors will 
be considered structure and not content, thereby lowering your content coverage.  

¨ Every 3-5 years revisit insurance coverage to upgrade insurance policy.  

¨ Determine how much the insurance policy will cover toward the cost of site clean up if 
the church is not totally destroyed (including restoration and content).  

¨ If you have replacement insurance, the church should be replaced regardless of cost.  

¨ If the church is underinsured when the fire occurs, the insurance company may only pay 
the policy value. Seek other sources to help with rebuilding.  
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Church Rebuilding Construction and Coordination  

"Don't be afraid to ask your community for help!  Approach  
the Business community, churches, building supply companies, banks, colleges,  
and universities... everyone has a role to play in helping the church recover."  

                                                                               Ms. Wynetta McCoy  

Tips For Church Rebuilding  

 
Major Committees: Finance Committee, Project Committee, and Rebuilding Committee  

II. Project Committee: is nominated and selected by the church (no more than three 
persons).  
 
Duties and Responsibilities  
1. Coordinate all aspects of church rebuilding on site.  
2. Make sure code requirements are met.  
3. Make sure project stays on schedule.  
4. If any changes have to be made, contractor goes to Project Committee.  
 
III. Rebuilding Committee:  Should be selected by pastor  
 
Duties and Responsibilities  
1.Decide on what the church need is and plan.  
2. Work with Finance Committee to identify available resources.  
3. Visit different church sites to get ideas.  
4. Select local architect to secure drawings.  
5. Get construction insurance (not a requirement but it protects the church if materials are 
stolen, etc.)  
6. Identify contractors and secure bids. Choices should be narrowed down to three.  
7. Committee should not have authority to decide for members.  
8. Final approval should come from members by vote.  
9. After final bid selection has been decided upon by the church, Rebuilding Committee 
negotiates with contractor on how he/she is to be paid. (Recommendations-Pay contractor 
weekly based on length of time it takes to rebuild.)  
10. Rebuilding committee should get signed contract from contractor including time, 
cost, and completion date. Rebuilding Committee function ends.  

Rebuilding Subcommittees  

 
IV.   Subcommittees-Pastor sets up subcommittees-involves as many members as 
possible. No more than three (3) persons per committee.  
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Subcommittees (recommendations)  
1. Carpet Committee: Selects flooring carpet, tile etc.  
2. Church Furniture Committee: Selects church furniture (bring selections for  
churches approval)  
3. Lights Committee: Selects choice of lights and or chandeliers etc.  
4. Stain Glass Committee: Selects glass types, price and bring back report.  
5. Landscape Committee: Decides how church should be landscaped.  
6. Kitchen Committee: Decides on what goes into the kitchen and color scheme.  
7. Pastor’s Aide Committee: Furnishes the pastor’s study.  
8. Church Security and Arson Prevention Committee: Know what is expected of church 
to meet basic safety and security requirements. Decide on church security system, and 
flood lights.  
9. Spiritual and Educational needs responsible for getting educational materials, bibles, 
hymnals etc.  
10. Church Equipment: Responsible for Sound Equipment (how that equipment will be 
mounted for security purposes.  

V.  Tips for Banking and Finance  

1. The lending institution you choose it has to make sure that the church can pay back its 
debts.  
2. In most cases, the church will have to show at least three to five years of financial 
records to bank.  
3. The bank may also require a resolution from the church before the loan process can 
begin.  
4. In most cases, the bank will require minutes from church business meetings.  
5. The bank will also require a copy of blueprints and contractors information.  
6. In most cases bank will only lend what they assess your ability is to repay.  
This process includes looking at income over last three year.  

 

 


