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HILLSIDE CHURCH
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Staff Writer 

COVINA ( The steel skeleton of a church about-to-be looms above the homes of Charter Oak families who say the frame is casting a shadow on their lives. 

The 84-foot-tall frame, soon to be the worship site of more than 750 parishioners of St. John Coptic Orthodox Church, is blocking residents' views of the mountains, they say. 

"They could build 100-foot pagoda here and we'll all sit by like little rats and let them. They build whatever they want to build. That's what it's like living in the county," Charter Oak resident Sam Morello said. 

The church, being constructed at 21329 Cienega Ave., was approved by Los Angeles County planners three years ago as an expansion of a tiny church next door. When finished, it will be a three-story, 32,000 square-foot Byzantine-style structure with massive bell towers and a sanctuary. 

Public hearings in 1999 about the church's proposed expansion went almost unattended, officials say. Church and county officials say that's when residents had their chance to object. 

"They had the choice two times in the hearing and they had the choice when we sent all neighbors invitations and they just didn't reply to any of that and now they're complaining," said church architect Isis Selim. 

Residents admit they didn't go to planning meetings, but say they would have if they had known that the church was going to be massive. Public hearing notices mailed to them did not focus on the church's size, they said. 

San Dimas planning official Craig Hensley attended the county meetings to object to the building's size and placement near the street. But he said county planners had already made up their minds. 

"It's my opinion that the county Planning Commission did not care at all what we did," Hensley said. 

County officials say they are sorry it's become a nightmare for neighbors. 

"I wish we could have gotten more involved earlier. We would have worked with the community and church to see if we could come to a mutual agreement about the church," said Jay Gomez, senior deputy for Los Angeles County Supervisor Mike Antonovich. 

Mari Minor lives across the street from the church and said the new church would provide more parking than the old one and bring relief from the current Sunday morning parking noise. 

But she's still angry. 

"The building is too large for the community. You can hardly get a variance for a two-story home, let alone this. It needs to be set back further from the street but they certainly can't pick it up and move it."
