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A church outgrows its old building. It finds a vacant warehouse in a middle-
class neighborhood, close to the highway and convenient for its
congregants. Mortgage money is raised, plans are drawn up, the sale is
approved. All that remains is a technicality: securing a zoning-code
exemption.

Three years and two lawsuits later, the church is at last in its new
building—and out $1.2 million. It holds services in the lobby because it ran
out of money to renovate the room that was to be the sanctuary.

This problem was supposed to be solved. Seventeen years ago, Congress
unanimously passed a law, the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized
Persons Act, to prevent cities and towns from using zoning as a weapon
against groups that want space to worship. At the time, everyone cheered a
rare moment of legislative success. In practice, though, few congregations
have the time, knowledge, money, or energy to pursue the legal process set
up by RLUIPA, leaving many in a desperate limbo with no place to pray.

By the time they take on a zoning challenge, many religious groups are
already struggling to find and retain members, and to get by on shoestring
budgets. Without an adequate place to gather, they miss opportunities to
assemble in study, service, and prayer. The stakes are high for towns, too.

Read the rest of this article in The Atlantic.
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