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City of Sebastopol  
Design Review Board/Tree Board Staff Report 

 
Meeting Date:  January 18, 2023 
Agenda Item:  7B 
To:   Design Review Board  
From:    John Jay, Associate Planner    
Subject:  Design Review for café/kitchen container   
Recommendation:  Approval with conditions 
  
Applicant/Owner:  Christy Laborda Harris/St Stephens Episcopal Church   
File Number:   2021-035 (The Playground)   
Address:   500 Robinson Rd    
CEQA Status:   Exempt    
General Plan:   High Density Residential   
Zoning:   R7 – Multifamily Residential    
  
     
Introduction: 
The St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church is proposing on café and “beer garden” for church 
members, called “The Playground”. This café will be on site near a large children’s playground 
area that was recently installed on the northeast area of the site that provides children with a 
place to play.  The café will serve coffee, food, beer, and wine to members of the church. The 
provision of food and beverages to members will be within the church’s new model of “doing 
church”, as part of the non-profit ministry of the church. The Use Permit application was recently 
approved by the Planning Commission at their January 10, 2023 meeting where they heard a 
staff report, heard a presentation from the applicant, and heard public comment.  This item is for 
design review of the structures for this use. 
 
Project Description: 
The Playground, which will use 7,800 square-feet of the St Stephens Church property, is a 
proposed café and will be composed of a 320 square foot permanent container kitchen / café, a 
160 square foot beverage kitchen container, and outdoor seating adjacent to the existing 
outdoor play area. This proposed space will be used as a place for community gathering as an 
accessory use in support of the church.  As described by the applicant, the intent is to have a 
place to bring children where they can have fun, interact with each other, and play safely; a 
place where their parents can have a cup of coffee during the day, and can feed their children a 
simple meal at dinner time and have a beer, glass of wine, or kombucha.  
 
The applicant will be applying for a Type 51 license through the ABC (Alcohol Beverage 
Control), also known as a ‘club license’ which is defined as follows; “License that authorizes the 
sale of beer, wine and distilled spirits, to members and guests only, for consumption on the 
premises where sold. No off-sale [retail] privileges. Food service is not required. Minors are 
allowed on the premises”. (Note, the Planning Commission’s approval requires that food be 
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provided at all times alcohol is required, even though ABC doesn’t require this).  It will serve as 
a social space where people create community: where neighbors of all ages get to know each 
other, where patrons can play together, and where there is time to slow down from the hectic 
pace of life.  
 
The Playground’s hours of operation are proposed to be 7am to 10pm. However, the Planning 
Commission added additional conditions, as follows: 

a. Operating hours shall be from 7 am to 10 pm daily, with no alcohol served prior to 10 
am.  

b. The Church shall develop and maintain a ‘good neighbor policy’, including providing 
neighbors with an on-site contact available during hours of operation as well as a 
church authority who may be contacted to discuss and resolve any issues. 

c. No bottle dumping shall be done between 9 pm and 10 am. 
d. Food shall be served at all times that alcohol is available for sale. 
e. The Church shall post Membership and guest rules at the Playground. 

 
Lastly, they will be applying for a Type 51 ABC alcohol license which allows them to sell beer 
and wine on site to members and guests of the church only. The license does not allow for off-
sale and food service is not required and minors are allowed on premises.  Although this is not a 
commercial venue, as alcohol sales would be restricted to members, staff recommends that 
food service be required at all times the café is serving alcohol, which is a standard requirement 
for commercial venues that serve alcohol within the City.[KS1] 
 
 
General Plan Consistency: 
The project is consistent with the following General Plan goals and policies listed below: 
 

• Goal LU 5: Preserve the unique character and ambiance of residential areas and 
maintain residential neighborhoods as safe and attractive places to live with convenient 
access to services, recreation, and employment. 

• Goal CSF 6: Enhance the quality of life for all city residents through the provision of 
cultural and social resources including quality schools, libraries, and other community 
services and facilities.  

• Goal CD 1: Preserve and enhance Sebastopol’s unique character, design, and sense of 
place as a small compact town.  

• Goal CHW 1: Support a comprehensive and diverse approach to community health and 
wellness in Sebastopol. 

• Policy EV 2-4: Encourage businesses and programs that emphasize and promote 
shopping locally. 

• Policy EV 4-4: Encourage the development of civic amenities, entertainment venues, 
retail and restaurants, and services that increase visitation, spending, and tourism. 

 
The project is consistent with these land use goals and policies in that it provides recreational 
and food and beverage services within a local residential neighborhood, as well as working to 
serve as a common gathering space for community members to build community, and host 
meetings and community celebrations.  
 
 
Zoning Ordinance Consistency: 
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The site is in the R7 Multifamily Residential district. The purpose of the R7 District is to 
implement the “High Density Residential” land use category of the General Plan. This district is 
applicable to those lands within that category which are appropriate for densities from 
approximately 12.1 to 25 units per acre. The structures are consistent with this zoning district in 
that accessory structures are a permitted use within this district. As part of the life and ministry 
of St. Stephens Episcopal Church, the “Playground” requests a conditional use permit for a 
“community assembly” use for the accessory use of the property. 

 
Parking 
The Restaurants, cafes seated service use is required to provide 1 parking space per 125 
square feet of net floor area and the per Table 17.110-2 in the Sebastopol Municipal Code 
(SMC). However, the intent of this is the Planning Commission can, as part of a Use Permit, 
may require additional parking be allocated to a use through the Use Permit process, per SMC 
17.110.020.D.1: 
 
The St Stephens Episcopal Church campus has adequate overflow parking throughout the site, 
the 20 spaces required for this use would be accommodated by the 75 total parking spaces 
available to be allocated to dedicated food pantry, church, and playground use(s).  
 
Environmental Review: 
The project is categorically exempt from the requirements of CEQA pursuant to Section 15303 
New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures, which includes construction and location 
of limited numbers of new, small facilities or structures; installation of small new equipment and 
facilities in small structures; and the conversion of existing small structures from one use to 
another where only minor modifications are made in the exterior of the structure. The 
amendment of the current use permit would fit this exemption as it is for the use of the proposed 
outdoor kitchen and adult  
 
Public Comment: 
The City received public comments related to the use permit, which are available here:  
https://www.ci.sebastopol.ca.us/Meeting-Event/Planning-Commission/2023/Planning-
Commission-Meeting-of-January-10,-2023. Staff has not received any comments related to the 
design review for the project.  
 
City Departmental Comment: 
The Planning Department sent this application to the following City departments prior to January 
10, 2023 meeting Building and Safety, Engineering, Public Works, Fire, Police, Sonoma County 
Health Department, City Manager, and Assistant City Manager. The following departments have 
provided their comments below. 
 
Fire Department: 

A. Fire alarm system required. 
 
Public Works Department: 

A. Grease interceptor on sewer connection. 
B. Reduced Pressure Backflow device on water service to building 
C. ADA path of travel. 

 
Sonoma County Health Department: 

A. A Retail Food Facility Permit is required to store, prepare, package, serve or vend 
food.  A review and approval of the building plans will be required prior to issuance of 

https://sebastopol.municipal.codes/SMC/17.08.060__6bb9cc7d92447279aff91733323b7f6b
https://www.ci.sebastopol.ca.us/Meeting-Event/Planning-Commission/2023/Planning-Commission-Meeting-of-January-10,-2023
https://www.ci.sebastopol.ca.us/Meeting-Event/Planning-Commission/2023/Planning-Commission-Meeting-of-January-10,-2023
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a retail food facility permit to operate. Please contact Environmental Health & Safety 
to talk with one of our food inspectors in plan review. 

 
  
Required Findings: 
Chapter 17.450.030(b) sets forth the required findings of Design Review permits. 
 
In considering an application for design review, the Design Review Board, or the Planning 
Director, as the case may be, shall determine whether: 
 

1. The design of the proposal would be compatible with the neighborhood and with the 
general visual character of Sebastopol; 
 
2. The design provides appropriate transitions and relationships to adjacent properties 
and the public right-of-way; 
 
3. It would not impair the desirability of investment or occupation in the neighborhood; 
 
4. The design is internally consistent and harmonious; 
 
5. The design is in conformity with any guidelines and standards adopted pursuant to 
this chapter. 

 
 
Analysis: 
The applicant proposes that they will provide a restful pace in the best interest of the community 
by offering the “Playground”, and the indoor and outdoor spaces of St Stephens Episcopal 
Church available to the Sebastopol Community for celebrations, funerals, gatherings, musical 
performances, and various community events. The Playground will also benefit the Sebastopol 
community by creating jobs at both the beverage dispensing portion of the business and the 
Playground “café” and aims to hire a local full-time chef impacted negatively by the pandemic. 
The applicant believes that the food, drink, and outdoor elements of the Playground will not only 
attract residents but will invite communities to patron this local gathering space.  
 
The container being proposed for the kitchen is a prefabricated shipping container outfitted with 
a commercial kitchen. The dimension of the container is 40 feet in length and 8 feet in width and 
roughly 9 and a half feet tall. The exterior of the container will be a corrugated metal and color 
choice will blend in with surrounding buildings. The container will include one door that opens 
into the kitchen and has a serving window on one side of the structure. The typical floor plan 
layout has been included within the application materials of this staff report. The container for 
the beverages measures 20 feet in length, 8 feet in width and 8 and a half feet tall. The internal 
layout and exterior materials will be the same as the kitchen container. The applicant also 
proposes to provide string café lighting to help provide wayfinding and site lighting for the 
evening hours. An example of one of the proposed containers is below: 
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Staff is also recommending that a discussion be held on the potential colors and design of the 
containers be had between the board and the applicant. As these containers are prefabricated 
staff understands that design options could be limited to what is available by the supplier.  
 
The applicant has also included mitigation measures to help with sound attenuation along the 
northern property line. As mentioned in the application materials, St Stephens has planted 
“hedgerows”, which are closely planted shrubs and trees that provide a visual and sound 
barrier. Along with the plant material, the site will have fencing to delineate where alcohol can 
be consumed, and parents can still watch their children safely. However, the applicant also 
wants to ensure that the space is welcoming to all people.   
 
While the application does not include the material for fencing, staff is recommending that the 
board discuss options to provide to the applicant. The City of Sebastopol’s Design Guidelines 
strongly discourages chain link fencing along areas visible from the public right of way. The 
applicant also doesn’t provide any site lighting for the project.  Considering that they will be 
allowed to operate into the evening hours, staff is recommending that the board provide 
recommendations on appropriate site lighting for the use.  Staff recommends that any lighting 
be required to be full-cut off/dark sky compliant to be consistent with the City’s General Plan.  
   
Recommendation: 
If it is the consensus of the Board that the proposed prefabricated kitchen and beverage 
container is compatible with the site, staff recommends that the application be approved based 
on the facts, findings, and analysis set forth in this staff report, and subject to the conditions of 
approval outlined.   
 
Staff also recommends the following conditions: 

• The applicant provides a lighting plan as part of the building permit application that 
includes dark-sky compliant fixtures. 

• The applicant provides fencing details as part of the building permit application 
 
Attachments: 
Application materials 
Exhibit A – Findings of Approval 
Exhibit B – Conditions of Approval 
Approval letter from Planning Commission 
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EXHIBIT A 
FINAL FINDINGS OF APPROVAL 

Playground and Cafe 
500 Robinson Road 

004-400-042, 2021-035 
 

Based on the evidence in the public record, the Design Review Board finds that: 

 
1. The proposed project/use is categorically exempt from the requirements of CEQA under 

Section 15303 New Construction or Conversion of Small Structures, which exempts 
construction and location of limited numbers of new, small facilities or structures; 
installation of small new equipment and facilities in small structures; and the conversion 
of existing small structures from one use to another where only minor modifications are 
made in the exterior of the structure. 
 

2. The project/use/proposal is consistent with the provisions of the General Plan as follow: 
 

• Goal LU 5: Preserve the unique character and ambiance of residential areas and 
maintain residential neighborhoods as safe and attractive places to live with 
convenient access to services, recreation, and employment. In that the site will 
provide additional amenities that support gathering around the children’s playground. 

• Goal CSF 6: Enhance the quality of life for all city residents through the provision of 
cultural and social resources including quality schools, libraries, and other 
community services and facilities. In that the café and playground will increase the 
gathering and community that the church already provides. 

• Goal CD 1: Preserve and enhance Sebastopol’s unique character, design, and 
sense of place as a small compact town. In that the playground and café will bring 
members of the church together and invite others to participate in the activities 
around the playground. 

• Goal CHW 1: Support a comprehensive and diverse approach to community health 
and wellness in Sebastopol. In that the playground and café will strengthen the 
sense of community the church has already established. 

• Policy EV 2-4: Encourage businesses and programs that emphasize and promote 
shopping locally. In that the café will focus on providing local foods and drinks to its 
members. 

• Policy EV 4-4: Encourage the development of civic amenities, entertainment 
venues, retail and restaurants, and services that increase visitation, spending, and 
tourism. In that the café and playground will introduce a new way of meeting and 
gathering around the church. 
 

3. The design of the proposal would be compatible with the neighborhood and with the 
general visual character of Sebastopol; in that the proposed project will fit in within the 
neighborhood context and is screened in a way that the visibility of the containers will be 
minimal from the street. 

 
4. The design provides appropriate transitions and relationships to adjacent properties and 

the public right-of-way; in that the proposal in located within the center of the property 
and will have limited visibility from the public right-of-way. 
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5. It would not impair the desirability of investment or occupation in the neighborhood; in 
that the proposal will increase the desirability of the neighborhood as it will bring in 
people from the surrounding residences to participate in this new way of doing church. 

 
6. The design is internally consistent and harmonious; in that the design of the containers 

will be colored appropriately for the site location and its relation to the church. 
 

7. The design is in conformity with any guidelines and standards adopted pursuant to this 
chapter.  



EXHIBIT B 
FINAL CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 

Cafe Design Review 
500 Robinson Road 

004-400-042, 2021-035 
 

 
1. The Use shall be in substantial conformance with the proposed operations as described in 

the application materials prepared by Christy Laborda Harris, and stamped received on 
June 8, 2021, and on file at the City of Sebastopol Planning Department, except as modified 
herein: 

a.  
 
2. The Planning Director shall interpret applicable requirements in the event of any redundancy 

or conflict in conditions of approval.  
 

3. The applicant shall provide a lighting plan during the building permit application. 
 

4. The applicant shall provide fencing details during the building permit application. 

 
5. This approval does not include any signs. Any new signs that will identify the use of this 

property are subject to the prior approval of the Design Review Board or City staff, as 
appropriate.   

 
6. Approval is valid for three (3) years, except that the applicant may request a one (1) year 

extension of this approval from the Planning Director, pursuant to Section 17.400.100 of the 
Zoning Ordinance. 
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Addendum to “Master Planning Application Form” 
St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church 
500 Robinson Road 
Parcel #: 004-400-042 
September 2022 
 

Project Description and Permits Requested 
 
Project Description: 
 
The proposed project, called The Playground, is a café and children’s play area. The Playground 
will be part of the ministry and mission of St. Stephen’s. We view it as a new experimental 
model for “doing church.” The sale of food and beverages to members would be within this 
new model of church, as part of the non-profit ministry of the church. 
 
The vision is: 

The Playground will be a place to bring children where they can have fun, interact with 
each other, and play safely; a place where their parents can have a cup of coffee during 
the day and can feed their children a simple meal at dinner time and have a beer, glass 
of wine, or kombucha as they relax in the evening; a place where parents can connect 
with other parents as they watch their children play together.   
 
It will be a place where people create community: where neighbors of all ages get to 
know each other, where we can play together, where deep conversations are 
encouraged and invited, where support is offered, where there are opportunities for 
giving, where there is time to slow down from the hectic pace of life.   
 
It will be a community that will embody the belief that we do not need to be on the 
same journey—spiritual or otherwise—in order to journey together, learn from one 
another, and dig deeper together.  
 

https://www.theplaygroundsebastopol.org/ 
 
 
Permits Requested: 
 
The St. Stephen’s property is zoned R7 “multifamily residential.” Our current use as a church is 
“community assembly.”  
 
As part of the life and ministry of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, the Playground also requests a 
conditional use permit for “community assembly.”  
 
We will additionally apply to the ABC for a type 51 Club license for sale of beer and wine to 
members (distilled spirits are also included in this license though we do not plan to sell them). 

https://www.theplaygroundsebastopol.org/
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• In 2021 we built a children’s play area 
o It is located at just about the center of our 4-acre property between the large 

fenced Seed Garden and our outdoor worship space (well off Robinson Rd.) 
o It is an earthen mound with a tunnel, an embankment slide, redwood stump 

climbing, a playhouse and a play kitchen 

• There will be picnic tables and other seating options scattered around the area  
o There will be an ADA accessible patio for seating along the length of the kitchen 

shipping container. 

• Folks eating, drinking and playing at The Playground would use the bathrooms already 
existent at the church which include a handicapped accessible bathroom and whose 
entrances are external to our existing buildings.  

• A fence of some sort will delineate the area in which alcohol can be consumed and will 
help to keep in kids so parents can watch them more easily. 

• We have a very large parking lot that would easily accommodate parking needs for The 
Playground. 

 

Current Uses:  
The current uses of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church property will continue. Those uses include: 

• Gathering for worship, meetings, celebrations, other church life, and church offices 

• Multiple 12-step meetings per week 

• Sebastopol Community Seed Garden and Seed Bank 
https://www.communityseedexchange.org/ 

• The Interchurch Food Pantry https://www.uccseb.org/FoodPantry.php 

• Mini Music Children’s Music Classes rent space from us and hold classes and private 
lessons 5 days a week (http://www.minimusictime.com/)  

• Hosting other community meetings, gatherings, choirs etc. and offering beautiful open 
outdoor land to our neighbors and larger community 

 

Location and Square Footage of Various Uses: 

• The Playground will use 7,800 sqft of our property 
o This includes 480 sqft of indoor space in two shipping containers dedicated to 

The Playground 
o The only shared indoor space with the existing church will be the two bathrooms 

• Other uses of property: 
o The existing church building at 9,615 sqft will continue to be used for worship, 

gathering, meetings, 12-step groups, community rentals, teaching, and 
administrative work 

o The existing food pantry building at 850 sqft will continue to dispense food to 
our community four days a week 

o The existing outdoor space on our property will continue to be used for outdoor 
worship, gardening, labyrinth walking, and general recreation 

 

 

 

https://www.communityseedexchange.org/
https://www.uccseb.org/FoodPantry.php
http://www.minimusictime.com/
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Use Permit Application Checklist 
St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church 

500 Robinson Road 
Parcel #: 004-400-042 

September 2022 
 
Written Statement… pg. 1 
Preliminary Landscape Plans… pg. 7 
Building Elevations… pg. 7 
Floor Plans… pg. 8 
Sign Plan… pg. 8 
 

 

WRITTEN STATEMENT 
 

Proposed Use: Gathering place for building community with food and beverage sales—
permanent container kitchen café, beverage kitchen container, and outdoor seating. 
 

This looks like: 

• We will apply for a type 51 Club license with the California Department of Alcoholic 
Beverage Control which will allow us to sell beer and wine (and distilled spirits though 
we do not plan to do so) to club members.  

o We meet the criteria for this license 
o Though not required with this license, we will also have food on sale for 

members 
o In conversation with Chief Kilgore and Planning Director Svanstrom and in order 

to help set the tone of The Playground at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, we will 
have a three-drink limit per patron of drinking age per day. To track the number 
of drinks served, we will require ID for every patron, record the individual’s 
name and each drink served.  

• The only buildings for the Playground will be two prefabricated shipping containers: 
o A 40ft containerized kitchen 
o A 20ft containerized beverage kitchen for coffee, espresso drinks, beer taps, 

wine, and other non-alcoholic beverage 

• Numerous companies fabricate shipping containers with commercial kitchens 
o I have spoken with two companies who create such shipping containers 

▪ ContekPro www.contekpro.com 
▪ Container Concepts https://www.conceptinabox.com/ 

o Their products come fully operational either with appliances installed or to be 
purchased separately and to California codes and need only to be attached to a 
foundation or piers and plumbed with water, electricity, and sewer.  
 

http://www.contekpro.com/


 3 

 

 

Project Description: 
 
The proposed project, called The Playground, is a café and children’s play area, but most 
importantly, it would be part of the ministry and mission of St. Stephen’s. We view it as a new 
experimental model for “doing church.” The sale of food and beverages to members would be 
within this new model of church, as part of the non-profit ministry of the church. 
 
The vision is: 

The Playground will be a place to bring children where they can have fun, interact with 
each other, and play safely; a place where their parents can have a cup of coffee during 
the day and can feed their children a simple meal at dinner time and have a beer, glass 
of wine, or kombucha as they relax in the evening; a place where parents can connect 
with other parents as they watch their children play together.   
 
It will be a place where people create community: where neighbors of all ages get to 
know each other, where we can play together, where deep conversations are 
encouraged and invited, where support is offered, where there are opportunities for 
giving, where there is time to slow down from the hectic pace of life.   
 
It will be a community that will embody the belief that we do not need to be on the 
same journey—spiritual or otherwise—in order to journey together, learn from one 
another, and dig deeper together.  
 

https://www.theplaygroundsebastopol.org/ 
 
The vision and intention behind The Playground: 

Realizing that the vision for the ministry of The Playground is a bit unexpected for a 
church, a further description of the vision and intention behind our plans for The 
Playground may prove helpful. 

 

Coming out the isolation and challenges of the pandemic, we are even more aware of the 
importance of community for both the individual and for the health of the community itself.  
The Playground will be a place where people create community: where neighbors get to know 
each other, where deep conversations are encouraged and invited, where support is offered, 
where there are opportunities for giving, where we are invited to journey together on our 
varied and diverse spiritual journeys, where there is time to slow down from the hectic pace of 
life, where families can come to play with each other and with other families.    
 
It will be a place where families of young children can “go out” that is designed with parents 
and children in mind. It will be outdoors and there will be space and a play area for the children 
to safely play.  Parents can have a cup of coffee during the day as they watch their children play 
and chat with one another.  They will be able to feed their children a simple meal at dinnertime 

https://www.theplaygroundsebastopol.org/
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and have a beer or a glass of wine or a kombucha as they relax in the evening.  It will be a place 
where parents can connect with other parents as they watch their children play together.  
 
This idea was born one evening as my family sat at Crooked Goat Brewing in the Barlow. I held 
my then two week-old son as my husband and I chatted with another couple who it turned out 
had had their second child in the same hospital as I did a few hours before I did. As we watched 
our older children run and play and tried to keep them out of the parking lot, they told us that 
closer to San Francisco there are breweries and restaurants that have playgrounds for kids to 
play as adults watch them and spend time with one another.  
 
I was still fairly new to the easy and organic connection that parents have with one another. We 
have so much in common in the early challenges and joys of raising children that it is 
remarkably easy to strike up a conversation. Such conversations are a great jumping off point 
for building community. We have all experienced how naturally relationships evolve with those 
we interact with regularly, those who serve us at our local coffee shop, bar, restaurant, or deli. 
Such interactions provide an entry point for relationship; the question is how to move deeper 
from “hey, how’s it going?”  
 
Parents of young children today, in general, want to be able to continue going out to enjoy food 
and drink. But we want to do so somewhere that works well for our children—somewhere they 
are safe to play and enjoy themselves—where we don’t have to worry about how much food is 
thrown on the ground, how loud our children are, or how much our children run around during 
dinner. This is hard to find.  
 
People are hungry for connection, community, and for going deeper… they just are not going to 
church to meet those needs. I personally, the priest of our church, feel the pull away from our 
traditional church model. As a parent in a two full-time job household with two children, I 
understand wanting and needing to keep weekends open and flexible for relaxation, 
rejuvenation and rest AND in order to accomplish the chores of life (grocery shopping, laundry, 
house repairs, etc.). I find it hard to fit another thing in my family’s life. What we do make room 
for, and joyfully so, is time spent enjoying each other, connecting with friends, and enjoying 
good food and drink.  This kind of time doesn’t demand us do anything in preparation but just 
that we show up. The Playground can work within the busy and demanding reality of families 
like my own and meet our desire for connection, community, and going deeper.   
 
As I talk to parents, I hear again and again that some of the most important relationships in 
their lives were forged soon after having their children in small support groups of one type or 
another. When my neighbor moved to Sebastopol from San Francisco after having her first 
child, she looked for mothers’ groups. Her mother told her to check local churches. She found 
nothing. She wanted to connect with other parents, to make friends, to build community, to 
not be alone. We can offer such opportunities at The Playground.  
 
As this vision has grown and developed over the last three plus years, I have shared it with 
numerous friends and parents of young children.  The idea has been met with great 
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enthusiasm. Non-church folk are often surprised that a church would consider such a thing, but 
they are impressed and excited that we would. The idea of a place for families to play and eat 
and enjoy one another’s company is enthusiastically embraced.   
 
While unexpected and unusual, this vision fits with what it means to be church. After all, church 
is community. Church is an encounter. Church is people discovering the sacredness of the 
moment and sharing that discovery with one another. Church is deep listening. It is the 
transformation that comes as a result of the divine showing up in such relationships and 
encounters—transformation of the individuals involved and transformation of the world as a 
result of the transformation of the individual.  
 
The calendar of this place would include somewhat organic opportunities for going deeper: 
maybe a time for folks interested in knitting to sit together and knit, a support group for 
parents of children with special needs, a breast-feeding support group, a play group for stay-at-
home parents, mommy and me yoga, a stay-at-home dads support group.  Small affinity groups 
would aim to attract interested folks and create an opportunity for them to get to know one 
another in a deeper way.  
 
We might post quotes of the day from the Bible and other traditions, from individuals, and 
poetry—quotes that dig into spirituality, the sacred, the beauty of life, the work and challenge 
we are given in our lives. Such quotes might be accompanied by a question to provoke 
reflection and hopefully conversation.  Specific events might be held where donations are taken 
for particular non-profits in our community. I hope to dream with others of other ways to 
encourage deep conversation in the midst of the noise and chaos of raising children.  
 
At St. Stephen’s we believe that we needn’t be on the same spiritual journey in order to 
journey together.  The Playground will be a place where we will have the opportunity to 
journey together on our individual spiritual journeys, helping one another go deeper.  
 
Theologian Marcus Borg tells of a Christian seeker asking the Dalai Lama whether she should 
become Buddhist.  Borg paraphrases the Dalai Lama’s response, “No, become more deeply 
Christian; live more deeply into your own tradition.” Borg then quotes Huston Smith who 
makes the same point with the metaphor of digging a well, “if what you’re looking for is water, 
better to dig one well sixty feet deep than to dig six wells ten feet deep.” Borg concludes, “By 
living more deeply into our own tradition as a sacrament of the sacred, we become more 
centered in the one to whom the tradition points and in whom we live and move and have our 
being.”1  
 
The Playground will create the opportunity for community in which we might each work on 
digging our wells deeper. Some of those wells will indeed be Christian wells and others will not 
be, but that does not prevent us from helping one another dig. Brian McLaren writes, “Now I 
believe evangelism means inviting people into heart-to-heart communion and collaboration 

 
1 The Heart of Christianity: Rediscovering a Life of Faith, pg. 223 
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with God and neighbors in the great work of healing the earth, of building community, of 
seeking first the kingdom of God and God’s justice for all.”2  
 
I experience our community in Sebastopol as spiritually engaged and passionate, as focused 
on building community, as passionate about healing the earth and working for justice. And I 
believe that a place such as The Playground that seeks to build community and conversation 
would be embraced and celebrated.  The goal of The Playground is community and deep 
conversations. The goal is journeying together in our individual transformations and in our 
partnered transformation of the world.  
 

Reasons for The Playground and Benefits to the City of Sebastopol: 

Our primary reason for this project is our excitement about the vision of creating a space for 
community to be formed that is particularly friendly to families of young children. We feel 
strongly about the importance and value of journeying together across a diversity of spiritual 
journeys and feel that this fits well with the culture of Sebastopol. We view this vision as part of 
our understanding of who we hope to be as a church.  
 
A secondary motivation is the knowledge that the traditional model of church is in rapid decline 
across the United States. St. Stephen’s is a vibrant, generous, and welcoming church. Over the 
years we have noticed a pattern of younger families being attracted to St. Stephen’s, joining in 
the life of our community, but then moving out of the area (often due to the cost of living in 
Sonoma County). While our community is made up of a range of generations, we are 
predominantly older. We are finding it harder and harder to meet the financial needs to keep 
our church operating as it currently is. And unless there is a great increase in younger 
generations, we will have a hard time remaining open and offering the current range of 
programs and services to our community in the next 5 to 20 years.  The Playground offers the 
opportunity not only of an additional income stream but is also an opportunity to experiment 
with a new way of being church that believes we do not need to be on the same spiritual 
journey to journey together.   
 
The Playground benefits Sebastopol in a number of ways: 

• It will strengthen the fabric of our community by providing space for forming deep 
relationships 

o As we move out of the pandemic, we are even more aware of the importance of 
community and the desire to re-invest in our relationships and our community.  

• It will particularly provide space and community for families of younger children who 
often struggle under the rigors of child rearing while balancing the demands of work life 
etc. 

o It also seems that this demographic is finding it challenging to purchase homes 
locally and has begun to move away since the regular fires have begun. Helping 

 
2 The Great Spiritual Migration: How the world’s largest religion is seeking a better way to be Christian, pg. 175 
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to root this demographic to our town helps the health of our town and the 
balance of generations thriving in Sebastopol. 

• The Playground will create jobs both at the beverage portion of the business and we 
hope to rent the kitchen to a local chef starting out or enlarging their business. Perhaps 
someone who was negatively impacted by the effects of the pandemic on the restaurant 
industry. 

• Churches in general are an important part of our community’s fabric. And The 
Playground will help make it possible for St. Stephen’s to continue serving Sebastopol. 

o St. Stephen’s houses a food pantry that serves our most vulnerable four days a 
week.  

o We provide our land to the Community Seed Garden to grow seeds to make 
available to the community and help our community become more locally 
sustainable. 

o We make space available to multiple 12-step groups. 
o We provide a hot lunch to those in need of food or community once a month 

and Occidental Laguna Sangha provides a meal the 5th Saturdays of the month 
out of our kitchen. 

o For a number of years, we supported the art program at Laguna Highschool, 
greatly increasing their budget in our belief that the opportunity for artistic 
expression is vital for our youth and even more so for those who might be 
considered “at risk.” 

o We welcome our neighbors and wider community to our beautiful land like an 
informal park: dog walking, children playing, people resting or meditating, and 
folks walking the outdoor labyrinth.  

o For the 2020-21 school year, we housed one campus of Tree House Hollow 
Preschool when they were unable to use their space at Apple Blossom School. 

o For over a year during the pandemic, residents from Burbank heights have been 
meeting on our land two times a week for exercise classes and twice a week for 
chi-gong.  

o Mini Music (http://www.minimusictime.com) currently meets on our land four 
days a week providing music classes for 0-5 year old’s and their caregivers (with 
over 100 families in attendance per week) —developing little brains and creating 
community.  

o And we make our land and indoor space available whenever possible to our 
wider community for celebrations, funerals, gatherings, musical performances, 
etc. 
 
 

PRELIMINARY LANDSCAPE PLANS 
 

Description of Landscape Plans: 

• What was previously fairly untended portion of our land covered with grasses, weeds, 
and gopher mounds will be covered with wood chips.  
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• An ADA patio will be created the length of the 40ft shipping container to accommodate 
the mandated percent of ADA seating (approx. 40’x 30’). Possible materials include 
concrete and terrapave. 

• An ADA path from existing ADA walkways will be built to the ADA patio and be made 
from the same material as the patio. 

• The mound portion of the play area is planted with bunch grasses and native flowers 
and will have two small shade trees. Drip irrigation has been installed to water these 
plants.  

• A few shade trees will be added to the seating area. 

• The drip line of the existing large oak that boarders The Playground on its southwest 
corner will be carefully respected.  

• A low fence (per ABC specifications) will boarder The Playground area. (Please see 
included visual plans for The Playground) 

o Along the northern side of The Playground the fence will go across the earthen 
mound near the top so that children cannot climb down out of their parents’ line 
of vision.  

o The southern border contains the main entrance. It may have the ability to be 
closed but will be a wide opening so that delivery trucks can enter to provide 
supplies to the cafe. 

o The gate below the Seed Garden on the eastern side will be only for the delivery 
of compost to the Seed Garden (currently this occurs once a year). Otherwise, it 
will remain sealed.  

o The gate on the northern boundary between the earthen mound and the 
Outdoor Sacred Space will be a gate that would remain closed but unlocked so 
that neighbors accessing our property by foot and entering along the northern 
edge (the most common walking path) would be able to enter The Playground 
instead of having to walk all the way around. If this gate became a problem in 
terms of monitoring entering guests, we could lock or remove it.  

• Sound Mitigation along Northern Boundary 
o Permaculture students from Occidental Arts and Ecology joined St. Stephen’s 

parishioners and neighbors in the last months of 2021 in planting a visual and 
sound mitigation barrier along the northern edge of the St. Stephen’s property 
which would border The Playground.  

o We are using a “hedgerow” approach for this area, which is a staggered line of 
closely spaced perennials, shrubs, trees, planted to form a visual/ sound barrier. 

o The hedgerow was planted just in front of the crowns of the oaks so that as the 
trees grow up, the hedgerow would fill in in front of the already present oaks. 

o We used plants that have low water requirements and provide habitat and food 
for pollinators.  

o Plants are predominately evergreen plants with some deciduous plantings that 
offer spring and fall color, so that the hedgerow creates a beautiful backdrop. 
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o Plants include: Coffee Berry, Toyon, Fijoa, Ceanothus, Manzanita, Carpenteria, 
Currants, Rockroses, California Sagebrush, Budlia- Butterfly bush, Penstamons, 
Various salvias for color, Red Bud, and Strawberry Tree. 

 

 

 

BUILDING ELEVATIONS 
• Two Shipping Containers  

o Kitchen container 
▪ 40’ x 8’ 
▪ 9’6” tall 

o Beverage container 
▪ 20’ x 8’ 
▪ 8’6” tall 

o Corrugated metal exteriors 
o Color- TBD- most likely to blend with surroundings  
o With large serving window 

• Lights- Strings of café lights 

 

 

FLOOR PLANS 

• Each container kitchen will be one room 

• Doors at ends 

• Large serving window on one side 

• Only staff will be inside container kitchens, all seating is outside 

• A typical kitchen floor plan looks like the following:  
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SIGN PLAN 
 

Modification of current church signage to include The Playground or additional new signage to 
be submitted to Design Review Committee at later date. 
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