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of its own, and manager Robin Hogan needs 
to be just as much on her toes as someone 
running a small-town store.

With more than 35,000 registered church 
members—almost a third of whom attend 
services each weekend—the store simply 
doesn’t have enough room in its 2,500 square 
feet to cater to everyone’s potential interests. 
Add to that a commitment to serving other 
churches in the city as its last major Christian 
retail location, and there’s a clear premium on 
space. Products have to earn their spot.

That means ordering wisely, merchandis-
ing aggressively, and being on top of what’s 
working and what isn’t. But for all the busi-
nesslike approach, “sometimes I will just 
say, ‘OK, Holy Spirit, what are we going to 
do about this?’” Hogan admits. “We have to 
have God’s wisdom because our wisdom isn’t 
enough.”

This isn’t meant to downplay the empha-
sis she places on doing your homework; 
after all, Christian Cultural Center is well 
known for its emphasis as a teaching church. 
Led by Senior Pastor A. R. Bernard, the 11-
acre campus in Brooklyn hosts a multitude 
of classes and serves students from Nyack 
College. Hogan herself is a long-time educa-
tor—and likely the only person with a doc-
torate running a church bookstore. But she 
still believes in leaving room for some good, 
old-fashioned “trial and error.” That requires 
the willingness to admit when you’ve made a 

mistake and not just try to tough something 
out, like the time when she first took over 
managing the store almost a decade ago.

“When it first opened, it was designed 
more like a Barnes & Noble,” she says. “We 
had books on geography and psychology. It 
didn’t work. People wanted more Christian 
books.” 

That meant reducing the number of non-
Christian titles, which had been around 
25%, to its current 5%.

Methodical change
One issue with having such a large customer 

base is that when you have so many people in 
your church, and it focuses on teaching, you 
can expect a number of them to write their 
own books—and then want to have them on 
sale in the church bookstore. 

“I’ve got about 30 manuscripts waiting to 
be considered right now,” says Hogan, whose 
educator side requires that any books she 
might sell pass a basic read-worthiness and 
grammar test. 

Her solution? Rather than handle home-
grown, self-published authors separately, 
she clusters them. She has been preparing 
the store’s first writers expo, scheduled for 
the fall. With nearly 100 authors expected 
to take part, Hogan believes the event will 
generate the kind of buzz that a one-person 
signing couldn’t on its own.

She shared details of the mass promotion 
during a workshop at the 2013 International 
Christian Retail Show (ICRS). An enthusias-
tic vacuumer-up of ideas and potential new 
products at such events, Hogan offers a word 
of advice to store managers and owners who 
return home from one with a long to-do list.

“Introduce things a little bit at a time,” she 
says. “We don’t try to do everything at once.” 

It’s easy to come back with so many things 
to handle that you end up doing none of them: 
Hogan and her assistant store manager will 

Serving a constituency whose size dwarfs the cus-
tomer base of some independent retail stores, the book-
store at Christian Cultural Center in New York City would 
appear to have it made. But scale can bring challenges 
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Hogan believes an important part of running an effective store is understanding the culture of the community.
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work through show notes and information a 
bit at a time over the following few weeks.

“When it comes to retail, you really have 
to take your time,” she says. “We ask ques-
tions like, ‘How can we bring this into the 
store? How many shall we order? Do we 
present it as a new item, or do we bring it in 
alongside something we already have?’”

While she appreciates meeting with sup-
pliers at shows, Hogan tends to avoid placing 
orders there and then. 

“Everybody is trying to sell something, 
and you have to make sure that it’s good for 
your store,” she says, noting that what looks 
eye-catching in a clever convention show-
case could just disappear on a regular retail 
store floor. 

One hit from her 2013 visit to ICRS was 
the discovery of the game company Bibleo-
poly. New York editions of Monopoly have 
proved very popular at her store. Gifts have 
increased as a category over the past few 
years, including items that don’t necessarily 
have explicitly Christian symbols.

thRoWBacK thinKing
Contrary to many stores’ experience, Cul-
tural Christian Center still does well with 
more high-end wall art, thanks to a retro 
idea Hogan decided to try: layaway. In addi-
tion to CBA-market suppliers, the store has 
long carried paintings and photography by 
some local artists, but sales had begun to flag 
in the wake of the 2008 financial crash and 
the store’s subsequent downsizing.

“People would look and say, ‘It’s so beauti-
ful, but I just can’t afford it now,’” Hogan re-
calls, attributing the comments in part to the 
church’s emphasis on good money manage-
ment and discouraging people from buying 
things on credit.

Reminded of the layaway days of her 
childhood, Hogan began offering the option 
to customers when they’d remark on a piece 
they liked that was out of their immediate 
price range. They have to put 10% down, 
make payments every two weeks, and clear 
the balance within three months or the item 
goes back on sale with a 10% restocking fee.

“It has made a world of difference,” Hogan 
reports. And the “sold” sign that is affixed 
to the piece while it’s on hold can serve as a 
subtle bit of marketing, reminding shoppers 
that other people are buying these pieces.

cUltURal aWaReneSS
An important part of running an effec-
tive store is understanding the culture of 
the community you serve, Hogan notes. At 
Christian Cultural Center—which describes 
itself as “a fusion of Cathedral, a touch of 
Smithsonian, and college campus”—that 
culture is around 75% African-American, 
with white and Hispanic behind that. There 
is also a sizable Russian-speaking population 
in the area, so Hogan has stocked some Rus-
sian Bibles.

Though there’s a constant stream of shop-
pers and browsers during the week, Sun-
days—with four services and buses bring-

ing worshipers 
in from the 
city’s five bor-
o u g h s — a r e 
the busiest, 
which means 
the store is al-
ways welcom-
ing visitors, 
some of whom 
are non-Chris-
tians. 

“We carry 
some books 
that would at-
tract people 
who don’t 
know about 
C h r i s t i a n -
ity yet, which 
will hopefully 

cause them to ask questions,” she says, “be-
cause when they’re asking questions, there’s 
that teachable moment.”

First-time visitors to the church are given 
a voucher for a small gift from the store—
usually from the church-personalized line 
that includes notebooks and thumb drives. 
When they’re formally welcomed, new 
members are given a store discount voucher.

Still finding time to lecture at Lincoln 
University in the evenings, Hogan also 
serves on the CBA board of directors. She 
welcomes the opportunity to serve as a sign 
of change, recalling a time when “I didn’t see 
myself reflected in the industry.”

Despite her busyness, Hogan says that 
when you enjoy what you do, “it isn’t re-
ally work.” She acknowledges having been 
surprised when she was first approached 
about taking over the store. A member of 
the church dating back to the time when it 
was still in a small storefront, she remembers 
the early store “behind a curtain, in a little 
closet.”

Dr. Bernard’s request came when Hogan 
was planning on becoming a professor. “I 
was like, ‘Really?’” she recalls. “I went home 
and got on my knees and felt God say to me, 
‘Take on the store.’” It was a stretch for her 
to begin with as she thought about what she 
could be doing, but “I trust God more than I 
trust me, and He has opened this door.”

Now when students come into the store 
for textbooks, she’ll provide what they need 
and offer some personal advice, too: “It’s 
wonderful that you’re getting a degree in the-
ology, but it doesn’t mean anything if God is 
not directing your steps.”   R+R
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Christian Cultural Center serves a large multi-ethnic congregation with diverse interests.

First-time visitors to the church receive a small gift from the 
store.




