
Lecturer burrows into the Sainted Flannel  
"The team's marketing department is not selling fragments of the Rocket's true stick." 
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Are the Canadiens a religion? In the Montreal of his day, Mark Twain observed, you couldn't throw a rock without 
hitting a church window. These days, a projectile tossed toward what used to be a church will shatter the window 
of people who attend condo meetings more often than mass.  
 
It is also a sign of the times that were you oafish enough to attempt it, you couldn't expectorate out your car 
window without hitting the Canadiens flag on a vehicle in the adjoining lane.  
 
While Brother Andre (and I don't mean Kostitsyn) approaches the final stages of sainthood, bronze beatification 
has already been bestowed on Maurice Richard, Howie Morenz, Jean Beliveau and Guy Lafleur, whose statues are 
part of the iconography on display in the Canadiens' Centennial Plaza.  
 
We have yet to hear reports of stigmata that resemble the wounds Jacques Plante endured before donning a mask. 
And the Canadiens' marketing department is not selling fragments of the true stick the Rocket used to score 50 in 
50 ... at least not yet.  
 
But some thinking people are drawing parallels between our hockey obsession and the religiosity that dominated 
these parts from the Black Robes (and I don't mean the Boston Bruins) until the Quiet Revolution.  
 
This afternoon at Vanier College, as part of the St. Laurent CEGEP's annual Social Sciences Week, anthropology 
teacher Matthieu Sossoyan will deliver a PowerPoint presentation titled Are the Montreal Canadiens a Religion? The 
Place of Hockey in our Society.  
 
The talk is described as an examination of the team not from a fan's perspective but "through the lens of the social 
sciences." Sossoyan will explain "how key religious concepts such as faith, symbolism, sacredness and mythology 
can be used to better understand what this hockey team represents to people, and how it works as a business, an 
institution and a social force."  
 
The crowd at Vanier - or almost any gathering of Montrealers, with the exception of a few ascetic sects who have 
forsworn RDS subscriptions - is going to be pretty knowledgeable about hockey in general and their Canadiens in 
particular. Sossoyan will try to put that passion into a broader context.  
 
"Myth, beauty, drama, ecstasy, high emotions, inspiration, living a side of what's usually repressed - all are 
standard elements of the religious experience," he said. "Common bond, us-vs.-them. We can use the religious 
experience model to understand why the Canadiens are so popular and how it works as a social force."  
 
Sossoyan cites an "ultimate classic" - The Joy of Sports, by Michael Novak. The Unites States theologian and 
political commentator writes: "Sports satisfy our hunger to connect with mythic meaning, to see forces that work in 
and upon human nature enacted in dramatic form, and to experience the social cohesion that these create.  
 
"Sports are mysteries of youth and aging, perfect action, fortune and misfortune," Novak adds. "Sports are 
liturgical enactments of perfection and the struggles of the human spirit to prevail."  
 
Sossoyan, a 36-year-old Montrealer who has a master's degree in anthropology from McGill University, has been 
teaching at Vanier - on racism, sexism, the anthropology of sports - for 10 years. He admits to being a practitioner 
of Canadiens religion.  
 
"You can tell how much of a fan a person is when they start describing the team as 'we,' " Sossoyan said.  
"Sometimes I'm in the 'we,' sometimes I'm in the 'they.' It depends how I feel."  
 
Matthieu Sossoyan speaks on the Canadiens as religion at 2 p.m. today in Auditorium A-103 of Vanier College. The 
school is located at 821 Ste. Croix Blvd., St. Laurent.  


