Celebrating our 80th Anniversary
by Steve Hardy

St. Augustine of Canterbury has stood tall at its Broadway and
Bayview corner in North Leaside for 80 years, sometimes noticed and
sometimes passed by, but never standing still.

To longtime parishioner Tim Willis, who first arrived with his family in 1958 after moving from
the Davisville and Yonge area, the message for the neighbourhood is simple after eight decades.

“We’re open,” said Willis, a longtime volunteer, fundraiser and one-time teenage acolyte.

The church has weathered the changing face of neighbourhood surrounding it, shrinking
congregations and shifting attitudes toward religion.

The building’s actual doors are not at the front of the building and Willis says for years people
have walked past while wondering what exactly happens behind the church’s beautiful stained
glass windows.

The answer is so much more than Sunday worship.

St. Augustine began in postwar Leaside at a time when the community was still being built.
Families were arriving and churches were important gathering places to meet the new
neighbours.

The parish began in 1946 as a mission of St. Cuthbert’s, created to serve the growing postwar
population of North Leaside. Its first service was held in the basement of Northlea School on
April 28, 1946, with the first Communion service following on May 26, St. Augustine’s Day. Later
that year, the parish was formally created and given its name.

St. Augustine’s permanent building at its current location was built in stages. The basement was
built first in 1949, followed by nursery space in 1951, the sanctuary in 1957 and additional
rooms on the north side in the early 1960s.



The building is considered a transitional design, with some traditional Gothic Revival
characteristics blending with more contemporary touches.

Over its eight decades, St. Augustine has become home to not only religious services, but to
youth groups, hockey teams, Girl Guides, Cubs, Scouts, food drives, community events and
more recently, The Groove Room, a live-music night that has brought new people through the
doors.

“I think Groove Room has grown out of the type of church that we are,” said Mike Rapson,
senior member of the church’s leadership team.

“We’re not doing it just to recruit people. It’s something we like to do as a congregation, and
something we think we should be doing as Christians.”

That spirit, members say, goes back to the church’s earliest years.

Avril Cude of the anniversary committee, whose family has a decades-long history with St.
Augustine, remembers Rev. H. Newman Bracken, the church’s longtime rector, as a warm
presence who visited families in their homes, often arriving around dinnertime to sit and chat.
When Avril was four-years-old and and seriously ill with pneumonia, he came to her house so
her exhausted mother could sleep.

“He was with me, reading books to me, for about four or five hours,” Avril said. “That warmth
and friendliness goes back to the beginning.”

Rev. Megan Jull, who joined St. Augustine’s in February 2018, said worship once centred on a

single ordained male voice, with more formal barriers between clergy, altar and congregation.
Today, she said, lay people lead prayers and readings, the congregation gathers around the altar,
and the worship space is more flexible.

“There’s a different type of Christianity that people don’t always realize exists in this place,” Rew.

Megan says, describing St. Augustine as an expression of progressive Christianity, a congregation

that welcomes LGBTQ-plus people, supports refugees, accepts women in leadership and
engages with social issues.

“When | introduce myself as a priest in the world, some people sort of look at me and go, ‘So do

you believe in science?’” she said. Her answer: Yes. Faith and reason, she added, can be
compatible.

The building’s physical space reflects that evolution—reworked by replacing pews with movable
upholstered chairs and creating a more flexible layout for services, concerts, weddings, funerals
and other community events.



Rev. Megan said that when people gather in a circle around the table, “We’ve brought God and
the people closer together.” It is, she said, “A really different type of spirituality.”

The church’s role has also changed with the needs around it.

Parishioners support food banks, collect bread from a local bakery, host a Swedish congregation
and rent space to keep the building financially viable.

There are also family events, an Easter egg hunt, food drives, a community barbecue, Halloween
hospitality and a Blessing of the Animals.

“We’re not just here on Sundays,” Willis says.

“We do a lot of other things to reach out to people in the community,” Mike said, calling St.
Augustine’s a “small but mighty” group.

As St. Augustine looks ahead, Rev. Megan envisions faith continuing to evolve, especially in a
city with as diverse a population Toronto enjoys. She believes places like St. Augustine may have
renewed importance in a time when people can begin to feel more isolated than ever.

She says the church has always reinvented itself. She does not see the current challenges as
unique in Christian history, but as part of an ebb and flow. Faith, she suggested, will continue to
change in a diverse city like Toronto, where people of many religions and no religion live side by
side.

In a culture often described as lonely, Rev. Megan said, one antidote may be “a community of
faith that’s intergenerational, that is a place of belonging, that cares about you as a human
being.”

Asked what the founders of St. Augustine’s might recognize today, parishioners said they would
notice many changes: chairs instead of pews, a more flexible sanctuary, a woman priest,
recorded services on YouTube, and a church used for far more than Sunday worship. But they
would recognize the people—and the desire to build community within community.

After 80 years, the message from St. Augustine is clear: the doors may be on the side, but they
are still open and not going anywhere.

“We’re still open,” Willis said. “We are still standing strong.”

-END-



