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St. Mary Magdalene is an unexpected experience of church . . . 
 

Unexpected because, from outside, the church doesn’t look like a church. It looks like an 

apartment building . . . because it is.  
 

St. Mary Magdalene occupies part of the ground and second storeys of St. George’s 

Place, a 19-suite apartment building that is perhaps the most visible, and hence easily 

overlooked, ministry of the parish. About 25 years ago, during another Vancouver 

affordable housing crisis, the members of St. George’s Anglican Church (which has since 

merged with St. Mark’s to become St. Mary Magdalene) created St. George’s Place 

Society to redevelop their church site in partnership with BC Rehabilitation Society and 

BC Housing as affordable, accessible housing. Several of the suites are occupied by 

individuals with significant physical challenges who are able to live independently with 

help from support workers, and several suites have subsidised rent to assist those with 

limited financial resources. Two of the parish families live in the building, the janitor is 

a parishioner, and the Priest and one of the parishioners serve on the Society board 

which oversees the management of the property. 

 

Unexpected because St. Mary Magdalene doesn’t look like a traditional Anglican church 

on the inside either.  
 

Our Sunday Eucharist is small – 22 or so (Covid-maximum in the space), sitting in a 

circle around the altar in a bright, sunlit room rich with textiles, flowers, icons, singing 

bowls, music from many traditions, silence, incense and candles – a feast for the senses. 

We are claiming the gifts, and the challenges, of being small, in footprint and in 

numbers, that include flexibility (even spontaneity), inclusivity, creativity, mutuality 

and participation.  Everyone is involved, everyone’s voice is invited, everyone shares in 

discerning the stirrings of the holy in our midst.  

 

Together our gathered people offer worship that is lively, spirit-filled, and thoughtful,  

described by one as “not formal, but deeply reverent”. In our worship circle, no one 

hides in the back row – there are only 2 rows. Our size facilitates caring and connection, 

demands mutual accountability and honesty: love at its most demanding – the way of 

Jesus.  
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An unexpected theological voice: 
 

The liturgy, rooted deep in our Anglican tradition, both shaped by and shaping this 

space, expresses less the triumphal major chords of glory, power and victory than 

haunting strains of possibility and contingency; ‘god’ rather than ‘GOD’.  Behind, 

within, beneath our constructs of GOD we seek the source, the root of what we call 

‘God’, responsive to something which calls us, that we may name as God. In company 

with Micah and Amos, and influenced by feminist, liberation, process and Indigenous 

theologies, rooted in the apophatic, mystical traditions of the church, this ‘radical’ (from 

Latin ‘radix’, meaning ‘root’) theology deconstructs received interpretations: the strong, 

demanding claims of dominant theology. In seeking alternative explanations, noticing 

anomalies, space opens up around definitive statements for curiosity, dialogue and 

questions, even playfulness, in the tradition of St. Augustine of Hippo when he wonders 

in Confessions, “What do I love when I love my God?” Faith, in this context, is not so 

much assent to a particular list of facts (in fact, it may be more ‘faithful’ to question), but 

a posture, a spaciousness, a willingness to stay present to whatever may be emerging. 

 

Theological reflection is woven into every aspect of parish life, and the level of 

theological literacy, articulated and embodied, is high. Bypassing the binary arguments 

of conservative/liberal, theism/atheism, sacred/secular, the preaching, teaching, study 

and liturgy of St. Mary Magdalene are expressive of this radical theology. 
 

There is no end point to this process. We keep asking the question “what do we think 

we’re doing? (and is that what is actually happening?)”, sometimes implicitly and 

sometimes explicitly, in our worship, our meetings, even our budget. The answers 

always have practical, concrete implications as well as opening up deep theological 

questions. Taken together, these mean that this is a dynamic, generative process. It is 

also hard work, demanding honesty, deep attention, and creativity, and so it ebbs and 

flows in intensity with the seasons of earth and of church.  

 

The congregation of St. Mary Magdalene see themselves as a work in progress, rooted 

in sacred story (the Bible being the central text) and committed to the Way of Jesus, 

welcoming the stranger, caring for each other and for their neighbour alike, creative, 

thoughtful, loving, resilient and engaged. Quirky, eclectic and weird were other self-

descriptors offered to general laughter and agreement.  
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Are you a wise fool? Have we got a church for you!  
We are offering a position of 60% of full time. 

 

This is a place where you can do what you love, explore your passions and develop your 

 abilities. We are open, creative, capable and flexible, willing to come alongside as 

 a community of support. 

You’ll have a community of engaged, intelligent and articulate companions in ministry 

 who will give you respect rather than deference. 

Here you can be yourself, be real. Here you can say what you really think.  

Here you can bring playfulness, in its deepest and most serious sense, to your leadership 

You will have the privilege of empowering and facilitating the skills and leadership of a 

 gifted  group of people who are willing to grow. 

Pastoral care is shared by the community. Your involvement is important, central, in 
 fact, but it’s not all up to you. 

You are someone who is spiritually and emotionally mature.  

You are an intelligent, articulate and passionate preacher.  

You are theologically and hermeneutically astute and 

 adventurous. 

You have a grounded, attentive and inviting liturgical presence.  

You know the power of liturgy as a crucible for transformation. 

You are interculturally sensitive, particularly in relation to 

 Indigenous peoples and the complex realities of 

 reconciliation. 

You are comfortable with conflict as a valuable and necessary       

 catalyst for change, and can help us hold a respectful, 

 supportive space to work through issues. 

You hold your authority with an open hand, sharing it where possible and empowering 

 others to take ownership and responsibility.  

You exercise awareness, pay attention, rather than control. 

You are at home in contemplative silence. 

~ 
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Mission and Ministry – some of these projects and events are on Covid-19 hiatus 

 

Community Engagement 

  

Community Micro-Garden – with funding assistance from BC Housing, we have 

created a disability-friendly community garden for parishioners and residents of St. 

George’s Place. The garden is fully utilized, and it is harvest season!   

  

Interactive Signboard – several times a year in response to the themes offered by the 

church seasons, a thought-provoking question is written on a sheltered white-board in 

front of the church. Dry erase markers invite passers-by to share their responses – a 

community conversation by graffiti.  

· For All Souls each year we invite people to write the names of those who have died whom they 

wish us to pray for in our prayers for the dead, and we hold a service of remembrance on All 

Souls Day. 

 

Open Doors – we keep doors open when 

staffing or volunteers allow for people to come 

in and pray, talk to a sympathetic ear or to 

simply use the bathroom. With the hospital so 

close by there is a need for this kind of sacred 

space and pastoral presence. 

· We need to reconfigure our office spaces to enable 

the office staff to be available to visitors. 

  

Sharing Sacred Space – we offer our sanctuary 

for a  variety of spiritual gatherings 

- 3 Vipassana meditation groups meet weekly 

  (hence the Buddha in the lounge) 

 

- Listening Post programmes, such as a Writers 

Group 

- Urban Aboriginal Ministry’s weekly drum circles, seasonal feasts and ceremonies 

- Iconography workshops 
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Compassionate Service 

  

Urban Aboriginal Ministry - beginning years ago at St. George’s as the Vivian 

Seegers Native Ministry, this ministry has expanded while remaining rooted in the 

community under the leadership of the Rev. Vivian Seegers, who is the honourary 

assistant priest of St. Mary Magdalene. Hosted and financially supported by the parish,  

they are funded through Diocesan Care and Share and, with the support of an Advisory 

Council, self-governing with (mostly) Indigenous leadership.  
 

Their mandate is three-fold:  

• educating the Church, and wider society in general, 

about intergenerational trauma and the legacies of 

colonialism for the First Peoples of this land.  

• offering liturgies and healing circles, fostering the 

arts, traditions and wisdom of First Nations through 

workshops, ceremonies, and other traditional 

gatherings for Vancouver’s urban Indigenous 

community and friends.  

• and, importantly, providing practical support for 

individuals and families who fall through the cracks of 

the institutional support systems. 
 

The Listening Post – we offer support to the Listening Post in the heart of the 

Downtown Eastside. 
  

Refugee Ministry – with grassroots community groups and some extended families 

doing most of the fundraising, we have co-sponsored five refugee families in the last five 

years as well as offering ongoing pastoral support and housing for a government-

sponsored Syrian family who live in St. George’s Place.  
  

St. George’s Place – described earlier. 
  

Microbank – a micro-bank offers short-term interest-free loans to members and friends 

of the Parish to help with those financial crunches we all run into from time to time. 
 

Healing Ministry – prayers for healing are available upon request, Healing Prayer 

during our Sunday eucharist, monthly Healing Touch sessions. 
 

VGH Anglican Chaplain & Spiritual Care – we offer practical support to the Anglican 

chaplain at VGH with parking and liturgical supplies. We host the biannual Memorial 

event for the Spiritual Care unit.  
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Christian Formation 

  

Educational Opportunities – educational programs are offered two to three times a 

year and are well attended. Most recently we have had programs on ‘Radical 

Hospitality: Welcoming the Stranger’ and ‘Decluttering God’, and a book study of John 

Caputo’s “On Religion”. 

  

Monthly Movie Matinee – once a month we use movies of interest as a focal point for 

discussion of pertinent theological, pastoral issues. Genres range from rom-com to 

docu-drama to speculative fiction, even occasionally overtly ‘religious’, including ‘Green 

Book’, ‘Amen’, ‘District 9’ and, most recently, ‘St. Vincent’. 

 

Community Life 
 

Bake Sale – the monthly bake sale is as much a community event as it is a fundraiser, 

and it  has come to involve people beyond the parish community who have come to 

consider us ‘their’ church. 
 

Sacred seasonal lunches – we share lunch together after worship several times a year. 

 Christmas Lessons & Carols (Christmas 1), Transfiguration (last Sunday of 

 Epiphany), Easter 2, Pentecost, Indigenous Sunday, St. Mary Magdalene (closest 

 to July 22), Holy Cross Sunday, and All Saints Sunday 

~ 
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Liturgy 
 

Engaging the senses, challenging the mind and opening the heart, worship at St. Mary 

Magdalene is a liturgical, pastoral and educational offering that finds expression in 

mission and community life. The structure and form of our worship are unmistakeably 

Anglican, and our history and tradition are foundational, but we honour those traditions 

in a free and fluid way, allowing them to live in new ways. Just as radical theology seeks 

god, or what may be stirring within the name of god at the root of ‘God’, so we seek to 

express the intentions and hopes at the root of our liturgical actions and words, that we 

may give a fresh expression in our context.  

 

We ask of our liturgy, “What do we notice? What do we think we’re doing when         

we . . .?” and seek practices and language that invite and include, that mean what we say 

and say what we mean (with and without words). Do our ritual words and actions 

reflect and support what we say we believe? How do our liturgies shape how we live, 

individually and communally (or do they?), and how do our lives shape them?  

 

Our small size and limited resources have offered greater flexibility and invited, actually 

required, greater creativity, communal participation and response. Our answers are 

always provisional, inviting the next question. This generative process is inclusive, 

expansive, and messy. Leadership, in this context, is deeply relational and reciprocal. At 

our best, this means making space for dissonance, difference, respecting other voices – 

deep and difficult hospitality. In practice this means the active leadership and 

participation of people often marginalized by race and culture, addiction, mental and 

physical health, and poverty. We are a motley crew. 

 

Music is the people’s song: lively, accessible, and often prayerful,  more participatory 

than polished. Supported by piano, organ, hand drum and drone, it ranges from 

traditional hymnody (with lyrics adapted to support the theology of the gathering) to 

world music and chant. Intentional, extended silence is woven into the flow of word and 

song, Leadership in the liturgy is widely shared – in addition to the ordained leader who 

offers the homily and presides at the Eucharist, seven or eight people are involved in 

formal roles such as lectors, intercessors, cantors and liturgical deacons, and homilies 

and prayers include unscripted responses and participation from everyone.  



9 
 

The homiletic standard is high, with a tradition of intelligent, challenging, and 

insightful preaching  (we’re not asking for much      ) followed by ‘talkback time’, an 

opportunity for the listeners to reflect or respond to the homily.  

 

 

~ 
 

 

 
Lent IV March 11, 2018 - Archbishop Melissa Skelton at St. Mary Magdalene 

photo credit Jade Martin Seedhouse 
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Opportunities/Challenges  
 

• Renewing our relationship with the Urban Aboriginal Ministry 

As both the parish and the UAM have grown, involving more people and activities, old 

assumptions and expectations that may have worked in the past have resulted in 

misunderstandings and miscommunication. We will need to attend to fostering a 

renewed relationship of mutual respect and support, taking the risks of real 

reconciliation ‘on the ground’. 

 

• Renovating and reconfiguring our office space 

The present configuration was never intended to support a parish office. Around the 

corner, at the end of the hall, there is one small office with 2 workstations shared by 

staff, volunteers and the UAM as well. There is also a smaller, windowless room, 

euphemistically called the (St. George’s Place) ‘society office’ containing the 

printer/copier, office supplies, filing cabinets and a desk. The rector works on a laptop 

in the ‘lounge’, which is also the meeting room, and everyone works partly from home. 

 

Our plan is to reconfigure the ‘society office’ to make it a functional office space for a 

receptionist/administrator, adding windows into the entrance area that would allow us 

to have the front door unlocked or even open for people to come in and pray, talk to a 

sympathetic ear or just use the bathroom. Each day that we are able to open the doors 

and ‘hang out the shingle’ we have 2 – 3 significant conversations.  

  

• Upgrading our musical instruments 

While our evolving liturgical expressions emphasize congregational voice, excellence in 

music, particularly in worship, is a priority for St. Mary Magdalene. At present our 

keyboard accompaniment is provided by a student-grade upright piano and an elderly 

electronic home organ. Upgrading our instruments, particularly our piano to a small 

grand, will allow a more inviting and versatile expression of our worship music. Our 

hope is that the instrument could be shared as a location for student music recitals for 

neighbourhood music teachers – a beautiful instrument in a beautiful and affordable 

space. 
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• Visibility (physical & virtual) 

Physical – to improve our street visibility 

 – exterior banners – long rectangular banners, 6’x12’, suspended by c-rail from the 

 peak of the roof.  

– exterior ‘stained glass’ lights in the roof peaks  

– renewed exterior signage – environmentally sensitive (wood, stone), subtle lighting  

 

Virtual – revamp our online presence 

– redesigned website, Facebook, Instagram, etc. How about a podcast? blog?  

– interactive digital streaming and recording - Video camera and mic  

 

• Clean out the closets 

Partly for pastoral reasons, partly from avoidance, we have two parish ‘families’-worth 

of liturgical heirlooms, many of which are unused and in storage. Similarly, the filing 

system has not been reorganized since the merger. 

 

• Renewal of Contemplative practice 

We would like to expand our offerings of contemplative prayer, perhaps through a 

weekly Centering Prayer service, or a ‘Spirit Art’ group, or something similar. 
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Staffing and Finances 
 

Our staffing has developed to facilitate the functioning of the parish with a rector with 

particular skills and needs, and will necessarily change with a new priest in charge. 

There is one ordained priest who works part-time (25 hours a week), and an honourary 

assistant (non-stipendiary).  

 

The other paid staff positions, also part time, are: 

 

• Office administrator – rentals, facility bookings, reception, bulletin 

announcements 

• Rector’s administrative assistant   

• Liturgist – sacristan, worship ‘producer and director’, weekly bulletin and 

PowerPoint, communications (visual & digital), music director – assisted by 

• 2 Musicians, piano & organ 

• Verger – set-up, take-down and cleaning of worship space (everything is 

moveable in a multi-purpose space – chairs, altar, rugs, lectern etc.) 

 

St. Mary Magdalene’s has significant investments in the Diocesan Consolidated Trust 

fund, and the interest generated provides most of the necessary income for the church. 

The rest comes through plate and electronic offerings and from facility rentals. 

 

Most of our recent growth in terms of Sunday attendance has been those suffering from 

the traumas of poverty, mental health issues, and disability: persons who live on 

subsistence incomes. While many faithfully attend to stewardship concerns, practically 

speaking, we will remain dependent on interest income for the foreseeable future. 

 

 

~ 

Note: Parish Priest on full 

disability in 2016 
 

2016 
 

2017 

 
2018 

 
2019 

2020 to Sept. 30 
Covid/Zoom 

Average Sunday Attendance 25 29 27 24 22/5 

Average Weekday Attendance 8 8 7 5 6 

Operating Expenses $85,421 $111,974 122,919 $133,066  

Operating Receipts $79,053 $120,704 $123.293 $145,974  

% Income from Offerings 49% 37% 31% 25%  
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Appendix A 

Sunday mornings before the pandemic at St. Mary Magdalene 
 

come and see . . .  
 

The Sunday morning gathering at St. Mary Magdalene is a rich sensory experience. 

The ‘multi-purpose’ room, clearly sacred space, is naturally lit and airy, even on a grey 

day, with richly coloured textiles hanging and draped around the room. Hand painted 

icons and sacred images draw the eye as candles are lit, while a light scent of incense 

may linger. A large Chinese gong, Tibetan singing bowls and tingsha surround 

extended periods of silence and prayer with a rich tapestry of sound. An organ and a 

piano provide musical accompaniment, but the human voice is the focus: much of the 

community song is unaccompanied, supported by percussion and bells. Everyone is 

invited to come ½ hour early to practise the music for the day, and new music is taught 

just before the service starts when most people have arrived, so the people’s song is 

lively, accessible, and often prayerful, but definitely not polished. 
 

We seek to engage the senses, challenge the mind and open the heart: the homily, 

prayers, intentional, extended silence, and music are congruent expressions of radical, 

‘weak’ theology. Leadership in the liturgy is widely shared – in addition to the ordained 

leader who offers the homily and presides at the Eucharist, seven or eight people are 

involved in formal roles such as lectors, intercessors, cantors and liturgical deacons, and 

homilies and prayers include unscripted responses and participation from everyone.  
 

The focal point of the room is the altar, a substantial octagonal oak table with carved 

walnut appliques on the four sides of the base, centred on a large, antique, Persian rug. 

Two rows of chairs form a circle around it, with wide aisles to allow movement in and 

out – an open circle usually holding about 25 people. Other than a lectern with a mic 

near the entry, and musical instruments by the stained-glass window, there is no 

obvious front or back, no ‘presidential seating’ and no apparent hierarchy. The direction 

of attention is inward towards the altar and across to the faces on the other side of the 

circle, which can be disconcerting if your church-going custom is to sit in the back pew 

where no one can see you and look at the backs of everyone’s heads. Symbolically, the 

holy is located in the midst of, and among, the gathered.  
 

The room is lively as people gather. As we begin, the liturgical deacon orients people to 

the rhythm and cues, and any new music is taught. The gong calls us into a time of 

silence which ends as we stand and sing a joyful, short, repeated song as the Bible is 

carried around the circle and greeted by everyone with a bow, a touch, or even a kiss; a 

practice inspired by synagogue worship as the Torah scrolls are welcomed 



16 
 

The collect which follows, like the prayer at the offertory and the prayer after 

communion, is said by everyone. They are written or edited each week to poetically 

express the themes of the day and the theological orientation of the community. 

Similarly, the seasonal Eucharistic prayers have been written to reflect the Eucharistic 

event through the lens of radical theology, with the sung ‘Sanctus’ returning to its roots 

in the Hebrew “Kadosh”. Creeds and confessions, too, have been collected or written for 

St. Mary Magdalene and are used seasonally as appropriate. 
 

Silence for reflection and prayer is woven throughout the liturgy, the periods bracketed 

by the rich tones of singing bowls and the higher ring of the tingsha. Songs, chant and 

sung responses may be introduced with bells and are often unaccompanied. 
 

Hymnody is carefully chosen as another sung theological voice from a library full of 

hymnals, songbooks, and on-line sources to offer music that is theologically sound, 

stylistically appropriate for us, and musically possible given the voices and instruments. 

Along with traditional favourites, sometimes judiciously edited, our repertoire is diverse 

with everything from Latin lyrics and plainsong chant, to tango rhythms, female 

imagery and gospel call-and-response. When we can’t find what we’re looking for, we 

write or arrange something. 
 

The sermon is a focal point of the service, and homiletic standards are high – the 

preaching is the main reason some people come to this church. A valued addition is the 

talk-back time which follows. After silent reflection, anyone is welcome to offer a brief 

(we hope) comment or question. Sometimes there are no comments, other times it runs 

for ten minutes. Comments can expand, enrich or sometimes redirect the homily: it is 

both opportunity and risk.  
 

The Eucharist is offered every Sunday, with 

bread baked fresh by a member of the 

congregation and generous chalices of wine. 

Everyone is included as we communicate one 

another around the circle; baptized or not, 

believers or not. 
 

The Prayer after Communion is followed by a 

closing hymn, the liturgical deacon dismisses 

us, and, after announcements, refreshments are 

served from the altar – the radical hospitality 

of Jesus continuing into the rest of the week. 

~ 
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Appendix B 
 

Neighbourhood 
 

An easy walk from the Broadway 

and Cambie transit hub, St. Mary 

Magdalene is at the corner of     

W. 14th Ave. and Laurel Street on 

Vancouver’s west side, 2 blocks 

from Vancouver General Hospital. 

Not surprisingly, the hospital’s 

presence dominates the immediate 

neighbourhood, both physically 

and functionally (finding a parking 

space has become an extreme 

sport). Between people going to 

and from the hospital and 

surrounding medical facilities and 

the cycle route on W. 14th there is 

surprisingly high ‘traffic’ – both wheeled and foot – for a church that is not located on a 

main road, but because it is housed in an apartment building many passers-by don’t 

know the church is there. 
 

The immediate neighbourhood is medium-density residential: townhouses, condos and 

low-rise older apartments, shifting to smaller detached older houses between 16th Ave. 

and King Edward. Overlapping the neighbourhoods of Fairview Slopes and Mount 

Pleasant, the parish boundaries include the commercial and transit corridors of Oak 

Street, Cambie Street, and Broadway (Vancouver City Hall is a second major 

institutional presence) and the high density, mixed use, newer neighbourhoods of False 

Creek and Olympic Village. While there is some social housing on one end of the socio-

economic scale and an affluent corner of Shaughnessy at the other, it is a mostly middle-

class neighbourhood, with more singles and couples and fewer children than average for 

Vancouver, and while there is a lot of ethnic diversity, no particular group is notable. 

The neighbourhood, particularly around the King Edward station on the Canada Line, 

is developing rapidly, and it remains to be seen how the Broadway transit construction 

will affect things.  
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Appendix C 
 

History 
 

The Parish of St. Mary Magdalene is the product of the recent merging of two century-

old Anglican churches in the Diocese of New Westminster, St. Mark’s and St. George’s. 

The two churches already had a good deal of shared history (which can be a help and a 

hindrance) and had shared the services of a priest for several years, as well as a 

progressive theology and a commitment to social justice, but their governance and 

liturgical traditions were very different. When the congregation of St. Mark’s was 

prohibited from worshipping in their building, an event that has left unhealed wounds, 

St. George’s invited them to share their space. Initially each held separate Sunday 

worship at different times, but a summertime trial of joint worship led eventually to 

holding one Sunday liturgy. The governing parish council was elected with equal 

representation from each community. As more people joined who had no affiliation with 

either of the original two churches, a new name, St. Mary Magdalene, was chosen, and 

the new parish was officially declared by Diocesan Council in January 2016 . . . two 

weeks after our priest suffered a major stroke. 

     

Much of 2016 was spent coping. Lay leaders stepped forward and with the help of 

supply clergy continued to offer worship services, administration, and pastoral care. 

After intensive rehabilitation, the priest was able to return to work half-time in the fall, 

and the congregation has moved from coping to claiming their identity and ministry as 

St. Mary Magdalene.  

 

Pre-Covid, the congregation averaged 22 people on a Sunday, which has increased to 27 

with the present hybrid in-person/Zoom configuration. About ½ are over 65 and about 

2/3 are women, most are single or attend without their partners. About a quarter come 

from the immediate neighbourhood; most are low to middle income. We are LGBTQ2S 

friendly; but gender identity and sexuality are not significant issues for the community. 

Participants include people living with mental health, addiction, mobility, vision, 

hearing and behavioural challenges. While most are white, a mix of immigrant and 

Canadian-born, our honourary assistant priest, an Indigenous woman, invites members 

of her Urban Aboriginal Ministry to connect with the church in various ways.  

~ 
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