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Planting a New Sort of Church 
by Rev. Dr. Melinda V. McLain 

 
Earth is so thick with divine possibility that 

it is a wonder we can walk anywhere 

without cracking our shins on 

altars. ― Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in 

the World: A Geography of Faith 

 
On Sunday, February 3rd, the members of 
Mira Vista Church voted unanimously to 
purchase 5166 Sobrante Avenue in El 
Sobrante, the site of the former Adachi 
nursery. It has taken almost four years to reach 
this milestone and it will take another ten 
months, at least, to become a new church that 
is also a community café, gathering space for 
education and live music plus an urban farm 
store and plant nursery operated by our 
organizational partner, Planting Justice. 
 
As a community, we have become increasingly 
less interested in erudite theological musings 
about the nature of God and instead have 
come to believe that following Jesus might be 
as simple as doing more of what he did such 
as: feeding, healing, blessing, loving, and 
serving. In this way, instead of dreaming about 
the realm of God in some far away heaven, we 
might learn to embody the love of God right 
here. Right now. 
 
For most of our seventy years, Mira Vista 
Church had a physical space on Cutting Blvd.  
that provided a beautiful venue for music, 
prayer, teaching, and preaching. It was a lovely 
place that anchored the El Cerrito Mira Vista  
neighborhood and nourished a couple of 
generations of believers.  It was a churchy- 

 
 
church complete with pews, an organ, and 
stained glass with classrooms for Sunday 
school and meeting rooms for committees and 
receptions. 
 
But since the congregation sold that campus in 
2006, we’ve truly lived into the reality that we 
are “church” wherever we gather or 
wherever we go. We are able to “be the 
church” whether we’re singing hymns in 
worship in a rented home at Christ Lutheran, 
serving lunch at the GRIP Souper Center, 
mucking out houses after hurricane Katrina, 
and/or hanging out in a local coffeeshop. 
 
With the purchase of this property in El 
Sobrante, we have no intention of going back 
to the model of church that separates ministry 
into neat categories of service or limits worship 
to music, prayer, or preaching. Instead, we 
seek to create a flexible, community need-
focused enterprise that will also tend the holy 
as it appears - including in us. 
 
Have you ever experienced the holy in an 
“unholy” place? What led you to believe 
that holiness was so limited? How can we 
help others to notice the sacred in their 
midst? 
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We Vote Yes! 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/5166+Sobrante+Ave,+El+Sobrante,+CA+94803/@37.9773014,-122.2956657,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x8085776955c50df1:0x5abb5b32c2340f82!8m2!3d37.9773014!4d-122.293477
https://www.google.com/maps/place/5166+Sobrante+Ave,+El+Sobrante,+CA+94803/@37.9773014,-122.2956657,17z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x8085776955c50df1:0x5abb5b32c2340f82!8m2!3d37.9773014!4d-122.293477
http://plantingjustice.org/


 

 

Creating Our Café Church 
by Rev. Dr. Melinda V. McLain 
 
The learning curve for developing this new 
model of ministry has been high, but also 
marked by lots of miracles, both big and small. 
At every turn when it seemed we should just 
give up, we found a new resource, idea, or 
collaborator that would kept us moving forward. 
 
For example, in the Spring of 2016, the 
congregation participated in the New Business 
Law Practicum at Berkeley Law and learned 
how to be a non-profit running a business. At 
every turn, when it seemed we should just give 
up, we found a new resource, idea, or 
collaborator that moved us forward..  
 
Our café church business plan, now in its 13th 
version (with a couple more on the way, no 
doubt!), envisions a pay-what-you-can/pay-it-
forward coffee shop featuring food made by 
local chefs, gathering space for spiritual 
celebrations, community events, and education 
plus a venue for live music. The plan calls for a 
triple bottom-line of financial sustainability, 
social service benefits, and spiritual 
development.  
 
In 2017, we began earnestly looking for real 
estate and after over a year of seeking a good 
real estate fit, we came to the conclusion that 
we are priced out of the El Cerrito/Richmond 
market along San Pablo Avenue. We also 
knew we needed more volunteers and human 
capacity to create this business. We were 
ready to give up. Again. 
 
Then we became aware of a property that 
might work for our vision in El Sobrante, a 
location farther away, but actually closer to 
where many members live. We made an offer 
to the owner in September of 2018 that was 
unsuccessful, but the owner introduced us to a 
potential non-profit partner, Planting Justice, an 
organization that was also interested in this site 
of the former Adachi nursery. 
 
PlantingJustice.org is a millennial-led 
organization that has been combining 
environmental stewardship with workforce 

development for nearly 10 years. Like 
Delancey Street in San Francisco and 
HomeBoy Industries in Los Angeles, they are 
also experts in developing a diversified funding 
model to achieve their goals and they currently 
operate a landscaping business and nursery. 
The organization has recently been featured in 
the New York Times with the headline: “Kale 
not Jail” and was named a California non-profit 
of the year in 2018. But most importantly, we 
have felt a great synergy with the leaders of 
Planting Justice and their mission. 
 
Since we formed our collaboration with 
Planting Justice to acquire the Adachi in El 
Sobrante, we continue to be amazed at how 
“right” this project is for the community, and for 
us as organizations. It just seems meant to be. 
 
Now that we are in escrow, we are working on 
all the tasks to prepare for renovating the 
building including: building inspections, design, 
planning, and permitting. At the same time, we 
are finalizing our organizational operating 
agreement for the property and working on 
insurance, construction financing, business 
plans, co-branding, marketing, and all the other 
things necessary for creating a new start-up. 
We also look forward to sharing more details 
about the project as we are able with all those 
who have so generously offered their support 
and enthusiasm. 
 
If all goes to plan, we will close escrow in April 
and then begin cleaning out the building and 
securing the site with help from volunteers  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mira Vista Council signs  

the purchase agreement 

plantingjustice.org
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delancey_Street_Foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homeboy_Industries


 

 

during the month of May while the project goes 
through the planning and permit process. We 
also plan to begin hosting events in the parking 
lot and outdoor space to build community and 
have fun! 
 
And when we have the appropriate permits, we 
hope to start the renovation of the building by 
July 1st. In any event, mark your calendars 
now, because we also plan to invite everyone 
to come for a ribbon-cutting celebration with 
live music, fun, and food outside. 
 
Our design team believes the renovation can 
be accomplished in about six months, making 
our full opening possible around the first of the 
year. Of course, construction rarely happens 
as you expect it to, but we believe in miracles 
AND we’re putting in the hard work that makes 
them more likely. 
 
Want to know more? Get on our mailing list 
and/or consider a contribution to the project 
through Planting Justice by marking your gift 
“Adachi” in the memo line. We’re on our way! 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Lenten Connections 
 
For those of you looking for a devotional 
booklet for Lent, I have ordered copies of a 
new one from the Stillspeaking Writers Group 
of the United Church of Christ entitled, “Take 
Nothing With You”.  
 
Here’s the blurb from the booklet:  When we 
enter the spiritual journey of Lent, we often 
take things with us: our past experiences, our  

interpretations of Scripture, our questions 
about the world, our struggles in faith. What 
does an unencumbered journey look like? Let’s 
find out together. 
 
We will also participate in an Ash Wednesday 
service at Hope Lutheran, El Sobrante at 12n 
and Pastor Melinda will stay after to speak with 
members there about our new café church. 
Then a group of Lutheran and UCC pastors will 
be offering “ashes to go” at Del Norte BART 
from 4:30 - 6p. And finally, we will have our 
annual Joint Ash Wednesday service with 
Holy Communion and music from Taizé at 7p. 
Mira Vista will also be one of seven UCC 
churches offering a joint worship on Good 
Friday at First Church, Berkeley, April 19th. 
 
Pastor Melinda will also take some Lenten 
study leave to travel to Christ in the Desert in 
New Mexico, March 13th - 20th. May all our 
Lenten connections deepen our connection to 
the holy and give us strength for the journey 
ahead. 

 
 
News from the Pews 
 
Moderator Brian Campbell-Miller is living out 
his passion for libraries by working at the El 
Cerrito library on Mondays and in Crockett on 
Wednesdays and Fridays. You should “book 
on over” to see him in his preferred habitat. 
He’s still hanging out in the real estate world 
too and has just produced some “twilight zone” 
parody videos that help realtors learn more 
about ethical behavior in the field. His 
impersonation of Rod Serling is excellent! Ask 
him to show it to you. 
 
Pastor Melinda V. McLain has been appointed 
by Supervisor John Gioia to the El Sobrante 
Municipal Advisory Council (ESMAC) as an 
alternate member. The ESMAC meets each 
second Wednesday at the Elks Club on San 
Pablo Dam Road and is the primary place for 
El Sobrante residents to discuss community 
opportunities and problems and give feedback 
and assistance to county government 
concerning our area. 

Colleen Rodger and Pastor Melinda with 

some of the staff of Planting Justice 

https://miravistaucc.us9.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=7e5971c9f256e88c864f26f0f&id=4f0eb589a9
http://plantingjustice.org/
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Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 
     1 

 
 
 
 

2 

3  
12n Worship with Holy 
Communion followed by La 
Mesa with Social Action 
Team 

Amy Ukena & Hans Raag 
@El Cerrito Natural Grocery, 
6-8:30p 

4 

 

5  
Mira Vista prepares 
lunch, GRIP 
Souper Center,10a 

 

6  
Ashes to Go @ El 
Cerrito Del Note BART, 
4:30-6p 
 
Joint Ash Wednesday 
Service w/Holy 
Communion, 7p 

7 

Interfaith Meditation 
@Sycamore UCC, 6p 

 

8 
 

9 

10 
12n Worship followed by La 
Mesa 

  

11 
 

12 
 

13 
 

14 
Interfaith Meditation 
@Sycamore UCC, 6p 

 

15 
 

16 
 

17  
12n Worship followed by La 
Mesa 

Rev. Keenan Kelsey, guest 
preacher 

Amy Ukena & Hans Raag 
@El Cerrito Natural Grocery, 
6-8:30p 
 

18 
 
 

19  
 

20 
 

21 
Interfaith Meditation 
@Sycamore UCC, 6p 

22  
 

23 
 

24  
12n Worship followed by  La 
Mesa 

25 
 

26 
Council meeting, 
6p 

 
 

27 
Community office Hours, 
2-5p 

 

28 
Interfaith Meditation 
@Sycamore UCC, 6p 

29 
 

30 
 

31 
12n Worship followed by  La 
Mesa 

 

      

Pastor Melinda on Lenten Study leave, Christ in the Desert, 
New Mexico, March 13th - 20th. 
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Our worship life together . . .  
Join us on Sundays at 12 noon for our celebration with music and preaching, then stay for 
lunch because our worship continues as we share food and friendship together at our common 
table, La Mesa.  Feel free to bring food to share as you are able. We celebrate the sacrament of 
Holy Communion every First Sunday. All are welcome at our table! 

 March 3  “Unmasked”     2 Corinthians 3:12-18 
     Social Action Team meets during La Mesa 
 
 March 6  “Ashes to Go” @El Cerrito Del Norte BART, 4:30-6p 
     w/ Hope Lutheran, El Sobrante and Christ Lutheran,  
     El Cerrito 
 
     Joint Ash Wednesday Service w/Holy Communion, 7p 
 
 March 10  “Finding Refuge”    Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16 
     First Sunday in Lent 
 
 March 17  “Celtic Wisdom”        
     Rev. Keenan Kelsey, guest preacher  
         
 March 24  “Clinging to the Holy”   Psalm 63:1-8  

  
 5th Patsy Severson, 7th Patsy Stubbs, 12th Kathe Kiehn 


