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Résumé 
L'hockey et le christianitsme sont souvent considerer des activité spirituels pour leur 

disciples et participants. Cet essai, écrit d'une perspective morale féministe, examine 

plusieur type de violence qui caractérise l'hockey professionnel au Canada, incluent la 

justice économique, commodification et sexualization des athletes, dévouement et 

héroisme, dommages physiques au cours  des jeux, l’abus sexuel, et une mentalité 

dualistique qui rend les autre joueurs non-humaines. Des parallèles entre ces type de 

violence et des théories chrétiennes classiques d'expiation sont établis, avec attention aux 

conséquences. Le normalité de la violence des théories chrétiennes classiques d'expiation 

et dans l'hockey professionnel au Canada est discuté et critiquer.
1
  

 

Abstract 
Hockey and Christianity are described as ways of being spiritual for followers and 

participants. This essay is written from a feminist ethical perspective and examines 

violence characterizing professional Canadian hockey including: economic justice, and 

commodification and sexualization of athletes; self-sacrifice and heroism; on-ice bodily 

harms; sexual abuse; and a dualistic mentality that alienates and negates the other. 

Parallels between this violence and classical Christian atonement theories are drawn, with 

attention to consequences. The normativity of violence both in classical Christian 

atonement theories and in professional Canadian hockey is argued and critiqued.  

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

[1]Several scholars have argued that organized sport functions as a religion or is, literally, 

a form of religion. Certainly hockey exhibits many characteristics of a religion: players 

are like gods and goddesses, or heroes and heroines; devoted followers ritually observe 

and participate in (with ecstatic responses) their chosen team’s games; there are hockey 

shrines including a recent one honouring Maurice Rocket Richard at Canada’s Museum 

of Civilization in Ottawa; and the Stanley Cup and other lesser awards are similar in 

terms of how they are regarded by some devotees to religious icons.
2
   Considering that 
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more than 4 million Canadians (out of a total population of approximately 31 million), 

not including fans, were involved in amateur hockey in 2002,
3
 and that Hockey Night in 

Canada is the longest running show in the history of  Canadian television, 
4
 if Canada has 

a sport that functions as a popular religion, it is hockey.   

 

[2]The question of whether sport functions as, is, or is definitely not a religion is one with 

which several scholars have wrestled. Some, perhaps most notably Joseph L. Price and 

Michael Novak, have argued strenuously that sport is a religion. Others have mounted 

what I think are more persuasive arguments against sport being a religion. These 

arguments tend to be based more on issues of faith in the transcendent, questions of 

holiness, and intentionality of addressing the meaning of life.
5
 As I have argued 

elsewhere,
6
  sport can serve as a spiritual discipline if it is pursued in a way congruent 

with such disciplines, but it need not be.  Similarly, faith group membership can serve as 

a spiritual discipline but not necessarily is one, as one can attend church, for example, but 

not be faithful or faith-filled.  

 

[3]Others claim that sports such as hockey cannot function as a popular religion because 

they are violent.
7
  Yet, violence colours most cultural institutions and dynamics, 

including religions. Religions and other ways of being religious are marked by violence 

and other distortions, yet this usually neither stops people from participating in religious 

organizations, nor from passionately defending the ones to which they subscribe. 

However, this passion can blind followers to recognizing—let alone critiquing—that 

which is held sacred. As many scholars, such as Clifford Geertz, have argued, religions, 
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including Christianity, are both informed by and inform wider culture.  In this essay, I 

will begin such a critique of the assumed normativity of violence in hockey by 

identifying and examining ways in which hockey is violent, and drawing some 

connections to concrete consequences of this normativity. Because violence has indeed 

become normative, the mere identification of these forms of violence is a political act; it 

is unclear what constitutes violence and, perhaps most significantly, what violence is 

morally wrong, morally ambiguous or morally good. As theologian Hans Boersma well 

argues, “The underlying assumption in many discussions of divine violence appears to be 

that violence is inherently evil and immoral … [W]e need to ask whether violence is, 

under any and all circumstances, a morally negative thing.”
8
 This examination will 

demonstrate and argue the moral ambiguity, harms and even benefits of some violence. 

Christianity, as the religious tradition to which the majority of Canadians subscribe,
9
 is 

the religion that I will examine in this essay alongside hockey as an example of a widely 

accepted possible avenue to spirituality.  

 

[4] Because most of the critiques of the violence in Christianity, and many of the studies 

regarding violence—particularly that of a sexual nature—have been written by feminist 

or pro-feminist scholars, the methodological approach I take in this essay is a feminist 

ethics approach. Both hockey and Christianity foster, or participate in, the negation of 

embodiment and sexuality, especially regarding women.  These are interconnected 

themes—violence, embodiment, and sexuality—that arise in an examination of hockey as 

a way of experiencing a subjective sense of spirituality, and violence. In exploring this 

issue, I acknowledge that the dominant forms of both are neither the only forms nor 
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interpretations experienced by followers and participants. I will consider a variety of 

forms of hockey, several forms of violence, and will focus most of my ethical analysis on 

dominant professional hockey.  

 

[5]I offer the following working definition of violence posited by Boersma: “’[violence 

is] any use of force or coercion that involves some kind of hurt or injury whether this 

coercion be physical or nonphysical, personal or institutional, incidental or structural.’”
10

 

This definition encapsulates systemic violence as well as more individual acts of 

violence. It does not restrict or conflate violence with physical acts nor does it remove 

individual accountability. Also, very significantly, it does not pronounce a moral 

assessment of all violence. Instead, it makes room for instances in which violence can be 

understood as morally ambiguous or as a moral good. For example, pushing someone out 

of the way of oncoming traffic or amputating a hopelessly infected limb are arguably 

violent acts and are judged, generally, to be beneficent acts. Ethically, the defining of 

violent actions is a complicated issue. For some, any and all violence is morally wrong 

while for others this is not the case. For some subscribing to the former contention, an act 

judged beneficent, such as the aforementioned case of pushing someone out of the way of 

oncoming traffic, is therefore not violent by definition.
11

 Since it seems to me that 

drawing a line between beneficent acts that can be considered either violent or that 

include unintended potential harmful consequences, and violent acts, is unclear at best 

and relies largely on subjectively discerned motive, I will not draw such a line in this 

essay and will, instead, acknowledge the moral ambiguity of some violence. The 

relevance of this definition of the issue to Christianity and, more particularly, atonement 
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theories, will become clear. 

 

[6] Regarding Christianity, I will focus my attention on Jesus’ crucifixion and theological 

claims related to this event. I have chosen this focus for two reasons. First, the cross is 

generally understood to be of great significance to, and by some the defining moment of, 

Christianity.
 12

 Although I could choose from any number of violent atrocities committed 

in the name of Christianity including the Crusades, the Inquisition, the genocide of 

Aboriginal peoples, and the Salem witch trials as examples of ways in which Christianity 

has been used to promote and/or justify clearly morally evil actions, I am more interested 

in the theological convictions central to Christianity that have provided the fodder for 

these repeated atrocities. Theologian Chris Deacy discusses the “inextricable link 

between Christianity and violence, [and posits that] … the heart of [this link is] the 

explicitly violent symbol of the cross.”
13

 Deacy is not alone in this contention. Second, 

and most importantly for my purposes, the cross is arguably one of the most violent 

Christian stories that concerns embodiment.
 14

  This immediate relation to embodiment is 

relevant, of course, to a theological analysis of sport as sport clearly concerns the body. 

Further, as Deacy and several theologians who have written on the significance of 

atonement theories contend, there are lived consequences to prevalent theological 

interpretations.
15

 In more recent decades, theologians and particularly feminist and 

womanist theologians have argued that these consequences include the systemic 

perpetuation of sexual and physical abuse in addition to the list of mass atrocities named 

above. Others have pointed also to the possible reinforcement of suicidal inclinations by 

at least one interpretation of an atonement theory.
16

 Contemporary reexaminations of 
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atonement theories have been prompted largely by an emergent concern regarding the 

consequences of this relationship between atonement theories and violence. 

 

[7]By drawing some parallels and connections between interpretations of this central 

Christian event and the violence of Canadian hockey,
17

 I will demonstrate the normativity 

of violence in both and begin to analyze the nature and consequences of such violence, 

some of which is neither essential to nor congruent with the central values of either. At 

the same time, there is a tendency to negate the possibility of profound love or joy in an 

event that also clearly is violent. This tendency is an outcome of the aforementioned 

assumption that violence is all and simply bad. Both hockey as a way experiencing 

spirituality and Christianity as a spirit-filled religion, for some people, have at least some 

intrinsic violence but this violence does not negate their respective promotions of life.  

 

[8]My analysis will begin with a brief summary of some influential Christian atonement 

theories.  I will then explore some of the roots of the dominant Canadian cultural valuing 

of professional organized sport over play.  The next steps in the ethical clarification of 

this issue are the identification and analysis of forms of violence characterizing dominant 

Canadian hockey. I will argue that these forms include: economic justice, and the 

commodification and sexualization of athletes; self-sacrifice and heroism; on-ice bodily 

harms; sexual abuse; and an us/them dualistic view that alienates and negates the other. 

 

[9]I will consider some parallels to atonement theories with the purpose of demonstrating 

not only a similar cultural tendency to assume the normativity of violence in both a 
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clearly defined and recognized way of being religious—Christianity—and in hockey as a 

popular cultural spirituality for some participants and followers, but also to identify some 

of the consequences related to this normativity.  Just as theologians rightly have been 

concerned with the unexamined possible violent ramifications of atonement theories, 

equally rigorous examinations of alternative and popular ways of being “spiritual” or 

“religious” must be undertaken. This essay is but a modest beginning. 

 

Christian Atonement Theories and Violence 

[10]Popular interpretations of historical atonement theories have been soundly critiqued 

by numerous theologians including Rosemary Radford Ruether, Marie Fortune, JoAnne 

Marie Terrell, J. Denny Weaver, Rita Nakashima Brock, Barbara Andolsen and several 

others for the harms such theologies have caused and continue to cause within 

relationships located in a global context of systemic power imbalances; systemic patterns 

of injustice are reinforced and exacerbated by theological claims that can be interpreted 

to evaluate suffering as a moral good. Most notably, atonement theory interpretations that 

not only accept but glorify violence and suffering have been critiqued for promoting 

many types of relationship abuse including sexual and physical abuse. However, there are 

other contemporaries who understand the violence of traditional atonement theories 

differently. Some such as Hans Boersma and Cynthia S. W. Crysdale (arguably Terrell’s 

theology also fits this description), while convinced that the cross is violent, are equally 

convinced that this violence in no way negates the love and the promise of life in the 

cross. Further, they raise questions regarding the moral quality of this violence. 
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[11]There are many atonement theories including but not limited to: Christus Victor, 

ransom, satisfaction, penal substitution, and moral influence.
18

 Each has difficulties as 

well as redemptive pieces depending upon one’s interpretation and experiential lens. I 

will provide a brief overview of these theories with attention to violence. 

 

 [12]The Christus Victor theory—the classical view of the atonement—was prevalent 

among early Christians and held that God came to earth in Jesus to overcome the powers 

of evil that hold the world and humanity in captivity. These powers of evil are too strong 

for humanity to overcome alone without God. The clearest limitation of this theory is the 

assumption that there are exclusively good and bad forces in the world. This dualistic 

approach not only oversimplifies the complexity of humanity and God, but also sets the 

stage for the presumption of one’s own goodness and righteousness as contrasted with the 

then necessary evil of those with whom one disagrees. Some, including Boersma, argue 

that a more accurate interpretation would not lead to the conclusion that one must be 

inhospitable to those with whom one disagrees; rather, “Divine violence is not always 

opposed to divine hospitality but may well be a suitable instrument in ascertaining the 

hope of the entire cosmos being embraced by the hospitable love of God. It is the 

resurrection—the eschatological future of absolute hospitality—that allows us to call the 

atonement an act of unprecedented hospitality.”
19

 His point, and the point of others 

including theological ethicist Beverley W. Harrison, is that anger and even wrath can be 

parts of love particularly in terms of caring enough to be angry at injustice and to work 

for change that is predicted on the well-being of all with keen attention to the 

marginalized.
20
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[13]Perhaps the central issue here is, again, how one defines violence. If violence is 

understood to always cause greater harm than good, then Harrison would not agree with 

the possibility that anger can include or issue forth in redemptive violence. In fact, 

redemptive violence would be an oxymoron. Yet, if Boersma is correct in arguing that 

violence includes acts such as pushing someone out of the way of oncoming traffic, or 

standing in solidarity with a marginalized who group who risk acts of civil disobedience 

as resistance to systemic abuse. The way in which an issue is defined is central to ethical 

analysis and the shaping of ensuing moral discourse; it is a political act. 

 

[14]The later morally problematic theories of ransom or deception to explain how Jesus 

defeated the devil, were not developed by Irenaeus but were added by Gregory of Nyssa 

who built on Origen’s (183-253) conception of Jesus’ death as a ransom paid to the devil 

by God to secure humanity’s return to God.
21

 According to these later explanations, 

Jesus’ humanity served as a veil to trick the devil so that the devil would take the ransom 

offered, and God then was able to triumph. Jesus did not really die. His suffering was an 

artful illusion and led to mastery over evil. Some interpreters of this theory have 

concluded that Jesus’ humanity was only important as a tool of deception.
22

 Related to 

this is the message that suffering is only temporary and, in some ways not real; it 

precedes triumph, be patient. Also, the theory potentially allows humanity to relinquish 

all responsibility for evil if evil is seen as purely part of the cosmic struggle with God—a 

struggle that God has already won. This last point is also problematic since if one 

believes that evil has been defeated once for all, there is no ongoing evil to be addressed 

in the world. Thus, the violence and oppressions that do exist can be accepted as illusory 
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or insignificant. Others have understood that it was not evil that was defeated once for all 

but sanctioned divine violence. 

 

[15]The satisfaction theory is often associated with Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109). 

Anselm more thoroughly developed this theory which was generated by Tertullian (late 

2
nd

 to early 3
rd

 century BCE) and, arguably, in some New Testament texts. This theory 

removed the devil from the equation entirely. Instead it proposed that the shedding of 

Jesus’ innocent blood was willed by God for the ultimate good and salvation of all 

humanity. Thus, this theory understands God as both the agent and object of the sacrifice, 

but since Anselm placed the emphasis on Jesus Christ as object of the sacrifice necessary 

to restoring God’s honour, therefore it is known as an objective atonement theory (e.g. 

the change occurs primarily in God not primarily in humanity except insofar as Jesus was 

fully human, too).
23

 Only the fully human/fully divine Jesus could serve as an adequate 

“substitution” to “satisfy” the demands of God for blood sacrifice as payment for 

humanity’s sins. Both Tertullian and Anselm struggled with how finite and mutable 

humans could render adequate and acceptable satisfaction to a wronged and infinite God. 

Tertullian’s theory was shaped by his context of Roman patronage while Anselm’s was 

shaped also by a system of responsibilities: the medieval European feudal system. 

Accordingly, each was shaped, respectively, by contexts that required satisfaction for 

violations of the patronage or feudal system. Reparation must be made for sin otherwise 

there is no order or law to safeguard against injustice. As womanist JoAnne Marie Terrell 

puts it,  

if injustice is forgiven out of mercy alone, then injustice is more at liberty 

than justice. This would make injustice resemble God, since God alone is 
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subject to no one’s law. To fulfill the demands of the rational order and 

redeem God’s plan for creation, justice requires either punishment or 

satisfaction … Although it was incumbent upon humankind to satisfy the 

demands of the Infinite, only a God could actually accomplish this; thus it 

was necessary for God to become human in order to restore the honor due 

to Godself.
24

 

 

The devil is given no “due” in this theory, instead God is given “due honour.”
25

  As 

theologian Daniel Migliore writes, one of the problems with this theory is that “grace is 

made conditional on satisfaction. But is conditional grace still grace?”
26

   

 

[16]Peter Abelard (1079-1142) proposed the moral influence theory (which arguably has 

roots in Irenaeus) in response to Anselm’s theory. Abelard argued vehemently against the 

ransom theory, claiming that “the notion of a price for release of captives is 

incoherent.”
27

 Instead, he posited a theory that is often misunderstood and reduced to a 

subjective exemplarist model. Although it has a clear subjective component: through the 

Passion, Christ delivers us from our sinful desires by inspiring us with God’s 

incomprehensible love; it also has a clear objective component: Christ takes punishment 

on our behalf in order to reconcile us with God. Thus, as Thomas Williams argues, 

“Abelard explicitly teaches a theory of penal substitution”
28

 (as discussed below). This 

theory removes proprietary rights over humanity by the devil, and it emphasizes God’s 

unconditional love and grace. Often criticized for a neglect of human sin and lacking 

“any thick description of the cross,”
29

 Abelard clearly was very concerned with the 

effects of original sin on human relationship with God. The Passion, he claimed, set 

humanity free from this sin and estrangement from God. Through the Passion, we are 

able to desire out of love that which is consistent with God as Love. To follow godly 

desires remains our choice and responsibility, through God’s grace.
30
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[17]A feminist and womanist critique of this model has been that this blood sacrifice of 

Jesus is understood as the ultimate model of love that is only fully realized when 

humanity is so moved by this love that humanity then responds in similar self-sacrificial 

ways.
31

 Williams explains that Abelard saw the Passion as not 

merely . . . an example to emulate. It is the event that above all others 

reveals to us the nature, the supreme and unstinting love, of God himself. 

By showing us the incomparable goodness and love of God, it shows us 

how much God deserves to be loved—not merely because of what he has 

done for us, but because of who he is.
32

 

 

However, the violence of the killing of Jesus remains upheld as the divine model. The 

same critiques that have been applied to the penal substitutionary theories, as discussed 

below, can be applied to Abelard’s theory. Love remains somehow intertwined with 

violence of undeserved suffering and killing in this theory; if one truly loves, one will be 

willing to sacrifice fully one’s body. While the intent of this theory may be to uphold a 

love that that does not abandon even in the most dire of circumstance, Abelard’s theory is 

easily distorted as encouraging suffering that does not value love of self as much as love 

for the possibly sinful desires—through grace rejected—of others and/or self. 

 

[18]Later, John Calvin developed what has become the most prevalent Western 

atonement doctrine. Sometimes called the penal substitution theory, this theory was 

informed by elements of both the ransom theory and mainly the satisfaction theory. In the 

context of the Reformation, human sinfulness, particularly as it was found to have 

corrupted institutions and particularly the church, was accorded priority over merit as the 

assumption behind salvation; Jesus took the punishment that sinful humanity deserved in 
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order that we might be saved. The penal substitutionary model assured Christian that 

even the greatest of sins had been paid for by a just God who also loves humanity 

unreservedly.
33

 Certainly, we continue to see evidence of the strong influence this penal 

theory continues to hold, even in popular culture. For example, Mel Gibson’s 2004 film 

The Passion of the Christ depicted this interpretation graphically.  

 

[19]In 1931, theologian Gustaf Aulén published what was to become a very influential 

work entitled Christus Victor—An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea 

of the Atonement.
34

 In it he indirectly argues for a return to and recovery of the classical 

Christus Victor theory. The penal model arose out of a particular context and it is time, he 

argued, for the early church’s Christus Victor theory to be revisited. Aulén leveled an 

important critique of the satisfaction theory regarding the description of the relationship 

within the Trinitarian God: since the debt is paid by the Son to the Father, and thus “the 

act of Atonement has indeed its origin in God’s will, but is, in its carrying out, an offering 

made to God by Christ as man and on man’s behalf, and may therefore be called a 

discontinuous Divine work,” unlike the act of atonement as understood by the Christus 

Victor theory which depicts “continuous Divine work.”
35

 

 

[20]Some twenty years after Aulén’s book was published, the satisfaction theory and its 

derivatives were critiqued soundly primarily by feminists and womanists for perpetuating 

claims of Christ’s surrogacy and sacrifice. These theological claims have been used to 

perpetuate slavery and other forms of racism and sexism, by upholding suffering and 

extreme self-sacrifice as moral goods in and of themselves. In fact, similar to the allure 



 

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 

Volume 21: Special Edition – Religion and Popular Culture in Canada (2009) 

perhaps of extreme sports, Mel Gibson’s The Passion has helped make clearer the 

message that the greatest (the best) suffering (e.g. that of the “sadistic savagery of the 

Passion”) is the greatest (the best) sacrifice.
36

 

 

[21]More recently, theologian J. Denny Weaver has built on Aulén’s work, arguing that a 

revisioned form of Christus Victor has much to offer as a viable atonement theory. 

Weaver deepened Aulén’s critique of the satisfaction theory, particularly regarding its 

Trinitarian discontinuity, in part owing to work done by feminist and womanist 

theological critics who have raised the issue of divine child abuse.  The God of the 

satisfaction and penal substitutionary theories requires the blood sacrifice of the meek 

and mild Jesus, the innocent sacrificial lamb. Jesus submits willingly, out of love, to 

crucifixion in order to appease God the Father and reconcile God with humanity. As 

Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker write, “it is precisely this sanctioning of 

suffering which is the legacy of the satisfaction theory of atonement.”
37

 Further, the 

belief that God the Father willed the crucifixion of “His only Son” has led to a charge of 

divinely sanctioned child abuse.
38

 This argument assumes that two “persons” of the 

trinity can act in “discontinuity.” More recently, this claim has been challenged by 

theologians including womanist JoAnne Marie Terrell who calls for an interpretation that 

does not presume that “Jesus was other than God.”
39

 Weaver agrees but then argues that 

if we can get past the problem of divine child abuse in the satisfaction/penal theories, we 

are left with another ethical problem: “Divine suicide.”
40

 

 

[22] Perhaps the most obvious point of departure between Weaver and Aulén is Weaver’s 
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emphasis on Jesus’ life and ministry as compared to Aulén’s more traditional emphasis 

on the cross. Weaver calls his “nonviolent atonement” theory the “narrative Christus 

Victor” theory to make clear this emphasis.
41

 Weaver rejects “all standard images of 

atonement” as they all “have problematic violent dimensions that render them 

unacceptable.” He argues that Anselm’s model as well as the later penal substitutionary 

model assumes and is built on retributive justice norms meaning that punishment is 

required for justice instead of searching for other ways to promote healthy relationship 

such as those proposed by restorative justice theorists. Further, these models “depend on 

God-induced and God-directed violence.”
42

 Weaver sees the early church’s Christus 

Victor theory as congruent with pacifism if relevant scripture is revisited and 

reinterpreted. For Weaver, his narrative Christus Victor theory portrays Jesus accurately 

as active and “confrontational,” undeterred by powers and principalities and triumphant 

“nonviolently through death and resurrection,” with the violence of his death being 

“neither God’s nor God directed.”
43

 Others such as Boersma take issue with Weaver’s 

position and understand the denial of divine violence as incongruent with the biblical 

story and also disagree with Weaver’s reduction of violence to moral wrongness, rather 

than seeing some violence as a necessary part of hospitality or love.  

 

[23]While some such as Weaver and Brown and Bohn reject traditional atonement 

theories because of their intrinsic violence, others such as Aulén, Boersma, and Terrell 

have argued that there are salvific elements in each of theories and, while parts must be 

rejected, the theories as a whole ought not be rejected as they offer elements that have 

been salvific for people. Terrell argues that there is “something of God in the blood of the 
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cross” but the something is not in the sanctioning of ongoing violence including 

surrogacy interpretations but it is the promise, understood by the early church, that Jesus’ 

death on the cross was “the pouring out of God’s own life, ending sanction for sacred 

violence, once for all…”, together with the ongoing presence and empowerment of the 

Holy Spirit.
44

 Thus, in Terrell’s view, it was not evil that was ended once for all but the 

sacred sanction of violence. Similar in some ways to Weaver, Terrell favours pieces of 

the early church’s Christus Victor theory: 

Perhaps the cross is central to black Christian identity because black 

Christians suffer, like Jesus and the martyrs, unjustly. … I do not think 

that the problem is with the imagery per se; the cross, in its original sense, 

embodied a scandal that something, anything, good could come out of 

such an event. Seen in this light, Jesus’ sacrificial act was not the 

objective. Rather, it was the tragic, if foreseeable, result of his 

confrontation with evil.
45

 

 

 

[24]Theologically, Jesus’ death on the cross continues to raise questions and debate 

regarding purpose and meaning. In our contemporary context these questions often are 

generated out of concern for their approaches to violence and suffering. My position is 

that Jesus’ crucifixion was first an act of terrible violence of which, as has been 

demonstrated repeatedly, humanity is capable. Somehow God brought something salvific 

out of that horrible moment and has also demonstrated that in the midst of our own 

horrors, we are not alone. Tragically, largely due to the reality of systemic oppression and 

participation in these systems, historical interpretations of the cross have been understood 

and/or used to justify and perpetuate abuse and other violence that does not in any way 

contribute to the work of love in mutual relationship. Violence is a highly complex and 

ethically problematic concept. 

 



 

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 

Volume 21: Special Edition – Religion and Popular Culture in Canada (2009) 

[25]I contend that much of the violence manifested in high performance Canadian hockey 

is a prominent example of the perpetuation and continued acceptance of the cultural 

normativity of violence even or especially in, what are for many, ways of being spiritual 

or religious. There is no clear line between violence that is justifiable and perhaps even 

positive, and violence that causes more harm than good or is gratuitous. The assessment 

of harms and benefits that are linked to violence, as some theologians such as Terrell 

have well argued, is complex and depends to a significant degree on personal and 

communal narrative out of which contextual meaning is often made. Nonetheless, critical 

reflection is necessary as religions, and those cultural expressions including Canadian 

hockey that are popularly conceived to be linked to spirituality, propagate and 

encapsulate values that are typically upheld as morally good. Such an implicit and 

sometimes explicit acceptance and even glorification of violence raise questions 

regarding popular understandings of virtue. 

 

The Professionalization of Hockey 

[26]The development of hockey as a profession has changed the sport in some ways. At 

the least, it has increased the value placed on performance and, particularly, performance 

as it contributes or does not to winning. The winners (often defined with an emphasis on 

individual performance, not the team) are the athletes who perform well enough to be 

drafted into major league hockey. Advertising dollars are won by the winners of the 

Cups; insofar as winning increases profit, it is valued greatly. With the focus of big time 

hockey on making money, athletes become regarded as commodities hired to sell the 

game. A willingness to do what it takes to win, to sacrifice one’s body if need be, and to 



 

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 

Volume 21: Special Edition – Religion and Popular Culture in Canada (2009) 

suffer for the team, is expected and bought: the greater the suffering, the greater the 

commitment. As John Dominic Crossan has argued regarding Gibson’s The Passion of 

Christ, the popular conception of the most laudable sacrifice seems to be that the more 

dramatic the act and the greater the suffering involved, the greater the good.
46

 If a player 

is not highly skilled and willing to invest “110%,” then their commitment and love are 

not adequate and someone else will be bought.  An appreciation of these root dynamics is 

necessary to an understanding of the types of violence that will be identified and 

discussed in the following pages. 

 

[27]The professionalization of the sport has meant aligning it with the dominant cultural 

values of making money and winning, often insofar as winning contributes to making 

money. Clearly, a pro team does not need to win in order to make a huge profit. The 

Toronto Maple Leafs, for example, have not won the Stanley Cup since 1967 and yet 

their followers tend to be very loyal (as evidenced by ticket sales) and refuse to give up 

the hope that their day will come. At the same time, the players are taught that they must 

win-at-any-cost if their dreams of becoming “the best” by making the NHL draft are to be 

realized. In this way, profit and the drive to win-at-any-cost become comingled. It may or 

may not be the case that primary motives for players seeking the “big-time” are the big 

salaries and potential advertising dollars. 

 

[28]Hockey that is experienced as play without the pressures to achieve glory by winning 

the Stanley Cup, earning top dollar advertising contracts, and locking in that multi-

million dollar contract, is often a different game. As writer Lawrence Scanlan notes, “old-
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timer hockey—often played at odd hours in empty arenas—recalls ‘the silly joys of 

childhood’ and continues to offer ‘a temporary balm against the pressures of the week 

and the march of time.’ The game played for money on hockey nights in Canada is 

something else.”
47

 Professional hockey, at least from a management perspective, usually 

is aimed primarily at profit and winning if winning enhances profit. From a player’s 

perspective, if he is driven to achieve NHL status, winning must become a primary, if not 

the only goal; pleasure, communal engagement, life lessons in how to lose and how to 

win, self-discipline and all other virtues of the sport can become lost as secondary 

consequences—laudable but unnecessary outcomes.   

 

[29]Similarly, it seems to me that in Christianity, Jesus’ life and ministry can become lost 

as secondary goods by a penal substitutionary focus on the necessity and critical 

importance of his death on the cross. Clearly the significance of Jesus’ life far exceeds 

any significance of hockey but the parallels in popular interpretations of both, particularly 

given the subjectively identified spiritual experiences of hockey proponents, is not 

accidental. 

 

[30]Professional sport is more entrenched in and reflective of dominant cultural values 

than is less organized sport (for example, house league or pick-up) —often derided as 

play—that does not uphold winning as its primary purpose. Highly organized and 

competitive sport has become an indicator of our dominant values. Historian Steve 

Overman shows how dominant religious-cultural systems have influenced, shaped, and 

distorted play and sport. He traces much of America’s defining of play back to a Puritan 
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value system. As he summarizes, “The Puritans feared human appetite and were uneasy 

with unrestrained human movement. The body was construed as an object to be subdued 

in the quest for spiritual enlightenment and personal salvation. ... Anything containing an 

element of play was viewed as a sin, or a temptation to sin.” Thus, play was only morally 

laudable when it was structured to serve a “worthy end”—“sport” was defensible in that 

it helped to maintain health and the ability to work productively at a waged job. This 

Puritan heritage was continued and supplemented by Victorian “standards of 

professionalism” and, later, capitalism and seemingly unlimited technological 

advancements.
48

  

 

[31]Hockey as an organized sport has become conflated with the National Hockey 

League as big business and big money.
49

 Professional sport closes the gap between work 

and play without questioning the dominant cultural meaning of work.
50

 Work and sport 

have become defined largely by performance and money.
51

  When work is defined this 

way and sport is conflated with work, then the other moral goods of sport become 

secondary at most. For example, the value of relationship and community becomes an 

acceptable and even positive consequence of hockey if it helps a team to win and make 

money. In and of itself, community is not an end.  As Christian ethicist Dietmar Meith 

observes,  

 In Christian tradition the person is not unrelational but becomes a 

self through relationships, and therefore in a communicative process. 

 Sport is wholly a locus of communication. … The more sport 

comes under the rule of goals, success and achievement, the more one-

dimensional is the possible communication of the participants, and the 

more it obeys the will to achievement of the industrial society or of the 

performance society. Everyone does his or her job.
52
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Hockey primarily as play continues to exist. There is more opportunity for this latter type 

of hockey when the interests of big business are removed or at least lessened, but there is 

no romantic guarantee.  

Economic Justice, Commodification and Sexualization of Athletes 

[32]There are several consequences and ethical issues that arise from the 

professionalization of hockey that are morally ambiguous.  For example, the need for 

marketing and advertising has helped some marginalized groups to be taken more 

seriously as athletes while at the same time it has reinforced their marginal status.  

Women athletes have experienced both increasing opportunity and pressure to expose 

their bodies to attract viewership and, therefore, sponsorship money.  On the opportunity 

side, as Professor Emeritus of Physical Education and Recreation M. Ann Hall points out, 

the sexualization of women’s sports in media images (for example, naked or partially 

clad female athletes) “help send a calculated message that women can be both athletic 

and feminine, especially in sports that still carry the stigma that women who excel in 

them are somehow unwomanly.”
53

 Concrete potential benefits of this approach include 

greater funding for women’s sport, and probably, in the case of hockey, more and better 

ice-time. In turn, these athletes have greater opportunity to improve their skills, play 

more, receive more and better scholarships, and to more deeply challenge the already far-

from-complete male hegemony in Canadian organized sport. Further, as Hall indicates, 

sexualized images of female athletes counter the myth that athletic women cannot be 

sexually attractive by dominant cultural standards of heterosexual beauty.
54

 Women, 

simply by playing sports, disrupt the normative identification of sport with men. 

Similarly, although some have used/understood atonement theories to justify either 
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inflicting or experiencing abuse, others including oppressed peoples have found these 

same theories to be encouraging, comforting, and liberating.
55

 

 

[33]Although the sexualization of female athletes has helped to dispel the stereotype that 

athletic women are unattractive, it also has led critics to “a new wave of ‘dyke 

bashing,’”
56

 and enforced heterosexism; the use of a cultural tendency to commodify and 

objectify women athletes as sexual objects has reinforced cultural norms regarding 

heterosexuality and the linking of women with sex. As Mathisen observes, “Women ... 

are overwhelmingly absent as televised-sport role models, while male sport 

commentators prefer to dwell on female athletes’ physical appearances and or on their 

own biased assumptions of traditional femininity”(30). By using these cultural systemic 

norms, even for primary purposes of changing normative conceptions of women, they 

also are reinforced.  A more humorous and satirical media example from an episode of 

The Simpsons, has Homer responding to his daughter Lisa’s continued plea to play ice 

hockey: “Lisa, if the Bible has taught us nothing else, and it hasn’t, it’s that girls should 

stick to girls’ sports, such as hot oil wrestling and foxy boxing and such and such.”  

 

[34]Women in sport, similar to other marginalized people in sport including people with 

disabilities, people of colour, people of limited economic status, and people who are 

openly LGBT, challenge the dominant myth of white, heterosexual, middle-upper class 

male hegemony in “real” sport but this challenge at explicit as well as implicit levels does 

not always transform the normative oppressive power systems.  Rather, such challenges 

usually yield ambiguous results that are similar to those results from some athletic 
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women’s challenges of the assumption that they must be un(heterosexually) attractive 

and, also, unworthy of adequate equipment, ice-time, and financial investment. The two 

assumptions go hand-in-hand—bodies and value.  The exclusion of women and other 

systemically marginalized people from normative professional and other organized 

sport
57

 remains a violent norm in professional and junior hockey (although it is gradually 

being challenged) as it does in the wider cultural context. Hence, any argument for the 

moral good, or even moral ambiguity of such commodification, hinges on the uncritical 

acceptance of this violence as normative in sport.  

 

[35]Commodification also leads to wider distributive justice concerns: is the allocation of 

resources to pro sport in Canada just? If this question is not considered as part of the 

forgoing analysis of potential harms and benefits of commodification for women and 

other systemically marginalized groups in pro sport, then the underlying status quo of 

Canadian capitalism is implicitly accepted. The lack of resources to feed the poor and to 

provide adequate affordable housing, dental care, affordable day care, etc., suggest that 

our society places greater value on pro hockey players than on adequate social services.  

 

[36]Similarly, theological dualistic claims regarding not only the negation of women, but 

also of the body and sexuality (most closely linked with women) must also be examined.    

The sexuality of Jesus, an embodied, often depicted as naked, man on the cross, has 

reinforced and/or reflected a link between sexuality, pain, and violence.
58

 Christian 

theologies regarding the cross have been interpreted in ways that foster negative attitudes 

towards women and sexuality. An oft asked question by feminist theologians has been: 
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Can a male saviour save women?
59

  If one believes that only a male could represent God, 

die on the cross, and so save humanity, then one believes that at the least men are 

somehow closer to God or that God is literally male. If God is male this raises not only 

anthropomorphic concerns but concerns around the place of women as secondary 

humans. The creation theology claim that all humanity is made in the image of God must 

raise questions regarding the full incarnation of Christ as a male and not a female. Some 

have hypothesized that humanity, because of our prejudices, simply could not have 

recognized a woman. Others have concluded that the maleness of Jesus is irrelevant to his 

message.
60

 Male normativity too often has left women often on the edges of Christianity. 

 

Self-Sacrifice and Heroism 

[37]One of the most highly prized values in hockey is loyalty; commitment to and 

involvement in one’s team—both players and fans, but especially players—are very 

important. Community is fostered by team travel, working together against the same 

adversaries, and the nature of the game itself: the sheer pleasure of feeling the puck slap 

against your blade as you receive a pass from behind from your teammate who 

instinctively knows where you are and you them; the euphoria of “clicking” with your 

team; and the letting go of all else. Through such experiences, most players learn that 

they have limitations, strengths, and need each other.  Fans too can appreciate this, but 

players have immediate experience of their interdependence. 

 

[38]For both players and fans anything can seem possible. In this liminal space all else 

stops and the previously impossible need not seem so hopeless. Many things may be 
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wrong or lack colour in one’s world but there is always the ritual of Hockey Night in 

Canada to look forward to—a moment of respite into a world larger than one’s individual 

life—a chance to be part of a quest for hockey’s Holy Grail, the Stanley Cup. This may 

seem trivial to some who are not part of this devoted coterie but to those who are 

followers, they understand that as fans they are members of a larger following who 

believe that their team and heroes can do anything. 

 

[39]However, the hockey community is not always inclusive or fostering of individual 

players’ well-being. When a player’s or coaches’ prima facie duty is assumed to be 

winning, then some would-be-players are excluded because they are not skilled enough; 

extreme self-sacrificial behaviour is lauded as taking-one-for-the-team or simply for 

being tough; and a select few heroic figures are valorized while other lesser mortals 

expected to take unnecessary risks for the heroic figures.  

 

[40]High performance Canadian hockey is built on the presumption of heroes. Heroic 

figures give one models for which to strive
61

 and inspiration, but can also encourage a 

tendency to locate the goods of hockey in only a few select individuals rather than the 

team. This tendency is congruent with a culture that prizes extreme individualism, rather 

than one that equally appreciates a diversity of abilities. At the same time heroic figures 

do inspire and serve as role models, particularly for young people.  Heroes offer hope that 

anything is possible, even the least can achieve wonders.  They send the message that 

anything is possible: if you try hard, apply yourself, and never give up, no door need be 

closed. While this message is not entirely true, it gives hope and fosters encouraging 



 

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 

Volume 21: Special Edition – Religion and Popular Culture in Canada (2009) 

dreams.
62

 

 

[41]An important ethical question concerns the lengths to which one will go in pursuit of 

these dreams. Different sorts of dreams and aspirations are fostered in different cultural 

contexts. In Canada, the dream associated with hockey usually is to succeed by achieving 

pro stardom. Less common are dreams of empowering others, or learning to skate but 

these are primary motives for some.  

 

[42]To achieve the dominant dream of stardom, for both males and females (although for 

females lots of money is not part of the tempting package!), forms of self-violence are not 

uncommon. Such violence includes the pursuit of excessive thinness particularly for 

female athletes,
63

 the use of performance enhancing drugs and genetic modification 

technologies,
64

 and the commitment to play “through” injury and overcome pain by 

continuing to play regardless of the much greater risk of permanent or serious injury. 

Many are familiar of the legend of Toronto Maple Leaf hero Bobby Baun leading his 

team to Stanley Cup victory on a broken leg; the act of scoring the winning goal while 

clearly in much pain sent Baun’s star profile into the stratosphere. More common perhaps 

but with no open approval is the willingness to use banned substances to increase muscle 

mass or physical stamina. Most of these banned substances have known and unknown 

risks of harm, but because they can potentially increase an athlete’s performance and, 

therefore, marketability, many players and coaches, on players’ behalves, are willing to 

take those risks.  
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[43]There can be a fine line between giving the best one has to the team and accepting 

some physical pain and risk, and causing unnecessary or lasting harm to oneself. The 

glorification of self-sacrifice and pain and suffering is certainly found in traditional 

atonement theories, as well as in hockey. Although no one would claim that a hockey 

player’s injury, or in very extreme cases death, constitutes any salvific promise, the blood 

sacrifice of Jesus traditionally has been assumed to be a moral good just as the blood 

sacrifice of a hockey player often is lauded as the loftiest indication of loyalty to one’s 

team. Culturally, the abilities to overcome physical pain and demonstrate dedication to 

one’s community even at significant cost to one’s well-being, are highly valued, just as 

they are in the historical interpretations of the death of Jesus on the cross.   

 

[44]Theological ethicists, such as Barbara Andolsen, argue that suffering for the sake of 

suffering is not redemptive. The satisfaction and related penal substitutionary theories 

depict Jesus as the self-sacrificing hero and innocent lamb who obeyed his father’s will 

for him to suffer great physical agony and death. Several feminist ethicists offer 

alternative understandings that value Jesus’ lack of innocence and his commitment to life 

and justice.
65

 Interpretations of the cross that celebrate Jesus’ willingness to suffer for 

humanity instead of lamenting his suffering and glorifying his commitment to life and 

justice for all, especially the marginalized, risk encouraging the marginalized to 

participate in their continued suffering rather than in acts of resistance. So committed to 

life was Jesus that he continued to work for justice even as it became clear that there was 

possibility that a consequence of this commitment might be torture and death. It was 

community and justice that he chose, not suffering and death; these latter were, rather, 
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not unforeseen but horrible consequences of his life-committed values.
 66

 And sometimes 

radical hospitality requires the acceptance of the possibility of violence—both arising 

from the outrage of the one offering the radical hospitality at injustices and barriers to 

right relationship, and from those who resist this offer of justice.
67

 

 

[45]The acceptance of some degree of physical discomfort or even pain as a potential 

consequence of putting the well-being of the team as a top priority or prima facie duty is 

a virtue similar to what is taught by formal religions. However, consistent with feminist 

theological critiques, lasting harm sustained by any one player is harmful to the team as a 

whole; suffering for the sake, only, of winning a game fails to value adequately the 

community as a whole as well as the individuals’ well-being. The glorification of the 

ability to sustain pain, as distinct from seeking the good of both the individual and 

community and accepting some pain as part of the game but not an end in itself, invites 

serious injury and, therefore, harm to oneself, the team, and others who will invest 

resources into the recovery of that player. The glorification of one’s ability to sustain pain 

is more in keeping with an ethic of extreme individualism whereas a commitment to 

community is in keeping with an ethic that prizes more than the self.   

 

[46]In a related vein, it has been argued that Jesus is not the sole locus of salvation and 

incarnation; rather, Jesus maintains uniqueness as the one who was fully human and fully 

divine but all participate in the realization of salvation and all are incarnate of the Spirit.
68

 

A parallel approach to hockey can be found in those teams that appreciate their best goal 

scorers and also appreciate, for example, those who try but are not as skilled, are good at 
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passing but not scoring, or good at encouraging others but not skating.  

 

On-ice Bodily Harm 

[47]There has always been some degree of violence in hockey simply due to the nature of 

this high-speed, competitive contact sport. Hockey is played with an edge and some 

degree of physical contact is part of the game, even in non-contact hockey. The risk of 

injury and the attendant opportunity to push oneself to and sometimes beyond one’s 

physical limits are part of the attraction of the sport. Hence, some risk of violence to self 

and others is accepted by players as part of the game. The difficulty is in drawing the line 

between acceptable violence and unacceptable violence.  

 

[48]Competition is neither a moral harm nor a moral good. Rather, how one evaluates 

competition morally depends on one’s values and perception of right and wrong. If one 

approaches hockey and prizes it primarily because it offers possibilities of deepening 

relationships, strengthening community, and sharing power, then neither winning nor 

profit will be the primary moral goods but could be pleasurable secondary consequences. 

Most amateur, house-league, and even champion and Olympic hockey has much less 

fighting than the NHL and boys’ junior hockey.
69

  For example, women’s hockey—even 

at the highest competitive level of Olympic hockey—has a great deal of “grit” and “edge” 

but is not noted for physical violence. As Scanlan puts it, “What edge there exists in the 

women’s game, and at times there’s plenty, is tempered by something. Former women’s 

Olympic team captain Cassie Campbell ... believes ‘It’s an issue of respect. There’s an 

unwritten rule in women’s hockey. People have to go to work the next day. Male hockey 
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players, though, are bred. It’s almost cultish. At a young age, they’re taught that hockey 

is do or die.’ She said that fighting in women’s hockey is rare, and given the full-face 

cages and masks they wear, quite senseless. ... In any case, a player who drops her gloves 

risks banishment for a quarter of a season.”
70

 When fighting is heavily penalized, the 

message is clear: do not fight, it is not wanted. On the other hand, when the penalties are 

not that severe as is the case in the NHL, the message is different: fighting sells and 

physical violence attracts money. 

 

[49]Referring to junior and pro hockey, Wayne Gretzky (quite possibly the Canadian 

hockey god) lamented, “[Hockey] is the only team sport in the world that actually 

encourages fighting. I have no idea why we let it go on. The game itself is so fast, so 

exciting, so much fun to watch, why do we have to turn the ice red so often?”
71

    

There are at least two related significant impediments to imposing such a ban in pro 

hockey and junior hockey:
72

 first, on-ice violence sells and, second, violence under 

certain conditions often is glorified as virtuous in itself. Consider, in the first case, that in 

“1975 the National Hockey League Players’ Association urged the league to consider a 

trial year of a ban on hockey fighting. Each player who threw a punch would be banished 

from that game and the one to follow, with more suspensions for repeat offenders. The 

Players’ Association voted twenty to four in favour of the plan and presented it to a June 

meeting of the owners. The proposal was flatly rejected.”
73

 Physical violence sells; the 

perception of the owners is that many fans want to see such violence and pay money for 

it. Until it is no longer a money-maker, violence will be urged upon professional players.  
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 [50]The definition of physical violence, as with other forms of violence discussed above, 

is morally ambiguous. For example, from a casuistic perspective, while it is clear that 

Todd Bertuzzi’s much publicized punch from behind (2004) that resulted in an 

opponent’s broken neck was physically violent, there is not as much consensus that a 

“good, clean body check” that results, possibly as an unintended consequence, in a player 

being hospitalized, is violent.
74

 For example, if a player has her/his head down while 

watching the puck, an opponent will know that this is an opportune time to throw a body 

check and take possession of the puck. However, the opponent will also in all probability 

realize that when a player is hit with their head down, risk of injury greatly increases. So, 

even though it is an unwise move to have one’s head down, the opponent, in throwing the 

check will also know that not only is it probable that they will take possession of the 

puck.  It is also probable that the player who has their head down will sustain some level 

of injury. Thus, even if the primary motive is to take the puck, the opposing player is 

accepting that the greater good is winning the game rather than avoiding an increased risk 

of injury.  In other words, violence becomes defined as acceptable or even desirable (or 

simply not violent) depending upon one’s motive, in the interests of winning. The 

question is one of competing values: avoiding injury, increasing one’s chances of 

winning and/or personal success by throwing the check, or enjoying the opportunity to 

engage in league sanctioned physical violence. 

 

[51]Not only has physical violence occupied a place of prominence in hockey, it attracts 

attention and sometimes fascination in theology. Often understood as the central defining 

act of Christianity,
75

 some theologians have queried how the cross could possibly be 
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understood as salvific given its intrinsic extreme violence. While some theologians 

understand the violence of the cross as necessary, others see it as an unintended but 

probably foreseen risk of Jesus’ life and ministry, which is the authentic locus of 

salvation.
76

  Important questions arise regarding God’s relationship to violence: does God 

sanction violence?, or is there indeed a once for all dimension of the divine violence in 

the cross?, or was God not in any way involved with the violence of the cross? Clearly, 

there are conflicting and passionate views on this matter. Also clearly, as long as there is 

a demand for violence, the game (or theology), at a popular cultural level will not change. 

The large amount of attention given to Gibson’s The Passion is telling and raises age old 

theodicy questions into greater relief: what parts of humanity are made in God’s image?  

If we accept that there is indeed a widespread human fascination with violence (certainly 

one must wonder about the lure of such graphic, drawn out sadistic violence even if—or 

perhaps especially if—it is real, in Gibson’s portrayal of Jesus’ flogging and crucifixion), 

were we created with this propensity? Is God violent? Is God all good? Is violence all 

bad? This brings us back to the twofold question of what is violence and is violence 

reducible to moral unambiguity. As has been argued thus far, violence is widespread and 

multifaceted and is not reducible to single moral assessment. However, this complexity 

does not imply a libertarian ethic; rather it points to the necessity of greater responsibility 

and critical analysis of motive, values, principles, and potential consequences. 

 

Sexual Abuse in Hockey 

[52]A further type of violence that can result from distorted community is sexual and 

other abuse by those in positions of authority. The more professionalized and highly 
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competitive hockey becomes, the more powerful those in positions of authority tend to 

become. This great power imbalance opens the door to abuse. An extensive 1996 

research study “confirms that sexual abuse [and harassment] of high performance 

athletes, particularly female athletes, is a major problem in Canadian sport” (Kirby et al., 

2000). High performance sporting culture can teach youth to reduce their intrinsic value 

to how well their coaches, general managers, and agents think they play.  In 1997, a 

Canadian study that found that 22.8% of male and female Canadian national-team 

athletes “had had sexual intercourse with a person in sport in a position of authority over 

them. One-quarter of those described also being slapped, hit, kicked or beaten by that 

person.”
77

   A much publicized case was that of Graham James, the coach who sexually 

abused NHL player Sheldon Kennedy on more than 300 occasions when he played pro 

junior with the Swift Current Broncos.
78

 The hockey world was shaken when Kennedy 

went public with the abuse during the 1996-97 season. James was a winning coach—his 

team had won the coveted Memorial Cup—and no one wanted to believe that he sexually 

abused his players. It took a high profile NHL star to break the silence and end years of 

sexual abuse of his players. For a “tough” hockey player, no matter the age, admitting to 

being abused also means claiming vulnerability, resistance to suffering, and need. 
79

 

 

[53]Not only do athletes learn that they are objects but this can become a pattern of 

relating to others over whom they have power. In a recent book entitled Crossing the Line 

—Violence and Sexual Assault in Canada’s National Sport, Laura Robinson explores the 

“rape culture” of the male hockey locker room in which females are often perceived as 

available and contemptible objects. This learned understanding of women as sexual 
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objects, according to Robinson’s study, extends beyond the locker room to the players’ 

relationships with women in all aspects of their lives. 

 

[54]Any theological claim interpreted as celebrating suffering or encouraging martyrdom 

can reinforce the silence around sexual abuse. Most traditional Christian theology has 

failed to uphold sexuality as good and, consequently, silence is reinforced by a 

conception that anything related to sexuality is bad—regardless of victimization. As 

discussed earlier in this essay, atonement theories—particularly the satisfaction theory 

and its derivatives—that require and even glorify suffering demonstrate a normative 

acceptance of suffering and violence. The interpretation of the penal-substitutionary 

theory as divine child abuse can sanction abuse of the vulnerable. These connections to 

the possible reinforcement of abuse rarely are deliberate but the existence of theological 

convictions that can function in this way speaks to at best a dangerous level of ignorance 

regarding the possible implications of theological theories. Similarly, the widespread 

sexual and other physical abuse of hockey children and youth by those in authority, 

speaks to a lack of critical awareness, accountability mechanisms, and somehow an 

acceptance or denial of the horrible violence that is inflicted on those who experience 

such abuse. Part of the issue concerns how violence is defined in this context. In 

particular, sexual interaction with those whom one has power over must be understood as 

non-consensual and, therefore, exploitative, violent, and a clear moral harm.   

 

Nationalism and an Us/Them Attitude 

[55]An additional form of violence fostered in some hockey communities is an us/them 
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mentality that casts the opposing team as the enemy who must be defeated and/or 

punished. Some coaches encourage players to frame the opposition as despised enemy in 

the hope that this will prepare the players psychologically to place winning above all else. 

International hockey can deepen this dynamic.   

 

[56]A fierce community approach, typified by loyalty and strength, is embedded deeply 

in the Canadian identity and has often served to typify what it means to be Canadian; 

Canadians are tougher than most, we pride ourselves on being able to survive adversity 

and a harsh climate,
80

 not complain, and be nice about it. In its genesis, Scanlan describes 

the connection between hockey and Canadian identity: “To embrace the game of hockey 

in the late 1800s was to show the finger to the powers that be. Hockey violence was thus 

not gratuitous at all, but revolutionary and subversive in its way—at heart, political. ...In 

its early days, hockey was condemned by the clergy as a ‘desecration of the Sabbath,’ but 

boys paid no heed and spent Sundays on frozen ponds ...”
81

; “We lay claim passionately 

to the birthplace of hockey (even though we cannot reach agreement on where exactly 

this occurred, we know it was in Canada).”
82

 Most Canadians who were old enough to 

watch the 1972 game where Paul Henderson scored the winning goal in the series against 

the Soviets can still remember where they were. While some pride in national identity is 

valuable, it can also contribute to an us/them mentality that at the least can depersonalize 

the opposing team as other or, at worst, demonize them as dangerous enemies.
83

 

 

[57]Similarly, as Carter Heyward makes clear, the classical Christus Victor theory can be 

interpreted as portraying Jesus as “adversary, fighter, and finally victor over his enemies, 
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the evil ones who oppose God. The christological image of a divine man who casts 

opponents into hellfires diminishes our capacity as Christians to imagine, much less 

experience, the healing power generated not through shame and demolition but rather 

through forgiveness.”
84

 Yet, there are those who argue that Christus Victor is more 

properly revisioned as depicting an aggressive Jesus who did not shy away from 

confronting the powers and principalities in his ministry of justice and life for all, and did 

so nonviolently.
85

 Additionally, other such as Terrell refuse to jettison the theory as a 

whole, although she rejects the violence that she understands as part of the theory, 

because it has served to give radical hope to people including the slaves with the promise 

that good will defeat evil. So long as there is any popular perception of Jesus modeling 

for humanity the triumph of “us” who are all good against “them” who are all bad, 

humanity continues to run the risk of simplistic dualistic thinking and approaches to 

conflict that polarize and justify the uncritical and often unacknowledged use of violent 

and destructive force by those who elect to designate them/ourselves as all good, 

unaffected by systemic prejudice that affects all except them/us. While relationships are 

nurtured within the same “team,” those on the other side are demonized which places 

them at greater risk for acts of violence.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

[58]Institutionalized cultural phenomena that hold transcendent meaning for followers or 

participants carry significant power of influence over the shaping of values and dreams, 

and vice versa, in that culture. Hockey, Canada’s national winter sport, can be an 

intensely spiritual experience for many participants and fans, and Christianity remains the 
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institutionalized religion most followed by Canadians. This essay explores the 

normativity of violence in these spiritual cultural phenomena through the consideration of 

historical atonement theories and professional Canadian hockey. Several relevant types 

and consequences of this violence and their attendant moral meanings have been 

analyzed.  

 

[59] Violence evokes strong reaction particularly when it is associated with a religion or a 

way of being spiritual or religious—particularly when this religion or way is “mine.” The 

strong cultural association of violence with moral harm makes it tempting to deny or 

rationalize this violence. While the moral meaning of much of this violence is 

ambiguous, some is more easily identified as harmful (for example, sexual abuse) or 

beneficial (for example, Jesus’ violence of confronting and disrupting the powers of the 

status quo, or the violence of pushing one’s body to the max—while not incurring injury 

beyond satisfying muscle soreness and tiredness—in a hard played hockey game). 

However, if this latter violence is not recognized as violence, it becomes far more 

difficult to allow ourselves to be confronted by the possibility of moral ambiguity in other 

violence. This essay is only the beginning of a much needed discourse regarding violence 

in both sport, as a spiritual way, and religion. 
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