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BELL TOWER TO MINARET:  
RELIGION-TO-RELIGION 
ADAPTIVE REUSE 
AN ANALYSIS OF THE JAMI MOSQUE, TORONTO, ONTARIO 
 
Candace Iron

I first became interested in heritage and the adaptive reuse of churches after meeting Luc 
Noppen in 2003 at the Annual Conference of the Society for the Study of Architecture in 
Canada. At that time, Luc drew my attention to the overwhelming number of vacant churches 
throughout Quebec, many of which were slated for demolition or had already been demol-
ished. Luc suggested adaptive reuse as a solution to this loss of built heritage; this was my 
first introduction to adaptive reuse.

My own research focused on Ontario church architecture, but the more I visited cities and 
towns throughout the province documenting churches, the more I became aware of similar 
situations in Ontario, where vacant and redundant churches faced uncertain futures. 

I first began researching adaptive reuse in 2008, when Luc invited me to present a paper 
at the Fourth International Young Scholars Conference on Heritage held in Montreal. My 
presentation looked at adaptive reuse as a form of preserving religious and architectural 
heritage in Toronto. Since that time, I have refined my focus to religion-to-religion adap-
tive reuse, an area that I believe to be vastly understudied. Luc has supported my research 
unwaveringly, suggesting methodological approaches to the study of adaptive reuse, publish-
ing my work, introducing me to examples of adaptive reuse in Quebec, and inviting me to 
speak at numerous international conferences. This essay in particular is an adaptation of a 
paper I presented as part of a panel on Religious Architecture in Canada, on the occasion of 
the Association of Critical Heritage Studies Biennial Conference, held in Montreal in 2016.

It is my greatest pleasure and honour to dedicate this essay to Luc Noppen, a scholar whom 
I truly admire and one whose support I am grateful for.

| �The Jami Mosque, Toronto, tympanum. 
Photo : candace iron, 2016
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY

On December 13, 2016, in a short online article pre-
pared by their “Arts, culture, and lifestyle” author, 
Marc Montgomery, Radio Canada International 

posed the question : “What is happening to Canadian 
churches ?”1 The article briefly explored the anatomy of 
Canadian religion, discussing the closure and sale of several 
of Canada’s church buildings in recent years. That question, 
however, has been asked many times in recent history, as 
across Canada it seems churches are closing and their future 
as monuments to Canada’s heritage is being questioned. In 
2006, for example, architectural historians Lucie K. Morisset, 
Luc Noppen, and Thomas Coomans examined the fate of 
Canada’s church architecture in their book What future for 
which churches ?2 Amongst other things, they discussed the 
predicament that Quebec, Canada, has been facing, wherein 
many of its Catholic churches have become redundant. 
As a result of shrinking congregations and a shortage of 
resources, many of these buildings have been abandoned 
and are at risk of demolition, jeopardizing Quebec’s ecclesial 
heritage as the historical centre of Catholicism in Canada. 
In recent years the spotlight has, however, shifted to 
Ontario, a historically Protestant province, which is now 
facing many of the same issues as its neighbour, Quebec. As 
such, many Ontario communities are now questioning the 
future of their church buildings—many of which are listed 
or designated heritage properties. Unfortunately, many of 
these churches have already been lost to demolition. This 
was the case, for example, with St. Andrew’s Presbyterian 
Church, Brighton, demolished in 2007 ; Erie Street Methodist 
(United) Church, Ridgetown, demolished in 2009 ; Picton’s 
Methodist Episcopal Church, more colloquially known as 
the Brick Church, demolished in 2010 ; Victoria Avenue 
Methodist (United) Church, Chatham, demolished in 2013 ; 
Hamilton’s James Street Baptist Church, which had all but 

1 Marc Montgomery, “What’s happening to Canada’s Churches ?,” Radio 
Canada International, December 13, 2016, <https ://www.rcinet.ca/
en/2016/12/13/whats-happening-to-canadian-churches/>, accessed 
June 30, 2019.

2 Lucie K. Morisset, Luc Noppen, and Thomas Coomans, Quel avenir pour 
quelles églises ? / What future for which churches ?, Québec, Presses 
de l’Université du Québec, 2006.

its façade demolished in 2014 ; All Saints Anglican Church, 
Hamilton, demolished in 2016 ; and St. Paul’s Presbyterian 
Church, Peterborough, whose staged demolition began in 
January of 2019. With examples like these appearing every 
day across the province, however contentious it may be, in 
an effort to preserve Ontario’s built heritage, it seems that 
the most common answer to the question “What future for 
which churches ?” has become adaptive reuse. 

Religion-to-Religion Adaptive Reuse

Architectural adaptive reuse is certainly not a new area 
of study. In fact, in North America, this solution began 
being examined academically in the 1960s due to grow-
ing concern for the environment and a desire to protect 
historically significant buildings from demolition.3 This is 
perhaps best demonstrated by Jane Jacobs’s now famous 
1961 publication, The death and life of the Great American 
City. She described her book as an attack on 1960s city plan-
ning, which relied heavily on urban rebuilding projects in 
cities across the United States. Referring to this approach to 
planning as an “intellectual dish of mush” that reduces cities 
to “monotonous, unnourished gruel,” Jacobs suggests that 
rebuilding negates the diversity that cities need to thrive.4 
She instead asserts that in order to promote diversity and 
vitality within cities, planners must retain old structures 
and incorporate buildings with mixed uses.5

In more recent years there have, however, been numer-
ous conferences and conference sessions devoted specifi-
cally to the adaptive reuse of churches and many theses, 
dissertations, and publications have been dedicated to the 
topic (see Complementary bibliography for examples). Most 
of these, however, have focused on three categories of 

3 Sopie Francesca Cantell, The adaptive reuse of historic industrial buil-
dings : Regulation barriers, best practices and case studies, master’s thesis 
in urban planning, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, Vir-
ginia, 2005, p. 3.

4 Jane Jacobs, The death and life of the Great American city, New York, 
Random House, 1961 [2nd ed. 1992], p. 6-7.

5 Ibid.
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adaptive reuse: sacred-to-domestic, sacred-to-institutional, 
and sacred-to-commercial—all sacred to secular adapta-
tions. There is, however, another largely understudied 
category, which is becoming increasingly popular: sacred-
to-sacred or religion-to-religion adaptive reuse. 

Returning to What future for which churches?, Noppen, 
Morisset, and Coomans discuss various stigmas surround-
ing the architectural adaptive reuse of churches. Devoting a 
chapter to “angelism,” they examine how the de-consecra-
tion of churches for reuse as secular buildings is often a point 
of discord for local communities—religious and otherwise.6 
While examples of sacred-to-secular reuse exist across the 
country in the form of churches being reused as condo-
miniums, private residences, libraries, and cultural centres, 
religion-to-religion adaptive reuse maintains the original 
sacred nature of redundant churches by converting them for 
use by another religion. This not only maintains the sacred 
nature of the building, but it may also contribute to how a 
local community re-conceptualizes itself incorporating vari-
ous cultural groups, their traditions and practices. 

Although not well-studied, religion-to-religion adap-
tive reuse is by no means a new idea; in fact, it is argu-
ably one of the oldest forms of architectural adaptive 
reuse, dating back at least to the early Middle Ages. 
The Pantheon in Rome, for example, was built between 
118 CE and 128 CE, under the Roman emperor Hadrian, 
and was dedicated to all of the Roman gods. In the sev-
enth century, however, it was converted to a church and 
dedicated to St. Mary of the Martyrs.7 Moreover, the 
most famous example, and the one most relevant for this 
analysis, is the Byzantine basilica of Hagia Sophia, built, 
or more accurately rebuilt, in the sixth century CE as an 
Orthodox cathedral under Justinian I. In 1453, however, 
the Byzantine Empire fell to Mehmed II, sultan of the 
Ottomans, and Hagia Sophia was converted to a mosque.8 

6 Morisset et al., Quel avenir pour quelles églises ?, op. cit., p. 19-35.
7 Cecile Duvelle and Rosi Mauro, “The Pantheon, Rome’s other symbol,” 

UNESCO Courier, vol. 48, no. 1, 1995, n. p.

8 Virginia Ann Froehle, “Hagia Sophia : A rich and holy history,” 
St. Anthony Messenger, vol. 115, no. 8, 2008, p. 34-39.

(In 1935, the Turkish government secularized the build-
ing, making it a museum.) 

Although the religious history of Ontario is nowhere 
near as complicated or intense as that of Rome or Turkey 
with empires conquering one another, it has seen dra-
matic shifts in religious adherence over the past 150 years. 
Until the time of Canada’s Confederation in 1867, socially, 
the area now known as Ontario was primarily English 
and Protestant.9 By the time of Confederation, Anglicans, 

9 Douglas J. Wilson, The Church grows in Canada, Toronto, The Ryerson 
Press, 1966, p. 8-24.

~�The Pantheon, Rome. Photo : candace iron, 2019

~�The Pantheon, as painted by Jakob Alt in 1836. wiKiMedia coMMons
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Presbyterians, Congregationalists, Baptists, and other 
Protestant groups asserted a Protestant identity for the 
new nation, propagating their doctrines so aggressively 
that by 1867, virtually no section of the present prov-
ince of Ontario was unreached by the various Protestant 

Churches.10 This led to widespread architectural campaigns 
amongst the different Protestant groups. Since prior to 
Confederation, Canada had a metaphorically Established 
church in Anglicanism, after Confederation, what had been 
considered the dissenting or nonconforming congregations 
began to flex their architectural muscles by commission-
ing large-scale building campaigns across the province akin 
to those of the Anglicans. This created an atmosphere of 
denominational rivalry in cities and towns across the prov-
ince at a time when nearly 82% of Ontario was Protestant. 
That denominational rivalry is best demonstrated architec-
turally in Toronto’s downtown core, where a competition 
was held for the design of the Metropolitan Methodist 
Church. Ultimately the design of architect Henry Langley 
(1836-1907) was chosen and the church that resulted came 
to represent a cathedral of Methodism in Ontario, which 
was placed conveniently directly between the Roman 
Catholic St. Michael’s Cathedral and the Anglican St. James 
Cathedral, and was visible from both.11 

The growth in Protestant denominations continued into 
the twentieth century, culminating in the creation of the 
United Church of Canada in 1925. A Protestant movement 
in Canada, the creation of the United Church saw some 
members of local Union churches, the Congregationalist, 
Presbyterian, and Methodist churches break from their ini-
tial congregations and combine in an act of union in hopes 
of establishing a national church.12 As a result, many new 
large-scale United church buildings were erected as new 
congregations were formed across the province.

In Ontario, the religious demographic has changed 
drastically since then. Although outdated, the most cur-
rent reliable data regarding Canadian religious trends avail-
able from Statistics Canada was compiled after the 2001 
Census. It indicates that most Protestant Christian groups 

10 C.T. McIntire, “Protestant Christians,” in Jamie S. Scott (ed.), The reli-
gions of Canadians, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 2012, p. 101 ; 
John Webster Grant, A profusion of spires : Religion in nineteenth-cen-
tury Ontario, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1988, p. 154-155. 

11 C. Pelham Mulvaney, Toronto past and present. A handbook of the city, 
Toronto, W.E. Craiger, 1884, p. 162.

12 McIntire, “Protestant Christians,” op. cit., p. 103.

~ �Hagia Sophia, Istanbul. Photo : Peter coffMan, 2014

~ �Metropolitan Methodist (United) Church, Toronto, with St. Michael’s 
Roman Catholic Cathedral in the background. toronto PuBlic liBrary
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have experienced a decline in adherence; between 1991 and 
2001 the number of people that identified themselves as 
Protestant Christians dropped from nearly 4.3 million to 
3.9 million.13 Additionally, while the 2011 Canadian Census 
did not include religious data, the National Household 
Survey recorded the number had dropped to approximately 
2.7 million.14 This trending decline in Christian adherence 
in Ontario has resulted in numerous empty, redundant 
Protestant church buildings, which can readily be adapted 
for new purposes, including as places of worship for non-
Christian communities in the province. 

Secularization ?

Many have classified the drop in Christian adherence as the 
secularization of Ontario culture; however, this is some-
what misleading. While many Ontarians have reported 
not being affiliated with a religious tradition, Ontario is not 
necessarily secular, but its religious affiliations are certainly 
changing with increasing immigration and multicultural-
ism.15 For example, statistics indicate that between 1991 and 
2001, the number of people identifying as Muslim, Hindu, 
Buddhist, and Sikh grew substantially. In fact, although still 
a minority tradition, Islam is the fastest growing religion 
in Canada, increasing at a faster rate than the number of 
Canadians who identify as not having a religious affiliation.16

13 Statistics Canada – Major religious denominations, Canada, 1991 and 
2001, <https ://www12.statcan.gc.ca/english/census01/Products/Ana-
lytic/companion/rel/tables/canada/cdamajor.cfm>, accessed May 5, 
2019. 

14 Statistics Canada – National household survey data tables, 2011, 
<https ://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/dp-pd/dt-td/Rp-eng.
cfm ?LANG=E&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&G
C=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=105399&PRID=0&PTYPE=1052
77&S=0&SHOWALL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2013&THEME=95&VI-
D=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF=>, accessed May 5, 2019. 

15 Statistics Canada – Study : A look at immigration, ethnocultural diver-
sity and languages in Canada up to 2036, 2011 to 2036, p. 2, <https ://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/170125/dq170125b-eng.
pdf ?st=moDT9W8x>, accessed May 5, 2019. 

16 “Survey shows Muslim population is fastest growing religion in 
Canada,” National Post, May 8, 2013, <https ://nationalpost.com/news/

The 1981 Census was the first to treat Islam as a separate 
religious category.17 At that time there were 98,165 Muslims 
living in Canada, and over half of those people lived in 
Ontario.18 Between 1981 and 1991, the number of Muslim 
people in Canada increased by 158%, while the 2001 
Census indicates that the number of Muslims in Canada 
increased an additional 129%.19 In Ontario alone, the Muslim 
population increased by 142%, while the number of Hindu, 
Buddhist, and Sikh adherents doubled in the same ten-year 
period.20 The National Household Survey of 2011 shows that 
these populations have continued growing. 

This religious shift can be seen not only in the statistical 
numbers, but it has also manifested itself architecturally 
through successful Christian to non-Christian adaptive 
reuse projects. While there are some examples of Christian-
to-Hindu and Christian-to-Buddhist projects in Ontario, in 
recent years, as Muslim Canadians attempt to create distinc-
tive religious lives for themselves, the number of churches 
being converted to mosques has increased dramatically. 

canada/survey-shows-muslim-population-is-fastest-growing-religion-
in-canada>, accessed May 6, 2019 ; Statistics Canada – Immigration and 
Ethnocultural Identity in Canada, s. d., <https ://www12.statcan.gc.ca/
nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011001-eng.cfm>, accessed 
May 5, 2019.

17 Amir Hussain, “Muslims in Canada : Opportunities and challenges,” 
Studies in Religion, vol. 33, nos. 3-4, 2004, p. 361.

18 Abdul Rashid, 1981 Census of Canada – The Muslim Canadians : A profile, 
Ottawa, Statistics Canada, 1985, p. 15-19. 

19 Statistics Canada – 1991 Census highlights, <http ://publications.gc.ca/
collections/collection_2013/statcan/rh-hc/CS96-304-1994-eng.
pdf] ; Statistics Canada – Religion and age groups for population for 
Canada, provinces, territories, and federal electoral districts, 2001 
Census, <https ://www12.statcan.gc.ca/english/census01/products/
standard/themes/Rp-eng.cfm ?TABID=2&LANG=E&APATH=3&DET
AIL=1&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=77923&PRI
D=0&PTYPE=55430,53293,55440,55496,71090&S=0&SHOWALL=0&
SUB=0&Temporal=2001&THEME=56&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF=>, 
sites accessed May 5, 2019. 

20 Statistics Canada – Religion and age groups for population for 
Canada, provinces, territories, and federal electoral districts, 2001 
Census, <https ://www12.statcan.gc.ca/english/census01/products/
standard/themes/Rp-eng.cfm ?TABID=2&LANG=E&APATH=3&DE
TAIL=1&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=0&GK=0&GRP=1&PID=77923&
PRID=0&PTYPE=55430,53293,55440,55496,71090&S=0&SHOWA
LL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2001&THEME=56&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VN
AMEF=>, accessed May 5, 2019. 
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For example, Windsor’s Lincoln Road Methodist (United) 
Church, built in 1915, was sold for approximately $500,000 
and transformed into the Masjid Noor-Ul-Islam in 201521; 
meanwhile, London’s Hyatt Avenue United Church was 
purchased for $110,000 in 2015 and reopened as the Hyatt 
Centre and Mosque in 2016.22 Moreover, in 2016, Ottawa’s 
Northwestern United Church became a madrasa (school) 
and youth centre affiliated with the Ottawa Mosque located 
next door, while in 2018, the former Trinity Community 
Presbyterian Church in Oro-Medonte was converted to an 
Ahmadiyya mosque.

A Historical Muslim Presence in Canada

Although Islam is widely considered to be a “new” religion 
in Canada, in point of fact there has been a Muslim presence 
here since at least 1851, when three “Mahometans” were 

21 Craig Pearson, “Sign of the times ? United Church becomes a mosque,” 
Windsor Star, August 20, 2015, n. p., <https ://windsorstar.com/news/
sign-of-the-times-united-church-becomes-a-mosque>, accessed 
May 6, 2019.

22 Norman De Bono, “Former London church set to become mosque and 
school,” The London Free Press, September 30, 2016, <https ://lfpress.
com/2016/09/29/former-london-church-set-to-become-mosque-
and-school/wcm/5acc56f0-1625-a755-85eb-3811281b3eff>, accessed 
May 6, 2019.

recorded on immigration and shipping records in Ontario.23 
That number grew to thirteen by the time of the 1871 
Census,24 and it has certainly increased since then. Islam is 
now the second largest religion in Canada, and predictions 
indicate that it will comprise between 5.6% and 7.2% of the 
county’s population by 2036.25 

That having been said, while the first recorded Muslims 
in Canada were in Ontario, the first purpose-built mosque 
was located in Alberta. Al Rashid Mosque was built at the 
corner of 101st Street and 108th Avenue in Edmonton, and 
opened on December 12, 1938. At that time the Muslim 
community of Edmonton, which consisted primarily 
of traders, merchants, and farmers from Lebanon and 
Syria, had gathered the means to employ Mike Drewoth, 
a Ukrainian-Canadian builder, to construct the mosque.26 

23 Daood Hassan Hamdani, “Muslims in the Canadian mosaic,” Journal 
of Muslim Minority Affairs – Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, vol. 5, 
no. 1, 1984, p. 7-16 ; Zijad Delic, Islam in the West : Beyond integration, 
Ottawa, University of Ottawa Press, 2018, p. 5-6. 

24 Amir Hussain and Jamie S. Scott, “The Making of a Canadian Muslim 
community,” in Jamie S. Scott (ed.), The religions of Canadians, Toronto, 
University of Toronto Press, 2012, p. 182-183.

25 Statistics Canada – Study : A look at immigration, ethnocultural diver-
sity and languages in Canada up to 2036, 2011 to 2036, p. 2, <https ://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/daily-quotidien/170125/dq170125b-eng.
pdf ?st=moDT9W8x>, accessed May 6. 2019. 

26 Nadia Kurd, “Sacred manifestations : The making and meaning of 
mosques in Canada,” Journal of Canadian Art History, vol. 22, no. 2, 
2012, p. 150.

Census data showing the change  
in religious adherence in Canada (1981-2011)

RELIGION 1981 1991 2001 2011

Protestant Christianity 9,914,580 9,780,715 9,435,300 8,741,350

Judaism 296,425 318,070 329,995 329,495

Islam 98,165 253,260 579,640 1,053,945

Hinduism 69,500 157,010 297,200 497,965

Buddhism 51,955 163,415 300,345 366,830

Sikhism 67,710 147,440 278,415 545,965

Census data showing the change in religious 
adherence in Ontario, Canada (1981-2011)

RELIGION 1981 1991 2001 2011

Protestant Christianity 4,459,270 4,428,305 3,935,745 3,892,980

Judaism 148,255 175,640 190,800 195,535

Islam 52,110 145,560 352,530 581,950

Hinduism 41,655 106,705 217,555 366,720

Buddhism 18,595 65,325 128,320 163,750

Sikhism 16,650 50,090 104,785 179,765

statistics canadastatistics canada
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~�The Hare Krishna Temple, Toronto (built as the Presbyterian Church of 
the Covenant in 1899 ; adapted in 1976). Photo : candace iron, 2013

~�The Hare Krishna Temple, interior. Photo : candace iron, 2013

~�The Kadampa Meditation Centre, Toronto (built as Crawford Street 
Adventist Church in 1923 ; adapted in 2006). Photo : candace iron, 2013

~�The Kadampa Meditation Centre, interior. Photo : candace iron, 2013
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The building that resulted is undeniably church-like, repre-
senting Drewoth’s skills and knowledge as a church-builder, 
while also being functional, providing a space for worship 
and meeting the community’s needs for a Muslim place of 
worship. Art historian Nadia Kurd has described the com-
bination of traditions from both old and new homelands 
as representing the hybrid nature of mosque design in 
Canada.27 The idea of hybridity, while considered a hallmark 
of Canadian mosque design, is, as Kurd explains through 
an examination of storefront mosques, an essential ele-
ment of adaptive reuse,28 but it is particularly important 
for religion-to-religion adaptive reuse; in fact, the success 
of church-to-mosque adaptive reuse projects relies on it.

27 Kurd,” ibid., p. 150 ; Nadia Kurd, “The Mosque as heritage site : The Al 
Rashid at Fort Edmonton Park and the politics of location,” Journal of 
Canadian Studies, vol. 5, no. 1, 2018, p. 182.

28 Kurd, 2012, “Sacred manifestations,” ibid., p. 149-167.

What is a Mosque ? 

While there are design elements that make a mosque more 
functional, other than being correctly oriented toward the 
qibla (the direction of the Kaaba in Mecca), there are very few 
requirements for a mosque. In fact, Muhammad is recorded 
as saying: “whenever the time comes for prayer, pray there, 
for that is a mosque . . .”29 It can thus be argued that the word 
mosque (or masjid) does not necessarily connote a building at 
all, but instead references any place associated with the act of 
prayer.30 A mosque, therefore, is primarily a place of spiritual 
repose; the word masjid itself means “place of prostration” 
and refers to a place used for daily prayer by individuals or 
small groups, while a Jami is a congregational space used 
for Friday prayer.31 In fact, one of the first and most highly 
regarded mosques in Islam is the Masjid al-Nabawi, which 
initially was little more than a courtyard attached to the home 
of the Prophet in Medina. It was a place of communal prayer, 
where followers would meet to hear the Prophet speak.32 

As established in the Quran, prayer is the foundation 
of Muslim devotion, and while prayer can be performed 
individually, it is considered meritorious to perform it 
with others in a group.33 Hadith, the record of the words 
and actions of the Prophet, which has informed much of 
Muslim tradition and practice, suggests that “the reward of 
the prayer offered by a person in congregation is twenty-
five times greater than that of the prayer offered in one’s 
house or in the market (alone).”34 As such, communal prayer 

29 Ibn al Hajjaj, Muslim, “Book of prayer,” Sahih Muslim, Book 4, 
no. 1056, <http ://hadithcollection.com/sahihmuslim/Sahih%20
Muslim%20Book%2004.%20Prayer/sahih-muslim-book-004-hadith-
number-1056.html>, accessed June 10, 2019.

30 Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic architecture : Form, function, and meaning, 
New York, Columbia University Press, 1994, p. 31.

31 James Dickie, “Allah and eternity : Mosques, madrasas and tombs,” in 
George Mitchell (ed.), Architecture of the Islamic world : Its history and 
social meaning, New York, Thames & Hudson, 1978, p. 18 ; Frederick M. 
Denny, An introduction to Islam, Boston, Prentice Hall, 2011 [4th ed.], 
p. 113.

32 Denny, ibid., p. 113.
33 Ibid., p. 111.

34 Ibn Isma’il al Bukhari, Muhammad, “Book of call to prayer,” Sahih 
Bukhari, Book 1, no. 620.

~ �Hyatt Centre and Mosque, London. Photo : candace iron, 2018
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in some kind of place of worship has become prefer-
able and it is common practice that a Muslim community 
builds a mosque or Jami to meet the fundamental religious 
requirements of salat (prayer) and other religious and social 
services. This is especially true in diaspora communities, 
like those in Canada, where places of worship act as com-
munity centres as much as they act as places of prayer.35 
In Toronto, Ontario’s west-end High Park neighbourhood, 
the Jami Mosque, the earliest Christian-to-Muslim adaptive 
reuse project in the province, has acted as a Muslim place 
of worship since 1969. Serving a Sunni congregation, the 
Jami Mosque is known as the Umm-Al Masjid, or Mother 
of all mosques.

35 Kurd, “Sacred manifestations,” op. cit., p. 153.

~�Al Rashid Mosque, Edmonton.  Photo : r. harrington. Provincial 
archives of alBerta, a8410

~�The Jami Mosque, Toronto (formerly High Park Presbyterian 
Church). Photo : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jami Mosque, interior. Photo : candace iron, 2016
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High Park Presbyterian Church:  
the Years Before the Jami Mosque

Situated on Boustead Avenue, this building was originally 
the High Park Presbyterian Church. The church itself has a 
bit of a complicated history. The congregation was formed 
in 1925, after members of Alhambra Avenue Presbyterian 
Church, located at the corner of Alhambra Avenue and 
Bloor Street, and High Park Presbyterian Church, located 
on Roncesvalles Avenue, voted to join the United Church of 
Canada. The continuing Presbyterians attended surround-
ing Presbyterian churches until 1926, when 22 members of 
the continuing church met at the home of Mr. G.W. Keith, 
deciding to organize as a new Presbyterian congregation 
and to secure accommodations for holding their church 
services.36 Initially they held services in the Revue Theatre 
located on Roncesvalles Avenue, but after a service held 
on April 16, 1926, in the presence of 119 attendees, it was 
decided that the new congregation needed to build a church. 
By June of that year arrangements were made with the 
Board of Education to use a vacant school building located 
on Boustead Avenue. The former school building was later 
purchased for $10,000 and plans for a church that could 
accommodate 650 people were procured from architect 
John Francis Brown (1866-1942).37 The cornerstone was 
laid on September 7, 1929, by W. Hewitt and Sons Building 
Contractors, and the church was completed by April of the 
following year.38 The design of the church was based on 
one Brown had made for Kingston Road United Church 
in Scarborough in 1927. Both are clear examples of the 
Perpendicular, Collegiate Gothic Revival style, which had 
been popularized for church architecture in Canada and the 
United States through the work of Ralph Adams Cram and 

36 G.W. Keith, Historical record, Report to continuing Presbyterian congre-
gation Boustead Avenue, Toronto, Ontario ; Organization and early 
history of High Park Presbyterian Church – Boustead Avenue, Report 
in session minutes, Toronto, Ontario (held at the Presbyterian Church 
of Canada Archives), 1925. 

37 Building permit, City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, series 1186, sub-
series 1, file 688, permit #24743.

38 Organization and early history of High Park Presbyterian Church, op. cit.

Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue.39 Marked by order and monu-
mentality, churches like High Park Presbyterian dominated 
their urban landscapes.

The High Park church thrived until the outbreak of 
World War II, after which social concerns in Ontario became 
less associated with religion and increasingly concerned 
with suburbanization. Additionally, beginning in the 1930s, 
the congregation of High Park Presbyterian Church began 
to experience dissention, as the congregation was split 
between church members who preferred traditional ser-
vices and those who wanted to move toward Evangelism.40 
The congregation’s numbers dwindled increasingly, until 
1967, when the Presbytery informed the church that it 
would no longer be permitted to continue independently.41 
In 1968, the High Park congregation amalgamated with 
Morningside Presbyterian Church, moving to the Swansea 
area of High Park.42 The Boustead Avenue church was closed 
and subsequently put up for sale. The building was left 
empty until 1969, when it was purchased for $125,000 by the 
Muslim Society of Toronto, which had been founded in 1911 
as the Albanian Muslim Society. Although initially members 
of the Albanian Muslim Society practiced in local adherents’ 
homes, by 1957 there were an estimated 500 Muslim people 
living in Toronto and they required a more permanent place 
of worship.43 By 1961, a former leather goods store located 
at 3047 Dundas Street West had been purchased and the 
society had been expanded to form the Muslim Society.44 

39 Mathilde Brosseau, Gothic Revival in Canadian architecture, Ottawa, 
National Historic Parks and Sites, 1980, p. 26-27.

40 Session minutes, 1934, Evangelism in our Church, Report in session 
minutes, May 10, 1934, Toronto, ON (held at the Presbyterian Church 
of Canada Archives).

41 Session minutes, 1968, Sunday January 28, 1969, Report in session 
minutes, Toronto, ON (held at the Presbyterian Church of Canada 
Archives).

42 Session minutes, 1968, First meeting of newly amalgamated Kirk, 
Report in session minutes of Morningside High Park Presbyterian 
Church December 1, 1968, Toronto, ON (held at the Presbyterian Church 
of Canada Archives).

43 “Moslems in Toronto bow to Mecca : Moslems meet Muezzin call in 
Kingsway,” The Globe and Mail, May 3, 1957, p. 17. 

44 Jamie Radburn, “Historicist : Toronto’s first Mosques – Two west end 
sites provided Muslims with their first ongoing public worship spaces 
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With changes being made to the Canada Immigration Act 
and the introduction of the points system in 1967, Muslim 
immigration increased and Canada saw an influx of Muslim 
immigrants, particularly from Arab and South Asian coun-
tries to the Toronto area.45 As such, the Dundas Street 

during the 1960s,” Torontoist, November 21, 2015, <https ://toron-
toist.com/2015/11/historicist-torontos-first-mosques/>, accessed 
February 10, 2019 ; Nadia Kurd, Competing visions, common forms : 
The construction of mosque architecture in Canada and the US, Ph.D. 
dissertation in art history and communication studies, McGill Univer-
sity, Montreal, 2013, p. 154-156.

45 Hussain and Scott, “The Making of a Canadian Muslim community,” 
p. 183-187 ; Kurd, ibid., p. 154-156.

mosque was soon outgrown, resulting in the purchase of 
the former High Park Presbyterian Church. The Boustead 
Avenue church, therefore, was not the congregation’s first 
adaptive reuse project; however, when the Presbyterian 
congregation left the church building, they took the bells, 
organ, and a grand piano with them, making the conversion 
from church to mosque easily accomplished. 

~ �High Park Presbyterian Church, Toronto.city of toronto archives, 
gloBe and Mail fonds, iteM 19782

~ �High Park Presbyterian Church, laying of the cornerstone, September 
7, 1929. city of toronto archives, gloBe and Mail fonds, fonds 1266, 
iteM 17902
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The Jami Mosque : An Analysis

As was suggested earlier, it can be argued that a masjid or 
mosque does not connote a building of any kind and while 
the two main texts of Islam—the Quran and Hadith—do not 
provide clear rules as to what a mosque should look like, 
they do prescribe what functions they should facilitate by 
outlining the practices central to Islamic belief and ritual. 

The Quran, for example, emphasizes the value of 
mosques as places for the remembrance of God,46 while 
Hadith prescribes permissible, and perhaps more 

46 “Al-Baqarah,” in The Quran, chpt. 2, Ayah 114.

importantly, profane actions that are not allowed to take 
place in a mosque.47 

The Islamic faith, for example, does not allow figurative 
images. Depicting people or animals is considered a funda-
mental agent of idolatry and polytheism, negating Tawhid—
the oneness of God.48 The direction to avoid idolatry in 
places of worship is most directly exemplified by Hadith, 
which describes Muhammad removing all idols from the 
Kaaba while visiting Mecca: “Narrated by Ibn Abbas: When 
Allah’s Apostle came to Mecca, he refused to enter the Ka’ba 
with idols in it. He ordered [idols to be taken out]. So they 
were taken out . . .”49

Passages like this have informed mosque design around 
the world, and certainly affected the adaptation of the 
Toronto High Park Presbyterian Church. Because idolatry of 
any kind is forbidden, the stained glass of the central tym-
panum, which at the time of purchase depicted Jesus, had 
to be removed and was replaced with calligraphy. Since cal-
ligraphy is used to represent and convey the word of God, it 
is often used to ornament buildings.50 In the case of the Jami 
Mosque, however, the calligraphic tympanum bears the 
Shahada (the Islamic creed): Lā ilāha illā Allāh. Muhammad 
rasūl Allāh. Said before the start of every prayer, the 
Shahada declares the unity of God and Muhammad as God’s 
messenger and the Seal of the Prophets. The Shahada is 
a fundamental expression of Islamic beliefs and of the 
Islamic religion itself; therefore, it serves as a reminder of 
the sacred nature of the Jami Mosque. 

The rest of the building’s exterior has remained rela-
tively untouched with the exception of the addition of tiled 
geometric patterns under the primary gable of the façade. 

47 Akel Kahera, Latif Abdulmalik, and Craig Anz, Design criteria for 
mosques and Islamic centres : Art, architecture, and worship, Oxford, 
Elsevier, 2009, p. 5.

48 Caroline Humphrey and Piers Vitebsky, Sacred architecture, London, 
Duncan Baird Publishers, 1997, p. 97 ; Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic archi-
tecture : Form, function and meaning, New York, Columbia University 
Press, 1994, p. 128.

49 Muhammad Ibn Isma’il al Bukhari, “Book of pilgrimage (Hajj),” Sahih 
Bukhari, Book 2, no. 671. 

50 Kahera et al., Design criteria for mosques and Islamic centres, op. cit., 
p. 7.

~ �Morningside-High Park Presbyterian Church, Toronto. 
PresByterian church of canada archives, iteM 714327-89
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While this is purely ornamental, it recalls a pishtaq (main 
gateway of an iwan) of traditional, purpose-built mosques, 
like the Jameh Mosque in Isfahan, and acts to visually make 
the building appear more traditionally “mosque-like.”

“Clean Zone”

Upon entering the Jami Mosque either through the façade 
or the rear entrance, there are cloak rooms with shoe racks 
for people to remove their shoes as a sign of respect and 
to keep the mosque clean.51 While Ta Ha in the Quran sug-
gests that people remove their shoes in a sacred place, as 
Moses did when in the Valley of Tuwa,52 Hadith describes 
the importance of cleanliness for a Muslim place of prayer: 
“Narrated by ‘Aisha, Ummul Mu’minin: The Apostle of Allah 

51 Dickie, “Allah and eternity : Mosques, madrasas and tombs,” p. 20.
52 “Ta Ha,” in The Quran, chpt. 20, Ayah 11.

~�The Jami Mosque, Toronto, façade entrance. Photo : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jami Mosque, façade. Photo : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jami Mosque, tympanum. Photo : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jameh Mosque, Isfahan, Iran. wiKiMedia coMMons
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commanded us to build mosques in different localities and 
that they should be kept clean and be perfumed.”53 This 
space is extremely important because it creates a transi-
tional area between the outside world of the everyday and 
what is generally referred to as “the clean zone.”54 To recall 
the work of religious historian Mircea Eliade (1907-1986), 
this is essential because one is transitioning from the out-
side “profane” world into a sacred space.55 The few pattern 
books and articles that exist regarding design elements of 
mosques devote a substantial amount of text to dealing with 
the notion of clean space versus non-clean space, and some 
go as far as to illustrate what kinds of barriers are accept-
able to mark the clean area. For example, Design guidelines 
for ablution spaces in mosques and Islamic praying facilities, 
written by architect and professor Ahmed Mokhtar in 2005, 
suggests a doorway, a change in elevation, or the use of 
contrasting building materials to delineate the entrance to 
the mosque’s “clean zone.”56 At the Jami Mosque, varying 

53 Abu Dawud, “Book of prayer,” Sunan Abu Dawud, Book 2, no. 455.

54 Ahmed Mokhtar, “Challenges of designing ablution spaces in mosques,” 
Journal of Architectural Engineering, vol. 9, no. 2, 2003, p. 55-61 ; 
Ahmed Mokhtar, Design guidelines for ablution spaces in mosques 
and Islamic praying facilities, Sharjah, United Arab Emirates, American 
University of Sharjah, 2005, p. 3. 

55 Mircea Eliade, 1963, The sacred and profane : The nature of religion, 
Willard R. Trask (translator), New York, Harvest Books.

56 Mokhtar, Design guidelines for ablution spaces, ibid., p. 4-5.~�The Jami Mosque, Toronto, shoe room. Photos : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jami Mosque, wudu facilities. Photo : candace iron, 2016
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flooring materials and a difference in elevation mark the 
metaphysical change in space from profane to sacred, 
unclean to clean.

Wudu Facilities

The most significant alteration that needed to be made 
when the church was converted to a mosque was the instal-
lation of wudu facilities for ritual ablutions. Just inside the 
main door of the building, a set of stairs leads to the base-
ment where the former washrooms were converted to suit 
these needs. Ritual ablutions are mandatory and prescribed 
in the Quran and in many Hadiths to prepare one for prayer. 
For example, Al-Ma’idah, or The Table, instructs worship-
pers to wash their faces and hands up to the elbows and to 
wash their feet to the ankles.57 Additionally, Book 4 of Sahih 
Bukhari is devoted to wudu and suggests that prayers are 
not accepted without ablutions.58 As such, ablutions, which 
in practice involve the cleansing with fresh water of the 
palms, mouth, nasal cavity, face, arms, ears, and feet, are 
performed before every prayer, so the addition of wudu 
facilities was an absolute necessity in the adaptation of the 
building. 

The Main Prayer Hall

The main floor of the sanctuary of the former church was 
converted to the main prayer hall. The pews were removed 
and carpet was installed to facilitate prayer, which requires 
one to kneel, bow, and prostrate. The carpeting, therefore, 
assists with comfort and cleanliness. Additionally, the pat-
tern on the carpeting indicates the direction of the Kaaba 
in Mecca, which one should face while praying. This act of 
facing Mecca during prayer is particularly important, first 
because it is described in the Quran: “Wherever you set out 
from, turn your face in the direction of the Sacred Mosque—
This is the truth from your Lord: He is not unaware of what 

57 “The table,” in The Quran, chpt. 5, Ayah 6.
58 Muhammad Ibn Isma’il al Bukhari, “Book of ablutions,” Sahih Bukhari, 

Book 4, no. 137. 

you do—Wherever you come from, turn your face to the 
Sacred Mosque,”59 and secondly because it draws all Muslim 
worshippers together as a single community—five times a 
day, at the same time across the world, Muslim adherents 
stop, turn, and pray in the direction of Mecca.

In order for worshippers at the Jami Mosque to face East, 
the axis of the former church space had to be reoriented 
longitudinally. Additionally, the carpet had to be laid on a 
slight southeast angle to allow adherents to face Mecca 
perfectly. 

Minbar and Mihrab

Traditional Muslim architectural features were also added 
to the prayer hall, including a small minbar or pulpit, and 
more recently, a mihrab, which is a structural niche in the 
east wall. Other than indicating the direction of qibla, the 
mihrab does not play a liturgical role; it does, however, recall 
the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina, which had a mihrab 
added to it during the reign of Al Walid I (r. 705-715).60 

With the exception of the carpet and the addition of 
the mihrab and minbar, the former church sanctuary is 
essentially the same as it was when it was a church; even 

59  “Al-Baqarah” in The Quran, chpt. 2, Ayah 149-150.

60 Hillenbrand, Islamic architecture : Form, function and meaning, op. cit., 
p. 45-46.

~�The Jami Mosque, main prayer hall. Photo : candace iron, 2016
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the stained-glass windows of the sanctuary, which are non-
figurative, remain. 

Women’s Area

Since its inception, the Jami Mosque has included an area for 
women’s worship. In fact, an article published in The Globe 
and Mail on April 26, 1969 (the year the mosque opened), 
suggests that visitors of the mosque must remove their 
shoes and leave their wives to pray with the women in a 
separate area off to one side.61

When the building was a church there was a fairly large 
pulpit platform at the liturgical east end (the actual north 
end) and a balcony in the liturgical west (actual south); ini-
tially both were transformed into women’s prayer areas, 
although the balcony is primarily used now. To accomplish 
these transformations, the balcony, whose pipe organ had 
already been disassembled, was extended, and the pulpit 
had its furnishings removed. Additionally, carpet was 
installed to facilitate prayer.

While the Jami Mosque has included a women’s area 
since its opening, gendered spaces in mosques constitute 
a highly contested area of study. As professor of architec-
ture, Tammy Gaber has argued in her analyses of gendered 
mosque spaces, there are many Quranic verses that pro-
mote gender equality and the Quran clearly states that for-
bidding anyone from entering a mosque for prayer is pun-
ishable.62 Additionally, some Hadiths describe behaviours 
for men and women who worship together. For example, 
Book 4 of Sahih Bukhari describes Muhammad’s wife, Aisha, 
praying in a mixed community: “Narrated by Asma’ bint 
Abu Bakr: I came to Aisha . . . during the solar eclipse. The 

61 Kaspars Dzeguze, “Much more about seeing Toronto on $0-a-day, plus 
carfare,” The Globe and Mail, April 26, 1969, p. 25.

62 Tammy Gaber, “Gendered mosque spaces,” Faith & Form : The Inter-
faith Journal on Religion, Art, and Architecture, vol. 48, no. 1 ; Tammy 
Gaber, Beyond the divide : Women’s spaces in Canadian mosques, pre-
pared for Architecture, Culture, and Spirituality Symposium, Trinity 
College, Toronto, 2014, <http ://www.acsforum.org/symposium2014/
papers/GABER.pdf>, accessed June 10, 2019 ; Tammy Gaber, “Space of 
equality : On the road to Mecca,” Islamic Horizons, vol. 40, no. 6, 2011, 
p. 23-33.

people were standing and offering the Prayer and she was 
also praying . . . So I, too, stood for the prayer.”63

Although it is clear that separating genders is not neces-
sitated by Quran or Hadith, architecturally, by the fifteenth 
century, it had become fairly standard for men and women 
to have separate prayer spaces in mosques.64 

The ambiguity surrounding women’s spaces was recog-
nized in a 2009 guidebook that was produced for architects 
designing mosques in diaspora communities. It suggests 
that generally there are three prevailing attitudes toward 
women’s areas in mosques: those of people who prefer 

63 Ibn Isma’il al Bukhari, “Book of ablutions,” op. cit., Book 4, no. 184.
64 Gaber, “Gendered mosque spaces,” op. cit.

~�The Jami Mosque, minbar and mihrab. Photo : candace iron, 2016

~�The Jami Mosque, women’s section. Photo : candace iron, 2016
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total separation because they are accustomed to it; those 
of people who prefer no segregation because they find it 
biased and in violation of Quranic equality between gen-
ders; those who favour a partition, which provides some 
separation, but does not negate participation entirely.65

The community at the Jami mosque walked a very inter-
esting line with that issue, by providing one fully open space 
in the former pulpit platform, which separates women with 
little more than a step up, and by including an area in the 
balcony, which initially was fully open, but now is screened.

In his book Spiritual path, sacred place, architect and 
professor Thomas Barrie suggests that one’s identity is 
contingent on a sense of belonging to a place, indicating that 
a meaningful place needs to possess an environmental iden-
tity that gives its inhabitants a sense of belonging and con-
nection.66 Finding such a place in diaspora communities can 
be a challenge, but the changes operated when High Park 
Presbyterian Church was converted to the Jami Mosque 
have made the mosque a focal point for urban Muslims in 
central Toronto. Although the mosque has changed admin-
istrative hands several times, having been taken over by 
the newly incorporated charitable trust, MSA [Muslim 
Student Association] Islamic Services of Canada in 1973, and 
then by the Islamic Society of Canada three years later in 
1976, the building is still vital. Furthermore, although the 
congregation tends to turn over cyclically every few years 
with new immigration, congregation members have since 
the beginning loved the building and have recognized that 
even though it was built by another religious tradition, it 
has always served the same God; therefore, they have done 
all they could to maintain it.67

65 Akel Ismail Kahera, Latif Abdulmalik, and Craig Anz, 2009, Design cri-
teria for mosques and Islamic centres : art, architecture, and worship, 
Oxford, Elsevier Architectural Press, p. 73-74.

66 Thomas Barrie, Spiritual path, sacred place : Myth, ritual, and meaning 
in architecture, Boston, Shambhala Publications Inc., 1996, p. 51-52.

67 Based on conversation with the building’s caretaker, Amjed Syed, May 
2016.

Why Religion-to-Religion Adaptive Reuse ?

There are many reasons for a community to choose to pur-
chase and reuse an old building; those reasons are varied 
and individual. However, studies show that adaptive reuse 
serves several social and cultural purposes, making it a par-
ticularly viable option for religious communities.

Adaptive Reuse is Culturally  
and Environmentally Sustainable

Sustainability is a pressing issue in our contemporary soci-
ety. The simple fact is that adaptive reuse is sustainable 
both culturally and environmentally. As our world mod-
ernizes and religious adherence changes, many redundant 
churches are being demolished. No matter how one looks 
at it, demolition is not sustainable—it is responsible for the 
loss of cultural and architectural heritage, and it is wasteful.

As Lucie K. Morisset, Luc Noppen, Thomas Coomans, 
and many others (including myself) have claimed, one of 
the biggest problems with the changing Canadian religious 
demographic is the loss of our built heritage. Converting 
churches to new religious uses, however, will allow us to 
embrace the demographic changes, while preserving our 
church architecture and built heritage. In fact, it maintains 
not only the fabric of the buildings, but also its intended 
purpose as a place of worship. This point in particular is 
quite important, as the “appropriateness” of an adaptive 
reuse project is often drawn into question. While there are 
countless religious-to-secular adaptive reuse projects in 
Ontario, across all of Canada, and throughout the world, 
which have saved many church structures from demoli-
tion, communities often feel a sense of closeness with their 
church architecture; the religious sentiment that frequently 
accompanies church buildings is difficult to overcome and 
can become a barrier to adaptive reuse. Religion-to-religion 
adaptive reuse, however, sidesteps this “angelism”68 by 
maintaining the religious character and use of the building.

68 The term “angelism” was coined by Morisset et al. in the introduction 
to their book Quel avenir pour quelles églises ?, op. cit.
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Adaptive reuse is also environmentally sustainable. 
While there have been a number of studies suggesting that 
heritage buildings often are not sustainable, it remains that 
reusing these buildings is a sustainable practice. The indi-
vidual buildings may not be energy-efficient or incorporate 
LEED-rated measures69, but redundant buildings should be 
viewed as resources—local ones. Locally sourced materials 
are sustainable and reusing resources is as well, particu-
larly since much of the waste materials found in landfills 
are building waste. In fact, in developing countries, building 
waste, referred to as C & D (construction and demolition) 
waste, can account for as much as 30-40% of the total urban 
waste production.70 Most of that is the result of demolition, 
which often produces 20-30% more waste per square meter 
than construction projects, and much of that is contami-
nated with pollutants such as paint and adhesives.71 Through 
adaptive reuse, producing much of that waste and pollution 
can be avoided altogether by reusing most of an existing 
structure.

Adaptive Reuse to Avoid Rezoning 

Religion-to-religion adaptive reuse also often avoids the 
strict regulations that can accompany zoning bylaws. North 
American news repeatedly report on the difficulties that 
religious organizations face when applying for zoning 
changes that would allow them to build a place of worship. 
The push back experienced by these religious groups may 
come from city councils or residents in a community, who 
generally cite concerns over traffic and increased noise as 
their reason for denying or protesting the change of zoning. 
This was the case in 2015, for example, when Mississauga, 
Ontario, residents protested the building of a new 

69 LEED : leadership in energy and environmental design.

70 W. Zhao, R.B. Leeftink, and V.S. Rotter, “Evaluation of the economic 
feasibility for the recycling of construction and demolition waste in 
China – the case of Chingqing,” Resources, Conservation, and Recy-
cling, vol. 54, no. 6, 2010, p. 377-389 ; Colin Jeffrey, Construction and 
demolition waste recycling – A literature review, Dalhousie University 
– Office of Sustainability, Halifax, Dalhousie University, 2011. 

71 Jeffrey, ibid.

12,000-square-foot mosque across from the Meadowvale 
Town Centre. The rezoning of the land was approved by 
city council, but hundreds of residents showed up to pro-
test the decision.72 Similarly, in Waterloo, Ontario, in 2017, 
the Waterloo West Community Association appealed the 
rezoning of a property for the building of a mosque, citing 
concerns over noise and traffic, in spite of the rezoning 
having been unanimously approved months earlier by 
the city council.73 Guelph, Ontario, community members 
reportedly faced an analogous problem when they pro-
posed building a new mosque in the south end of the city. 
The simplest solution for that particular community was 
to purchase a redundant church, which was already zoned 
institutionally as a place of worship.74 In that instance, a 
former church was successfully transformed in 2010 to the 
Masjid Abubakar As Seddique.

This small, former church was built between 1856 and 
1857 by Scottish Congregationalists; however, in 1882, the 
building was sold to the Disciples of Christ, who renamed 
it the Guelph Christian Church. They occupied the church 
until 2008, when their dwindling numbers forced them 
to sell the building to a private buyer, who in turn resold 
the church to the Islamic Society of Guelph.75 Like the Jami 
Mosque, this conversion was easily executed; pews were 
removed, a mihrab and minbar were added, and prayer car-
pets were installed. Additionally, the building had a former 

72 Neil Herland, “Contentious Mississauga Mosque re-zoning approved 
at Council,” CBC News, September 22, 2015, <[https ://www.cbc.ca/
news/canada/toronto/contentious-mississauga-mosque-re-zoning-
approved-at-council-1.3238236>, accessed June 13, 2019. 

73 Ryan Flanagan, “Rezoning for Muslim prayer centre appealed,” CTV 
News, October 31, 2017, <https ://kitchener.ctvnews.ca/rezoning-for-
muslim-prayer-centre-in-waterloo-appealed-1.3657627>, accessed 
June 13, 2019. 

74 “Guelph’s historic mosque building opens doors to public,” IQRA, 
April 22, 2010, <http ://iqra.ca/2010/guelph-historic-mosque- building-
opens-doors-to-public/>, accessed June 14, 2019 ; Discussion with 
Imam, September 5 2013. 

75 Wayne Collins, “Christian Church turning 125 ; One of city’s oldest 
churches carries on despite small congregation,” The Guelph Mercury 
Tribune, September 30, 2001, p. B01 ; Vik Kirsch, “Guelph Mosque 
returns most of board despite feuding factions,” The Record, June 11, 
2012, p. B6 ; “Doors open Guelph draws big crowds,” The Guelph Mer-
cury Tribune, April 26, 2010, p. 1.
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~ �Masjid Abubakar As Seddique, Guelph, façade. Photo : candace iron, 2013 
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Sunday School, which had been added to the back of the 
sanctuary with its own entrance. That space is now used 
as a women’s prayer room. Although the conversion of the 
church to a mosque was initially met with mixed reviews 
from some members of the non-Muslim community in 
Guelph, the transformation allowed the Muslim community 
to create a permanent place of worship. Overall, the Guelph 
project was extremely successful and since its adaptive 
reuse, the building itself has reportedly come to represent 

the manner in which Guelph’s various religious groups have 
come together as one community.76

76 Scott Tracey, ”Open house at mosque offers thanks for support ; The 
Muslim community in Guelph today counts more than 2,500 members,” 
The Guelph Mercury Tribune, May 6, 2013, p. A3.

~ �Masjid Abubakar As Seddique, interior. Photo: candace iron, 2013
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Conclusion

Canada officially adopted a policy of multiculturalism on 
July 21, 1988, which, among other things, guarantees that 
people of various ethnic backgrounds can enjoy and prac-
tice their religion, while also recognizing that diversity of 
race, ethnicity, and religion is a fundamental characteristic 
of Canadian society. Canada prides itself as the model mul-
ticultural mosaic; certainly religion-to-religion adaptive 
reuse projects represent that mosaic and the increasingly 
diverse nature of it. 

Projects like the Jami Mosque in Toronto and the Masjid 
Abubakar As Seddique in Guelph demonstrate how multi-
cultural Canada has become over the last one hundred years. 
Additionally, they prove that often religion-to-religion 
architectural adaptations are suitable, sustainable, easily 
executed, and can be relatively inexpensive, often requiring 
only a contractor or some hard-working volunteers.

While religion-to-religion adaptive reuse projects are 
far from new, they are becoming increasingly common. 
Because architecture, and places of worship in particular, 
are invested with meanings, they communicate a great deal 
about the values, history, and events associated with human 
experiences. In fact, in 1985, architectural historian Spiro 
Kostof suggested that architecture is the material theatre 
of human activity, which is social, both in meaning and 
purpose.77 With that in mind, I suspect that in the future, 
assuming that the Canadian demographic continues trend-
ing in the same manner, these buildings will be even more 
important in terms of their heritage value, not just because 
they were churches, but also because they represent the 
establishment and growth of non-Christian communities 
in Canada.

77 Spiro Kostof, A history of architecture : Settings and rituals, New York, Oxford  
University Press, 1995.




