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Christian group buys synagogue

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
Congregation Beth El has finalized the sale of its 10-acre property in Cherry Hill to a Philadelphia-based Christian group, synagogue and church leaders said this week.
The $5 million transaction, completed last week, has transferred ownership of 2900 W. Chapel Ave. from Beth El to the Impacting Your World Christian Center. The 2,000-member Christian Center, based in the Germantown section of Philadelphia, will use the facility as a secondary site to expand services, classes and other outreach, pastors said.
Church leaders had been using a charter school in Northeast Philadelphia as their satellite location, but they have largely vacated there. They began offering services in Cherry Hill this month and will continue sharing the space with Beth El until the synagogue relocates its sanctuary and other functions to Voorhees on April 5.
"We really feel we're called to minister to the region, and Cherry Hill is a regional city," said the Rev. Ray A. Barnard, senior pastor and founder at Impacting Your World. He said the group sought a Cherry Hill location because "it provided the economic environment I wanted to be in."
He described the Cherry Hill area as vibrant, growing and progressive.
"I think it lends itself to providing vision, opportunity for growth and development for people," Barnard said. He said Impacting Your World, a multi-denominational church, plans to make extensive use of the gymnasium and the 28 classrooms at the Chapel Avenue property. (The church building in Germantown counts six classrooms.)
Schools of business and leadership are slated for launch at the Cherry Hill location in September. In addition, the church plans to host a children's ministry with a "Disney-like environment" in some areas, Barnard said.
"There's not much visual stimulation for people (in the inner city) to be able to see what opportunities are available to them," Barnard said. "Unless you begin to expose people to greater opportunities, they'll not realize these opportunities are available."
Already, an estimated 500 to 600 people have begun attending Sunday church services in the 900- to 1,000-seat sanctuary on Chapel Avenue. The church's former satellite location, in Northeast Philadelphia, accommodated about 300 people.
The main church building in Germantown seats about 600, said Executive Pastor Ray Thomas.
He said an ongoing capital campaign, launched in July, has generated nearly $700,000 in donations to help pay for the Cherry Hill building. He said the campaign will continue.
"We hope that it's paid for sooner than later," Thomas said.
Congregation Beth El plans to use proceeds from the sale to help finance the expansion of its religious and education campus in Voorhees, expected to cost about $15 million to $20 million. A religious school and preschool have been based there for about 10 years already.
The expansion project includes a 1,250-seat sanctuary, social hall and administrative area, all of which will open April 5. Synagogue President Eric Boory said the new location plants the group "in the heart of our existing membership."
"We have seen, over the years, a migration of Jewish families to eastern Cherry Hill, Voorhees and surrounding areas in Burlington County," Boory said.
He said the congregation is ecstatic "that for the first time in 10 years, we will all be able to -- as one -- learn, pray and socialize under one beautiful roof."
As for Impacting Your World, Boory said the Jewish and Christian groups have established a strong relationship.
"I think this is a great example of how the Jewish and Christian and Afro-American communities can all work together so well," he said. "So far, it's been a great experience."
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