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Practice Makes Perfect: Growing Spiritually Through Sports Participation

Have you ever found yourself won-
dering why some athletes pray before or
after a competition? In a society which
now places so much emphasis on the
success of athletes, even at the lowest
level of competition, it would come as
no surprise that an athlete may want to
pause and ask for a bit of “divine inter-
vention.” While this action of faith is
certainly an admirable trait in an athlete,
or in any human being for that matter,
it is not the only means of spiritual en-
richment for the athlete but that athletics
provide inherent opportunities for spiri-
tual development.

Competition & Human Value

As a foray into grasping the oppor-
tunities for spiritual growth in athletics,
some thoughts regarding the value of the
human person should be entertained.
Anyone who has ever been witness to
a college sporting event, either in per-
son or on television, has undoubtedly
noticed at least one or multiple unruly
spectators, but what kind of tension and
stress is placed on the athlete when that
“unruly spectator” is the athlete’s par-
ent? One theory suggests, “Negative
competition occurs when a child com-
petes for his self-worth and value. This
happens especially when parents re-
inforce the concept that children must
‘play to win.! Certainly, any child or
teen having to compete for his or her
own self-worth and value fosters a nega-
tive growth in development and thus un-
dermines the very theological principle
of “imago Dei;” that is our being created
“in the image and likeness of God.” This
very special creation endows all human
beings, at the moment of their concep-
tion with an unequivocal and indissolu-
ble value. The value discussed here does
not come necessarily from our being hu-
man, in body, just as Christ was human,
but from the fact that humanity has the
capacity for choosing goodness and re-
jecting evil, for embracing selflessness
rather than selfishness, and in the abil-
ity to seek relationship with our creator.
The notion of having to “compete” for
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one’s value clearly stands in contradic-
tion to this fundamental teaching of
Christian theology because our value is
innate. Our creation, “in God’s image”
establishes a strong foundation on which
we are able to discover the connections
between sports and spirituality.

In order to advance toward under-
standing the vast array of inherent op-
portunities for spiritual development in
sports, it is important to establish a clear
understanding of Christian spirituality as
well as the new, emerging study of “sport
spirituality.” The concise definitions of
each of these fields are necessary as the
opportunities for spiritual growth and de-
velopment will be examined from their
perspectives. In the first respect, Chris-
tian spirituality may be best explained as
“the interpersonal relationships formed
within the community of faith and the
daily routine of a lived expression that
centers around Jesus Christ.”2 In con-
trast, “sport spirituality” is new to the
academic arena, but is gaining ground
each day. “Sport spirituality” can most
accurately be described as the study of
the ways in which athletics “contribute
constructively to the harmonious and
complete development of humanity,
body and soul.”3 The development spo-
ken of by the Pontiff occurs in a variety
of different methods, however, one is
central and known to all athletic partici-
pants: the concept of training.

Similarities in Sports and the
Spiritual Life

The practice of training or prepar-
ing for competition is likely to be un-
derstood by all athletes, no matter what
sport they participate in. In theological
and spiritual circles, training is referred
to as ascesis which conveys this notion
of “self discipline” or “self control.” St.
Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians
speaks of the ways in which athletes are
expected to apply these concepts. He
writes, “Athletes exercise self-control in
every way; they do so in order to receive
a perishable crown, but we an imperish-
able one.” (1 Cor 9:24-25) Upon open-

ing his statement, he refers directly to
athletes training for a competition, but in
closing his statement, when he says, “...
but we an imperishable one,” it is clear
that he is not referring to a mere athletic
competition, but rather a spiritual victo-
ry over the temptations of sin. His refer-
ence here is not to a literal crown, but to
the reward of eternal life with Christ.

Such was also the goal of the “Athletes
of the Desert.” Several spiritual figures
from antiquity earned this title because
“they were spiritual athletes, undergoing
a training at least as rigorous as that of a
modern athlete, butaiming for areligious
ideal rather than a medal.”# One such
“athlete” was St. Anthony of Egypt who
strictly practiced asceticism in efforts to
train himself in self-control so that he
may not give into sin and fall away from
obedience to Christ. St. Anthony, a great
model of the successful application of
ascecis once contended: “Always have
the fear of God before your eyes... test
yourselves, to see if you are worthy of
God.”> For any athlete, this concept of
a “test” which St. Anthony speaks of is
a common-place reality found in com-
petition. It can be reasonably inferred
that any competition stands as a “test
of one’s own abilities.” The same is true
of spiritual practice. Those who seek to
enrich their spiritual lives in relation-
ship with Christ must train themselves
that they may “pass their tests of faith.”
Here, in the similarity between athletic
training and ascesis, one can notice the
first opportunity for spiritual growth in
sports. Athletes, who train themselves
for competition and Christians who train
themselves to reject temptations both
exercise “self-control,” which is a fruit
of the Holy Spirit.°

“Self-control” nurtures several valu-
able traits in the human person, all of
which promote positive educational de-
velopment. The first trait is “attention”
which is absolutely necessary in Chris-
tian prayer life, in a student’s academic
life — and, for the purposes of this paper,
in an athlete’s continual ascesis. An ath-
lete must demonstrate a firm willingness



to memorize their respective techniques,
strategies, or fitness plans and in so do-
ing, the athlete actually educates his or
herself in “attention.” Of this notion of
attention, the great mystic Simone Weil
said, “It is the orientation of all the atten-
tion which the soul is capable towards
God. The quality of attention counts for
much in the quality of prayer.”” Through
attentiveness, athletes become open to
deeper means of educational growth
through sports. The Church takes a great
interest in the athletics world because
of these possibilities for the overall de-
velopment of the human person, which
is of course, sacred because of our cre-
ation, “in the image of God.”

In 2005, an international seminar
study on the values of sport speaks of
the Church’s interest in its promotion
of education through athletics: “...the
teachings of the Magisterium reveal an
educative potential of sport that gradu-
ally develops in the very practice of
this activity.”® The educational poten-
tial present in sport can be approached
from a variety of dimensions. One such
dimension is the way in which athletic
competition teaches life lessons and fos-
ters a tolerance of “loss and gain.” All
human beings, at one point in life or
another, are faced with the difficulties
of loss — such as the loss of loved ones,
a job, or finances — or the pleasure of
gaining something — such as a relation-
ship, a friendship, or a successful career.
Athletic competitions, in their results,
educate their participants in these ways.
A win can be likened to a gain in life
because it was trained or prepared for,
while a loss may be obviously likened to
a loss in life because both are often un-
expected. The ways in which the human
person responds to loss or gain in their
life “provides the opportunity for self-
discovery.”? Because all human beings
are sentient beings or those capable of
feeling pain — be it emotional or physi-
cal — it can be reasonably contended
that human beings may need assistance
in overcoming their pain caused by loss
or sharing in their pleasure caused by a
gain; athletics provide this assistance.

A great help or assistance for human
beings often comes in the form of an-
other human being. Pope Benedict XVI
once said, “Our lives are involved with
one another; through innumerable inter-
actions they are linked together. No one
lives alone.”10 In the athletic world, the

comment of the Pontiff resonates with
the existence of and value placed in a
team. Athletic teams exist as support sys-
tems for each member within them. Each
member of the team shares in victory
and in defeat. This idea of sharing with
one another promotes an understanding
of solidarity and team chemistry. Solidar-
ity has its root theological application in
Christian Social Justice and means quite
literally that “we are one human fam-
ily despite any and all differences.”!
Existing within this concept of solidar-
ity is the aforementioned reality of team
chemistry which refers to the collective
working together and positive embrace
of all members of the athletic team. Sim-
ply having another person there to share
in the “ups and downs” of the compe-
tition or in life itself inspires hope; and
this is not a selfish hope, but one that
is shared. The Pontiff explains, “Our
hope is always essentially also hope for
others; only thus is it truly hope for me
too.”!? The hope fostered by existing as
a member of a team in solidarity with
one another leads us outside the realms
of simply understanding the educational
value of athletics, but of finally grasp-
ing the inherent spiritual values and op-
portunities for spiritual growth present
within the sports world.

One of the more obvious opportuni-
ties for spiritual enrichment in sports is
the understanding that one athlete can-
not be successful on his or her own. In
essence, we need others. The spiritual
value here is the abandonment of self-
reliance and the active embrace of hu-
mility. An essential part of embracing hu-
mility and resigning all notions that we
alone can achieve success is necessary
by coming to terms with simple truths.
Thomas Merton, the great contemplative
spiritualist, once said: “We must be true
inside, true to ourselves, before we can
know a truth that is outside us.”!3 When
applied to understanding the need to re-
ject reliance on the self as a means to
succeeding in sports — one could argue
that Merton is calling all athletes to ad-
mit the truth that they are fundamentally
“nothing” apart from their team. This ad-
mission of “nothingness” brings the ath-
lete into the important virtue of humility
which combats the vice responsible for
what | will call, “the culture of athletic
arrogance.” When athletes abandon re-
liance on their own abilities, they are
then opened to accepting the guidance

and the reliance on someone other than
themselves — ideally, the new reliance is
on God. St. Benedict once said, “Place
your hope in God alone. If you notice
something good in yourself, give credit
to God, not to yourself...”™ In keeping
with the understanding of imago Dei,
one can then, after embracing reliance
on God, recognize the presence of God
dwelling within other members of His
creation, such as the members of one’s
athletic team or even their opponents.
This realization opens the door to yet
another vital spiritual dimension present
within athletics: the promotion and ac-
ceptance of friendship.

It stands to reason to believe that
teammates are already or will become
friends with one another because of
their shared interest in their respec-
tive sport, but also because of the
great amounts of time they spend in
one another’s presence as they train or
compete alongside one another. Chris-
tianity is, in itself, a great call to friend-
ship. When Jesus spoke to His Apostles
and issued His great commandment to
“Love one another as | have loved you,”
(John 13:34) it is clear that Christ was
instructing the Apostles to love as they
had experienced Jesus’ love. St. John, in
his first letter, reminds the faithful that
“God is love.”(1 John 4:8) Following
logically from St. John’s explanation of
God’s nature all the while understand-
ing that there is a type of love that ex-
ists known as “philia” or “the love of
friendship,” one could understand that
because God is love and love exists in
friendship, then God is present in the
experience of friendship. It is impera-
tive for athletes to recognize that an
individual’s existence as an opponent
is not a valid reason for the denial or
rejection of friendship. Because of the
universally equal creation “in God's im-
age,” it is wholly possible for athletes to
experience the presence of God on their
respective field of play. Christ meets us
in our day-to-day through the interac-
tion of those who also share in relation-
ship with Him; His Spirit is present in
others. It is that presence that greets
athletes through their interactions with
others and allows them to confidently
acknowledge that Christ’s Spirit “is a
presence calling us to be friends.”!>
As Christians, we welcome the reality
of Christ’s presence in our lives by em-
bracing the theological virtues.



Athletes may greet Christ’s presence
among them in the athletics realm
through a merger between their own ac-
sesis and faith — the first of the theolog-
ical virtues. The Letter to the Hebrews
reminds us: “Faith is the realization of
what is hoped for and the evidence of
things not seen.” (Heb 11:1) Faith is
indissolubly linked with Christian spir-
ituality in that it encourages a “love of
learning and the desire for God”'® in
our lives. The first relationship amidst
athletes and faith must be in the desire
for the presence of God. Athletes are
encouraged to have faith in God and
recognize Him as the giver of not only
their lives, but their athletic talents.
Athletes do not become athletes on
their own; they do so by the blessing
of Christ. The Christian athlete is able
to develop their faith in God through
their athletic participation recognizing
their talents and abilities as gifts from
He who is the source of love Himself.
From such an understanding, then by
joining their prayers of thanksgiving for
their talents to those of St. John Baptist
de La Salle who often prayed, “Domine,
opus tuum — Lord, the Work is Yours.”1”
Here, the “work” being spoken of is a
reference to the good produced by the
athlete which would not be possible
without God having first blessed him
or her with their athletic talent. In this
understanding, the athlete becomes a
“vessel” of God’s work.

The second of the theological vir-
tues is hope — a concept not at all for-
eign to athletes. Athletes practice hope
in every competition when it seems like
the odds are against their achieving a
victory. In this situation, athletes begin
hoping that they will be able to sum-
mon what is left of their strength so that
they can attain victory or personal suc-
cess so as to win. Though athletes have
trained, practiced, and studied for their
competitions, certain factors may pre-
vent them from attaining success out-
right. It is in these moments that they
are encouraged to resign themselves
not to despair, which is the vice against
hope, but to Christ’s providence, which
by nature is the “hope which does not
disappoint.” (Rom 5:5) Pope Benedict
XVI spoke of this truth when he said,
“This great hope can only be God,
who encompasses the whole of real-
ity and who can bestow upon us what
we, by ourselves, cannot attain.”'® In

our weakest moments, when we as
human beings realize that we cannot
overcome a challenge on our own, we
are encouraged to turn to Christ who
gives us eternal hope as a result of His
mercy. Hope in Christ, in one’s team, or
in one’s own abilities are all linked to-
gether through their remarkable means
of inspiring perseverance in situations
near loss or defeat.

Love is the third and final of the
theological virtues, however, the great-
est importance is placed in this experi-
ence. St. Paul assures us of the impor-
tance of love: “So faith, hope and love
remain, these three; but the greatest of
these is love.”(1 Cor13:13) In athletics,
it is not difficult to find evidence that
love exists. Athletes display an intense
dedication and admiration of their re-
spective sport — this we call “love of
the game” — as well as a love of their
team. When one witnesses a difficult
loss sustained to a team who had so
wished to achieve the victory, it is not
uncommon to see tears, hugging, or
other forms of consolation. What must
propel athletes — those who are typi-
cally viewed as the rugged and tough
— to cry? It can only be because they
have lost something which they dearly
loved. It is necessary in these and all
moments to realize that God’s very ex-
istence and nature is love. Any athlete
who loves the game he or she trains
for and loves his or her teammates can
view their practices of love in light of
the love of God. Pope Benedict XVI
explains, “I cannot possess Christ just
for myself; | can belong to Him only in
union with all those who have become,
or who will become, His own.”'? In
loving one’s teammates, who most
likely, by succession, have become
one’s friends, we encounter God who
is love Himself. It is entirely possible to
perceive the presence of Christ’s Spir-
it dwelling amidst athletics because
Christ dwells where love is present; ac-
cordingly, it is said, “In sport there are
many examples of athletes whose rela-
tionship to their sport could be likened
to passionate love.”?? The displays of
love in sports, by athletes, coaches,
parents, and even spectators speaks of
yet another spiritual dimension present
in athletics and thus challenges those
who experience love — which is to say
Christ — to act in certain ways correla-
tive to proper morality.

Christ’s Spirit in Sports:
Closer than We Realize

Acting in ways of proper Christian
morality or making ethical decisions is
an outgrowth of our love for, with, and
in Christ. Athletes have a tendency to
become popular, sometimes elevated
to the status of local celebrities, which
has the capability to “fuel” their human
ego which, in turn, thus produces an
individual who may believe he or she
can do whatever they wish and have
to face no consequences. St. Augustine
described that consequences to the re-
jection of God'’s love and an embrace
of improper morality certainly exist. He
said, “It is no true joy at all, but leads
only to a miserable life and shameful
ostentation.”?! Athletes cannot be held
to any extraordinary expectations, but
should be regarded in equality with all
members of God’s creation, regardless
of their talents. The Christian faithful
are encouraged to be living examples
to athletes — and to that end, all peoples
— who embrace God’s love and reject
actions of immorality which distance us
from the full experience of Christ’s love.
Even in athletic competition, athletes
should be mindful of the promptings
of their faith understanding that, “out
of faith in Christ good actions must in-
evitably come.”?? This means that even
amidst the intensity of competition
against an opponent, athletes must re-
gard the fundamental goodness in one
another, endowed equally to each of
them by God.

All involved in athletics must remain
mindful, just as ordinary human cre-
ation must remain mindful, that at life’s
end we must face the judgment of Christ
who reminds us through revelation to
St. John: “Behold, I am coming soon. |
bring with me the recompense | will give
to each according to his deeds.” (Rev
22:12) Our deeds or our actions deter-
mine a great deal about our relationship
with Christ, of which it is clear — the said
relationship can certainly be strength-
ened through athletic participation in a
plethora of dimensions and inherent op-
portunities.

In conclusion, it is important to re-
alize that even as much as athletics are
a part of the athlete, the human person
who plays the role of the athlete is not
defined by his or her participation in the
sport. Human beings are complex indi-
viduals and cannot be simplified, espe-



cially not by something as insignificant
as participation in a simple game. God,
in His infinite love for us has promised
that He will always be with us — instill-
ing guidance, friendship, faith, hope,
and of course, love.

We, as human beings, may be able
to ascertain a great deal of knowledge
about ourselves, and with respect to
athletics — things such as with what
level of intensity one must train, what
strategic method one must improve
in, the desire one may have to win,
or even the longing one may have to
meet new challenges — but as many
of these things about ourselves we
may know, with respect to God, we
know very little even of ourselves. St.
Augustine famously contended, “You
[God] were more interior to me, even
than | am to myself.”?3 As God is more
a part of us than we are, it seems to
stand with reason that in His infinite
existence God is as much, if not more
a part of athletics, than the athlete
who participates in them.
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