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Sidwell Friends School’s Plans to Sell the Bethesda Campus, and Options for 
Bethesda Friends Meeting 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
Q:  What are Sidwell Friends School’s plans? 

 
A:  Sidwell Friends School (SFS) notified Bethesda Friends Meeting (BFM) in September 2015 that it 
had entered into a contract to purchase The Washington Home at the corner of Upton and 37th 
Street, adjacent to the SFS Upper School campus.  SFS plans to sell the Lower School campus in 
Bethesda, and relocate the Lower School to the enlarged DC campus.  Information about SFS’s plans 
can be found at: http://www.sidwell.edu/about_sfs/one-campus/index.aspx. 
 

Q:  What is the timeline for the Lower School move? 
 
A:  SFS’s original plan was to move the Lower School mid-2019 for the start of the 2019/2020 school 
year, but it now appears that the earliest date for the move will be mid-2020.  The contract calls for 
Sidwell Friends to close on the purchase of the Washington Home property in December of 2016.  
SFS originally planned to sell the Lower School property before the Washington Home property was 
purchased in December 2016, but it now seems likely that the Bethesda campus sale will occur later.  
In any case, one condition of SFS’s sale of the Bethesda campus will be that SFS will lease the 
property back from the purchaser through the date of the move of the Lower School.  BFM can 
remain at the Bethesda campus until the Lower School is moved (i.e., until at least mid-2020).   

  
Q:  What discussion and information gathering has occurred to inform the meeting about its choices?   

 
A:  After SFS notified the meeting of its plan to move the Lower School, BFM formed the ad hoc 
committee on Opportunities for Our Future (AHCOOF) to gather information and organize 
consideration of the issues.  Information about the charge for the ad hoc committee can be found 
at:  http://www.bethesdafriends.org/oof_charge.aspx.  AHCOOF sponsored three information 
sessions (in December, June and September), a threshing session (in January) and worship sharing 
(in February) on the issues.  Updates have been provided regularly at meeting for business.   

 
Q:  Is there an option for Bethesda Friends Meeting to move to Sidwell Friends’ Wisconsin Avenue 
campus? 

 
A:  Yes.  The Sidwell Friends Head of School (Bryan Garman) and the Clerk of the Board of Trustees 
(Margaret Plank) have invited BFM to move to the DC campus and expressed their hope that we will 
accept.  Bryan Garman provided his thoughts on why SFS values the connection to the meeting, and 
would like the relationship to continue – http://www.bethesdafriends.org/AHCOOF-Garman-Letter-
2016-09.pdf. 
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Q:  Is there an option to remain in our current location after the move of the Lower School? 
 
A:  Probably not, but we can’t say for sure at this time.  If the Bethesda campus property is sold to a 
school (or another institution likely to make use of the existing buildings rather than redeveloping 
the site), the meeting plans to contact the purchaser to discuss the possibility of renting space.  This 
property is a prime Bethesda location for residential development, however, and is zoned R-60 
(residential use, with 6000 sq. ft. minimum lot size). 

 
Q:  What other options have been considered? 

 
A:  The ad hoc committee has gathered information about options for (a) renting space or (b) 
purchasing and owning a building. Three key factors in considering options are: location (where is 
the property relative to the downtown Bethesda location of the BFM’s current meeting house?); 
space characteristics (would the space support our various BFM activities?); and cost (what are the 
one-time and ongoing costs?).  The meeting’s space needs for its current activities are outlined in a 
document entitled “Space for Spirit” authored by the Ministry and Worship Committee - 
http://www.bethesdafriends.org/Space-for-Spirit-Inventory-M-W-2015-11.pdf.  
 

Q:  What have we learned about the option of moving with the Lower School to the SFS Wisconsin 
Avenue campus? 

 
A: The Sidwell Friends Upper School campus is at 3825 Wisconsin Ave., NW in DC, about 3.7 miles 
south of the Lower School campus in Bethesda.  The DC campus has parking and is about a 15 
minute walk from the Tenleytown Metro.  Members of the ad hoc committee met with the 
architects and SFS staff to learn about their plans and to share our initial thoughts (including the 
Space for Spirit document).  SFS plans to create a new meeting room of approximately the size of 
the current meeting room in Bethesda, in which it will hold meeting for worship for the Lower 
School.  The new Lower School building will have class rooms and a dining space/general purpose 
room comparable to what BFM has access to now for first day school, committee meetings and 
potluck.  If SFS knows that the meeting will move to the Wisconsin Avenue campus, it can also 
design the facility to provide a BFM office space and space for the BFM library.  At present, BFM 
makes a contribution of $8200/year to Sidwell Friends in appreciation for our use of the Lower 
School facilities – SFS is not counting on any increased level of financial contribution from BFM if the 
meeting moves to the Wisconsin Avenue campus.   
 

Q:  What is happening with the current residents of the Washington Home, and how might a lawsuit on 
their behalf affect the sale of the property? 
 

A:  The Washington Home decided to put its building in D.C. up for sale because it found that the 
business model was no longer financially viable under the applicable health care finance and 
regulatory regimes.  It has shifted its focus to providing in-home care for the elderly.   
 
The Washington Home is working to find suitable accommodations for the residents of the Upton 
Street facility, and many of the residents have already moved.  Members of the Sidwell Friends 
community expressed concern about assuring that the Washington Home was dealing well with the 
residents’ needs.  In response, SFS formed an ad hoc committee clerked by experts in the elder care 
field to offer support to the Washington Home in its efforts.  We understand that the Washington 
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Home is working toward the goal that all of the residents will be in alternative accommodations by 
the scheduled closing date in December 2016.   
 
Some of the residents have filed a lawsuit against the Washington Home under a D.C. tenant 
protection statute, arguing that the Washington Home violated the law by failing to provide the 
residents with an opportunity to purchase the property before it was sold to a third party.  The 
statute has not previously been applied to occupants of a nursing home.  The plaintiffs requested, 
but have so far been denied, injunctive relief.  If the lawsuit or any related appeal remains pending 
in December, it is possible that it would affect the ability of the Washington Home to deliver clear 
title, and thus may interfere with the scheduled closing of the sale of the property.   

 
Q:  What have we learned about the option of renting space? 

A:  The ad hoc committee explored a number of options for renting space in or near Bethesda.  One 
option that aligns relatively well with the meeting’s current location and facilities is the Graceful 
Growing Together project at 8011 Old Georgetown Road in Bethesda (at the corner of Glenbrook 
Road and Old Georgetown Road).  The Christ Evangelical Lutheran Church plans to redevelop the 
property where its current church is located, and build a new building that will include substantial 
space for non-profit social services organizations in addition to its own worship space.  Public 
parking facilities are located 2-3 blocks away.  In this new building, BFM could rent shared space for 
worship and first day school on Sunday, and dedicated space for an office and library.  The 
determination of rental costs is still preliminary, but we have been provided an estimate of ~ 
$500/week (or ~ $25,000/year) for rental of space for worship on Sunday (it is not clear whether this 
would also include space for first day school). There would be additional rental charges, as yet 
undetermined, for additional use of shared space (e.g., for evening meetings) and for dedicated 
space for the office and library.  Information about Graceful Growing Together is available at:  
http://gracefulgrowingtogether.org/.  The new building is expected to be ready for occupancy in 
mid-2019. 
 

Q:  What have we learned about the option of purchasing or building a building? 
 

A:  The ad hoc committee identified one former church, in Glen Echo, that could meet our space 
needs.  The property was listed for approximately $1.5 million.  This appears to be at the low end of 
the range of costs for purchasing a building or purchasing a property and building a building in the 
Bethesda area.   
 
The ad hoc committee also looked into other purchase options suggested, but these did not appear 
to meet our needs.  We would seek the assistance of a real estate agent if the decision is to pursue 
the purchase option.   

 
Q:  Can BFM afford to buy its own building? 

 
A:  Only if we conduct a capital campaign to raise a large share of the purchase cost.  Based on our 
current annual revenues, we expect that BFM could borrow about $400,000 on a mortgage.  So, for 
example, if a building were to cost $1.5 million, we would have to raise $1.1 million in an up-front 
capital campaign.  Other meetings in the region have successfully undertaken capital campaigns of 
this magnitude, but often they have taken many years (in some cases, a decade or more).  Thus, if 

http://gracefulgrowingtogether.org/
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the meeting chooses to pursue building ownership, it is likely that an interim home (e.g., at SFS or a 
rental) would also be needed. 
 
Owning a building would also entail substantially increased annual operating expenses.  In addition 
to mortgage payments, ongoing expenses would include insurance, utilities, and maintenance of the 
building itself.   
 

Q:  What are the budget implications of owning or renting real estate?  
 
A:  BFM’s annual budget is approximately $120,000/year.  We currently provide a contribution of 
$8200/year, or about 7% of our budget, to Sidwell Friends in appreciation for our use of the Lower 
School facilities.  BFM devotes approximately $48,000/year, or 40% of our budget, to contributions 
to other organizations.  If annual costs for space (mortgage plus operating and maintenance costs in 
the case of building ownership; rent in the case of leased space) were to increase to, for instance, 
$50,000/year or more, the meeting would need to substantially increase annual giving to BFM by 
members and attenders, or would need to substantially reduce BFM’s discretionary donations to 
other organizations, or both.   

 
Q:  Where do people in the Bethesda Friends Meeting community live?  

 
A:  We are distributed fairly evenly around the current SFS Lower School location.  A map of the 
addresses of those listed in the directory is posted at: 
http://www.bethesdafriends.org/BFM_DirectoryMap_Annotated.pdf.   
 

Q:  Is BFM in contact with other Friends meetings in the area? 
 
A:  Yes, both to learn from their experiences and to discuss implications of our move.  We have met 
with Annapolis Meeting to learn about their experience building a meeting house.  We have 
provided updates to Friends Meeting of Washington (which is 2.8 miles from the SFS Wisconsin 
Avenue campus) to keep them apprised of developments.   
 

Q:  What did we learn from the responses to the questionnaire distributed in May? 
A:  The ad hoc committee distributed a questionnaire to BFM members and attenders in May 2016, 
and received about 100 responses, from people with a wide variety of relationships with the 
Meeting.  The questionnaire sought input on issues including factors to be considered in making this 
decision, transportation needs, our relationship with SFS, and financial issues.  The comments 
provide a rich source of information about what is in the hearts and minds of those in our 
community.  A summary report is available at:  http://www.bethesdafriends.org/AHCOOF-
Questionnaire-Summary-2016-06.pdf.      

 
Q:  What is the process and timeline for BFM to make a decision about its future location? 

 
A:  The decision on where BFM will move when SFS moves the Lower School will be made in one or 
more Called Meetings for Worship for Discernment.  The first of these called meetings is scheduled 
for 1-4 p.m. on Saturday, October 1st.  A second session has been scheduled for 1-4 p.m. on 
Saturday, October 8th, if needed.   
 

http://www.bethesdafriends.org/BFM_DirectoryMap_Annotated.pdf
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Making a decision about what course to follow is not the end of the process, but rather the “end of 
the beginning.”  There will need to be considerable work done on implementation for any choice 
made, and the clerks expect to form an ad hoc committee on implementation issues to lead the 
meeting’s work on those many implementation issues.   
 

Q:  Are we assuming that just one location option will be selected?   
 
A:  Our hope is to find unity around a single location option that works for the BFM community as a 
whole.  That said, BFM is a community, not a building, and we could select a primary physical 
location, and also hold worship groups in other locations under the care of the meeting and as part 
of the BFM community. 
 

Q:  Why do we need to decide on a location now?   
 
There are several advantages to choosing a path now, rather than waiting until we are closer to a 
required move.  First, if we decide to move with SFS to the Wisconsin Avenue campus, we will have 
the opportunity to participate in the design process from the beginning, which assures that the 
architectural work is done with a complete understanding of the space needs and preferences of the 
meeting.  If the meeting chooses to pursue purchase of a building, we would want to begin 
immediately a capital campaign to raise needed funds, which will no doubt be a multi-year process.  
If we choose the rental option of moving to Graceful Growing Together, we will want to “reserve” 
space early in their process of finding tenants. 
 
If circumstances change, any decision can be revisited.  For instance, if SFS’s purchase of the 
Washington Home were to fall through, the Lower School likely would stay put and there would be 
no need for BFM to move from the current meeting house.   
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