Lord, lead the way!

By the summer of 2008, the picture was becoming clear; patient visits were beginning to backlog (weeks to see a therapist); parking was becoming impossible; doctors and nurses were leaving the office far too late. All of this while we worked to “get our legs” back under us financially.

In August 2008, it was decided that the Chronic Care Medical Home needed to become a reality. With more than 50% of our patients dealing with chronic illness, it became imperative that Mercy become the “general contractor” for these children’s care if we wanted to see real progress in their health. Coupling healthcare with mental health services would foster our goals of caring for our patients holistically but additional space was a must for Family Services, in particular. 

It was in September that I presented to the board the reality of all the above. With great encouragement, they re-formed the Building Steering Committee from several years back to begin to research next-steps for Mercy. This committee, consisting of medical providers, business leaders, realtors, and constructors went to work and all of us went to prayer. Our first meeting was September 29.

Our prayer from day 1: Lord, lead the way! We don’t want to make plans and then ask You to bless them. Lead us into Your plans for Mercy. Open doors only You can open and close doors that only You can close – and give us the faith to follow. 

The first order of business; what could be done with our current location? Several years previous, plans had been drawn to potentially scrape the property of all buildings and rebuild one building to fit our needs. Another suggestion; let’s turn to storage garage into additional Family Services space and add more therapist. 

Earnest research determined that any effort to re-construct on our current footprint would mean meeting new codes – particularly the required number of parking spaces for the corresponding square footage of the building. The only way, on the current property, to make this remotely possible would be a cost prohibitive parking deck; estimated cost – in excess of $15,000 per space or nearly $1,000,000. (Later we discovered an unknown easement –to go with another easement we did know about - right through the middle of our property making it potentially very expensive over which to build). 

Simultaneously, the committee reached a decision that should we need to move, the location should be in the southeast quadrant of Franklin – between Murfreesboro Road and Columbia Pike – to best serve both our Franklin patients and those who come from the other 30 counties in Tennessee, Kentucky, and Alabama. 

Visits in December and January to possible sites along Columbia Pike left us feeling this was not the best area. The buildings were mere shells meaning build out would be quite expensive with rents in the $9-$12 per square foot range. We also felt that while parking was adequate, travel along Columbia Pike can be quite heavy and there is no trolley service. As we looked at other commercial space the issue became visibility and ease-of-navigation for our patients. 

Within a few weeks, we found ourselves looking at available spaces in several centers on Murfreesboro Road. The former Trees and Trends space was available but it was too big and they want $12 a square foot plus Common Area Maintenance fees of several more dollars per foot. 

In late January, our realtor discovered space available in Williamson Square. It consisted of approximately 11,000+ square feet with parking front and rear. It was even laid out in a way that could be easily visualized with one section for Mercy Family Services, the middle section for the clinic and the other for marketing/development. There was an immediate excitement for the committee that this place would work – how about the costs?

Our realtor had a friend who had recently negotiated other space with this landlord. A conversation or two led him to recognize, that due to the economy and the fact that this space had been empty for roughly a year, we should make an offer. We were also told not to expect any help with build out as they were cash strapped. The previous tenant, along with one current one we know, paid $9.50 per square foot plus $3.00 a foot in CAM fees. We submitted an offer of almost ½ of that per square foot which they accepted. 

If Mercy was going to re-locate, I felt it was critical that we make contact with many of our stakeholders (bankers, patients, donors, respected community leaders). I began to meet with individuals who I knew loved our ministry – former board members, advisors, our bank, major donors and leaders. Without exception, these friends encouraged me to hear the heart of God – many prayed with me right in their offices and homes – and committed to continue to do the same. 

We began to survey patients to get their reaction to a possible move. More than 98% were either in favor of a move or said a move would not affect their desire to continue to make Mercy their clinic. 

Additionally, we mapped our current patients to discover that we may inconvenience a relative few while opening up access to many more with a move of only 2.9 miles. Committed to the Natchez and Hard Bargain communities, we pledged to make our van available to any patients who couldn’t take the trolley to the new site. 

In early March, I was visited by a developer who has recently purchased several properties along Columbia Pike near Mercy. Among these properties was the soon to be developed property behind and adjacent to ours. He had “heard” we were thinking of perhaps relocating the clinic and asked our time line. I told him any move or the sale of our property was in the hands of our Board of Directors but probably fall of this year. 

On March 30, 2009 the Board of Directors met. The Steering Committee presented its report as to our current location along with a report on the Williamson Square property and several estimates of the potential build out costs with a recommendation to move if: 

1. We either have a signed offer of $1.2 million or more on our current property or 

2. We have raised the money necessary for the build out 

The board voted affirmatively on the above and authorized me to begin working on both. 

Simultaneously, Clint Russell a board intern and Director of Construction for a major corporation in our community began to look for architects and contractors. Upon first contact, perhaps the most prominent firm committed to give their services – full architectural services - pro bono. Soon, three contractors (now five) had made initial proposals to do the build out in approximately 8 weeks from start. 

The following week, while visiting with a major stakeholder, I began to discuss the property situation. I only sought his opinion having promised my visit would not include asking for money. When I mentioned the anticipated expense of the possible build out, he responded with “I can do that”. I reminded him that I didn’t ask – like I had promised – he said, “I know . . . but I want to do this”. That estimate proved to be approximately 80% of the final anticipated costs. 

We’ve been constantly before God on this matter. Lord, open doors only You can open and close doors only You can close. His answer . . . 
· Each stakeholder visited, without exception, encouraged us to move forward if we believed God is calling us to move. 

· No feasible way to make our current property work because of easements and the foot print is too small without a roughly $1 million parking garage 

· A location on Murfreesboro Road only 2.9 miles away with great parking and visibility 

· An amazing square footage price – ½ or less the price of anything else that would work 

· Original estimates for build out at other sites visited – two to three times that of Williamson Square estimates 

· Architectural designs pro bono 

· Donor/Stakeholder pledge for most of the build out . . . unsolicited! 

· Developers interested in our current property 

· Our liability insurance provider states we would need to spend upwards of $100,000 in repairs and upgrades on our current site in order to continue to be covered. 

Just last week, upon hearing that Mercy would be moving, a prominent woman in our community stated, “You know that Mercy is on hallowed ground?” I do recognize that but I might express it another way . . . . Mercy is a hallowed ministry – born of God through the vision of many in Franklin. 

When it started, it served almost exclusively the Natchez and Hard Bargain communities but today, it serves children from 30+ counties. God has had His hand on this ministry from day 1. Even in the most difficult economy in since the Great Depression, support has become amazingly solid. We’re adding an average of 100 new patients per month. The Chronic Care Medical Home is attracting national and statewide attention. Soon, Mercy will become one of only a handful of testing sights for Autism in Tennessee. 

The Board of Directors, the staff, our stakeholders and I believe the time has come for Mercy to move. It has not been and will not be without angst. Change is more difficult for some than for others – but I believe it will further the expansion of the Kingdom of God as Mercy continues to be exceptional in care of children and their families.

I am hopeful and prayerful that you will join us in this “BE EXCEPTIONAL CAMPAIGN” to finish and equip the new location of Mercy to God’s glory!

David Winningham,

Executive Director

