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The concept of a communal gathering place for both
worship and assembly dates back to America’s earliest
settlers. The Puritans referred to these places as meet-
inghouses and, while worship was the primary reason for
their construction, their social component was funda-
mental to establishing a sustainable community. With
similar ideals, the Gathering Center in Carbondale, Colo.,
could be considered a revival of this building typology.

Finding Common
Ground Light and Landscape Converge to Inspire

Conversations of Life and Faith
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Designed as an addition to the Church at Carbondale, the Gather-

ing Center was conceived to attract the overwhelming unaffili-

ated population in the area and to provide a place to meet,

study and connect with community members. Sited in a location where

many feel the natural landscape evokes a divine presence, the building

design had to embrace the setting and inspire congregants and visitors

to initiate their own spiritual conversations.

The uniqueness of the project does not end there. In a rare occur-

rence, it began with a request for proposal that specifically requested a

“non-church-going” architect who did not have religious building experi-

ence. The reason? The church’s building committee sought to find an ar-

chitect who embodied the character of the surrounding community and

could apply that perspective to the design of a place that would appeal to

others without a religious affiliation.

The 12,500-square-foot addition, designed by Carbondale-based ar-

chitectural firm J R Baker Architects, Inc., gracefully envelops the original

church structure that houses the “ministry center.” The resulting compo-

sition feels like the welcome embrace of a renewed friendship. The archi-

tect was charged with the task of expanding and transforming the

modest building into an enduring structure with a clear point of entry that

Top: The additions to the Church at Carbondale are visual bookends
that link the original Ministry Center (beige stucco building with py-
ramidal roof) with the new Gathering Center.

Above and opposite page bottom: An open-sided shelter, referred to
as a ramada, is used to clearly identify the entrance to the ministry
center and to guide visitors along a path to the Gathering Center
front door.
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blends with the Colorado landscape. Associate Pastor Charley Hill envi-

sioned, “a place to gather more informally in one-on-one, small groups or

more intimate church services ... a flexible space for adult ministry, one

that fits our mountain environment and culture and allows our present fa-

cility to accommodate a children’s ministry at all the developmental lev-

els.” Beyond the functional aspects, he emphasizes that the place must

be a vehicle for “conversation about our lives and our faith.”

Architect John R. Baker, AIA’s, versatile design enables the new

space to seamlessly accommodate these multiple functions and effec-

tively establishes a strong sense of entry that communicates the church’s

identity and message that all are welcome. The building’s geometric

forms and tall sloping roofs echo the humbling quality of the surrounding

snow-capped mountains, while the proportions and craft of the details

provide an accessible human scale.

The program features a 4,400-square-foot, two-and-one-half-story-high

community room to accommodate small- and large-group meetings and al-

ternative church services for up to 180 people. The room is flooded with

daylight from large, south-facing windows that frame spectacular views of

Mount Sopris. After getting an espresso from the coffee bar and plugging in

their laptops, congregants and visitors can settle into comfortable seating

areas that radiate off the main community room. A small stage for presenta-

Above: A massive dry-stacked fireplace with sandstone hearth and
mantel evokes a classic mountain-lodge atmosphere and draws con-
gregants and visitors into the heart of the Gathering Center.

Top: Large expanses of glass frame ever-changing views of Mount
Sopris.
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tions and musical performances anchors the south corner of the room. The

focal point of the assembly space is a massive, dry-stacked-stone fireplace

with buff-colored sandstone hearth and mantel that evokes the classic

mountain lodge atmosphere of informality and comfort.

The addition is unique in another regard, too: it can contract and ex-

pand as needed for the requirements of the users. Folding glass doors

enclose a conference room that is contiguous to the main gathering

space. It can contain small meetings or retract to become part of the

larger volume. A mezzanine level efficiently uses part of the double-

height community space and houses a youth classroom and lounge, li-

brary and additional meeting rooms. Each enclosure or alcove allows for

quiet contemplation, conversation or teaching with the option to merge

with the larger gathering space. The client’s objective of “being anyplace

in the space and observing anything that is going on, yet still being able

to have a private conversation” is never compromised.

The connection to the natural setting and access to daylight begins

with the building’s orientation to the south. It continues with a large

clerestory window above the mezzanine that washes the interior spaces

in sunlight and minimizes the need for supplemental lighting during the

day. Large roof overhangs and exterior sunshades reduce direct heat

gain in the summer.

An interior vocabulary of exposed heavy timber beams, wood-clad

columns and vertical cedar lap siding reinforces the mountain aesthetic.

Susan Reed, a Cortez, Colo.-based artist and interior designer, composed

a palette of earth-inspired colors: natural green, blue, yellow and red-or-

ange hues that recall both the alpenglow and the wildflowers that grow

throughout the adjacent White River National Forest and Elk Mountains.

Indoors and outdoors truly merge when a sectional garage door be-

hind the stage is opened up to an exterior raised-concrete platform and

Above: The Common Grounds coffee bar within the Gathering Center
exudes warmth with its natural colors and radial design. The com-
munity is invited in for espresso and informal conversation through-
out the day.

Below: Earth-inspired colors, warm wood tones and a variety of flex-
ible spaces set the stage for church and community assemblies, mu-
sical performances, intimate conversations and quiet contemplation.
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patio. The result is a pleasant, south-facing outdoor room, defined by

building façades and a multi-tiered concrete amphitheater. Ornamental

fire pits encourage the concept of the communal campfire where stories

can be shared and fellowship nurtured.

The exterior design improvements are vast as well; they successfully

transform the existing facility from a nondescript, rectangular volume into

an ensemble of spaces that form a harmonizing whole. An assemblage

of long, sloping roof planes, supported by wood brackets; stained, shin-

gle siding; and corrugated rusted-steel panels provide a textural compo-

sition that blends with the rugged backdrop and reflects the architectural

character of surrounding residential developments.

The architect applied the Southwestern concept of a “ramada” —an

open-sided shelter—to emphasize the main entry to the ministry center

and to provide a clear link to the Gathering Center entry. Baker com-

ments that, “The design for the new church entryway and the Gathering

Center were intended to complement each other, but also give some

separation between the two distinctly different parts of the building.”

Steve Peightal, congregant and project structural engineer, notes that the

ramada, “expresses the craftsmanship of the building with its exposed

connections and serves to pull your eyes along in the direction that you

need to go.” The ramada’s heavy timber post and beam framework re-

sembles the early stages of a barn-raising, suggesting a community en-

gaging in a collective activity. A large, steel cross, the only overt religious

symbolism found anywhere in the project, is captured within the ramada

and visually becomes a part of its structural components. The minimiza-

tion of the cross’s presence reinforces the client’s wish for the place to

feel “spiritual, but not religious.”

Through the use of daylight, integration of sweeping views, a natural

palette of materials, and a cohesive arrangement of space, the Gathering

Center is both spiritual and welcoming to all people, regardless of faith. �

THE GATHERING CENTER
Architect J R Baker Architects, Inc.
Location Carbondale, Colo.
Construction Cost $3.5 million
Scope 12,500-square-foot addition to existing church
Purpose Transform existing church exterior and provide
new innovative gathering spaces for church and commu-
nity members to interact in an informal “mountain-lodge”
setting. New areas include large- and small-assembly
spaces, conference rooms, youth classrooms, a mezzanine
library, study lounge and commercial kitchen.
Completion Date November 2008

Owner Church at Carbondale
Contractor Taylor & Taylor Construction & Design
Mechanical Engineer Mechtric Engineering, Inc.
Civil Engineer Sopris Engineering, LLC
Electrical Engineer Mechtric Engineering, Inc.
Structural Engineer SK Peightal Engineers
Interior Design Susan Reed
Lighting Design Airmada Lighting Design, Inc.
Landscape Design J R Baker Architects, Inc.
Photography John R. Baker, AIA

Other Notable Projects by J R Baker Architects, Inc:
- Carbondale Recreation & Community Center, LEED
Platinum, Carbondale, Colo.

- Thunder River Theatre, Carbondale, Colo.
- Waterplace – Aspen Employee Housing, Aspen, Colo.,
AIAColorado West Award of Merit

- Williams Ranch Affordable Housing, Aspen, Colo.

Below: Exterior view of patio area looking back towards ramada and
cross at the front entry. Garage doors allow the indoor activity to
merge with the outdoors. A concrete-tiered amphitheater provides
additional gathering space.


