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Hasidic synagogues in Outremont and Mile End 

Assessment of the current situation, needs and urban issues 

Frédéric Dejean1, PhD 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

- A report based on interviews and a literature review – The report is based mainly 

on interviews that facilitated the compilation of numerous and diverse points of view. The 

following people were interviewed:  

o About 10 representatives of Outremont and Mile End synagogues 

o Six Hasidic community leaders2  

o About 15 residents of Outremont and Mile End  

o Civil servants working in the Outremont (three people) and Plateau-Mont-Royal (one person) 

Urban Planning divisions 

To these interviews we added an analysis of articles published in the main Montréal French-

language daily newspapers (Le Devoir, La Presse and Le Journal de Montréal) from 1988 to the 

present, dealing with the presence of Hasidic communities and the issues surrounding 

synagogues in Outremont and Mile End. Furthermore, we felt it was essential to refer to 

recent court decisions that directly address the issue of “religious zoning” without, however, 

always involving Hasidic communities. Finally, the scientific literature (mainly on 

contemporary Hasidism and on the development of places of worship) was consulted when 

necessary. 

- The Hasidic presence in Outremont and Mile End – In a 2020 demographic 

study, Charles Shahar estimated that there are about 5,200 Hasidic Jews in Outremont 

Borough and just under 2,500 in Le Plateau-Mont-Royal Borough. They therefore represent 

about 22% of the total population of Outremont. Mr. Shahar highlights a general growth of 

Hasidic communities in Outremont and Mile End. Not surprisingly, the interviews reveal 

                                                
1 Professor in the Department of Religious Studies at Université du Québec à Montréal. 
2 By this term we mean people who do not hold a particular religious office, but who are recognized as having 
standing or influence within the Hasidic communities. 
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needs in several communities, either because existing synagogues are now too small, or 

because the numerically smaller Hasidic communities do not even have a place to pray. 

In addition to demographic growth, there is also a form of institutional fragmentation, 

since the Hasidic world is divided into several dynasties. In Montréal, the two largest 

communities are the Belz (about 2,700 people) and the Satmar (about 2,500). In addition, 

there are smaller communities (Klauzenberg and Trisk, for example). In his demographic 

study, Mr. Shahar points out that some communities have grown especially substantially in 

recent years, such as the Vishnitz (from just under 300 in 2014, their number has more than 

tripled to a little less than 1,000 in 2019). The recent opening of two Vishnitz synagogues on 

Du Parc Avenue is evidence of this growth. One must therefore take into account both 

Hasidic demographic growth and institutional fragmentation to understand the geography of 

synagogues. We counted five in Outremont and 19 in Le Plateau-Mont-Royal. 

- The synagogue at the heart of “institutional completeness” – Synagogues have 

the particular characteristic of being both geographically and socially central to Hasidic 

communities. The notion of “institutional completeness3” refers to the capacity of a group 

to offer its members the most complete range of services possible, helping to preserve the 

group’s identity. From this point of view, the synagogues constitute the “cornerstone” of the 

socio-community organization of the various Hasidic communities. They are simultaneously 

places of prayer, study and socializing. The result is that, for the members of the 

communities, not having places of worship is not just an irritant, but more a major obstacle. 

Hence the expression heard in interviews: “No synagogue, no life!” 

- The place of worship, an unidentified object – Controversies related to 

synagogues, as well as certain by-law changes and interviews conducted with officials in the 

boroughs of Outremont and Le Plateau-Mont-Royal, show that it is difficult to define what a 

place of worship is and to distinguish it from other types of places, particularly community 

centres. This difficulty can be explained by a modern understanding–enshrined in the 

Christian tradition–of religious activity that could easily be distinguished from other areas. 

Under these circumstances, it is not surprising that Hasidic synagogues operate with 

certificates that are not always related to religious activities.  

3 Breton, R. (1964). Institutional Completeness of Ethnic Communities and the Personal Relations of 

Immigrants. American Journal of Sociology, 70(2), 193‑205. 



 3 

The table (p. 13-15 in the report) shows that synagogues sometimes operate with certificates 

for “religious activities,” “social and community activities,” “meeting rooms,” or even 

“specialized schools.” Synagogues also sometimes operate without a licence. 

It should be noted that this issue of identification is also found in other boroughs and 

concerns many minority religious groups whose vision of a place of worship does not 

necessarily correspond to that of public officials and elected representatives. 

- Suggesting possible solutions – In the interviews, the representatives of the 

synagogues and the leaders we met offered possible solutions: allow the right to establish 

synagogues on Du Parc Avenue between Bernard and Van Horne avenues; encourage the 

opening of prayer rooms in light of the growth of the Hasidic population in Outremont; 

consider synagogues of different sizes so as to be able to open “prayer rooms” that fit as 

well as possible into the urban environment; facilitate expansion projects for existing 

synagogues; combine commercial functions on the second floor with religious functions on 

the upper floors of buildings; encourage the installation of synagogues when places of 

worship belonging to other religious groups are put up for sale. 

- Religious freedom and the search for the common good – The interviews and 

court decisions analyzed show that the controversies surrounding the opening of synagogues 

are marked by a fundamental tension between the freedom of religion demanded by Hasidic 

communities and the pursuit of the common good and public interest evoked by elected 

officials or non-Hasidic residents. Mentioning this tension is important because it will 

undoubtedly be at the heart of discussions in the coming years. While respect for the 

freedom of religion enshrined in both the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and 

Québec’s Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms is fundamental, several court decisions remind 

us that this right is not absolute and must always be analyzed in a specific context.  

- How synagogues affect the lives of non-Hasidic residents – While synagogues 

are primarily of interest to their users, they can also have an impact on the daily lives of non-

Hasidic residents whose homes are located near a place of prayer. In the interviews, the 

residents mentioned a certain number of “nuisances” related to vehicle traffic and parking, 

noise, or waste management. It emerged from the interviews that a distinction must be made 

between “nuisances” directly related to religious and community activities and those that 

arise indirectly from these activities (e.g., vehicle traffic). Several residents expressed the wish 

to have a better knowledge and understanding of the religious practices of the Hasidic 
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people, particularly the uses of places of worship. From this point of view, the “open house” 

operations were perceived positively. 


