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I.   Introduction and Summary of Recommendations 
 

A good place to build 
 
As the Buddha was walking with the congregation, he pointed to the ground with his finger and 
said, “This spot is good to build a sanctuary.”  
Indra, Emperor of the gods, took a blade of grass, stuck it in the ground and said, “The 
sanctuary is built.”  
The Buddha smiled.    from The Book of Serenity (collected Zen stories) 
 
This report presents a vision for creating a sanctuary dedicated to supporting meditation-focused 
Buddhism in Sacramento.  Such a place would sustain the ongoing activities of the  
Sacramento Buddhist Meditation Group, Valley Streams Zen Sangha (formerly Iron Bell Zendo), 
and Sacramento Insight Meditation, and possibly other Buddhist groups. 
 
A sanctuary shared by these groups would help resolve this central challenge: Each currently 
conducts its practice and community activities in facilities rented for several hours at a time, but 
without any control over the facility schedule or calendar. These conditions complicate and limit 
how these groups operate, what activities and programs they offer to their respective 
communities, and how they respond to new and changing needs. 
 
The shared facility envisioned by this report would serve as a home for all three founding 
sanghas and a sanctuary for providing teachings, classes and retreats.  A shared facility would 
also create opportunities to support practice by a diversity of communities not currently being 
served by the three founding sanghas.  A hall devoted solely to meditation and teachings and 
graced with a permanent altar would offer the possibility for daily sittings open to the public. 
 
Working together 
 
In April 2010 the boards of the three sanghas created the Inter-Sangha Coordinating Committee 
and each board assigned two representatives to the committee: Jim Brown and Susan Orr 
representing SBMG, Rich Howard and Jerry Simkins representing SIM, and Linda Dekker and 
Jim Hare representing Valley Streams. The committee has been guided by agreements meant to 
ensure consensus and transparency and support the honesty and integrity of each committee 
member. 
 
Early in its process, the committee developed a set of practical questions (Attachment 1) to be 
answered in subsequent discussions.  In the course of its work, the committee recognized that 
some of these questions are most appropriately left to the board of a new Dharma Center. 
 
The committee has met monthly since April 2010, with two subcommittees also meeting 4-5 
times each, to make recommendations in four broad areas: 

- Organizational and legal framework 
- Physical space needs 
- Scheduling and management 
- Budget and financial plan 
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The committee and its members gathered information and sought advice from a number of 
experts, including a commercial realtor, a commercial property owner, an attorney with expertise 
in nonprofit organizations, a bookkeeper, an insurance broker, a dharma teacher who founded his 
own center, two architects, a nonprofit administration contractor, a synagogue administrator and 
a nonprofit fundraiser.  
 
In July 2010 the committee also visited the Sky Creek Dharma Center in Chico, Calif., which is 
shared by five small groups from various Buddhist traditions. The committee toured the center 
and met with several board members who described the center’s founding, organization and 
ongoing operations. The visit to Sky Creek helped the committee clarify its purpose and guide 
some of its decisions about an organizational framework to implement the vision. 
 
The committee also devoted considerable effort to drafting a mission statement as a way to guide 
its work: 
 

“The Dharma Center maintains a sanctuary for Buddhist meditation and teachings with the 
intention of benefitting the Sacramento community.” 

 
Summary of recommendations 
 

o Create a new support nonprofit to fund and manage the new Dharma Center 
 
o Appoint an initial board for the new nonprofit, with members appointed by each founding 

sangha. 
 

o In scheduling the use of shared space, give priority to the needs of the founding sanghas. 
 

o Establish a conflict resolution policy 
 

o Retain a Dharma Center manager to oversee day-to-day operations 
 

o Establish a policy for renting the Dharma Center to non-affiliated groups 
 

o Establish a default set-up for the meditation hall, so it is always ready for use 
 

o Install a permanent altar 
 

o Meet the challenge of higher costs through pledged donations and long-term investments 
 

o Set budgets and fundraising goals to meet both operational costs and tenant improvement 
needs. 

 
o Consider the alternatives of either leasing or purchasing a building 

 
The committee offers these recommendations on the basis of these understandings: 
 

- The three founding sanghas will maintain their existing organizational structures and 
programs.  
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- A shared center as defined in this report will only be established when there is adequate 

financial support for its operation. 
 

- Final responsibility for establishing and operating a new Dharma Center will rest with the 
board of a new organization incorporated for that purpose. The recommendations in this 
report are meant to support that board’s efforts, not limit its responsibility or authority. 
 

- The recommendations in this report are a response to the current needs of the three 
founding sanghas. The committee also recognizes the changing nature of conditions that 
shape these needs. Nothing about this report is intended to imply that change is 
undesirable or should not be anticipated, welcomed and embraced. 

 
II. Organization and Legal Framework 

 
Form of the Organization/Non profit Status 
 
We recommend creating a new tax-exempt nonprofit organization to fund, lease, and 
manage the new Dharma Center. The new nonprofit would be a “support” nonprofit to the 
participating sanghas.  A support nonprofit can be thought of as a foundation upon which 
the member sanghas can build. A principle that will guide formation of the new nonprofit is 
that each of the founding sanghas will retain its existing organizational structure and 
nonprofit identity. 
 
Support nonprofits are recognized entities under the U.S. tax code.  For example, Sky 
Creek Dharma Center in Chico has received tax-exempt status as an “association of 
churches,” and this is despite the fact that none its member sanghas are themselves 
incorporated.  Other forms of incorporating a support nonprofit are also recognized.  The 
final form of the support nonprofit should be further researched and verified prior to 
incorporation and filing with the IRS for tax-exempt status.   
 
The support nonprofit may be organized on a membership or non-membership basis.  Many 
nonprofit advisors counsel use of the non-membership form as the easiest to administer.  
Attorney John Meissner suggested that we might use the membership form, with the 
individual sanghas (as represented by their boards) as the only members.  We leave the 
final decision on the issue of membership vs. non-membership nonprofit status to the 
Dharma Center Board. 
 
Board Commitment, Composition and Terms 
The successful formation and operation of a support nonprofit will be dependent on board 
member commitment.  We assume all board members will be nominated and appointed 
based on their desire to deliver on the promise of the mission statement.  In addition, 
consideration should be given to board candidates with specialized knowledge and/or 
expertise in leadership, community relations, fundraising, organizational development, and 
budgeting.  The individual board member’s aspiration to live in harmony with Buddha’s 
teaching will encourage everyone. 
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We recommend that the Dharma Center Board have nine members:  two appointed by each 
of the founding sanghas, plus three at-large.   Each founding sangha would nominate and 
appoint one at-large member to the initial board.  The Dharma Center Board would 
nominate and appoint subsequent at-large members.  

To enhance board stability and preservation of institutional knowledge, we recommend the 
adoption of staggered board member terms, based on a stabilized term length of three 
years.  Staggered terms can be initiated if each Sangha assigns a one-year, two-year, or 
three year term to each of its first three appointed Board members. If this method is 
adopted, only three board members’ terms will expire each year.  We do not recommend a 
limit on the number of terms an individual can serve, so any board member could put 
him/herself forward for re-nomination at the end of his/her term.  
Board Authority and Functions 
We foresee that the Dharma Center Board will undertake the following tasks in formulating 
its work plan: naming the Dharma Center; adopting By-Laws and Articles of Incorporation; 
filing for tax-exempt status; creating protocols and priorities for scheduling and rental; 
adopting a conflict resolution policy; hiring a Dharma Center manager and any other 
persons paid to do work for the Dharma Center, and drafting and overseeing the budget. 
Naming the Dharma Center 

The committee consensus is that the last two words in the name should be  “Dharma 
Center.” If Sacramento is not in the name, we recommend that it be added to the text of the 
mission statement.  Beyond that, we leave the naming decision to the Dharma Center 
Board. 

III. Physical Space 
Location parameters of the building search 
 
Historically, the three sanghas have been located in the “greater central city” which 
includes Midtown, East Sacramento, Land Park and Curtis Park.   These neighborhoods 
will likely be the target of the location search, with the possible addition of the Alkali Flat 
and Oak Park neighborhoods.   If this process reaches the point of a Sangha-wide survey, 
we recommend including questions regarding location preferences, in order to further 
refine and guide the location search. 

Building Size and Layout 
Our research in this area has included: 

 Review of the “Statement of Problems and Needs” prepared by SBMG’s space 
investigation committee in 2007-08.  We found its description of physical space 
needs holds up well, and have used it as the basis for our recommendations, with 
some additions and modifications (Attachment 2 – Physical attributes of a new 
dharma center). 

 Visit with members of the Board of the Sky Creek Dharma Center in Chico to 
discuss the operation and management a multi-sangha shared non-residential retreat 
Dharma Center located in a former single-family residence. 

 Measurement and graphic representation of the four rented spaces currently used 
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either as a weekly meeting venue or weekend retreat space (B’nai Israel, Friends 
Meeting Hall, Yoga Solution, and United Church of Christ Sierra Arden community 
building). 

 Pro-bono engagement with architect Mike Malinowski who responded to our 
request to draw several concepts for model floor plans for a future meditation 
Dharma Center and consultation with architect Peter Saucerman, who provided a 
basic formula for space size calculation. 

If this process moves to the stage of a building search, we recommend a target of 
approximately 4200 square feet (approximate size of the United Church of Christ Sierra 
Arden community building where SBMG has held many day long retreats).  The building 
could be configured to include a reception area, community/meeting space, meditation hall, 
kitchen, bathrooms, teacher interview room, storage space and library.  Optionally, it could 
also include a small studio apartment to house visiting teachers.  Note that these drawings  
(Attachment 3) were created with no particular space in mind, but rather to show how the 
various space needs could be juxtaposed within four walls.  The drawings also show that 
each sangha’s typical set-up can be accommodated in a single shared space. 

No site plan, including grounds and parking has been considered.  We assume that the 
Dharma Center will need to provide sufficient parking to meet applicable City permitting 
requirements. 

IV. Scheduling and Management 
Use of the Dharma Center 
The founding sanghas will have priority use of the Dharma Center.  The Dharma Center 
Board will commit to each founding sangha the space and time necessary to carry out its 
current schedule of events, including its weekly meeting, retreats and meditation classes.   
We recommend cooperation among the sanghas to facilitate an orderly scheduling of 
meditation classes.  Other meetings and events will be reviewed and approved by the 
Dharma Center Board, with a balance of use and space availability kept in mind.   

Scheduling the Dharma Center 
Consistency with the mission statement will be a key criterion for initiation of all activities 
at the Dharma Center. 
The founding sanghas will continue to schedule their own weekly evenings and retreats. 
This includes making hosting and travel plans for teachers. SIM will continue to have the 
last Saturday of the month for retreats. SBMG and Valley Streams will continue their 
current policy of communication to avoid scheduling retreats on the same weekend.   
Each Sangha will be responsible for posting its schedule to a master calendar to be 
maintained online and in printed form at the Dharma Center.  A master calendar showing 
the three sanghas’ current schedule is shown as Attachment 4. 

If a founding Sangha wishes to begin a new ongoing program, they will verify that the day 
and time is available, and then submit a written request and program description to the 
Dharma Center Board’s contact person(s) for scheduling. The Board would make the final 
decision based balance of use and space availability. For this and other scheduling issues, 
we recommend that the Board develop a decision-making protocol and additional 
scheduling priorities as needed. 
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We recommend that the Dharma Center be open to other Buddhist groups who want to 
schedule ongoing activities, as space is available, after the needs of the founding Sanghas 
are met. For incidental events and programs, the Dharma Center Board could create a 
prioritized list of pre-approved activities, organizations or group events.  

Conflict Resolution 
Sharing a Dharma Center among three groups raises the possibility that conflicts in 
scheduling and other matters could arise.  Dharma Center Board members may at times 
experience divided loyalty between the Dharma Center’s needs and their home sangha’s 
needs.  Therefore, we recommend that the Board adopt a conflict resolution policy that 
incorporates use of disinterested parties or other skillful means of resolving disputes or 
conflicts. 
Management 
We recommend that a Dharma Center Manager position be created to oversee day-to-day 
operations.  The manager’s duties could include some or all of the following:  posting the 
Dharma Center's calendar, general maintenance, cleaning, showing the space, phone & 
mail, maintaining supplies, sound system, garden maintenance, interacting with the 
landlord on building maintenance issues, securing Dharma Center Dana, and maintaining 
communication with the Board. A full job description will be needed. 

We leave to the future decision of the Dharma Center’s Board whether the Manager would 
be a paid employee or contractor.   A modestly funded line item for the position has been 
included in the draft budget.  The actual allocation for the manager position will be 
dependent on the job description and approved budget. 

To assure disinterested financial oversight, we recommend hiring a professional 
bookkeeper and/or nonprofit administrator from outside the sanghas.  Other organizational 
and operational tasks may be performed by Board members or qualified volunteers, with 
general oversight by the Dharma Center Board. 
Rental Policy 
Renting the Dharma Center to non-affiliated groups or for classes is not projected to be a 
major source of income, but could increase the financial viability of the Center. The 
committee is agreed that a primary guiding principal should be consistency of any use with 
the mission of the Dharma Center.  
The committee leaves further development of a rental policy to the founding Board. Our 
recommendation is to open the Dharma Center with the programs offered by the three 
founding Sanghas, and expand slowly to include other compatible programs and uses.  

Set up and cleaning 
Two general principals were discussed: 

1. The Dharma Center has to work for all three Sanghas. 
2. The Dharma Center has to work for the most formal and the least formal practice 

forms. 
We recommend a default set-up for the meditation hall, to be determined dependent on the 
configuration of the space.   Each sangha would restore the meditation hall to the default at 
the end of its program.  Zafus and zabutons could be stored in the meditation hall, probably 
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stacked in piles against a wall.  Individual Sanghas may choose to use other furnishings 
specific to their practice (e.g., portable low wall dividers for the Zen sangha). 

Each group would be responsible for leaving the meditation hall clean and ready for the 
next event.  A set of cleaning protocols would be adopted for each Sangha to follow after 
they hold a sitting or other event at the Dharma Center. 
We recommend the installation of a permanent altar that meets the needs of all Sanghas.  
We discussed the preference of the Zen Sangha to have the altar placed out from, not 
against, a wall, so walking meditation can occur behind the altar.  This is another issue that 
will necessarily be resolved with respect to an actual site. 
We recommend that a “temple committee” be created to take responsibility for 
maintenance of the altar.  
It was noted that the Zen Sangha burns incense on the altar as a regular part of its practice.  
The impact of incense burning on chemically sensitive individuals is a concern to be dealt 
with in the design of heating and air conditioning filtration systems.  

We recommend that “whole Dharma Center” cleaning would be done by a combination of 
professional janitorial service and Sangha volunteers. The Dharma Center Manager would 
coordinate the volunteer effort. A monthly volunteer cleaning and maintenance service day 
is recommended.  A line item for professional janitorial service is included in the draft 
budget. 

V. Budget Estimate and Financing Plan 
Introduction 
The founding sanghas have historically kept operating costs low through sub-tenant 
arrangements with other established nonprofit organizations.  Joining forces as a Dharma 
Center and becoming a primary lessee will carry significantly greater costs.  In addition to 
higher rent, the Dharma Center would incur other building operating costs such as utilities, 
phone, janitorial services, etc.  In addition, it is likely that the Dharma Center would want 
to undertake significant tenant improvements to make the building most suitable for our 
weekly programs and weekend retreats.  
We believe that the higher costs and responsibilities of becoming a primary tenant will 
require a new approach to financing operations.  The Dana basket approach, while 
traditional for teacher donations, is not sufficiently reliable to guarantee lease payments and 
other fixed costs.  The budget plan submitted below is predicated on pledges from sanghas 
and individuals as the primary source of funding operations.  Similarly, the approach to 
raising funds for tenant improvements and start-up costs is predicated on pledged donations 
and long-term investments from the sanghas and individuals.  Other financing options and 
approaches can be considered as necessary. 
If this exploratory process reaches the point of a sangha-wide survey, questions could be 
included to determine the likelihood of donations and investments reaching a plateau 
necessary to fulfill the Dharma Center’s minimum operating costs and tenant improvement 
needs. 
The following budget discussion is based on draft operating and tenant improvement 
budgets included as Attachment 5.  These budget scenarios have been created in 
consultation with a number of knowledgeable sources as mentioned in the introduction to 
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the report. 
Operating Budget 
The draft operating budget shows nine different rent/capital cost scenarios to indicate the 
range of possibilities that may be encountered in a building search.  The main variable is 
rent, which could range from 50 cents per square foot to $2.50 per square foot, per month.  
At rents of $1.75 and above, the assumption is that landlords would offer a “full service” 
lease, which would include most of the building’s operating expenses.  At rents of $1.50 or 
less, the assumption is that the Dharma Center/tenant would pay all expenses, include city 
utilities, energy costs, insurance, building maintenance, etc., in addition to the rent.  
To the extent possible, expenses have been verified, either by applying a “rule of thumb” 
used in the commercial leasing industry or by verification with the source of the expense.   
Financing Operations 
As shown in the draft budget, annual operating costs could range between $56,040 and 
$134,700 per year, depending primarily on rent as the biggest variable.  As mentioned 
above a sangha-wide survey will help to determine the viability of reaching these numbers.  
We propose that voluntary monthly or annual pledges would form the “backbone” of 
financing Dharma Center operations, with total income coming from the following three 
sources: 

1) Pledges from individuals 
2) Pledges from sanghas, to be reviewed internally on an annual basis. 

3) Rent from non-member groups using the Dharma Center. 
We anticipate that pledges by individuals, in the aggregate, would fund the largest share of 
the operating budget, most probably in the range of 70%-88% of the total budget.  Pledges 
from sanghas would fund 9-22% of the budget.  Rent from non-member groups would be 
an incidental source of income, estimated at 3-7% of the budget. 
As noted on the income and expense budget page, the number of pledges (at average $35 
per month or $420 per year) to reach the budget would range between 95 and 283 
individuals.   

The committee had preliminary discussions of the benefits associated with pledging, but 
has nothing conclusive to report at this time.  We do recommend that benefits associated 
with pledging be the same, regardless of the amount pledged. 
Tenant Improvements:  Making the Building our Own 
Since no leased space will be ideally configured for the Dharma Center’s intended use, we 
assume a budget for tenant improvements (internal walls, plumbing, paint, furniture, etc.) 
will be required.  The amount of tenant improvements will depend on the condition of the 
building. The draft budget assumes an inverse relationship between rent and the need for 
tenant improvements; that is, lower rent buildings will likely require more extensive tenant 
improvements, at correspondingly higher capital costs.  Higher rent buildings should be 
better suited in their “as-is” condition, requiring fewer tenant improvements and cost. 
Since major tenant improvements will require professional design, plans, code compliance, 
and building permits, we recommend that these be handled by a professional architect and 
contractor.  Sangha volunteers could handle minor tenant improvements, such a painting. 
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Financing Tenant Improvements 
As shown in the draft budget, the need for tenant improvements could range from a low of 
$58,000 to a high of $270,000, depending on the condition of the rented building.  We 
propose that the tenant improvement budget be funded by: 

1. Capital donations from member Sanghas:  
 One-time donations from member Sanghas to seed the capital campaign. 

2. Capital donations from individuals: 
 One-time donations from individuals to grow the capital campaign. 

3. Capital investments by individuals:  
 Individuals would make a long-term investment in the Dharma Center and 

receive a modest return on that investment.  Please see discussion in the next 
section. 

4. Fundraising events: 
  No detail on this has yet been discussed. 

Investment option to fund tenant improvements 
In addition to soliciting gift donations, the Dharma Center could create a “member-
investor” vehicle to fund tenant improvements.  For example, the Sacramento Natural 
Foods Co-op recently approved a by-law amendment to allow its members to invest in the 
Co-op.  Member investment will reduce the Co-op’s reliance on bank financing and 
provide a return to member-investors similar to or better than bank Certificates of Deposits.   

An investment vehicle could similarly be created to fund tenant improvements at the 
Dharma Center, with sangha-member-investors receiving their return from incremental rent 
paid by the Dharma Center.  In other words, the Dharma center’s rent would include two 
payments – one to the landlord and one to the investor group. 

Four scenarios showing 10, 15, 20, or 30 investors contributing $10,000 each ($100,000 to 
$300,000 total) toward capital needs and start-up costs are shown in the draft budget.  In 
the 30 investor scenario, for instance, return to investors (pegged at 2.5% per annum) 
would add $625 per month to the total rent. 

Purchase Option 
In the most likely and anticipated scenario, the Dharma Center will be a tenant, leasing its 
space directly from a landlord.  We consider it unlikely that sufficient resources will be 
available to purchase a building.  However, in the course of our research, a real estate 
broker suggested that if a sufficient number of investors stepped forward, the Dharma 
Center could consider purchasing and renovating a building, as opposed to leasing.  We 
consider this possibility intriguing enough not to rule it out. The draft budget therefore 
shows three scenarios, with 20, 30, or 35 investors putting up $30,000 each.  The most 
optimistic scenario (35 investors) would raise $1,050,000.  According to the real estate 
broker, approximately $700,000 would be sufficient to purchase a 4000 sq.ft. 
industrial/commercial building, leaving approximately $350,000 for tenant improvements 
and reserves.  The return to investors of $4,375 per month would be equivalent to a rent of 
$1.09 per month per square foot. 
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In any investment scenario, a number of details, such as term of investment, management 
of investments, and investor’s legal form of organization would have to be worked out. 

 
Concluding statement of the Inter-Sangha Coordinating Committee 
 
We the members of the ISCC appreciate the opportunity to have served the sanghas in the 
capacity of researching and writing this report.  In the months since we began meeting we 
have become increasingly hopeful that a shared Sacramento Buddhist center dedicated to 
providing a sanctuary for meditation practice and teaching is a real possibility.   We look 
forward to a lively conversation about the recommendations of the report and the next steps 
that may be taken to realize the vision of a shared Dharma Center. 
 

Jim Brown 
Linda Dekker 

Jim Hare  
Rich Howard 

Susan Orr 
Jerry Simpkins 

 
See following page for a list of attachments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 



 11 

VI. Summary of Attachments 
Attachment 1:  Questions for the Committee 
Attachment 2:  Physical attributes of a new dharma center 
Attachment 3:  Model Floor Plans 
Attachment 4: Master Calendar based on current schedules 
Attachment 5: Draft Operating and Capital Improvement Budgets 

   
 


