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TALKING POINTS

LEED™ing the way: the 
new St. Gabriel’s Church

(Second of two articles)
By Roberto Chiotti

The new church for the St. Gabriel 
of the Sorrowful Virgin Roman 
Catholic Parish in Toronto and 

the Passionist Community of Canada 
has been designed to refl ect the eco-
theology of Passionist Father Thomas 
Berry and his belief that we must work 
towards establishing a mutually-enhanc-
ing human-earth relationship. The fi rst 
of these two articles, featured in the 
September-October issue, identifi ed 
questions raised by eco-theology and 
suggested a constructive framework for 
the journey towards healing our rela-
tionship with the earth. In this second 
article, I explore the design of St. 
Gabriel’s church to demonstrate how 
we can respond to this imperative in 
a tangible, realistic, meaningful way.

EXTENDING THE WORSHIP 
SPACE INTO CREATION

When asked by his own community 
to suggest an appropriate response, 
Thomas Berry replied with this simple 
question: “How will you address the 
sun?” In contrast to most churches that 
are inward-focused and employ stained 
glass to create an other-worldly liturgical 
environment, the entire south façade 
of the worship space at St. Gabriel’s is 
glazed with clear glass. This has been 

done to passively harness the winter 
sun’s energy and extend the sacred 
space of the worship area into the 
sacred space of the world beyond. This 
emphasizes that when we gather to 
worship, we do so within the greater 
context of creation, the primary 
revelatory experience of the Divine. 
The remaining three walls of exposed 
architectural concrete serve as a 
constantly changing canvas for the 
dynamic play of natural light that is 
fi ltered by the coloured glass panels of 
the continuous perimeter skylight and 
further fractured by wall-mounted 
dichroic coated refl ectors. In effect, 
the cosmos shapes the liturgical 
environment and participates in the 
ritual action of the liturgy. Time also 
takes on a cosmic dimension as the sun 
traverses the sky above. Seasonal 
infl uences on the sun’s intensity and 
inclination, together with the daily 
weather conditions, ensure that no two 
Masses will experience an identical 
liturgical environment.

THE NORTH-SOUTH AXIS

The pews, re-claimed and re-
furbished from the original church, 
have been arranged antiphonally in the 
new 750-seat worship space. The facing 
rows embrace a sacred north-south axis 
that begins in the garden and terminates 
at the north wall of the nave with the 
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tabernacle. Immediately adjacent to the 
south wall of glass, with the garden as 
backdrop, the original marble font, re-
designed to fl ow with “living water,” 
emphasizes that when we are baptized 
into the faith community, our baptism 
also consecrates us for the sacred earth 
community. The refurbished and 
transformed marble ambo and altar are 
also situated along this sacred axis with 
space enough for processing with the 
Word. Space for each is defi ned by a 
marble platform with just a single step 
up from the fl oor to facilitate sightlines. 
A trans-parent screen, superimposed 
with etched glass panels salvaged from 
the front doors of the original church, 
depicting images of the Passion, deline-
ates an intimate chapel of reservation 
at the north end of this sacred axis.

Movement from south to north is 
reinforced by the colours of the skylight. 
Brilliant yellows are situated closest to 
the sun’s intense light at the south end 
whereas the deeper, richly hued azure 
blues at the north end provide a myster-
ious and meditative light for the chapel 
of reservation and the adjacent reconcili-
ation room. The ceiling of the worship 
space stops short of the walls on all 
sides, appearing to hover weightlessly 
over the assembly, spilling the cosmic 
coloured light of the perimeter skylights  
from an unseen source high above. 

THE NAVE

You enter the nave from the narthex 
on the cross-axis through a pair of 
massive fi fteen-foot-high paneled doors 
reminding us that Christ is our “gate-
way” to salvation. This central ceremo-
nial aisle ends at the sacred axis, facing 
the presider’s chair, which is located in 
the front row of pews among the 
gathered worshipping community. The 
space at the crossing remains empty, 
free to receive the gifts, the bride and 
groom, and the body of the deceased. 

The altar thus remains unfettered as 
a primary symbol.

GETTING TO THE CHURCH 

While most suburban churches are 
corralled by huge asphalt parking lots, 
St. Gabriel’s Church accommodates 
most of its parking underground. This 
unprecedented investment ensures that 
a large portion of the ground plane 
remains devoted to the garden, land-
scaped to recall pre-settlement indig-
enous ecosystems and provide a broad 
range of colour, depth, and wildlife habi-
tat throughout the seasons. 

Preferential parking spaces are 
provided for those who carpool and 
those who drive hybrid vehicles. The 
unique charism of the Canadian Passion-
ists attracts worshippers from well 
beyond the traditional parish boundar-
ies. The new church, conveniently 
located within a few hundred metres 
of the Bayview and Bessarion subway 
stations, encourages these parishioners 
to leave their cars at home and arrive 
via public transit. 

Pedestrians who approach the church 
from Sheppard Avenue are greeted with 
“stations of our cosmic earth” situated 
strategically along the path through the 
garden. Based on a series of eight stained 
glass windows commissioned for the 
chapel at the Passionists’ Holy Cross 
Centre for Ecology and Spirituality, the 
stations depict signifi cant moments in 
the evolutionary story of the universe 
and the pilgrim journey of humankind 
within that story. The fi rst station depicts 
the “big bang,” the initial bursting forth 
of energy at the beginning of time from 
which all else has evolved. The following 
two stations move through the coalescing 
of matter to form our solar system and 
the emergence of early life forms within 
the seething primordial broth of our 
planet’s oceans. The fourth depicts the 
emergence of the human. Juxtaposed to 
this station are the remains of a tree, its 
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arching branches recalling the image of 
the cross. The copper cross from atop 
the original church roof is mounted to 
this tree, refl ecting a contemporary 
understanding of the passion of Christ 
includ-ing the passion of the earth. 
Continuing their approach to the church, 
visitors walk under the outstretched 
arms of the “tree cross.” Alternatively, 
they can choose to journey deeper into 
the garden past the remaining stations. 
If so, they fi rst come upon the fi fth 
station, which depicts the beginnings 
of agriculture which was responsible for 
the sig-nifi cant shift away from nomadic 
hunting and gathering towards settle-
ment and a more pervasive human 
presence upon the earth. The station 
characterizes this change with the 
appearance of a deep fi ssure that both 
physically and symbolically identifi es the 
emerging rift between humans and the 
rest of creation. In the next station, this 
fi ssure increases in breadth and depth 
to refl ect the emergence of religions and 
non-indigenous cultures. Here the tree 
reappears. Within its trunk and branches, 
the image of two human fi gures are 
intertwined, one revealing an expression 
of suffering, the other, an expression of 
ecstasy. The seventh station depicts the 
appearance of technology with the 
prophetic image of an atomic bomb’s 
mushroom cloud overshadowing the 
earth’s fertile green landscape. The fi nal 
station is out of sequence and represents 
a resurrection theme. A large mural, 
made from colourful Murano glass tile 
mosaics salvaged from the front face of 
the original church, describes in abstract 
form the bursting forth of fl owers char-
acterizing the dawn of the Cenzoic Age 
of earth history after the extinction 
of the dinosaurs some sixty-fi ve million 
years ago. 
(Editor’s note: The cover image is a 
detail from the sixth station. Unfortu-
nately, other photos of the church were 
not available at press time.)

THE NARTHEX

From the garden, parishioners 
emerge upon a generously proportioned 
piazza designed to be used as a seasonal 
outdoor gathering space and staging area 
for weddings and funerals. The deeply 
recessed arcade that articulates the front 
wall of the narthex overlooking the 
piazza is a contemporary expression of 
the form and archi-
tectural detailing of 
the ancient Basilica of 
Sts. John and Paul at 
the Passionist world 
headquarters in 
Rome. Made of a 
unique lime-stone 
from Manitoba that is 
distinguished by its 
many embedded 
fossils of ancient sea 
crustaceans, the 
fabric of the narthex 
defi nes an important chapter in 
Canadian geological history. 

Inside, the narthex is terminated at 
the north end by a sky-lit “living wall.” 
Water running over the roots of the 
living wall’s plant material conditions 
and purifi es the air of the narthex and 
worship space. Enzymes in the roots of 
the tropical plants process the volatile 
organic compounds and other atmo-
spheric pollutants, while water provides 
natural humidifi cation during winter and 
de-humidifi cation in summer. 
Parishioners coming up from the 
underground garage are drawn into 
the light by the “living wall” and are 
reminded of their baptismal covenant by 
the sound of its purifying waters. They 
are also reminded of the crucial role of 
the rainforests for earth’s climate. At 
the opposite end of the narthex is a 
framed view of an outdoor water feature 
that harvests rainwater from the roof. 
It in turn supports plant life within a 
constructed wetland. Potable water 
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usage is signifi cantly reduced by a highly 
effi cient drip irrigation system for the 
garden, waterless urinals, dual low-fl ush 
toilets and low-fl ow fi ttings on all sinks. 
This helps to complete the narrative 
that underscores the irony of holding 
the precious natural resource of water 
as a primary religious symbol while 
willfully contributing to its ongoing 
degradation.

GETTING LEED™ DESIGNATION

Buildings in North America con-
sume forty percent of the world’s total 
energy, twenty-fi ve percent of its wood 
harvest, sixteen percent of its water and 
contribute thirty percent of its carbon 
dioxide emissions. The entire building 
process of LEED™ (Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design) 
registered buildings, from design 
through construction, to the selection 
of furnishings, has been researched and 
re-thought to embrace and refl ect the 
underpinning eco-theology that seeks 
to mitigate this impact. Maximizing 
insulation values, specifying highly 
effi cient mechanical systems incorporat-
ing heat recovery methodologies, using 
supplemental passive solar heating and 
the thermal mass of the building to store 
and retain heat, maximizing natural 
ventilation and daylighting, using room 
occupancy and daylight sensors to 
control electrical lighting, using carbon 
dioxide sensors to alert the building’s 
mechanical systems when fresh air is 
needed: all these strategies have been 
used to reduce dependency on non-
renewable energy resources. Minimizing 
fi nishes beyond those provided by the 
building’s concrete structure, re-
directing construction waste from 
landfi ll to recycling opportunities, 
maximizing use of locally obtained 
materials, using recycled steel and 
substituting a percentage of the cement 
with slag (a waste by-product of the 
steel industry) represent good steward-

ship of precious earth resources. Along 
with the energy savings, they also 
contribute to good stewardship of the 
parish’s fi nancial resources through a 
reduction of ongoing long-term opera-
tional and maintenance costs. Re-using 
existing pews, stained glass, etched 
glass, and liturgical furnishings also helps 
to achieve these important goals while 
providing continuity of the rich heritage 
of Passionist presence within the parish. 

CREATING A HEALTHY 
ENVIRONMENT

Using low or zero VOC (volatile 
organic compound emitting) materials 
and fi nishes, carpets with a percentage 
of their fi bres made from beets and 
corn stalks, formaldehyde-free wheat 
strawboard in all millwork, and 
GreenGuard™ certifi ed offi ce and 
meeting room furnishings that meet 
strict environmental guidelines in their 
production, creates a healthier environ-
ment for staff and parishioners alike. 

Incorporating these and other 
sustainable design strategies helps us 
understand early scriptural teachings 
that emphasized the sacredness of all 
creation, not just the sacredness of 
humankind. As sacred space the new 
building presents a “Gestalt whole.” Like 
the medieval cathedrals of Europe, it 
becomes a form of catechesis, engag-ing 
the senses and inviting transformation.  

In addition to obtaining his professional 
architectural degree in 1978, Roberto 
Chiotti completed his Master of 
Theological Studies at the University 
of St. Michael’s College, University of 
Toronto in 1998 with a speciality in 
Theology and Ecology obtained through 
the Elliott Allen Institute for Theology 
and Ecology at St. Michael’s. In 2003, 
he achieved LEED™ Professional 
Accreditation. You can reach Roberto 
at 416 504 6054, ex. 24; or roberto@
larkinarchitect.com.
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