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“I will remember the deeds of the Lord; yes, I will remember your miracles of long ago.” 
      Psalm 77:11 

 This paper is intended to be a starting point for collecting, organizing, 
preserving, or improving a congregational archives.  We hope that you will 
take this paper home to your mission or parish and use it as a resource for 
organizing your church archives.   

WHAT IS A CHURCH ARCHIVES? 

 Your first objective is to decide what your church wants and needs in 
the way of an archive, and what needs to be preserved in that archive.  In its 
simplest form an archives is both a method and a place for keeping memory. 
An archive is not a library, nor is it a place to keep records necessary for the 
daily operation of the church. It is a place to keep materials that have moved 
past the point of being necessary for church operation, but which should not 
be destroyed because of their value for future reference. An archive is an 
important part of of our Christian heritage to be preserved for future 
generations to remember, use and cherish.    

WHO SHOULD BE THE CHURCH ARCHIVIST? 

 Few churches have the luxury of having a former staff member of the 
Library of Congress or National Archives as a part of the congregation.  
Fortunately, it is not necessary for a church archivist to be a professional. In 
fact, most church archivists are church members who enjoy history and 



working with records and historical documents and are willing to volunteer 
their time to building an archive.  

WHO DECIDES WHAT GOES IN A CHURCH ARCHIVES?    

 One of the first steps in developing a church archive is to establish a 
policy about what should be kept in the archive, who should be responsible 
for keeping the archive, how should archival records be kept, and who should 
have access to the materials. In this regard, it is necessary to start with the 
church leadership, the Rector or Vicar, the Wardens and the Vestry to develop 
an archives policy. A church may have hundreds of documents, such as 
church newsletters, bulletins, canceled checks, letters, gift records, sermons, 
financial material, budgets, as well as both the agendas and minutes of annual 
parish meetings and vestry meetings.  The list goes on and on. The most 
important consideration is to decide what is critical to be preserved for future 
use. The church leadership should prepare a policy statement about what 
should be kept, and how that material should be organized.  

WHAT DOCUMENTS MUST TO BE PRESEVED? 

 First decide what records are an absolute must to be preserved. Records 
in this category include confidential documents, and records relating to 
sensitive issues that must be kept private. These documents are to be 
available only by permission of the Vestry or Rector and only on a need to 
know basis. This class of  “must be kept” records includes legal documents 
such as deeds, gift statements and wills or bequests to the church, by-laws, 
litigation records, church registars of services,  baptisms, marriages, burials, 
and  policy statements. Other documents that must be kept would include 
church membership directories, vestry minutes, annual Parochial Reports, 
audit reports, annual financial statements, reports to the annual meeting and 
information involving church buildings, architecual plans and repairs.  

 In addition to documents that must be kept, a decision should be made 
concerning materials that may be kept. In this group the church archivist may 
preserve bulletins, correspondence, recordings of events, photos, scrapbooks 
and sermons. 



WHERE SHOULD ARCHIVAL MATERIALS BE KEPT? 
  

 As in real estate as in an archive, location, location is important. An 
early question to be decided is where to put the archives and where to keep 
confidential documents. Having a permanent place to preserve documents, 
called a repository, enhances the ministry of the church, and allows members 
to learn and appreciate the history of the church. A repository is not a place to 
keep records that will eventually be destroyed, such as check stubs and 
canceled checks, payroll records and monthly financial records. It is not a 
place to keep administrative materials, such as personnel records, tax 
information, and insurance policies but rather a repository is a place to keep 
those materials that are critical to the history of the church.  

HOW SHOULD ARCHIVAL MATERIALS BE KEPT? 

 A big concern about archival materials is the possibility of 
deterioration. Paper deterioates over time and historical documents have a 
real possiblitiy of deteriorating,  and great care must be taken to preserve 
them in a way to minimize the effect of time, light, temperature, dust, and 
rust. In our modern world of computers and technical equipment, documents 
may be duplicated in digital form, and effectually organized to allow easy 
access. So, a decision should be made as to which documents should be put 
on computer files for immediate access. Even so, the originals should be kept 
in a safe place.   

 Most historical documents are recorded on paper, and paper always 
degrades with time. Special attention should be paid to keeping such 
documents in acid-free folders and boxes and away from light, fluctuating 
temperatures, and moisture.  Also, all contaminents such as paper clips, 
staples, rubber bands and tape should be removed. Storage is critically 
important and documents should be kept in a dry, fireproof area with 
temperature and moisture control.  

HOW SHOULD MATERIALS BE ORGANIZED? 

 The purpose of keeping an archive is to make sure that important 
documents are available for future use. Not only does the church leadership 
need to refer to archival documents in their decision making function, but 



historians and future church members must have access to those materials in 
order to write papers, carry out genealogical research,  and answer questions 
of historical importance.  The value of an archives is measured by its 
usefulness.  A  classification system should allow the materials to be kept in 
organized way so they may be quickly accessed.  A finding aid should be 
developed to make locating the documents easy.  

ARE THERE CHURCH OFFICALS AVAILABLE TO ANSWER 
QUESTIONS ABOUT ARCHIVES?  

 If you have questions about how to organize an archive, what to keep in 
your church archive, or how to keep materials  in the archive, you are 
welcome to call the Bishop Jones Center at (210) 824-5387 and ask for David 
White, the Diocesan Archivist, or call St. Christopher’s Episcopal Church in 
Bandera (830) 796-4387 and ask for Church Archivist Anne Cassidy or leave 
your question  for David or Anne with your e-mail address and let them 
respond by e-mail.     

Resources. 

 There are resourses to help your churches to develop an archives 
including many guides on the internet. A good internet site includes  A Guide 
For Archives of Congregations, Evangelical Luthern Church of America.  
You may also start with Archives for Congregations, A Practical Giuide to 
Developing a Church Archives, Second Edition, National Episcopal 
Historians and Archivist, which may be purchased at LuLu.com. Other good 
resources include Organizing Archival Records. A Practicle Method of 
Arrangement and Description for Small Archives. Third Edition. David 
Carmichael, and Manual  of Busness Methods and Church Affairs (2001), 
Chapter IX: Records Management (Distributed by the Episcopal Diocese of 
West Texas).  
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