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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 As a life-long athlete privileged to compete at the collegiate and international 

levels, and as a teacher and coach for nearly twenty years, I am fairly conversant in the 

realms of athletics and learning. The integration of spirituality provides an inviting 

challenge, as I came to realize over my course of study in the Liberal Studies Program 

that there has been an underlying but unarticulated spiritual dimension to my pursuits as 

athlete and educator. Thus, my objective in this thesis is to fuse the realms of athletics, 

education and spirituality. 

 While I define myself without hesitation as a “team-sport athlete,” I am interested 

in exploring what this requires of an individual within a community of teammates. This 

concept of an individual’s role in a team setting is especially compelling in its 

comparison with an individual’s relationship to a spiritual community. The lives of 

fourth-century Christian hermits—known as the “spiritual athletes”—in The Desert 

Fathers, and the Carthusian monks of the film Into Great Silence serve as extraordinary 

examples of individual effort and sacrifice in support of God-centered community. 

Additionally, the “marathon monks” of Japan’s Tendai sect of Buddhism demonstrate 

that they are individually accountable not only to themselves, but also to others who have 
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embraced a like calling. Despite the fiercely solitary nature of the monks’ practice—

training for a 1,000-day marathon—they need one another to survive and to flourish.   

In the secular world, philosophies of sport present the connection between a life 

“excellently lived”—grounded in values of respect, honor, decency, self-awareness and 

humility—and the “practice” of athletics. I believe sport teaches these shared principles 

of ethical living as powerfully as any vehicle, through the education of the “whole 

person.” Through contrasting this ideal with the controversy surrounding the role of 

athletics in higher education, corruption in both amateur and professional ranks, and a 

crisis in youth sports, I hope to illuminate the danger inherent in these values becoming 

distorted. This thesis provides an opportunity to explore and articulate a foundation of 

spirituality that is my own, born through my experience in sport and education, and 

infused with my strong sense of identity as an athlete. 

The writing incorporates a multi-disciplinary approach. Touchstones from 

contemporary sport are interspersed with analyses from philosophical, sociological, 

theological and pedagogical perspectives. From the role of the gods in the funeral games 

for Patroklos in Homer’s Iliad to the presence of a “presence” in the arena of sport today, 

Chapter 1, From Nikē Athena to Touchdown Jesus, seeks to establish a link between 

sport and spirituality. Chapter 2, Sacred Spaces for Individuals and Groups, defines 

“sacred space” as a deeply personal devotion to a purpose or discipline, an inviolable 

“place” where one “goes” either alone or communally. The relationship between an 

individual and her or his community is expanded upon in Chapter 3, Communal Purpose 
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and the Team. By focusing on diverse “guides,” Chapter 4, Spiritual Athletes as Guides, 

explores the idea that within a religious community one may actually become a 

“solitudinarian” in order to achieve solidarity. This concept has powerful connections to 

team-building. Chapter 5, Implications for an Integral Education, presents the potential of 

athletics to teach accountability and encourage self-knowledge, and underscores the 

fundamental roles of both coaches and parents. While sport per se is not a substitute for 

an articulated value system, profound opportunities exist for spiritual education through 

sport. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FROM NIKĒ ATHENA TO TOUCHDOWN JESUS 
 
 

On the eve of the 2007 Major League Baseball World Series between the Boston 

Red Sox and the Colorado Rockies, Boston mayor Thomas M. Menino was asked if he 

planned to attend the opening game at Fenway Park. Merino responded incredulously, 

“Am I going to the World Series? That’s like asking me if I’m going to church next 

Sunday.”1 Former MLB player, coach, manager and scout, Wes Westrum, echoed the 

sentiment, yet offered a caution: “Baseball is like church. Many attend, but few 

understand.”2 While knowing in a ball game when a situation calls for, and recognizing 

the movement of, a pitcher’s cutter, curveball, or changeup may not be on par with 

understanding the patterns, rituals, and sacred acts of liturgy, or thoughtfully participating 

in a debate over ex opere operantis,3 the complexities of sport and its social role can at 

times be as enigmatic to the uninitiated as God’s own mystery. What emerges with 

clarity, however, is the undeniable and compelling relationship between athletics and 

spirituality. Furthermore, this connection reveals abundant opportunity for learning, from 

                                                 
1 William C. Rhoden, “No Time Like the Present for Boston Fans,” New York Times, October 23, 

2007, C14. 
 

 2 Andrew Cooper, Playing in the Zone: Exploring the Spiritual Dimensions of Sports (Boston: 
Shambhala Publications, 1998), 1.  
 
 3 Literally means, “From the work of the one doing the work.” A reference to a complex question 
related to the administration of sacred rites. For a useful definition, see Stanley J. Grenz, David Guretzki, 
and Cherith Fee Nordling, Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1999), 48. 
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sources as diverse as the example of fourth-century “spiritual guides,” to the “lessons” 

offered—for better or for worse—by modern-day athletes and educators. 

 From the role of the gods in ancient Greek sporting endeavors to the mural 

visible from Notre Dame Stadium which depicts Jesus, arms raised, some say in 

recognition of a touchdown, connections between sport and spirituality are culturally 

manifested. Andrew Cooper wrote:  

As linguistic and anthropological study has shown, we make sense of 
experience through a network of meaningful forms that are culturally 
transmitted . . . Notions of fundamental meaning and value—the nature of 
self, of good and evil, of sacred and profane, and the like—constitute what 
the religious historian Elaine Pagels calls ‘our mental architecture.’ 
Whether we consciously believe them or not, these ideas shape our 
experience. So it is with sport.4 

 
A close examination of one of the earliest—and most famous—literary accounts 

of organized sport in western civilization, contrasted with the profound and 

complex role of sport in today’s society provides a fascinating window into the 

evolving relationship between athletics and spirituality.  

The presence of the gods in the funeral games of Book XXIII of Homer’s 

Iliad illuminates important cultural constructs of ancient Greece. The rites for 

Patroklos—a respected warrior and close friend to Achilleus, one of the greatest 

heroes of the Trojan War—highlighted a community focus and reflected the 

contemporaneous advent of the Olympic Games, a festival of sport that brought 

diverse peoples together. James Gibson, assistant professor of philosophy and 

                                                 
 4 Cooper, 17. 
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religion at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, asserted that “the original 

Olympics were rooted in Greek religion with mythological gods represented by 

various teams. Conflicts between rival Greek cities stopped [for the duration of]  

the pageantry, ritual and celebration.”5 The gods who insinuated themselves into 

the sporting events were exclusively high-Olympian; however, the designation 

carried with it no prescriptions for “good” or lofty behavior. Such a moral system 

was not part of the coda for Homer’s gods. Sport in the Iliad offered men the 

opportunity to transcend their differences through moments of human excellence, 

while for the gods sport was simply sport. Mary Lefkowitz wrote, “Even though 

matters of life and death are not involved, Apollo and Athena . . . intervene, 

helping the men they favor in the games and harming the men they hate.”6 While 

the gods played, albeit not very nicely, men—in the spirit of cooperation and 

conflict resolution—competed vigorously and worked earnestly to put aside 

differences.  

 The spirit of cooperation and conflict resolution was seen poignantly in 

the relationship between Achilleus and Agamemnon, King of the Argives. 

Achilleus praised his king above all others in the context of the games, allowing 

cooperation and human excellence to flourish. This dynamic provided an 

                                                 
 5 Cheryl Heckler-Feltz, “A Sacred Balance of Spirit, Mind and Body,” National Catholic Reporter 
30, no. 15 [February 1994]: 3, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph& 
AN=9404130818&site=ehost-live [accessed October 18, 2007]. 
 
 6 Mary Lefkowitz, Greek Gods, Human Lives: What We Can Learn from Myths (New Haven, CT, 
Yale University Press, 2003), 80. 
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interesting juxtaposition to the way in which the gods interacted not only with 

mortal competitors, but also with one another. While Agamemnon and the fiery 

Achilleus nearly came to blows early in the poem, their interaction with one 

another throughout the games was steeped in trust and mutual respect, allowing 

for the audience to see potential—through the games—for men to come together 

and move beyond their differences. The younger, hot-headed warrior, an angry 

hold-out for much of the drama, was extremely deferential to the king during 

preparation for and administration of the games. When Patroklos’ pyre was being 

erected Achilleus said, “Son of Atreus, beyond others the people of the Achaians 

[synonymous with Argives] / will obey your words. There can be enough, even in 

mourning. / Now cause them to scatter from the fire and bid them make ready / 

their dinner; and we, who are most nearly concerned with the dead man, / shall do 

this work.”7 Achilleus not only conceded Agamemnon’s supreme power among 

the people, but also included the king among his closest confidantes during this 

emotional time. Given the extreme importance of the actual body and provisions 

for its eternal rest, Achilleus’ trust in Agamemnon was particularly notable. The 

former adversaries moved beyond their differences to honor Patroklos through his 

funeral rites. 

                                                 
 7 Homer, Iliad, trans. Richard Lattimore (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), XXIII, ll. 
156-60. 
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 Lefkowitz wrote that for ancient Greeks in competition “the most one can 

hope for is a moment of excellence or success in which one might appear to 

resemble a god, however fleetingly.”8 In the spirit of the games, mortals did all 

they could to transcend their condition, even though the “rule-book” spoke to a 

playing field that was anything but level when it came to the question of human 

versus divine. While the games for Patroklos were administered by a hero, 

Achilleus, who displayed wisdom, dignity, and respect for all competitors, the 

gods carelessly did as they pleased. Possessing both outstanding and repugnant 

characteristics, not unlike today’s athletes and their “agents,” Homer’s 

omnipotent gods manipulated mortals like playthings. As Lefkowitz asserted, 

“Homeric gods take an interest only in certain human beings and do not concern 

themselves with the pain or damage they may cause to the lives of others.”9 Yet, 

while the gods cared about their “favorites” during the games just as they did 

during war, “ultimately they cared even more about satisfying their own 

desires.”10 All that transpired in the Iliad was accepted as the will of Zeus; 

however, the king of the gods appeared content to watch the funeral games from 

above with bemusement, allowing his fellow Olympians to indulge their own self-

interests. In the Iliad, divine intervention was palpable as anthropomorphic, 

                                                 
 8 Lefkowitz, 4. 
 
 9 Ibid., 186. 
 
 10 Ibid., 53. 
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bickering gods “appeared among mortals . . . with frequency, even talking directly 

to the people they favored.”11 

The most poignant example of this interaction was seen in the chariot race, 

through which Athene and Apollo acted out a capricious personal squabble. 

Interestingly, the judge of the chariot race—the marquee event of Patroklos’ 

games—was the priest, “Phoinix the godlike,” whose earlier role in the poem of 

speaking to the theme of pity—or compassion—is central to the entire narrative.12 

Appealing to Achilleus in Book IX, Phoinix offered redemptive hope for humans 

through prayer—a means of transcending the bleakness of the human condition. 

As judge of the chariot race, Phoinix presided over another arena in which man 

had the opportunity, through athletic glory, to transcend his condition. Although 

the stakes were different than those to which Phoinix spoke earlier in the poem, 

the games both offered hope for transcendence and elucidated the ramifications of 

denying prayer to the gods. 

 During the closely contested race, Apollo unleashed his anger toward the 

competitor Diomedes, a prominent Achaian fighter, and “dashed the shining whip 

from his hands, so / that the tears began to stream from his eyes.”13 Not to be 

outwitted by her Olympian rival, however, Athene “did not fail to see the foul 

                                                 
 11 Lefkowitz, 186. 
 
 12 Homer, Iliad, XXIII, l. 360. 
 
 13 Ibid., ll. 384-5. 
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play of Apollo” and countered by returning the whip and inspiring Diomedes’ 

horses.14 In her wrath, the goddess then sabotaged the warrior Eumelos’ race by 

smashing his chariot yoke. Diomedes passed the fallen rider and his derailed 

chariot, “seeing that Athene / had inspired strength in his horses and to himself 

gave the glory.”15 Clearly aware of the meaning of the gods’ intervention, 

Antilochos, another competitor and close friend of Achilleus, cried to his horse, 

“Come on . . . Pull as fast as you can! I am not / trying to match your speed with 

the speed of those others, / . . . to whom now Athene / has granted speed and to 

their rider has given the glory.”16 In so declaring, Antilochos conceded to divine 

will, yet strove for an honorable finish. 

 In the aftermath of the chariot race, Homer’s poem illustrated the central 

themes of divine intervention, sportsmanship among mortals, and the role of the 

games in conflict resolution. He wrote that “brilliant swift-footed Achilleus took 

pity upon” the son of Admetos, who finished last, by declaring him the best rider 

and redistributing the prizes.17 When resentful Antilochos protested that Admetos’ 

son “should have prayed to the immortal / gods. That is why he came in last of all 

                                                 
 14 Homer, Iliad, XXIII, l. 388. 
 
 15 Ibid., ll. 399-400. 
 
 16 Ibid., ll. 403-6. 
 
 17 Ibid., l. 534. 
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in the running,” Achilleus diplomatically and skillfully restored peace.18 

Meanwhile, Menelaos, brother of Agamemnon, appealed to Antilochus’ honor 

and piety by asking him to take an oath—to “swear by him who encircles the 

earth and shakes it”—that he “used no guile to baffle [his] chariot.”19 The younger 

Antilochus promptly deferred to Menelaos’ age and wisdom, conceding his prize 

and offering his elder any of his other possessions; this “supplication” appeased 

Menelaos. The end of the ceremony was marked by Achilleus awarding Nestor, 

father of Antilochus, a prize in recognition of his past glories and as a token in 

memory of Patroklos. In so doing, Achilleus demonstrated respectful deference to 

his forebears and honored the spirit of the games. Moved deeply, old Nestor said 

to Achilleus, “May the gods, for what you have done for me, give you great 

happiness.”20 

 Patroklos’ funeral games concluded with a striking portent of divine 

intervention which signified the power of the gods in Homeric society. In the 

archery contest, Homer wrote that Teukros, distinguished archer and spear-

fighter, shot well, but “did not promise the lord of archery / that he would 

accomplish for him a grand sacrifice of lambs first born.” Naturally, therefore, the 

                                                 
 18 Homer, Iliad, XXIII, ll. 546-7. 
 
 19 Ibid., ll. 584-5. 
 
 20 Ibid., l. 650. 
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mortal missed the mark, “for Apollo begrudged him that.”21 Teukros did, 

however, manage to hit the string which bound the pigeon’s foot. With the bird 

flying free, Meriones, a young Achaian warrior, opportunistically promised 

Apollo a proper sacrifice and launched an arrow that pierced the pigeon, “way up 

under the clouds,” dramatically bringing it down to earth while the shaft of the 

arrow landed at Meriones’ feet—“the people gazed upon it and wondered.”22 

Teukros’ failure to pray cost him the victory, while the pious Meriones was 

divinely rewarded. Thus, the games for Patroklos ended in a display of the deities’ 

great interest in directly impacting the outcome of the sporting events, as well as 

unequivocal human deference to the power and will of these gods. The sharp 

dichotomy between man and god is crucial to understanding Greek thought. This 

separation is illustrated poignantly by the relationship between mortals and deities 

in sporting contests. 

 Etymologically, the word “sport” comes from disport, “to divert or 

amuse,” which is derived from the Latin des porto, “to carry away.” Cooper wrote 

that sports “carry us out of ourselves and cast us into a larger world; they propel 

us into the presence of powers that are greater than the self yet in which the self is 

rooted.”23 In Homeric society, despite the intermingling, the separation between 

                                                 
 21 Homer, Iliad, XXIII, ll. 863-5. 
 
 22 Ibid., ll. 874-81. 
 
 23 Cooper, 4-5. 
 



10 
 

man and god was profoundly clear. However, through athletic glory, a mortal was 

granted the ability to break through his nature, even though he was always subject 

to it, and gain favor with the gods —to be “carried away” in transcendence of his 

otherwise bleak existence. In contemporary society, Michael Novak would appear 

to offer a similar assessment regarding the ability of athletics to transport, or “to 

carry away.” He wrote: 

[Sports] flow outward into action from a deep natural impulse that 
is radically religious: an impulse of freedom, respect for ritual 
limits, a zest for symbolic meaning, and a longing for perfection . . .  
I don’t mean that participation in sports, as athlete or fan, makes 
one a believer in ‘God,’ under whatever concept, image, experience, 
or drive to which one attaches the name. Rather, sports drive one in 
some dark and generic sense ‘godward.’24 

 
 
Cooper, however, offered a caution that serves as an interesting basis of 

comparison between the spiritual constructs of ancient “Nikē Athena” and 

contemporary “Touchdown Jesus”: 

Unlike the ancient Greeks, we lack the reflective categories that 
would distinguish the workings of various agencies beyond the 
ego: the blustering fury of Mars exploding in the linebacker’s mad 
charge at the quarterback, the base runner playing out Hermes’ 
cunning trickery as he takes his lead off first, Athena’s cool 
strategic logic guiding the coach in diagramming the last-second 
shot. Instead we try to lay all divine functions at the feet of a single 
God, who by his very nature has little reason to concern himself 
with the games we play.25 

 

                                                 
 24 Words of Michael Novak cited by Cooper, 14. 
 
 25 Cooper, 63. 
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Venus Williams, tennis champion and avowed Witness, has been known to credit 

Jehovah for her 125 mile-per-hour serve, but Cooper volleys: “We have grown 

unaccustomed to the God of Abrahamic monotheism . . . showing much concern 

for natural pleasures, either His own or others’. The Song of Solomon aside, 

Jehovah has generally been thought to have matters more serious and pure to 

attend to.” Cooper further articulated this dilemma: 

The presence in sport of the Abrahamic God is certainly 
problematic. Why, after all, would the God who entered history to 
lead his chosen people out of Egypt, to redeem a fallen humanity 
through the suffering of his one begotten son, to seal his holy 
teachings through the prophet Muhammad—why would such a 
God give a hoot about who wins a ball game?26 

 
Nonetheless, the presence of a “presence” in contemporary sport is 

unmistakable and multi-faceted, balanced somewhere between sports theology, 

sports psychology, and sports pathology. On an early fall day in October 2007, 

New York Times columnist Ben Shpigel mused about the Arizona Diamondback’s 

colorful and highly superstitious pitcher, Jose Valverde, who as part of his 

religiously scripted pre-game ritual immediately calls his wife upon arrival at the 

ballpark. Shpigel wrote, “That will be their final moment of communication 

because Valverde, somewhat like a Carthusian monk, does not speak to anyone, at 

least not until after the first inning.”27 In an article appearing on the same day—a 

                                                 
 26 Cooper, 63. 
 
 27 Ben Shpigel, “A Superstitious Valverde Makes Arizona Believe,” New York Times, October 12, 
2007, C13. 
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moving tribute to longtime New York City Marathon race-starter, Victor Navarro, 

who was in the final stage of his battle with cancer—writer Joshua Robinson 

recalled Navarro’s description of hovering eighty-five feet above the eager 

runners at the starting line, peering out from the bucket of a rescue truck, waiting 

to give the signal for the race to commence. “It’s like being God for a day,” 

Navarro said.28  

In a more light-hearted vein, taking the presence of a presence to a farcical 

level, journalist Teddy Kider speculated on the infiltration of midges onto Jacobs 

Field in Cleveland, Ohio during Game Two of the first round of the 2007 

American League playoff series between the Cleveland Indians and the New York 

Yankees. As the visiting team clung to a tenuous 1-0 lead, pitcher Joba 

Chamberlain clearly became unglued by the miasma of midges surrounding him 

on the mound. Kider noted that the scientific reason for the entomological 

convergence on the hill was that the bugs were drawn to the field’s highest point 

as ideal mating ground. However, Roberta Frank, professor of Old Norse and Old 

English at Yale University, offered an explanation ungrounded in the sciences, 

but steeped in the mystical and suggestive of a biblical plague. She explained that 

                                                 
 28 Joshua Robinson, “Making it to the Starting Line: Marathon Fixture Battles Against Cancer as 
Race Nears,” New York Times, October 12, 2007, C12. 
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“in Norse mythology wizards often surrounded people with swarms of insects and 

fog in scenes not that dissimilar to the disaster that befell Chamberlain.”29       

To varying degrees of poignancy or absurdity, such references to a 

spiritual connection, force or higher power in the context of sport are 

extraordinarily commonplace, yet the crux of the crisis in perspective articulated 

by Cooper was humorously revealed in a piece by New York Times op-ed 

contributor Matt Mendelsohn. On the heels of the 2008 Democratic and 

Republican National Conventions, the writer offered a sardonic response to the 

propensity of politicians to thank their worldly fathers for various morsels of 

wisdom. As if he were an actual member of a party-ticket, Mendelsohn wrote:  

My father taught me many things that shaped the nominee you see 
before you tonight. My deep faith is part of his legacy. My dad 
knew that there was only one true God and his name was Seaver. 
Jerry Koosman was great, yes, and Tug McGraw a solid reliever, 
but Tom Seaver once struck out nineteen in a game, including the 
final ten batters in a row. In a row, my fellow Americans, in a 
row!30 

  
While Mendelsohn’s quip was clearly in jest, it is illustrative of a larger problem 

in contemporary sport involving the deification of athletes. Novak wrote that at 

times, “Being an active player is like living in the select circle of the gods, of the 

                                                 
 29 Teddy Kider, “Global Swarming: The Midges, a Squirrel and a Byrd,” New York Times, 
October 18, 2007, C22. 
 
 30 Matt Mendelsohn, “Fathers Know Best,” New York Times, September 7, 2008, A26. 
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chosen ones who act out liturgically the anxieties of the human race and are 

sacrificed as ritual victims.”31 In contrast to ancient times, Cooper maintained: 

By placing athletes in mythological context—through ritual, 
through art and through their general understanding of what 
athletics meant—the Greeks (and other ancient peoples) could 
connect with their games’ archetypal content while maintaining the 
distinction between the athlete and the divine energy acting 
through the athlete’s person. But today [Cooper references Jane 
Harrison’s study of ancient Greece, entitled Themis] ‘we’ve 
collapsed the distinction between the person and the gods. We 
mistake the athlete for the divine element.’32 

 
In examining this blurring of boundaries, Cooper introduced Tom Singer 

who “suffered long from baseball fever, as well as other sports-related 

maladies.”33 Singer studied philosophy and religion as an undergraduate at 

Princeton, and earned his M.D. at Yale Medical School, specializing in 

psychiatry. Cooper wrote that Singer’s “twin pursuits of religion and psychiatry 

found a home in Jungian psychology, where the tasks of transforming the spirit 

and healing the psyche are intertwined.”34 Chair of the extended education 

committee of the C.G. Jung Institute, Singer wrote that our “obsession with sports 

is symptomatic of a society in which individuals feel an absence of meaning.” 

Further, he noted:  

                                                 
 31 Michael Novak, The Joy of Sports: Endzones, Bases, Baskets, Balls, and the Consecration of the 
American Spirit (Lanham, MD: Madison Books, 1976), 140. 
 
 32 Cooper, 65. 
 
 33 Ibid., 61. 
 
 34 Ibid., 61. 
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When your life feels empty, there is an unconscious pull to project 
your deepest feelings onto mass events. One starts to live a 
collective life. The complexities of a truly lived individual life get 
projected on a team or player as a source of meaning. It is a kind of 
sickness, a sign that something is out of balance.35 

  
While compelling and perhaps sadly true in some cases, Singer’s argument is as 

bleak as the condition of the Homeric mortal who could neither sculpt bronze in 

such a way that made Apollo weep, nor achieve glory through athletic victory. 

Nonetheless, Singer’s assessment lends itself to an exploration of athletics and 

spirituality which acknowledges in sport the “nature and function of myth, ritual, 

symbol and other aspects of religion,”36 but involves, in particular, an individual’s 

relationship to a team, or any larger community.  

Exploring the relationship between sports and spirituality through the lens 

of an individual in the context of a team offers a departure from either the 

unhealthy deification of athletes themselves, or the modern-day cynicism that 

flows from the assertion that “God” today—as Novak said, “under whatever 

concept, image, experience, or drive to which one attaches the name”—is as 

interested in the outcome of a sporting contest as was either Athene or Apollo in 

ancient times. In his article entitled “God Works Out,” Jay Copp articulated the 

tendency to view this relationship between sports and spirituality in a dispiriting 

manner: 
                                                 
 35 Cooper, 65-6. 
 
 36 Charles S. Prebish, Religion and Sport: The Meeting of the Sacred and Profane (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1993), 11. 
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It may be hard to imagine . . . a spiritual link to sports, despite the 
superficial encounters with spirituality professional sport 
sometimes entertains. Teams pray for victory. A running back 
crosses himself in the end zone after a touchdown. An exultant 
baseball player sanctimoniously praises God after a big victory. A 
tennis player who wears gaudy gold chains, owns seven luxury 
cars, and lives in a house the size of a small town tells a reporter 
that Jesus is ‘number one’ in his life. On these occasions when 
God and sports are coupled, the relationship seems forced and 
shallow.37 

 
However,However, in Sports and Athletics: Philosophy in Action, Joseph C. 

Mihalich offered a cautionary perspective:  

[It is not] viable to contend that sports and athletics cannot be 
religious because of the cynicism and skepticism of internal and 
external critics: this too is an intrinsic mark of organized religion 
through the ages. Cynicism, skepticism, and irreverence are the 
other side of the religious coin, and such attitudes meld into the 
religious experience for the individual and for the institution. It can 
be maintained that constructive criticism is the life-blood of 
emerging and established human (and divine) institutions.38 

 
Examining the relationship between sport and spirituality based on the dynamic 

between the individual and the team—a relationship that involves what one gives 

and what one derives—creates the possibility of a link with an ancient Greek 

ideal. Cooper wrote, “For the Greeks, the individual was seen to be energetically 

linked to a larger whole, comprising not just human society . . . In this primary 

level of consciousness, all things magically interrelate and participate in one 

                                                 
 37 Jay Copp, “God Works Out,” U.S. Catholic 63, no. 1 (January 1998): 27, 
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=24075023&Fmt=3&clientld=5604&RQT=309&VName=PQD 
[accessed October 18, 2007]. 
 
 38 Joseph C. Mihalich, Sports and Athletics: Philosophy in Action (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 1982), 171. 
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another and the entire cosmos.”39 At the very least, “If we cannot fully grasp the 

experience of ancient peoples, we can, nonetheless, find points where it resonates 

with our own.”40 In ancient cultures, “sport’s link with the sacred was explicit and 

ritualized. In ours it is not. Nevertheless, for us, too, sport expresses a reaching for 

the experience of the sacred. It does so, as it must, in a manner suited to the 

particular character of our culture.”41 

To the Greeks, “to compete, ‘to seek together,’ was to pursue virtue in the 

extremes—in the agonies and the ecstasies—of human experience . . . the virtue 

underpinning all others displayed in the agon—courage, heart, endurance, 

presence of mind, physical mastery—was arête, ‘excellence,’ the preeminent 

human ideal.”42 New York Times columnist Ben Shpigel’s article entitled “Faith in 

God, and One Another, Guides the Rockies” underscored the complex nature of 

religion in sport, but highlighted the “spiritual values of perseverance, constancy 

and fortitude,” which resonate with this Greek ideal.43 Shpigel examined how the 

culture of the “religious” Colorado Rockies baseball club felt to team members of 

different faiths, including Jewish player, Jason Hirsch. Shpigel offered the 

following context for his article:  
                                                 
 39 Cooper, 63. 
 
 40 Ibid., 68. 
 
 41 Ibid., 74-5. 
 
 42 Ibid., 107. 
 
 43 Copp, 27. 
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The role of religion within the Rockies organization first entered 
the public sphere in May 2006, when an article published in USA 
Today described the organization as adhering to a ‘Christian-based 
code of conduct’ and the clubhouse as a place where Bibles were 
read and men’s magazines like Maxim or Playboy, were banned.44 

  
Shpigel explored the sentiment that the article was unfairly descriptive of 

the ball club’s culture. He wrote that when Rockies General Manager Dan 

O’Dowd was asked “how his own Christian faith affected his decision-making, 

[he] acknowledged it came into play, but not in a religious [emphasis mine] way.” 

He said it guided him to find players with integrity and strong moral values, 

regardless of their religious preference. O’Dowd also said:  

I believe that character is an innate part of developing an 
organization and, to me, it is nothing more than doing the right 
thing at the right time when nobody’s looking. Nothing more 
complicated than that. You don’t have to be a Christian to make 
that decision.45 

  
While many Rockies players purportedly attend chapel and Bible study 

groups together, they maintain that “faith is not a requirement for peer approval. 

They care more about whether a teammate plays hard, is unselfish and treats 

everyone with respect.” Reliever Matt Herges, who has played with several 

different organizations, said of the club’s culture:  

I think that if [individual members of the team] were Catholic or Baptist or 
didn’t believe in God but were quality players and good people and good 
teammates, there would be a place for them here . . . I see a lot of quality 

                                                 
 44 Ben Shpigel, “Faith in God, and One Another, Guides the Rockies,” New York Times, October 
23, 2007, C14. 
 
 45 Ibid. 
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people in this clubhouse. This is the tightest-knit group I’ve ever been 
around. 

  
Pitcher Mark Redman echoed his teammate’s sentiment: “I’m more comfortable 

bringing my son in here. I haven’t been able to say that in the past with other 

clubs.”46  

In addition, O’Dowd “points to his own faith for giving him the strength 

and patience to handle the lean years” when Colorado struggled to both win 

games on the field, and avoid dishonorable situations off of it. After an 

embarrassment with high-paid pitcher Denny Neagle in 2004, who was arrested 

for soliciting a prostitute (his second violation of the law over a fourteen-month 

period of time), the Rockies terminated his $51.5 million long-term contract, 

essentially paying the wayward southpaw $16 million to never take the mound for 

the team again. In the case of Neagle, the Rockies felt it critical to not “jeopardize 

the public trust [and] redoubled their effort to emphasize responsibility and 

accountability [emphasis mine].” Furthermore, the team has made an examination 

of character an integral part of their scouting process, avoiding some players, 

irrespective of religious affiliation. Members of the Rockies are quick to 

emphasize, however, that “this is still a baseball clubhouse . . . a band of 

brothers.” One player said, “When you have as many people who believe in God 

[in an inclusive sense] as we do, it creates a humbleness about what we do. I don’t 

                                                 
 46 Shpigel, “Faith in God.” 
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see arrogance here, I see confidence.”47 Confidence is the life-blood of risk-

taking; and risk-taking—an integral part of athletics—intimately involves trust. 

Trinity College professor of philosophy Drew Hyland believes sport reveals the 

powerful connection between risk and trust. He wrote that “our willingness and 

enthusiasm for risk-taking play seems tied to an atmosphere wherein we are 

involved in a relationship of trust with the other participants [one’s 

‘teammates’].”48 

Thus, the story of the Colorado Rockies offers a compelling contemporary 

framework for defining spirituality not only as a concept with a religious 

orientation, but also as the notion of shared principles for ethical living, which is 

the foundation of any community. An individual must first be accountable to self; 

it is not possible for a community of any nature to thrive in the absence of this 

basic premise. Accountability goes back to the Old Testament principle of 

fidelity, commitment to a relationship that leads to human flourishing.49 In an 

article entitled “Perspectives for Sport,” William A. Sadler articulated both the 

idea of spirituality as a value system and its relationship with sport, as well as the 

potential within this context for an individual’s meaningful connection to the 

larger group: 

                                                 
 47 Shpigel, “Faith in God.” 
 
 48 Drew A. Hyland, Philosophy of Sport (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 1990), 137. 
 
 49 Anthony J. Tambasco, Ph.D., “Old Testament Literature: Society and Ethics” [lecture, 
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As an institution which reinforces and sanctions a primary value 
orientation, organized sports can be considered as closely related to 
organized religion. We are well aware today of how religion can 
function toward the formation of a personal world . . . Religion as a 
cultural system relates persons to a dimension which is of ultimate 
concern; that is, it orients them toward a primary value. 
Fundamental beliefs express this value orientation; rituals provide 
opportunities wherein these beliefs are acted out and thereby 
reinforced. The group activity gives consensual validation to the 
emergent pattern of belief and practice . . . regular participation 
tends to incline a person toward the group value system.50 

  
Taking this notion one step further in establishing the potential for communal 

flourishing within the social institution of sport, Sadler continued: 

As sport has become an institution which embodies an orientation 
toward a primary value, it has functioned as religious institutions 
have with respect to the shaping of our culture, life styles, and 
personality systems. Regular participation in organized sports 
helps to fashion a total life perspective . . . by establishing roles, 
expectations and norms which apply to our everyday world. 
Concepts which apply to the ritual (games) filter through into 
everyday perception . . . Games are rehearsals for life. The 
rightness of competitive roles is reaffirmed in the cultic 
celebrations of organized sports. It may be an exaggeration to say 
that sport constitutes America’s real religion; but in many parts of 
our society organized sports are functional equivalents of a religion 
in which salvation is interpreted within a framework of 
competitive success.51 

 
In Understanding Religious Life, Frederick J. Streng defined religion as “a 

means of ultimate transformation.”52 Prebish elaborated in such a way that 

                                                 
 50 William A. Sadler, “Perspectives for Sport,” Quest 19 (Winter 1973): 56-7, in Religion and 
Sport: The Meeting of the Sacred and Profane, Charles S. Prebish (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1993), 
129. 
 
 51 Ibid., 129. 
 
 52 Words of Frederick J. Streng cited by Prebish, xii. 
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reinforces the dynamic between the individual and the team, and poignantly 

illustrates the connection between sports and spirituality: 

A person experiences ultimate reality—be it God or some other, 
less specific symbol—and is radically changed by the experience. 
This radical change is manifested in two ways. The first way [is] 
personal expression, reflecting the internal experience of the 
individual [emphasis mine] as freedom replaces the initial 
problematic state . . . The second way [is] social expression, 
portraying the individual’s transformation with regard to groups, 
communities [emphasis mine], and social institutions. Thus, 
religion is the raft that ferries us from profane reality to the realm 
of the sacred, that enables us to transcend ordinary reality and 
directly apprehend ultimate reality.53 
 
At its best, and throughout time, education has also been considered 

“transformative,” and while sport per se is not a substitute for an articulated value 

system, it does offer profound opportunities for spiritual education, or “education 

of the whole person.” Copp wrote that “[Saint Thomas] Aquinas said we learn 

though our senses . . . The body needs to be disciplined so the mind can be 

disciplined in its search for truth. This goes all the way back to the ancient 

Greeks. Exercise lays the foundation for the spiritual life.”54 Indeed, sport is a 

powerful vehicle for self-understanding, and thus, a critical component of the 

educational process. It has always been thus. Plato himself wrestled in the 

Isthmian games, and Thomas Scanlon in Eros and Greek Athletics noted: “That a 

number of Plato’s dialogues took place in gymnasia is a natural reflection of the 

                                                 
 53 Prebish, xiii. 
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social context in which the ideal of mens sana in corpore sano, or more 

accurately ‘a beautiful mind in a beautiful body,’ was promulgated.”55 While 

Socrates, in the Republic, “emphasizes the indispensability of gymnastic training 

in a good education,”56 the philosopher’s questions pertaining to self-knowledge 

are perhaps most compelling in an examination of sport and spirituality.  

Knowing, understanding and accepting one’s personal limits—without 

abandoning the ideal of growth—is a critical component of any individual 

athlete’s life. This awareness becomes even more significant when the individual 

brings what he or she possesses to the “team.” When each player recognizes the 

importance of being individually accountable—knowing fully what he or she is 

capable of doing, and assuming that responsibility—the team may thrive. Such 

cognizance has profound implications for one’s life beyond the playing field, and 

is the foundation for a system of shared principles for ethical living. Hyland 

wrote: 

To know what one can and cannot do and to do all that one can do would 
seem to qualify as the athletic version of Socratic self-knowledge. It is a 
remarkable enough achievement within the athletic realm itself. To the 
extent that it can be made a self-conscious characteristic and perhaps 
expanded from the confines of one’s chosen sport to one’s life more 
broadly, it can serve as a model for a life characterized by the same sort of 
self-knowledge.57 

 

                                                 
 55 Thomas F. Scanlon, Eros and Greek Athletics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 204. 
 
 56 Prebish, xvi. 
 
 57 Hyland, Philosophy of Sport, 85. 
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Furthermore, sport offers a unique opportunity for individual growth, which 

enhances the potential for the larger group to flourish. Hyland continued: 

In taking one’s ability to the limits again and again, one expands 
those very limits; one ‘improves.’ But improvement of one’s 
athletic ability by taking it again and again to its limits is the 
athletic equivalent of self-development. The self that one might 
know in this way, then is not a permanent, finalized or totalized 
self. It is one that is, or at least should be, always developing. It is 
a self in movement, a self in transition.58 

 
Hyland pointed out that in his writings Plato “wished to use the 

vocabulary of the soul and body when speaking of the human condition”; the 

philosopher’s notion of a fundamentally sound education included two pursuits: 

“musike” (fine arts) and “gymnastike” (physical education).59 The ideals of the 

Academy retain great potential in contemporary academia as part of a “spiritual 

education”—the education of the “whole person.” Hyland wrote:  

The point of gymnastics (as we might now say, of sport education), 
Socrates insists, is not to train the body—as an entity separate from 
the soul—but as part of the unified education of the whole person. 
A proper education in gymnastics makes one a better person, not 
just the body a better body. This can only be so . . . if the soul and 
body are so intimately connected as to be virtually inseparable.60 

  
In the realm of contemporary sport, a similar notion of spirituality was 

eloquently expressed by amateur cyclist and author, Michael Barry. A former 

teammate of cycling champion Lance Armstrong, Barry described the hours of 
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solitude that are part of his practice: “On a bike, riding alone . . . I feel at peace 

and can escape. Pushing myself in training to attain new levels [expanding the 

limits of self described by Hyland], I feel the rhythm of the pedal stroke, the 

spinning wheels, my breath and the ticking chain. My mind is focused as there is 

clarity making me content.”61 While Barry articulated the feelings of mindfulness, 

respect for self and purpose, inspiration, self-awareness, and peacefulness that 

accompany such a solitary pursuit, he also tied the highly individualistic nature of 

cycling to its team context. Examining Armstrong’s decision to come out of 

retirement, Barry speculated that the seven-time Tour de France winner not only 

missed the solitude and grueling physical challenges endured on a bike, but also 

the feeling of riding as part of something much greater—the team. Barry wrote: 

“Cyclists suffer together for hours, days and seasons. That time together bonds us 

in ways few outsiders can understand. We live together on the road but also push 

ourselves to our physical limit for one another, for the team, and for a victory . . . 

The team pushes the individual to achieve things he could not do alone” 

[emphases mine].62  

Barry’s description of the sacred space in which mind and body function 

inseparably when engaged in sport, as well as his exploration of the individual’s 
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relationship to the team elucidate powerful connections between sport and 

spirituality, and highlight the dynamic between the individual and the group. 

There is perhaps no more important lesson to be learned than this idea that shared 

principles—the cornerstones of team—are rooted in individual accountability. 

This notion, steeped in spirituality, is the foundation of any community, from 

those beneath of the gaze of Nikē Athena to Touchdown Jesus.  
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CHAPTER 2 

SACRED SPACES FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS 
 

 September 25, 2007 was a dark Monday in Washington, D.C. when New York 

Times columnist John Branch wrote: “On the seventh day they play football. The other 

six days in the N.F.L. are spent trying to figure out what it all means.”1 Specifically, 

Branch was reflecting on the previous day’s contest in the nation’s capital between the 

New York Giants and the Washington Redskins in which the Giants’ emotional, last-

second defensive stand from their own goal-line earned them a win over their dejected 

hosts and brought their overall team record to a hopeful 1-2, rather than a bleak 0-3. At 

the time, this victory was viewed as a possible turning point in New York’s season; 

however, in late September it was, of course, impossible for any being without prescience 

to foresee what would unfold over the course of the next four months. After a mediocre 

regular season, the Giants embarked on one of the most remarkable playoff runs in league 

history, culminating in a February upset of the previously undefeated New England 

Patriots at University of Phoenix Stadium in Glendale, Arizona in Super Bowl XLII.  

To many, the Giants’ unlikely triumph against a seemingly invincible Patriots 

squad, widely ordained as certain Super Bowl victors, and often referred to as “the team 

of destiny,” hinged on what Sports Illustrated, ESPN, and countless other sports 

journalists and armchair quarterbacks referred to as “the miracle play.” On third-and-five, 
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from their own forty-four yard line, with 1:15 remaining in the game, New York 

quarterback Eli Manning scrambled, eluded multiple New England tacklers, and hurled a 

desperation pass in the direction of teammate David Tyree. Falling backward, the 

receiver leapt, wrapped a huge hand around, and then pressed the ball to his helmet as he 

crashed to the ground in the arms of hard-hitting New England safety Rodney Harrison. 

The extraordinary reception kept the drive alive and the series was capped by a Plaxico 

Burress touchdown catch which sealed the Giants’ spectacular and most unexpected 

victory. In biblical terms, David slew Goliath, and sporting enthusiasts of all persuasions 

began the process of, in Branch’s words, “trying to figure out what it all means.”  

Among the many fans, both rabid and casual, who were interested in the 

championship game was Sister Linda Campbell of Our Lady of Guadalupe Monastery in 

Phoenix, Arizona. The Sister determined that “converting their 10-bedroom spiritual 

retreat into a crash pad for Super Bowl fans” was “something that would be beneficial to 

the monastery and help [them] to help others,” given that basic hotel rooms in the vicinity 

were averaging up to $800 per night.2 While the monastery’s offerings obviously did not 

include heated pools, concierge service, saunas and sommeliers, the inspiring advertising 

slogan of “Say a prayer for your team in peace for $250 per night” attracted a full house. 

Sister Linda said that she and her colleagues were willing to provide spiritual guidance 

for those who sought it, but mostly expected that guests—including a Catholic nun from 

New York and a building supply store owner from Dover, Massachusetts—would simply 
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want to enjoy the game. For the record, Sister Linda rooted for the Patriots, but said, 

“Everyone has to understand that God listens to both sides.”3  

Beyond the playfulness of Sister Linda Campbell’s union of the sacred and the 

profane, the story of Super Bowl XLII illustrates an intriguing connection between sport 

and spirituality—from a team overcoming seemingly insurmountable odds, to the 

moments of excitement and exhilaration that almost appeared to be inspired by a higher 

power. In “Sacred Balance of Spirit, Mind and Body,” Cheryl Heckler-Feltz offers that 

while “the link between the sacred and the sweat of athletic competition can be hard to 

see in the light of high-dollar professionalism, violence against opponents and 

commercialism [it] is undeniable according to experts in the fields of physical education 

and philosophy of religion.”4  Furthermore, James Gibson, assistant professor of 

philosophy and religion at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, believes that “games 

present a variety of spiritual and dramatic themes that we humans love to see over and 

over. We love to watch the hero struggling against impossible odds . . . to enjoy the 

moment despite the pressure.”5 Joseph Price, professor of theology at Whittier College, 

put this union—in all of its complexity—in historical context: 

The contemporary tendency to connect athletic success and divine favor—
or simply to blend the spirit of sporting competition with the fervor of 
evangelical piety—suggests that the convergence of sports and religion 
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involves a kind of denigration of one or both, the profanation of the sacred 
or the diminution of sporting competition. However, the process of their 
modern mixing perhaps represents a reintegration of two sorts of ritual 
rather than a profanation of sacred rites. In several respects the fusion of 
sports and religion, especially during the latter portion of the twentieth 
century, represents the restoration of metaphysical and mystical impulses 
that generated or characterized early forms of play.6 

  
While Price’s analysis is useful, he granted that there are still those who simply believe 

“the definition of an atheist is a person who does not care about the outcome in a football 

game between Notre Dame and SMU.”7 Regardless of inclination, the transcendent 

dimension of sport clearly involves a “space” that is sacred, that is undeniably “felt,” or 

“experienced” by both individuals and groups. Spirituality is the vehicle that offers 

transportation to this place    

Jay Copp, author of “God Works Out,” paraphrased Father Thomas P. Ryan in 

offered the following perspective: “To really understand how sports and spirituality are 

inseparable it’s necessary to understand exactly what we mean by spirituality . . . The 

Latin root of the word is spiritus, meaning ‘aliveness.’”8 Also interesting to note is the 

fact that “fan” is derived from fanatic, a term whose original use is credited to Christian 

Frederick Wilhelm Van der Ahe, beer baron and late-nineteenth century Saint Louis 
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baseball club owner, in reference to his team’s devout followers.9 This word association 

“reveals a deeper level of meaning,” in that fanatic derives from the Latin fanaticus, 

“belonging to the temple of the god of that place; being inspired by the local divinity.” 

Thus, Andrew Cooper maintained, “we can then say, with at least etymological 

justification, that to be a fan is to be inspired and to deepen one’s connection to a 

particular place through the agency of a power beyond the self.”10 Additionally, Copp 

offered a useful perspective on the exploration of spirituality, sacred space, and their 

connection to athletics: 

Being spiritual means being super-alive—very much aware of life. The 
spiritual life is not about making us religious . . . but helping us realize that 
we are already deeply religious. Spirituality brings an awareness of the 
sacredness of all of life. The kingdom is not a place but an experience 
[emphasis mine] of intensity and passion—certainly a definition that can 
apply to sports . . . Sports can be a wake-up call to a fuller life, a poke in 
the ribs that jolts our spirit. The exertion of sports [or, as will be further 
explored, engagement as a spectator] reminds us that we are alive, that we 
are spirit coiled in flesh. Thomas Merton wrote that the beginning of 
freedom is not liberation from the body but liberation from the mind. 
Emptying ourselves through physical activity stirs up the spirit.11 

 
Ursula King, professor and chair of the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at 

The University of Bristol, added a community component to what may otherwise feel like 

a profoundly private experience: “Spirituality should be understood as a process of 
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transformation and growth, something dynamic which is part and parcel of the full human 

development of the individual and society [emphasis mine].”12 

While Copp’s and King’s descriptions of spirituality and sacredness are helpful, 

for purposes of this thesis the concept of “sacred” is also a deeply personal idea—an 

inviolable space where one “goes,” either alone or communally. It is both an inner 

sanctum and a realm of shared principles. Sacred may speak to an almost exclusive 

devotion—infused with deep passion—to a specific purpose, practice or discipline. 

University of Chicago psychology professor Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi described a 

dimension of human experience where “characteristics include deep concentration, highly 

efficient performance, emotional buoyancy, a heightened sense of mastery, a lack of self-

consciousness, and self-transcendence.”  Csikszentmihalyi called the experience “flow,” 

but many athletes today would describe it as being “in the zone.”13 Cooper wrote that 

“the advent of the term ‘the zone’ [in contemporary sports lexicon] points to a growing 

awareness of the role of consciousness in sports. We are, as a culture, finally catching up 

to Yogi Berra, who long ago observed, ‘Ninety percent of hitting is mental. The other 

half is physical.’”14 Berra, modern-day philosopher, was essentially paraphrasing his 

forebear Socrates, who said to Glaucon in Plato’s Republic:  
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Now I, for one, would assert that some god gave two arts to human beings 
for these two things, as it seems—music and gymnastic for the spirited 
and the philosophic—not for the soul and body, except incidentally, but 
rather for these two. He did so in order that they might be harmonized 
with one another by being tuned to the proper degree of tension and 
relaxation.15 

 
 Irrespective of time or place, that “space” where body, mind and spirit unite is 

indeed sacred. Sport offers this possibility in myriad ways and at multiple levels. Scottish 

sprinter and divinity student Eric Liddell, whose story was told in the 1981 Oscar-

winning film Chariots of Fire, delayed his calling for missionary work by training for the 

1924 Olympic Games. Although he battled occasional doubt, and needed to justify his 

decision to skeptical family and congregants, Liddell believed strongly that running was 

not only a divine calling, and a gift, but also the means through which he was brought 

closer to God. Liddell said, “I believe God made me for a purpose. He also made me fast. 

And when I run I can feel his pleasure.”16 Mary Heidkamp, a mother of two who works 

for the Archdiocese of Chicago, expanded on this connection with her own experience of 

running on a purely recreational level:  

Running is meditative for me . . . I can be present in the moment. It’s my 
quiet time. It feeds my spirit . . . Running is respecting my body. It’s 
giving it the dignity it deserves . . . It’s protecting the gift of my body. It 
increases my ability to think, to be. It gives me more energy. It makes me 
able to more fully participate in life. That’s what spirituality is all about.17  

 

                                                 
15 Drew A. Hyland, Philosophy of Sport (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 1990), 97. 
 
16 Chariots of Fire, directed by Hugh Hudson, Twentieth Century-Fox Film Corporation, 1981. 
 
17 Copp, 28. 
 



34 
 

Following the Beijing Summer Games, Olympic swimming medalist Dara Torres 

articulated a sacred space of her own, reminiscent of Heidkamp’s “place.” The age-

defying aquatic heroine said, “I feel like I’m one with the water, like I was meant to be in 

the water. Strap some gills on me and I’ll just live in the water. It’s peaceful, serene. I 

feel comfortable in the water. No one bothers you when you’re in the water. You can 

think when you’re in the water.”18   

Offering yet another perspective on this link between spirituality and sport—the 

creation of a sacred space—is rower Sara Hall. In her memoir, Drawn to the Rhythm: A 

Passionate Life Reclaimed, Hall wrote of discovering the “escape” of rowing which 

ultimately enabled her to courageously define her own life through love and grace, rather 

than fear and longing. Early in her journey, when carpooling, grocery shopping, and 

enduring the loneliness and hurt of an unhealthy marriage consumed much of her 

strength, she watched up the Cold Spring Harbor shoreline, “a tiny sliver of a boat, a 

single shell impossibly narrow, a shining white arrow moving in the late sun with a liquid 

smoothness and a divine grace.” Drawn powerfully to the serenity of this image, Hall 

gazed as “the sculler’s blades, white and forest green, traveled in a graceful arc as they 

swung forward again and again to meet the water like a prayer—infinitely patient, 

infinitely repetitive—flashing in the late sun.”19 Dutch Catholic priest and writer Henri 

                                                 
18 Dara Torres, “An Overwhelming Drive to Win Again and Again,” Newsweek (October 13, 

2008): 56. 
 
19 Sara Hall, Drawn to the Rhythm: A Passionate Life Reclaimed (New York: W.W. Norton and 

Company, 2002), 59. 
 



35 
 

J.M. Nouwen wrote, “There are as many ways to pray in life as there are moments in 

life,” 20 and this particular moment provided the epiphany that called Hall to the discipline 

of rowing the single scull. Rowing became her prayer. Through her “practice,” Hall 

embraced dark, silent, chilly mornings, and with “soft hands bloody from blisters and nail 

cuts, arms bruised yellow and black from clambering back into [her] overturned boat,” 

she lost herself in her solitary spiritual quest.21 While the symbolism of Hall’s bloodied 

body and baptismal plunges into the harbor is enticing, it is hardly necessary given the 

poignancy of the experience alone.  

Discovery of “sacred space” is not limited to elite or individual athletes. As 

Charles Prebish wrote:  

No special athletic talent is required in the quest for salvation in sport. 
What is self-evident . . . is that religious experience in sport is open to 
anyone, at any time, anywhere—just as it is in traditional religion. Thus, 
religious experience in sport is no more confined to the participants on the 
playing area than is traditional religious experience confined to the priest, 
minister, or rabbi.22 

   
Athletes, regardless of skill level, or involvement in individual versus team sport, tend to 

understand one another when they refer to the sensation derived from engaging in an 

activity during those times when it feels almost mystical, or divine. Thus, athletes are, in 

a sense, “initiated.” In The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, historian of 
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religion Mircea Eliade wrote about the phenomenology of initiation: “Initiation is 

equivalent to a spiritual maturing. And in the religious history of humanity we constantly 

find this theme: the initiate, he [or she] who has experienced the mysteries, is he [or she] 

who knows.”23 As Hall wrote, “When we let go of our ego’s need to bend the world to our 

will, we can, at last, worship the beauty of this glorious water, this embracing air: God’s 

miraculous world.. . . All of us [emphasis mine] can tap a source of power vastly greater 

than that of our mortal bodies, our petty desires.”24 With regard to the import of 

abandoning one’s ego and fully immersing oneself in a given experience, Cooper 

affirmed that the “secret life” of sport “can be thought of as religion as it emerges from 

the depths of the self. Not the personal self, the ego, but the self that is one’s identity 

when all ideas of identity are transcended.”25 Furthermore, Cooper wrote, “the purpose 

[of experience] is to serve the processes of transformation through which consciousness 

is enriched, broadened, and deepened, and by which it finds its own sacred ground.”26   

Hall’s reflections also resonate with the writings of both Joseph Campbell, a 

student of comparative mythology and an Olympic track athlete, as well as those of 

Jungian analyst Tom Singer. In Transformations of Myth through Time, Campbell 

explored the Chinese philosophy of the Tao—loosely translated as “the path,” or “the 
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way”—making clear that ritual and relationships, either with the natural world or with 

others, help sustain and nurture one’s journey. Campbell’s reflections extend far beyond 

ancient Eastern philosophies, however, and can be applied to the realm of sport. He 

wrote:  

There’s recognition of the divine in the activities of life. This is good 
Hinduism . . . it’s good Buddhism. Going to temple is quite secondary. 
Our religious life is here and now. This is the idea that Eliot was trying to 
incorporate in The Cocktail Party, that is, the ritual, the relationship; for 
it’s through relationship—this is the Confucian idea, too, of relationship, 
person to person—that the Tao is realized.27  

 
Similar to the concept of sacred space, the Tao is a force that defies definition, but is 

rather experienced. Taoists do not pray with the expectation of being “heard”; 

understanding is sought through alternative means—through one’s “practice.” 

Furthermore, Singer asserted that “in natural religions, you find the idea of the 

interpenetration of nature and spirit, what Jung called lumina natura, the light of the 

spirit, infusing nature. One can feel this in sport. You can sense a spiritual presence in the 

physical acts of an athlete.”28  

At their core, the physical acts of an athlete, imbued with spirit, are “play.” In 

Johan Huizinga’s seminal work of 1950, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in 

Culture, play is linked to myth and ritual. Huizinga wrote that in myth, “primitive man 

seeks to account for the world of phenomena by grounding it in the Divine. In all the wild 
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imaginings of mythology a fanciful spirit is playing on the border-line between jest and 

earnest.”29 With regard to ritual, “primitive society performs its sacred rites, its sacrifices, 

consecrations and mysteries, all of which serve to guarantee the well-being of the world, 

in a spirit of pure play truly understood.”30 Furthermore, professor of psychiatry Arnold 

R. Beisser added: 

Rituals are to a society as habits are to the individual life. They make life 
orderly and simplify routine, making it more efficient. Life would be 
chaotic without habit . . . Society can be held together by rituals which 
bring the community together to reaffirm its common purpose, common 
origins, and common beliefs. These rituals symbolize the various 
historical events, religious and secular, which have sacred implications . . . 
There is a magical quality in such ritualistic worship as the gods or spirits 
of past glories are recalled to promote communal pride.31 

  
Huizinga also connected “play,” the realm of athletics, to an ethical value system. Rooted 

in spirituality, this relationship has profound implications for an integral education, which 

will be explored in depth in Chapter 5. Huizinga wrote:  

The element of tension [in play] imparts to it a certain ethical value in so 
far as it means a testing of the player’s prowess: his courage, tenacity, 
resources and, last but not least, his spiritual powers—his ‘fairness’; 
because, despite his ardent desire to win, he must still stick to the rules of 
the game.32 
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The idea of an “arbitrary set of limitations”33 which we readily embrace as part of 

athletics—including duration of play, boundaries, and rules of the game—raises an 

interesting question with regard to sacred space discovered through sport. Drew Hyland, 

professor of philosophy at Trinity College, asked, “In a life where we spend a good 

amount of time resisting the various limitations imposed upon us, what is the significance 

of the fact that in sport we freely choose to play within such limitations—that, as it were, 

we invite such confrontations with finitude?”34 The dimension of “finitude” that is most 

applicable within the context of sport pertains to the limits of one’s body, and relates to 

“the athletic version of Socratic self-knowledge.”35 Hyland wrote that “our size, speed, 

endurance, and physical ability, all are explicitly tested in our play. In taking our bodies 

to their limits, we discover those limits with special force and are made to face up to 

them.”36 When we hit the proverbial wall, or are bested by an opponent, “our 

embodiment as limiting, as finitude, comes home to us dramatically.”37 In the realm of 

sport, however, balanced against this notion of limitation—or “finitude’’—is possibility. 

In his Prologue to The Perfect Mile, an account of medical student and amateur runner 

Roger Bannister’s 1952 quest to break the barrier of the four-minute mile, Neal Bascomb 

articulated in spiritual terms the dualism of limitation and possibility: 
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Most people considered running four laps of the track in four minutes to 
be beyond the limits of human capability. It was foolhardy and possibly 
dangerous to attempt. Some thought that rather than a lifetime of glory, 
honor, and fortune, a hearse would be waiting for the first person to 
accomplish the feat. The four-minute mile: this was the barrier, both 
physical and psychological, that begged to be broken. The number had a 
certain mathematical elegance. As one writer explained, the figure 
‘seemed so perfectly round—four laps, four quarter miles, four-point-oh-
oh minutes—that it seemed God himself had established it as man’s limit.’ 
Under four minutes—the place had the mysterious and heroic resonance of 
reaching sport’s Valhalla.. . . Attempt after spirited attempt had proved 
futile. Each effort was like a stone added to a wall that looked increasingly 
impossible to breach.38 

 
Bannister’s record-breaking run took place at Oxford on the evening of May 6, 1952. 

Bascomb’s account of the final yards of the race resonate with the concept of occupying a 

“zone” of sacred space in which time slows, the self is transcended, and one’s 

consciousness appears to be altered:  

Bannister was beyond tired. At fifty yards from the finish he had 
exhausted himself completely. There was no pain. He was simply used up. 
Yet he forced himself ahead, drawing deep upon a reservoir of will only 
few ever discover. Twenty-five yards. Ten yards. Five yards. The distance 
from the tape appeared to lengthen. He began to push his chest forward. 
His legs were still moving. Two strides. His chin went up, his arms drove 
higher. Keep going. One stride. Keep going. He flung himself at the tape, 
a tortured yet glorious expression of abandon on his face. When he 
crossed the finish line, his legs buckled and he collapsed into the arms of 
former Olympic sprinter Nicholas Stacey . . . He could barely understand 
what was going on around him.39 

 
For Roger Bannister, however, it was possible.    
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By definition, “possibility” refers to that which is within the scope of one’s 

ability, yet it implies greater freedom and openness. Hyland asserted:  

When we play, we are called upon and call upon ourselves to be more 
open than we usually are, more aware of the possibilities that are 
presented to us and of what those possibilities signify. At the same time, 
we are also called upon to be more responsive to those possibilities as they 
arise.40 

  
Essentially, Hyland suggested, sport involves an athlete’s entire being—body, intellect 

and emotion—in the way that it calls forth explicit displays of both courage and 

vulnerability. As he contemplated the nature of the four-minute mile, Bannister said it 

was “a challenge of the human spirit,” but also acknowledged that the feat could only “be 

realized with a calculated plan [requiring] scientific experiments, the wisdom of a man 

who knew great suffering, and a magnificent finishing kick.”41 Exemplified by 

Bannister’s running with abandon, there are few other occasions beyond those offered in 

sport when a person’s self-identity is so exposed, so much of his or her character on the 

line. Hyland noted that our word for “play” is actually derived from the Old English 

plegan, which literally means “to take a risk.”42 Furthermore, Hyland suggested that sport 

reveals our attempt to “transform limitation into possibility,” and “offers us such a 

paradigmatic example of our ability to do so.”43 In a unique way, the opportunity to 
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engage in sport proffers a critical lesson on the concepts of freedom, possibility and 

limitation—all components of sacred space. Hyland wrote:  

We find in the sporting situation a revelation about the nature of freedom 
that we all too often forget. It is easy to think of freedom as simply the 
absence of constraint; the paradigm of this sort of freedom is omnipotence. 
I would be totally free if I were subject to no limitations. An omnipotent 
god would be the ultimate free being, and we, in striving for freedom, 
strive to be like the god. And indeed, constraints . . . often are experienced 
as denials of freedom . . . But our sporting experience invites us to modify 
this simple view, [in that] the experience we have of playing within those 
constraints is one of freedom. [It is a] strange paradox that subjecting 
oneself to constraints more limiting than those of everyday life [structures 
of the rules of sport] should be experienced as freedom, the freedom of 
exhilarating play. Yet that is what happens.44 

      
Even beyond Bannister’s “zone,” Torres’ underwater sanctuary, or Hall’s spiritual 

refuge, sacred spaces for individuals and groups exist in myriad forms. The stadium at the 

temple of Zeus in Olympia, Greece is a sacred space. Notre Dame Stadium is a sacred 

space for fans, players and entire teams—from those led by Knute Rockne to Charlie 

Weis, even though a recent Sports Illustrated article decried in its title, “Touchdown 

Jesus Wept: Maybe Notre Dame and Charlie Weis Isn’t a Match Made in Heaven.” In 

this piece, author Stewart Mandel bemoaned the dismal one-win, nine-loss start to Weis’ 

debut season in 2007—the worst record in the program’s 119 years.45 While a strong start 

to the 2008 campaign has brought some redemption, the Irish faithful can still be 

unforgiving. The “zone” occupied by Romania’s Constantina Tomescu-Dita as she 
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entered Beijing’s Bird’s Nest for the home-stretch of the 2008 Olympic marathon was, no 

doubt, a sacred space. The circle formed by the Brown Women’s Soccer team as it 

performs its ritual pre-game cheer of “Geev-um Bruno” is a sacred space, no less so than 

this writer’s solitary running loop along the Charles River. Huizinga’s thoughts on the 

parameters of play—both literal and figurative—offer a useful context for examining the 

multiple dimensions of sacred spaces for both individuals and groups. Huizinga wrote: 

One of the most important characteristics of play [is] its spatial separation 
from ordinary life. A closed space is marked out for it, either materially or 
ideally, hedged off from everyday surroundings. Inside this space the play 
proceeds, inside it the rules obtain. Now, the marking out of some sacred 
spot is also the primary characteristic of every sacred act. This 
requirement of isolation for ritual . . . is much more than merely spatial 
and temporal. Nearly all rites of consecration and initiation entail a certain 
artificial seclusion for the performers and those to be initiated . . . 
Sacrament and mystery presuppose a hallowed spot.46 

  
For example, though bordering on irreverent in the eyes of a Red Sox fan, New York 

Times columnist Harvey Araton actually referred to Yankee Stadium—in a material and 

spatial sense—as “the Babe’s hallowed ground” in his description of the October 2008 

closing of the “house that [Ruth] figuratively built.”47  

The “mystery” of Huizinga’s “hallowed spot” relates to what Cooper refers to as 

the “hidden dimension” of sport, which he views as sport’s “secret life.” 48 Cooper does 

not employ a specific or codified tradition of spirituality in his framework, thus his 
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interest is “not with the secret life as it is revealed in religion but with how it is revealed 

in sport.”49 He defined the “secret life” as the “realm of inner experience beyond the 

constraints of the ego’s habits of perception,” and offered that we dwell within the 

parameters of this life when “we become so absorbed in the task at hand that the self is 

forgotten and experience is displayed in its primal and pristine clarity.”50 Cooper 

presented the argument that the realm of athletics provides an abundance of opportunity 

to experience the “secret life,” perhaps more so than any other single activity. He wrote 

that “although sport is a most secular activity in a highly secularized world, in its ability 

to provoke wonder, to elicit deep feeling, to grace our lives with glimpses of timeless 

beauty and freedom—in these and other ways sport is, though not religion, something 

religious.”51 Cooper also noted that the “secret life” is “closely connected with what 

Eliade referred to as the ‘discovery of the sacred,’” and according to Eliade, “sacredness 

and the drive to experience it are innate aspects of human nature.”52 In the world of sport, 

this is as true for the individual athlete as it is for the entire team, or the community that 

is nourished by its connection to the team.  

Searching for perspective on the emotion surrounding the closing of Yankee 

Stadium, and responding to discussion of the actual physical space as “hallowed ground,” 

former Pinstriper Bernie Williams said, “It was more the people than the stadium. You 
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talk about magic and the aura, but what really made the Stadium was the fans. Concrete 

doesn’t talk back to you. Chairs don’t talk back to you. It’s the people that are there, that 

root for you day in and day out. That’s what makes this place magical.”53 There is an 

interactive, participatory dimension to athletics, and Williams’ words align with this 

distinguishing characteristic of sport—the dynamic involvement of players and 

spectators. Cooper wrote:  

As with art or religion, the rewards of attending a sporting event depend 
on one’s ability to enter imaginatively into the activity, and this requires 
knowledge, loving appreciation, and the ability to see beneath the level of 
one’s hopes and expectations to the pure, intrinsically joyous form that is 
struggling to find expression.54 

  
Beisser, however, offered the possibility of a more bleak, or cynical interpretation of this 

relationship:  

Each Sunday the sports fan seats himself before his electronic alter [or in 
the stadium itself] as the devout once sat in church. Like other 
parishioners, the sports fan sits watching while specially trained 
performers play out the ceremonies and the rituals. He watches with rapt 
appreciation, rising occasionally from his chair to cheer as churchmen 
once rose from their pews to recite the catechism and sing hymns. When 
the ritual is completed, the fan is renewed; all’s right with the world, and 
he is ready to return once again to his mundane weekly chores.55 

     
Whether passionate, pathological, or somewhere between, Cooper asserted that 

indeed “from the point of view of the secret life, player and spectator are but different 

perspectives contained within a single story,” which speaks to our “irreducible need to 
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resonate mythically with ourselves and with our world.”56 Featuring the closing of 

Yankee Stadium, Sports Illustrated’s September 22, 2008 cover read: “It’s Gone: The 

Passing of Baseball’s Cathedral,” and the story told by sports writer Tom Verducci 

resonated with mythic undertones and suggestions of the transcendent which were shared 

by both players and fans alike. Verducci’s article described in reverential terms the 

significance—to those both on and off the field—of this “shrine” to baseball, from the 

clubhouse serving as the stage in 1928 for the delivery of Rockne’s famous “Win just one 

for the Gipper,” to the papal visit in the spring of 2008—a curious venue indeed for the 

Supreme Pontiff, the Vicar of Jesus Christ. Fenway Park, perhaps?  

One of many legends emanating from Yankee Field is team captain Derek Jeter’s 

purported invocation of the spirits prior to Aaron Boone’s game-winning home run in 

Game Seven of the 2003 American League Championship Series against the Red Sox. 

Although Jeter’s teammate Mariano Rivera eschewed the popular mythology of wraiths 

roaming centerfield, the future Hall of Fame closer said the following of the hallowed 

space: “People believe in myths and ghosts about this place. I don’t. We are blessed by 

the Lord. That’s how I explain it. All of us players who have come through here have 

been blessed, and you see those blessings.”57 In fact, Jeter was last reported as angling for 

the sign—as a keepsake—that hangs in the tunnel leading from the players’ locker room 

to the field on which Joe DiMaggio “thanks the good Lord for having made him a 
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Yankee.”58 Beisser noted that “within the population, only a small number of persons can 

become star athletes, but no matter when one ceases to participate on the field, one can 

continue in the stadium or by watching television. Some may never have engaged [in 

competition] . . . but as fans, all may share the elemental experiences of sports.”59  

With such worshipful attention in the fall of 2008 devoted to the Bronx Bombers, 

or The Evil Empire, depending on one’s perspective, it seems only fair to reflect on the 

Red Sox’s 2007 World Series campaign, for as Sister Linda Campbell judiciously said at 

the Super Bowl, “everyone has to understand that God listens to both sides.”60 Boston 

mayor Thomas M. Menino believes strongly in the impact the Red Sox’s success has on 

the larger community. He maintains that there is a palpable difference in the “spirit of the 

city” when the team is doing well, noting that “people have a different outlook about the 

way they go about their daily chores. When the [team] is winning, everybody feels good. 

When [they] are not doing well, the city doesn’t feel that good.”61 Beisser offered the 

following on the nature of this relationship: 

The team supports the player, the crowd the team. All are there for a 
common purpose. As in representative government, the interests of the 
masses are centered on the field of action, but with the distinct advantage 
that the crowd can see the proceedings as they occur and can make its 
favor or disfavor directly felt. The team influences the crowd and the 
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crowd influences the team in symbiotic fashion. They belong to each other 
and rely on one another for their vitality.62 

  
Despite decades of Red Sox fans not feeling “that good” due to the Curse of the Bambino 

and Boston’s eighty-six year championship draught, the story of the Sox actually serves 

as a compelling case study for keeping the faith while searching for meaning, for living 

somewhere between the mythological and the rational.  

In Gods and Games: Towards a Theology of Play, David Miller offered that 

“play, like religion, requires faith.” He elaborated: 

Faith is being gripped by a story, by a vision, by a ritual (game). It is being 
seized, being gripped by a pattern of meaning, a pattern of meaning that 
affects one’s life pattern, that becomes a paradigm for the way one sees 
the world . . . Faith is make-believe. It is playing as if it were true. It is not 
that the religious story is not true. It is simply that questions of truth are 
irrelevant while in the midst of make-believe, while in the midst of faith.63 

 
In her article entitled “Spirituality in Secular Society: Recovering a Lost Dimension,” 

King offered that “one can develop spiritual sensitivity and awareness [through] steps 

which link the search for the transcendent to the ever-widening expansion of immanence 

and inwardness.” Among her suggestions for such a journey was the idea of “practicing 

acts of awareness to develop the sense of wonder and the sensitivity of emotions 

(gratefulness, joy, the sense of celebration . . . the inter-relationship of patterns.)”64 It is 

difficult to imagine a more apt description than King’s of the practice, discipline, and 

passion for all that is encompassed by “play,” whether as participant or spectator, 
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whether deeply private or in public view. A compelling story draws one in, inviting 

reflection and contemplation.  

The dynamic between the private and the public is interesting to consider in light 

of the concept of “sacred space.” In his article entitled “After N.F.L.’s First Prayer, 

Religion Touched Down,” Washington Post staff writer Alan Goldenbach explored the 

aftermath of a single football play on October 9, 1977 which served as a “watershed 

moment in American Sports.”65 Goldenbach recounted the spiritual gesture, far more 

dramatic than the spectacular seventy-yard touchdown run itself, of Philadelphia Eagles’ 

running back Herb Lusk. Alone in the end zone, Lusk dropped to his knee and bowed his 

head in prayer, “his legacy sealed.” Steve Sabol, president of N.F.L. Films, “which has 

footage of more than 9,000 games played since 1894,” confirmed that Lusk was the first 

N.F.L. player to kneel in the end zone to pray.66 Goldenbach noted that “The Praying 

Tailback,” as he was nicknamed by teammates, had no idea of the following: 

[That] such a seemingly quiet, personal moment would eventually become 
apparent today at every level of competitive sports, whether it be a pitcher 
pointing skyward after a save, a hitter offering thanks to a higher power 
after a home run, or a basketball team joining for a prayer at midcourt 
after a game.67 

  
Unlike more effusive displays by today’s athletes, Lusk maintained: “I wasn’t trying to 

draw attention to myself. This was just a moment between me and God.” His teammate 

                                                 
65 Alan Goldenbach, “After N.F.L.’s First Prayer, Religion Touched Down,” Washington Post, 

September 28, 2007, E1. 
 
66 Ibid. 
 
67 Ibid. 



50 
 

Vince Papale agreed: “Religion was such a hot-button issue that no one wanted to touch 

it. What I liked about it, it was a private, sensitive moment for him. It wasn’t like, ‘Hey, 

hey, look at me,’ like a lot of the celebrations have become these days. It wasn’t 

demonstrative.”68  

Reflecting on the significance of Lusk’s private display of faith in a very public 

forum, Goldenbach offered that Lusk’s gesture “showed athletes that a highly personal 

action could be shared publicly.” Coach Dick Vermeil said that “it freed a lot of people to 

express themselves.” Furthermore, Richard Lapchick, founder of Northeastern 

University’s Center for the Study of Sport in Society, noted that “it added macho 

credibility to [religion for athletes].”69 Lusk followed his brief N.F.L. career by returning 

to school to study for the ministry. Today, as pastor of Greater Exodus since 1982 he 

leads a congregation of over 1,500 people. Lusk cited an experience only one year after 

his retirement of watching another N.F.L. player mimic his end-zone display as his 

epiphany—the moment at which he clearly understood why he was called to play 

football. Lusk said, “All I wanted to do more than anything else in life was to make a 

difference and be a changing force. At the time, I wasn’t thinking about what I started, 

but now, I look back and say to myself, ‘Yes, I’ve given birth to something.’”70 Joseph 

Price concluded, “When superstars who are so powerful and influential can make a 
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gesture like that, then others are going to follow.”71 The “sacred space” Lusk carved out 

for himself in the end zone at Giants Stadium on that fall day in 1977 opened for others a 

similar possibility, and he ultimately saw this broader, shared meaning derived from his 

deeply personal ritual as “[his] purpose for playing in the N.F.L.”72 

Thirty-one N.F.L. seasons later, and less than one year following David Tyree’s 

astonishing Super Bowl catch, the Giants’ receiver is rehabilitating from knee surgery 

and has been relegated to bit roles as a reserve and special-teams player. His future with 

the defending Super Bowl champions is uncertain. Tyree recently offered an anecdote 

related to last season’s triumph that is oddly symbolic. Following his team’s momentous, 

17-14 victory over the Patriots, Tyree went shopping for a replica of his football jersey 

“because one of his spiritual advisors wanted one.” But, alas, “the store was sold out.”73 

Tyree’s temporal glory was ephemeral, but last year’s gridiron hero maintains remarkable 

perspective born of his deep faith. Tyree now refers to the game as “the Supernatural 

Bowl,” and uses his miraculous reception as a touchstone in his recent book entitled 

More Than Just the Catch. The focus of Tyree’s reflections is “his self-destructive 

behavior of a few years ago [which] led to a religious awakening that saved his career 

and, possibly, his life.”74 Tyree chronicles his redemptive and healing work with 
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counseling at-risk youth, and expresses gratitude for the opportunity to gather teammates 

after practice for Bible study.  

George McGovern, a nondenominational chaplain for the Giants, praised Tyree 

for “using his high profile as a platform not to get rich, but to profess his faith.”75 

Furthermore, McGovern offered that Tyree has steadfastly “dealt with spiritual forces in 

and around him,” in reaching a place of peace, tranquility and unwavering faith—a 

“sacred space” of his own. Giants’ General Manager Jerry Reese believes that Tyree’s 

Super Bowl catch “might have been ‘the favor of God’ choosing a particular person for a 

particular purpose.”76 Tyree’s assessment of his personal journey reflects the “ever-

widening expansion of immanence and inwardness,” to which Ursula King referred, that 

may guide one on the path to “spiritual sensitivity and awareness.” Tyree said that “the 

turning point for him was to accept ‘a certain level of surrender’ to forces stronger than 

football or its players.” Astutely, Tyree noted, the concept of “surrender” is “not a 

popular term when you’re talking amongst men [involved in combative sport], but 

honestly, that’s really what it takes.”77  

The examples of Herb Lusk and David Tyree resonate with another of King’s 

suggestions for the journey toward understanding spirituality. King “encourages a 

questioning and searching attitude about the self: ‘Who am I?’ ‘Who do I relate to?’ 
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‘How do I relate to others?’ . . . Learn,” she continues, “to distinguish the self from the 

ego, find the ‘true self’, listen to ‘the inner voice’ of conscience and of the subconscious 

centre of integration.”78 Before either Lusk or Tyree could focus “outward,” each man 

needed to go “inward.” This is the essence of being a teammate, or a committed, invested 

and fully accountable member of any community, spiritual or otherwise. In a sermon 

entitled “Religion of the Inner Spirit” delivered in 1971 at New York’s Unitarian Church 

of All Souls, Walter Donald Kring, Harvard Divinity School Class of 1940 and collegiate 

track athlete, said:  

There is really no need to discuss how we can build a better world. The 
way to its achievement is fairly clear, even though humanity consistently 
has refused to see the well-marked path. It is the way of cooperation, 
understanding, love, thinking about the other fellow, using our finer 
qualities rather than our baser feelings. Perhaps one of the reasons we 
have failed so miserably in the outer kingdom is that we have not held the 
proper inner attitudes. In the final analysis, who is to say that harmony or 
discord in the world is not largely dependent upon our inner attitudes . . . 
If we are ever to find the secrets of being, we should turn to the inner 
world as well as to the outer one, because we will find them only by 
searching within . . . What we ought to recognize is that when we turn to 
the inner spirit we are coming closer to the kingdom of God. For when we 
find the spirit of ourselves within, we also find the spirit of God.79 

 
Kring was profoundly influenced by his mentor, Quaker Thomas R. Kelly, and with 

Kelly studied Chinese, Japanese, and Indian religion and philosophy, as well as ethics 
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and Western philosophy.80 Thus, as Kring attested, irrespective of one’s specific set of 

religious beliefs, spirituality calls for reflection on the nature of the “self”—the solitary, 

as well as the relational self. It calls for introspection into one’s own experience and 

existence, as well as contemplation of the idea of connectedness—sacred spaces for 

individuals and groups. And, as Drew Hyland suggested, “sporting activity, wherein the 

mind and body are so actively engaged together, offers us a marvelous testing ground for 

the examination of this long-standing philosophic issue.”81 Furthermore, the dynamic 

between the individual and the group lends itself to an exploration of a single teammate’s 

role in the context of the team.       
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CHAPTER 3 

COMMUNAL PURPOSE AND THE TEAM 
 

 In a ceremony prior to the opening game of the National Basketball Association’s 

2008-2009 regular season, the Boston Celtics received their championship rings for the 

2007-2008 campaign and watched as the banner pronouncing the franchise’s seventeenth 

N.B.A. title—its first in two decades—was raised to the rafters of Boston’s TD 

Banknorth Garden. An emotional Paul Pierce, team captain and Most Valuable Player of 

last year’s Finals, wept visibly. Beside Pierce stood Kevin Garnett and Ray Allen—elite 

N.B.A. players with eighteen All-Star games between them—who were traded to the 

Celtics only one year ago. Coming together in Boston, Pierce, Garnett and Allen—often 

referred to as the “Big Three”—were faced with the challenge of checking their 

proverbial egos at the door and figuring out how they could work together as a unified 

force so that the team might flourish.  

Ursula King, professor and chair of the Department of Theology and Religious 

Studies at The University of Bristol, offered a practical suggestion for “developing 

spiritual sensitivity and awareness” which is applicable to the task that confronted the Big 

Three. King recommended “a questioning and searching attitude about the self: ‘Who am 

I?’ ‘Who do I relate to?’ ‘How do I relate to others?’” Furthermore, she advised that one 

“learn to distinguish the self from the ego.”1 King’s writings are in the context of “the 
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nature and place of spirituality in education.”2 Thus, it is appropriate that as the most 

perspicacious and inspiring guides do, Celtics Coach Doc Rivers had some thoughts as he 

reflected upon his team’s remarkable journey—thoughts about essential teaching and 

learning. Rivers recognized “the only way three superstars could flourish was if they 

embraced the essence of ubuntu”3—communal purpose sustained by individuals working 

together within the context of the team.    

 A South African belief that “underlines the importance of selflessness, unity and 

teamwork,” ubuntu offers that “a person is a person through another person. I can’t be all 

I can be unless you are all you can be.” Translated into sporting terms, “When the team is 

elevated, the individual is elevated; when the team is diminished, the individual is 

diminished.”4 New York Times columnist William C. Rhoden noted that “in an era of 

ferocious individualism, the Celtics are an example of great individual talent yielding to 

the team concept.”5 Another of King’s suggestions for developing spiritual sensitivity is 

useful within the domain of athletics, as it elucidates the delicately balanced relationship 

between an individual and his or her team. King advised:  

Explore the theme of being rooted as well as routed: the need for roots, in 
one’s family, culture, tradition and in oneself, and [emphasis mine] the 
need for growth, upwards and outwards, into larger dimensions, from the 
particular to the more universal; the need for a ‘route’ or ‘road’, i.e., for a 
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direction involving choices, especially at important crossroads in life; the 
need for a map to find your way in unknown territory.6 

 
Rhoden wrote that “what made the [Celtics’ N.B.A.] championship so sweet was the hard 

road [emphasis mine] it took to get there. Walking that road required Rivers, Pierce, 

Garnett and Allen to move out of their comfort zones and accommodate one another.”7 It 

involved a process of transformation and growth for each individual in such a way that 

the well-being of the entire team was expanded. In order for any community to thrive, 

individuals must be “rooted” in self-knowledge and a strong sense of personal 

accountability, as well as committed to a “route,” or a shared sense of purpose, a journey. 

The impact of this relational component on the development of an individual is profound. 

From a psychological-developmental perspective, Arnold Beisser offered the following:  

The personality of any individual is the result of the cumulative interaction 
between that person’s biological potential and the available sociocultural 
opportunities. The essence of a human being is the uniquely creative 
manner in which a personal integration is forged from these interactions.8 

   
Coach Rivers acknowledged that “there’s an amazing amount of hurt” that 

accompanies leaving one’s comfort zone and thus creating the potential for growth. As 

Trinity College professor of philosophy Drew Hyland noted, our word for play is derived 

from the Old English plegan, which literally means ‘to take a risk’.9 With regard to the 
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challenge his players faced as individuals, Rivers said, “The only way you’re going to 

win is that you’ve got to open yourself up to hurt. You’ve got to open yourself up and go 

for it. You may have to pass more, you may have to set an extra pick, you may have to 

dive on the floor for a loose ball.”10 Sacrifice, faith and humility are components vital to 

assuming risk, for too often athletes see “the possibility of losing as a threat to [their] 

egos.”11 Hyland proposed, however, that sport provides the opportunity to “tie the issue 

of risk to another theme, seemingly in contrast to it, but . . . in fact closely connected: the 

phenomenon of trust”12—believing in a purpose greater than oneself through appreciating 

the gift and responsibility of “team” membership, as well as recognizing the self as only 

one small piece of a larger design. A pertinent meditation from the Father Henri Nouwen 

Society entitled “The Mosaic That Shows Us the Face of God” reads: 

A mosaic consists of thousands of little stones. Some are blue, some are 
green, some are yellow, some are gold. When we bring our faces close to 
the mosaic, we can admire the beauty of each stone. But as we step back 
from it, we can see that all these little stones reveal to us a beautiful 
picture, telling a story none of these stones can tell by itself. That is what 
our life in community is all about. Each of us is like a little stone, but 
together we reveal the face of God to the world. Nobody can say: ‘I make 
God visible.’ But others who see us together can say: ‘They make God 
visible.’ Community is where glory and humility touch.13 
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This spiritual reflection is applicable within the realm of sport. German philosopher 

Hans-Georg Gadamer wrote that “in ‘deep play’ the individual ceases to stand apart from 

the full field of action. The game seems to have a life of its own, and one senses oneself 

as part of a larger design. The individual player is encompassed within, and is an 

expression of, the game’s intrinsic patterns.”14 As Coach Rivers reminded his players on 

their celebratory evening in Boston, “We’re one of many banners,” and Rhoden astutely 

observed, “That theme again: one of many”—acknowledging ubuntu as a “beacon for all 

players [emphasis mine] . . . putting ego aside, putting team first.”15  

 Contemporary team sport is replete with models of the individual functioning 

within the context of a team, and as Rivers demonstrates, the presence of an inspiring 

“guide” is central to the group’s potential for flourishing. Extending the metaphor of the 

mosaic to the baseball diamond, journalist Jack Curry reflected on the role of Boston Red 

Sox manager Terry Francona in the overall success of that organization. The franchise 

has thrived under Francona’s leadership, capturing two World Series titles over the 

course of Francona’s first four years, and advancing to the American League 

Championship Series in his fifth. With a $133 million payroll supporting a blend of 

skilled veterans and gifted young players who have come through the Red Sox farm 

system, Francona’s challenge has been to bring disparate personalities and abilities 

together in order to achieve team unity and success. As Curry wrote, “The Red Sox have 
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acted shrewdly in supplementing their established players with a batch of talented and 

homegrown players, but someone still has to align the pieces [emphasis mine].”16 

Francona has been this skillful and inspiring guide. As third-baseman Mike Lowell, Most 

Valuable Player of the 2007 World Series, said, “What makes this a good offense is that 

we don’t mind letting the next guy get it done.”17 While Lowell was specifically referring 

to the at-bat selflessness that goes into team run production, his comment captured the 

spirit of the squad as a whole. The team’s nature is a reflection of Francona’s own self-

deprecating humor and lack of widespread individual notoriety. Curry observed that for 

all of Francona’s measureable success, “Stop fans on any street that is not in New 

England and ask them to pick baseball’s best managers [and] not many would select 

Francona. When Francona was presented with this theory, he said, ‘My dad would.’”18 

For him, that was enough. 

 In order for a group to prosper, the presence of an inspiring guide is important. 

Equally vital, however, is an awareness among “teammates” of the importance of 

individual accountability within the context of the team. No doubt, a guide plays a 

significant role in effectuating a culture of humility, selflessness and perspective, but 

individuals must also embrace the dynamic of this relationship. For some athletes, the 

concept of leadership that involves being fully oneself for the betterment of the group is 
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natural. David Wright, the New York Mets’ All-Star third baseman, possesses a 

perspective regarding his role on the team that illustrates such an awareness. Again, 

capturing the theme of the montage, New York Times columnist Ben Shpigel offered the 

following praise of Wright in the context of his team: “Finding his place within that 

mosaic [emphasis mine] is a challenge, but Wright, having clearly grasped the 

complexities of playing—and succeeding . . . is eager to lead by example.”19 With regard 

to his presence on the team as a superior talent, Wright demurred, “In my eyes, there’s a 

difference between trying to force myself into a leadership role and taking accountability 

[emphasis mine] . . . I’m as accountable as the twenty-fifth guy on the roster [when we 

don’t] get the job done. We’re all in this together. We win as a team, we lose as a 

team.”20 In the Mets’ case, manager Willie Randolph was ultimately made the scapegoat 

when the team collapsed in its 2007 campaign, but even prior to his dismissal, the skipper 

assumed individual responsibility. Randolph said, “I’m here to teach these guys how to 

play winning baseball. When I don’t do that, [management] will get rid of me, obviously 

. . . I’m fully accountable for what I do.”21  5 of this thesis, “Implications for an Integral 

Education,” will explore in greater depth the most meaningful lessons guides may 

impart—those that transcend teaching their charges how to “play winning baseball.” 

Arguably, however, Randolph’s willingness to own responsibility for his team’s 
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struggles—justifiably or not—was perhaps the most edifying tutorial he could have 

offered his players.  

When individuals make excuses, eschew responsibility, or “pass the buck,” the 

results are potentially devastating to community. Zack Bowman, a senior cornerback on 

the Nebraska Cornhusker’s 2007 football team, which was under assault from various 

constituencies for its failure to perform at the elite level of past years, pointed out that 

when a team is criticized, collapse (or recovery) hinges on how, or whether, each 

individual assumes accountability. Bowman said that in the midst of hardship, “Next 

thing you know, you’ve got guys questioning guys, and guys questioning coaches and 

stuff. That’s where your team starts to break down.”22 Washington Redskins’ defensive 

lineman, Demetric Evans, took Bowman’s assessment of accountability further by linking 

it to the value of perspective, another essential quality of an outstanding “teammate.” 

Evans reflected on growing up under adverse conditions and enduring multiple tragedies, 

including the accidental shooting of his best friend when he was twelve years-old. His 

experiences resulted in an understanding of the need to be fully present in the moment—

grounded in values of resilience, accountability and perspective, as well as appreciative 

for the gift of life. Evans offered the following insight: 

I don’t live in the past; you don’t forget it, but I don’t want to live in it. In 
life, man, everyone has something they can continue to go back to and 
make a crutch for why this is not happening, or why I’m not successful. I 
grew up without a dad and everybody’s got a sad story and all of that, but 
you know what, it’s all about you as an individual standing up and 
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knowing what you are capable of and having confidence in yourself and 
really believing that you can do what you want to do, because this life, you 
can’t appreciate it enough.23 

 
Ironically, only two days after this article appeared in the Washington Post, Evans’ 

teammate, twenty-four year-old Washington Redskins safety Sean Taylor, was fatally 

shot by an intruder in his Miami, Florida home. Evans’ awareness of the precious nature 

of life and the importance of living in the moment could not have been more poignantly 

underscored.   

 The composition of the 2008 Los Angeles Dodgers’ roster provided another 

compelling example of individuals functioning within the context of team. Highlighting 

the value of what one gives and what one derives, as well as the potential for communal 

flourishing if that reciprocal dynamic is properly nurtured, journalist Billy Witz examined 

the diminished on-field role played by several veteran members of the Dodgers. In a more 

peripheral and understated way these individuals “provided leadership and a steadying 

influence while [the ball club’s] talented corps of young players . . . matured.”24 Former 

veteran stand-outs Jeff Kent, Nomar Garciaparra, Juan Pierre, Brad Penney and Andruw 

Jones largely watched from the dugout through the latter part of the season as their club 

made a serious run at the National League West pennant. Yet, Garciaparra said with the 

perspective and wisdom of an outstanding teammate, “It takes more than nine guys out 
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there. It takes more than twenty-five. It’s taken about fifty for us to get here. Everyone’s 

important. Whatever the lineup says, you go out there and do it.”25 Not only did the 

sidelined Dodgers bow to the youth movement, they also had to adjust to the late-summer 

arrival of colorful and established former Red Sox slugger Manny Ramirez. From a 

personal standpoint, the advent of Manny affected the outfielder Pierre more than any 

other individual. Bumped from his starting position on defense for Manny’s bat, Pierre 

acknowledged the deep personal disappointment that accompanied the club’s change in 

fortune, yet he also told the Los Angeles Times, “I applaud the move. Anytime you get a 

chance to get Manny Ramirez, you get him.”26 Pierre’s ability to recognize that the 

team’s well-being had to take precedence over his individual aspirations earned praise 

from manager Joe Torre, who said, “Juan . . . is a very special story. Through the whole 

thing, he never once stopped showing up early, stopped going in the cage as the first 

hitter of the day, doing all the things he was doing as a regular player, which to me was 

totally professional and totally unselfish.”27 Pierre was fully accountable to his team. 

Playing the role of a selfless “spiritual leader,” he was arguably as responsible for the 

club’s overall achievement as was Ramirez with his .601 slugging percentage. 

As Pierre demonstrated, team success—or communal flourishing—is predicated 

on each individual doing his or her part, irrespective of what that role might entail. 
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Accountability is the foundation of this concept. The gridiron yields another case in 

point. Known for extraordinary team strength, the New England Patriots football squad is 

comprised of many unheralded individual players, and in his taciturn way, coach Bill 

Belichick consistently extols the virtues of selflessness that are central to the realization 

of group goals. In an article entitled “Welcome to the ‘Backerhood,” Sports Illustrated 

columnist Tim Layden explored this team ideal by focusing on “five disparate 

personalities, five enormous talents, one peerless unit: how New England’s linebacking 

corps personifies the Patriot Way.”28 Carl Banks, a former New York Giant who played 

for Belichick in the late 1980s, described the Patriots’ linebacking philosophy and 

consensual “buy-in” with undertones of repentance:  

It’s a system of interchangeable parts, so the offense can’t pick out who’s 
rushing and who’s dropping off. And accountability [emphasis mine] is 
big. The defense is set up for everybody to execute, and if one guy doesn’t 
execute, everybody knows it. There’s tremendous peer pressure. You 
come off the field, and [if an individual hasn’t done his job] you get 
confessions.29 

 
The success of Belichick’s team-first approach can be measured in the organization’s 

recent dominance—New England is one of only two teams in N.F.L. history to win three 

league championships in a four-year span. In this 2008 season, marked by the devastating 

loss of All-Pro quarterback Tom Brady in the opening game, the Patriots have “cobbled 

together a team by mining the unheralded and untested,” and rank among the division 
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leaders in the American Football Conference East.30 In addition to the loss of Brady, 

several other key Patriots have fallen to injury, yet Judy Battista wrote that New England 

is “skilled at putting on the blinders and rolling on,” each player subscribing to and 

driven by Coach Belichick’s mantra: “Do your job.”31 Cornerback Ellis Hobbs 

summarized the role of the individual in the context of team: “We prepare ourselves in a 

way if the next man goes down then the next man better be ready. The most important 

thing is that [substitutes] know that we are not asking them to go out and make 

spectacular plays but just do what the role requires.”32 Individual accountability leads to 

communal flourishing.   

Interestingly, the team that slammed the door on the Patriots’ quest for a perfect 

season in 2007 was the New York Giants, whose success was described by one sports 

writer in symphonic terms. As the Giants baffled critics by steadily, though 

unremarkably, plowing through the National Football Conference on their way to a Super 

Bowl date with New England, the New York Times’ David Picker reflected on various 

reasons for the squad’s achievement. Coach Tom Coughlin offered that “the results were 

harmonious” when Giants’ receivers Amani Toomer, Plaxico Burress and Jeremy 

Shockey played well at the same time. Picker added with journalistic flair that “Burress 
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seemed to handle the vocals, with Toomer playing the bass.”33 A fine-tuned symphony is 

an apt analogy for any “team” that is thriving. Success of the group rests on the 

contributions of each individual, working in harmony with one another.  

Ironically, the next fall featured a Giants’ season marred by the arraignment of 

Plaxico Burress on charges related to illegal possession of a concealed weapon in a New 

York nightclub. His most notable “vocals” were shameful pleas of “not guilty.” 

Irrespective of how Burress’ imbroglio will unfold in legal terms, the Giants acted swiftly 

after the incident to begin severing relations with him, finding the receiver, at the very 

least, “guilty of self-absorbed stupidity.”34 The loaded 40-caliber Glock semiautomatic 

pistol Burress carried with him into the club accidentally discharged, grazing his thigh 

with a bullet. Although the seriousness of this particular incident threatens to end 

Burress’ career, he has also “shrugged off past problems with little contrition, often 

describing his job as little more than catching passes, not being a team leader.”35 

Regardless of Burress’ professed lack of accountability to his team, a person is always 

connected with community. Being an individual is not always about being an individual, 

but rather the common good. It is difficult to speculate on the magnitude of what the 

Giants have lost as a unit due to the transgressions of one player. Yet, the team must 
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move forward, relying on the contributions of others who are, for the most part, less 

talented than Burress. As Coach Tom Coughlin has maintained, however, “the essence of 

team” is when “the more anonymous [the players] become, the better [the team] gets.”36 

Giants’ linebacker Antonio Pierce added: 

I’d rather have fifty-three guys who play like Pro Bowlers, regardless of 
whether they get into the Pro Bowl or not . . . That’s what our team is. We 
have fifty-three stars. Instead of having that one star-power guy, that guy 
that gets all the attention, all the love, every week reporters have 
somebody else to talk to, something else to write about. That’s good. 
That’s good for our whole team.37 

          
It is only regrettable that Pierce and Burress were not better teammates to one another at 

the Manhattan nightclub on the fateful evening. Pierce was standing directly next to 

Burress when the gun fired. Perhaps in some way Pierce could have helped his teammate 

avoid the dire trouble he now faces; or, perhaps Pierce might have been shot and killed 

by his “teammate’s” stray bullet.  

The Patriots’ linebackers were largely drafted or acquired through trade because 

of their versatility, selflessness and willingness to subjugate ego, exemplifying that for 

some “team-sport” athletes the ideal of “communal purpose and the team” is natural. For 

others, however, this understanding involves an experience of growth through 

membership to a community that in some cases amounts to secular transfiguration. Again, 

the model of the New England Patriots is useful. When All-Pro wide-receiver Randy 

Moss was picked up from the Oakland Raiders following the 2006 season, he brought 
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with him a reputation for being surly and selfish,  dismissive of the team ideal—a 

renegade slacker. Yet, Moss’ debut season with the Patriots was a phenomenal success, 

measurable by both performance and attitude. The exceptionally talented receiver and 

quarterback Tom Brady connected to set N.F.L. records for touchdown receptions and 

passes in a single season. Perhaps even more remarkable, however, was Moss’ approach 

to his new role in New England. Passionate and committed to doing his part to win, he 

embraced the team concept and earned high praise from teammates and the coaching 

staff. Washington Post columnist Michael Wilbon wrote, “It’s as if problem children put 

on the uniform [of the Patriots] and are immediately transformed.”38  

In a recent effort to have a transformative effect on his team, Mike Singletary, 

interim Head Coach of the San Francisco 49ers, figuratively undressed one of his players, 

tight end Vernon Davis, for violating the team ideal. In a heated news conference 

following an embarrassing home loss to the Seattle Seahawks, Singletary’s tirade 

centered on his decision to “banish [Davis] to the showers” before the game had even 

ended. Billy Witz wrote that the coach’s criticism of Davis, “who Singletary said had put 

himself above the team, was withering.” Singletary insisted he “would rather play with 

ten men” than have to field an eleventh player uncommitted to selfless football.39 

Although Singletary’s public flaying of Davis was questionable in its discretion, at least 
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one of Davis’ teammates, linebacker Takeo Spikes, appreciated his coach’s willingness to 

“call the superstar guy out” on behavior detrimental to the team. A veteran of eleven 

years, Spikes said that condoning the actions of any individual—especially one of 

exceptional talent who under some circumstances might be exempt from spoken or 

unspoken rules—“may not hurt the team [at the time], but eventually it will kill a 

team.”40 Before Singletary is lauded, however, for his pedagogical acumen or 

inspirational guidance, it should be noted that in following days the coach was cited for 

literally undressing himself during his halftime speech—dropping his pants in front of his 

players—to illustrate as part of his motivational ploy the true nature of humiliation. 

Examples such as Singletary’s behavior, the videotaping scandal known as “Spygate” 

that called into the question the honor of Belichick and his “selfless” New England 

Patriots during their near-storybook 2007 season, or the “changed tune” of Plaxico 

Burress’ story as a New York Giant reveal that there are great complexities in any 

analysis of sport—from the concept of team and an individual’s place within it, to the 

role of the “guide.” Issues illuminating a distortion of values will be further explored in 

Chapter 5. 

While the role of individuals engaged in “team sports” (e.g. baseball, football) 

provides insight into spirituality as the idea of shared principles for communal 

flourishing, the experience of athletes competing in “individual sports” (e.g. cycling, 

swimming, running, tennis) presents another dimension of this ideal that serves as a 
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compelling basis for comparison. As retired cycling legend Lance Armstrong has 

ruminated over a comeback, his ability—or willingness—as an exceptional “individual” 

to assume a more peripheral role within the context of a riding team has been the subject 

of much speculation. Cycling is a unique sport in that despite the highly individualistic 

nature of the activity itself, a rider ultimately needs his or her team to thrive at the 

competitive level. Whether being “pulled” by fellow riders in a pace-line, which creates a 

“drafting” effect and reduces an individual’s expenditure of energy by roughly twenty to 

thirty-percent, or being enmeshed within the protective cluster of a peloton and thus 

shielded by teammates from the aggressive tactical maneuvers of opponents, the 

individual needs his or her team in order to prosper. Nevertheless, there is an undisputed, 

solitary “star” of each cycling team, and the team’s efforts are centered solely on 

ensuring this one rider’s success. Thus, in many ways, cycling remains a highly 

individualistic sport.  

Through years of dominating elite riders on the world stage, including seven Tour 

de France victories, Armstrong has been his team’s unquestioned leader. When asked 

about the possibility of serving as “a support rider, that self-sacrificing team player the 

Franco-centric cycling world calls a domestique,” Armstrong was clearly intrigued and 

amused.41 George Vecsey wrote that Armstrong, whose survival of life-threatening 

cancer is well documented, “portrayed his comeback as more than the ego of an aging 
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athlete who missed the spotlight, saying that he would race in nations that need either 

praise or prodding for their approach to cancer.”42 Yet, despite Armstrong’s altruistic 

aims, Vecsey did not underestimate the ferocious competitiveness that originally 

catapulted Armstrong to the front of his sport and may impact his ability to assume a far 

different individual role within the team setting. Vecsey questioned: “Can a leopard 

change his spots? Can a shark resist the smell of blood?”43 Armstrong apparently misses 

“the exquisite pain of riding,” and said after completing a 100-mile trail race through the 

Colorado mountains, “I like to suffer.”44 The sacrifice, yearning for solitude and sacred 

space, and the commitment to a punishing but deeply gratifying discipline suit Armstrong 

well; the question of whether he can subjugate ego and assume a role other than that of 

leader is less certain. Armstrong allowed, “If I’m not the strongest guy on the team, then 

I’m the domestique,” but Vecsey noted that this was said “somewhat tentatively.”45  

Armstrong considers his “guide” to be Johan Bruyneel, good friend and former 

director of U.S. Postal, the cycling team for which Armstrong raced prior to his 

retirement. Armstrong recently stated in no uncertain terms that when he returns to the 

sport he will not compete against his former coach, who guided him to all seven of his 

Tour de France victories. Armstrong told the New York Times, “the key thing there is the 
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loyalty [I feel] to Johan, and I can’t cross that loyalty.”46 This faithfulness will put 

Armstrong on the team currently under Bruyneel’s direction, Belgium-based Team 

Astana, an organization involved in a recent doping scandal that disqualified them from 

the 2007 Tour de France, as well as other major races. Bruyneel has worked to restore 

credibility to Astana and is optimistic that the team will be invited to compete on the 

world stage this year. Armstrong’s team choice reunites him with former riders Alberto 

Contador, whom Armstrong described as “the best rider on the planet right now,” as well 

as the outstanding American cyclist Levi Leipheimer.47  

Armstrong realizes his arrival might fuel controversy over who is designated 

Astana’s top rider. The New York Times’ Juliet Macur wrote, “Armstrong said he would 

accept being a domestique . . . but is not conceding his leader’s position just yet. He said 

it would be up to Bruyneel to decide who would be Astana’s leading cyclist.”48 Contador 

was quoted by the Spanish newspaper AS as being dismissive of Armstrong’s addition to 

the team, maintaining that he (Contador) has already earned the team’s top spot. 

However, Astana’s website quoted Contador as saying, “Right now people are looking to 

make up controversy, but honestly I have no ill will toward Lance. I identify with his 

passion for the sport. He has certainly been a role model for me and others throughout the 
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world, and I imagine having him on Team Astana will only motivate me further.”49 

Whether public relations spin, “ubuntu-on-wheels,” or something in between, the 

dialogue surrounding Armstrong’s re-entry to the sport, possibly on different individual 

terms, raises a provocative question as to what degree an “individual-sport” athlete, even 

though the “team concept” is still relevant at the competitive level, is able to move 

beyond himself or herself in the best interest of the group. 

From the Alps to Beijing’s Water Cube, the 2008 Summer Olympics furnished 

another example of an “individual-sport” athlete competing within the context of a 

“team.” United States swimmer Michael Phelps captured the world’s attention with his 

quest for a record-setting eight gold medals at a single Olympic games. Heightening the 

drama, Speedo, one of Phelps’ numerous sponsors, offered the twenty-three year-old 

aquatic wunderkind a million-dollar bonus for accomplishing the unprecedented feat. 

Phelps’ singular efforts were indeed extraordinary, as he set four individual world records 

in events as diverse as the 400-meter individual medley and the 100-meter butterfly. As 

Seattle Times columnist Steve Kelley noted, such freakish versatility is on par with “a 

pitcher with a 100 mile-per-hour fastball also being able to throw the game’s best 

knuckleball [or] . . . a gold-medal decathlete also placing first in eight of his ten 

disciplines.”50 Nevertheless, one of the most riveting moments of Phelps’ Olympic 

odyssey had virtually nothing to do with Phelps himself. His bid for eight gold medals 
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might have evaporated just as it was beginning were it not for the astonishing individual 

performance of teammate Jason Lezak. A thirty-two year-old Californian whose name 

barely makes a ripple outside of swimming circles, Lezak anchored the 4x100-meter 

freestyle relay team which bested its French challengers by a mere .08 of a second to 

capture the gold medal.  

Although Phelps posted an American record in the first leg of this relay, the 

victory hinged on Lezak’s Herculean effort to out-touch the Frenchman Alain Bernard—

the world-record holder in the 100-meter freestyle—in the final surge. After trailing 

Bernard by half a body length when he first dove into the water, Lezak’s attempt to 

salvage the Americans’ race and keep Phelps’ medal quest alive resulted in a split of 

46.06 seconds—his personal best by over 1.2 seconds and the fastest 100-meter anchor 

leg ever recorded.51 After the stunning victory, Lezak admitted to having doubts about 

overcoming a .6 second deficit to overtake Bernard, but said he “got a supercharge,” and 

was able to “have the swim of my life at the right time.”52 Karen Crouse of the New York 

Times wrote that the win secured Lezak’s swimming legacy as “the Mariano Rivera of 

sprinters . . . the most phenomenal closer I’ve ever seen in my life,” according to 

teammate Cullen Jones, who swam the third leg of the relay.53 However, Lezak 

understood with good humor that a cut from Phelps’ million-dollar Speedo bonus for 
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breaking Mark Spitz’s record of seven gold medals was highly unlikely. Nonetheless, the 

“team” flourished as a result of extraordinary individual effort. 

Harvard University sports psychologist Craig Rodgers considers runners to be 

“even less relational” than swimmers, and perhaps the most “individual” of all 

competitive athletes.54 However, strong components of “team” are still evident in many 

cases involving runners. From the Water Cube to the Bird’s Nest, the example of the 

relay is again instructive. Both the United States men’s and women’s Olympic 4x100-

meter relay teams dubiously distinguished themselves in Beijing with their botched baton 

exchanges, which likely cost the favored teams a medal in each event. As strong as each 

individual was, the teams were unable to thrive because of their failure to execute the one 

skill that connected them. Another track and field case which differentiated the individual 

from the group centered on Jeremy Wariner, a member of the men’s gold medal-winning 

4x400-meter relay team. Wariner was asked whether his relay team’s victory served as 

“redemption” for his own disappointing second-place finish in the individual 400-meter 

race. Focusing on the essence of “team,” Wariner dismissively said, “No redemption. I 

don’t use things as redemption, especially when we come together as a relay. We’re out 

there as one. I’m not out there as an individual. I’m out there with three other men who 

are going to run their hearts out.”55 
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As Wariner eloquently expressed, even in an “individual sport,” it is the through-

line of accountability that underscores the team concept. This dynamic was poignantly 

illustrated in an earlier Olympic situation where the failure of one individual to be 

personally accountable devastated the group. In October of 2007 the International 

Olympic Committee determined that United States sprinter Marion Jones’ admission of 

performance-enhancing drug use would result in the stripping her five Olympic medals. 

While Jones no doubt suffered personally as a result of her contravention—ultimately 

serving prison-time as well—perhaps the most disturbing aspect of this debacle was the 

impact it had on her 2000 Sydney Olympics teammates. Jearl Miles-Clark, Monique 

Hennagan, La Tasha Colander-Richardson, and alternate Andrea Anderson, members of 

the gold medal-winning 4x400-meter relay team on which Jones competed, were also 

forced to surrender their medals as a result of their teammate’s transgression. When Jones 

made an emotional speech outside the United States District Courthouse in White Plains, 

New York after offering a confession on all charges, she said: “It is with a great amount 

of shame that I stand before you and tell you that I have betrayed your trust. You have the 

right to be angry with me. I have let [my fans and supporters] down, I have let my 

country down and I have let myself down.”56 She neglected to say in this initial statement 

that she also let her teammates down, a violation of a sacred bond. 
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Fortunately, consistent with ABC sportscaster Jim McKay’s legendary 

introduction to Wide World of Sports—“the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat”—

the sport of running offers a counterpoint to the bleakness of Jones’ example. Prior to the 

2008 New York City Marathon, journalist Liz Robbins profiled a remarkable team in an 

article entitled “Running a Marathon for a Fallen Teammate.” Ryan Shay, nine-time All-

American at Notre Dame and the United States marathon champion in 2003, aspired to 

make his first Olympic team when he fatally collapsed during the trials, one day prior to 

the 2007 NYC Marathon. Running together in a tribute to their former cross-country 

teammate, nineteen athletes wore their university’s colors of navy and gold and pledged 

to “the idea of finishing the race that [Shay] never got a chance to—probably the only 

race he never finished.”57 Prior to the tragedy, a Notre Dame alumni running group had 

created a tradition of meeting annually at a city marathon, but gathering at Shay’s funeral 

fortified the connection among these individuals. As teammate Sean Zanderson said, “At 

that point we all realized how much we all mean to each other, and that life is short.”58 

Many of the runners who met in New York this fall had not run seriously since 

graduation. They recognized that even finishing the marathon would be “a real test of 

wills,” but were inspired and drawn to the challenge with Shay’s “unrelenting work 

ethic” in mind.59 In all likelihood, in some way and at some point during the race, each 
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individual found his or her own sacred space. Yet, collectively, the runners were bonded 

in the struggle by the memory of their teammate, as well as through the intimate 

knowledge of Mircea Eliade’s “initiate.”60 

In another arena, the “individual sport” of tennis is populated by a bevy of players 

on both the men’s and women’s sides known for idiosyncratic personalities, highly 

particularized training habits, singular focuses and insular, steely resolves. However, the 

current generation of United States Davis Cup competitors casts the game in a different 

light. As the U.S. squad—comprised of top individuals, as well as the highest-ranking 

doubles team—prepared in the fall of 2007 for the opening competition against Russia, 

players spoke candidly about their hopes for winning the nation’s first title in twelve 

years. American stars, including Andy Roddick and James Blake, committed significant 

time and rearranged their tour schedules, perhaps impacting their individual world 

rankings (and prize/endorsement earnings), in order to compete as part of this team. Jim 

Courier, television analyst and former Davis Cup team member, remarked: “People who 

don’t follow this sport will have no idea how much this will mean to these guys, if they 

win it. They won’t understand the scheduling sacrifices that are made, the effort in finally 

getting all the way through.”61 Offering further perspective on the precious nature of a 

team experience, rooted in a largely solitary athletic pursuit, the New York Times’ Harvey 
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Araton explained: “Tennis is first, foremost and forever an individual sport, historical 

achievement primarily measured by Grand Slam titles. But here was Courier to make the 

case that Davis Cup memories, though they offer no widespread acclaim and modest 

monetary reward, are essentially priceless.”62 The United States captured the title and 

several players cited the victory as the greatest achievement of their careers. 

Examples of individual athletes relating within the context of a “team”—whether 

that team is sanctioned and by obvious design, or comprised of something more 

esoteric—invites an exploration of an individual’s relationship to any community. Rower 

David Filippone articulated the nature of this dynamic through his definition of 

competing in “the zone.” Trying to capture the “spiritual feeling” of working hard in 

unison, in such a way that the struggle seems effortless, Filippone said, “It’s a mystical 

feeling, with the eight hearts of a crew beating as one.”63 In essence, any member of a 

team or group must first be an individual who is fully accountable to self before he or she 

can contribute in such a way that promotes communal flourishing. Sport, whether 

“individual” or “team,” provides a realm in which the spiritual and quantifiable unite 

through the concepts of competition and conflict. Michael Novak wrote: 

The ultimate competition in sports is not with others but with oneself. The 
distinction seems obvious in individual sports like swimming, high 
jumping, long-distance running, or other track-and-field events. In many 
such events, measurement is everything. The athlete accumulates best 
times or distances. One must try to better [his or her opponents’] marks, 
but the essence of the struggle is to exceed one’s own previous limits. The 
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same distinction operates in baseball, basketball, and football, although in 
somewhat different form . . . In such sports, measurements are not the 
essence of achievement; they provide a sort of abstract, objective guide to 
one’s overall comparative skills. [The team-sport athlete] keeps in his 
mind an image of his own ideal performance [and] . . . measures his 
performance against his own ideal . . . In team sports, new dimensions are 
added to the contest. It remains true that the essential competition is with 
oneself. But new questions probe further into the nature of an ideal 
performance [including] how well does one become one with the team?64 

 
Additionally, regardless of whether the “opponent” is the self or another, Joseph 

Mihalich emphasizes the revelatory nature of sport, and the way in which self-

discovery—an important component of spirituality—is nurtured through 

competition. He wrote: 

One of the values of self-discovery through sports and athletics is its truly 
inner-directed character consistent with the most profound religious 
experiences . . . We discover ourselves in discovering our inner limits: in 
discovering what we are not and perhaps never can be. Competition is the 
key to this kind of self-discovery: in the purity of serious competition, we 
push ourselves to our limits and come to know our selves in the context of 
what we can do.65  

 
In myriad ways, individual and team sports offer opportunities for reflection—

whether an elite athlete assesses the biomechanics of a discuss release, a collegiate soccer 

midfielder analyzes the effectiveness of her transitional play, a sprinter slightly adjusts 

his starting position in the blocks to shave hundredths of a second off his time, or a 

recreational rower recognizes the need for balance in her life while synchronizing her 

oars in an effort to steady her shell. Mihalich proposed that “self-discovery is one of the 
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subtle mysteries and most valuable rewards of sports and athletics. Few other areas of 

human activity provide the opportunity for such immediate and measurable self-

revelation and self-knowledge at the physical and emotional and intellectual levels.”66 

Regardless of the venue, or the stakes, reflection leads to self-knowledge. Multiple 

frameworks, including psychoanalytic, philosophical and spiritual may be used to assess 

self-knowledge. From his perspective, psychologist Arnold Bessier submitted that sport 

offers the following:  

An orderly social framework within which an individual can grow and 
develop . . . [And] as a person grows and develops, he moves through 
different personality stages. Each stage has a special set of opportunities, 
challenges, and satisfactions. To move from one stage to the next, one 
must be able to give up some of the old satisfactions for the promise of 
new ones. Difficulty arises when a stage of development has been either 
so frustrating that its gratifications could not be achieved and the person 
continues to pursue them, or so completely satisfying to the individual that 
he is fearful of leaving it.67 

  
Thus, Beisser concluded that a person’s particular sport choice “probably provides 

enough latitude for an athlete to reenact his special unresolved situations [and that] 

athletic competition often recapitulates earlier unfinished competitions.”68 Specifically, 

Beisser maintained that “some athletes prefer team sports where their efforts are 

subordinate to those of the group; others enjoy the solitary competition of individual 
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sports.”69 Beisser’s approach lends insight into a narrow dimension of what an athlete 

may derive from sports participation. The psychologist’s focus on pathologies as a means 

of assessing sport choice is devoid of the “intensity and passion,” “the wake-up call to a 

fuller life,” the transformative potential and hopefulness of Jay Copp’s description of 

spirituality and sport.70 Moreover, Beisser’s dichotomy of individual versus team-sport 

participation is too rigid. Philosophical questions regarding sport choice invite a more 

thoughtful exploration of the self, which taps into the essence of spirituality. 

 Acknowledging a dichotomy only as a starting point, Hyland asked whether a 

proclivity for team sport “reveals a healthy sense of ‘relationality’ on your part, an easy 

willingness to cooperate with others, even to place your destiny in part in the hands of 

others? Or does it rather represent . . . dependency on others, a fear of being on one’s 

own, of having to take full responsibility for oneself and one’s destiny?” Conversely, he 

questioned whether an individual sport preference “indicates a strong sense of 

independence on your part, a willingness to take your destiny into your own hands?” Or, 

does it instead “indicate an overly ‘monadic’ personality, an unwillingness or inability to 

trust others, to cooperate with them in an enterprise such that success or failure must be 

shared among many?”71 Hyland sees this issue as a “paradoxical conception of human 

nature” that is “controversial” because “many have argued exclusively in behalf of one or 
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the other side of the paradox.”72 He cautiously submitted that human beings may 

represent both characteristics—that they are “by nature monadic, nuclear, or atomic, and 

on the other hand . . . fundamentally relational.” However, Hyland acknowledged that 

efforts to “hold [these paradigms] together . . .  in a unified human nature [have been] 

precarious.”73 This challenge notwithstanding, it is clear that the collective “team” bond 

in sport is fortified by a strong individual component. The same holds true for a spiritual 

community of any nature, even though Mihalich believes that “more than most other 

practitioners of human arts, athletes are vulnerable to the nakedness of the spirit 

individually and collectively [emphasis mine].”74  

Through his work as a sports psychologist in an N.C.A.A. Division-I college 

setting, Dr. Rodgers offered numerous examples of the team-sport athlete wrestling with 

individual disappointment—either the result of injury or sub-par personal performance—

while also trying to serve as a good teammate. He specifically cited a team captain who 

suffered a season-ending injury which he struggled to reconcile with his position of 

leadership on the team. Oftentimes, vulnerability, or the fear of failure, leads to acute 

self-consciousness, and may diminish, or cloud, ideals of community. Mihalich offered a 

dispiriting perspective: 

[Part of] the universal appeal of athletics is the contention that such 
activities develop our social sense or a sense of human community . . . 
This is true to some extent in some sports and perhaps generally in the 
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sporting experience, but the fact is that many popular sports are individual 
forms of competition (with oneself and/or nature) with little or no 
opportunity or real desire for social community.. . . Probably [individual 
sporting endeavors] initiate and foster a sense of camaraderie among 
participants struggling with the same types of obstacles and difficulties, 
but the emphasis consistently is on individual participation and individual 
triumph or defeat.. . . Despite the hallowed emphasis even in team sport on 
the importance of team spirit and team cooperation, there is reason to 
contend that individual team members tend to be acutely conscious of 
themselves and their own efforts and judgment about success and failure.75 

 
When injured New York Yankees’ pitcher Brian Bruney was asked about the hardest part 

of coping with the fractured foot which kept him out of competition for a lengthy period 

of time, he replied, “Not being able to help the team and sitting around. . . It’s tough 

watching the games and not being out there trying to help the team. Almost being selfish 

about it, I think I need the team more than they need me. This is the only thing I know 

how to do.”76 Bruney’s response illustrated the self-conscious struggle of the individual 

to both thrive personally and contribute to the larger group. His example also underscored 

the ability of the “team” to elevate and sustain the individual. Finally, Bruney’s case 

revealed that at once a person is both an individual and a team-sport athlete.  

In Religion and Sport: The Meeting of Sacred and Profane, Charles Prebish 

offered a thoughtful approach to this apparent contradiction in terms. He wrote:  

[The athlete] is alone with himself but simultaneously shares with his 
fellowman and environment the peace and turmoil that makes sport sport. 
It is in loneliness that he can think and, to a great degree, it is in loneliness 
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that man attains the ideal. Yet he always has the ‘other’ at his call—a 
necessary ingredient if man is to achieve the actualization of self.77 

  
If a person is naturally inclined toward both individual and team sport, Hyland asked 

whether this revealed “a nice personality balance or a vacillating confusion.”78 

Illuminating the complexity of this question, he reflected in philosophical terms: 

The ‘team sport’ versus ‘individual sport’ personality types are a subset of 
a larger debate about the nature of the individual that has informed 
western philosophy. One paradigm is of the ‘monadic’ individual, whose 
conception of him or herself . . . is of an independent, autonomous, self-
contained ‘monad’ whose being is intrinsic. Such a person does not ‘need’ 
other people, is not ‘dependent’ on them, and when they do interact with 
others, as they surely do, they do so as a ‘free gift’ of their ‘overfull-ness.’ 
A good example of this type is Descartes, who in order to know himself, 
locks himself in his room and rids himself of all the ‘cares and troubles’ of 
the world in order to ‘look within’ himself for certainty. This I take it to be 
the paradigm of the ‘individual sport guy’ and it is certainly an appealing 
paradigm. On the other hand, the ‘relational’ individual . . . is one who 
conceives who they are to be inseparable from the name and nature of 
their relations with others. In such a conception, who I am is necessarily a 
function of the kinds of relations I have with others. Buber’s famous line, 
‘There is no I taken by itself, but only the I of the I-thou relation and the I 
of the I-it relation’ nicely encapsulates this understanding of the 
individual. Obviously, this is the ‘team sport guy’ and its ideal is no less 
appealing. Things get more complicated when we decide, ‘We’re both!’79 

     
Despite the dilemma articulated by Hyland, either option by itself is too limiting. Rather, 

embracing both possibilities together captures spirituality in a richer and fuller sense. As 

Prebish submitted, “In the performer’s confrontation of sport he extends outward, from 
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self to others, as his existence takes on a newly created and intensified form. This in no 

way robs the person of his individuality but rather adds a dimension to his existence.”80 

Whether within—or beyond—the realm of sport, a commitment to shared principles and 

individual accountability leads to communal flourishing, for “the depth and credence of 

institutions in society are directly proportionate to the depth and credence of the values 

and commitments they generate, and this is the common measure of sports and athletics 

and the religious experience.”81  

In Sport and the Religious, Howard Slusher captured the essence of one’s need to 

be accountable and self-aware as an individual before he or she can give wholly to a 

community. Slusher proposed:  

Man’s wholeness (spirit, mind and body) is integrated in sport. The 
mystical element of sport attempts to clarify certain aspects that are not, in 
other ways, understood; yet the paradox is also true; it makes sport more 
difficult to comprehend. Man becomes intimate with himself and is now 
ready and available to others. He comes to learn what it is to be an 
individual, but in a rather distinctive way he learns imminent 
responsibility for the collective . . . Others are allowed in; fellowman 
becomes one through the mystery of sport involvement.82 

  
Examples of spiritual guides teach us about the individual and the collective; they teach 

us that simultaneously we are individual and team sport “athletes.” They show us that, 

paradoxically, solitude is often an essential ingredient of community. Moreover, their 

examples suggest an expanded sense of “communal purpose”—one that reflects the 
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original meaning of the word competition. In his essay “Competition and Friendship,” 

Hyland pointed out that “Com-petitio means ‘to question together, to strive together.’” In 

this sense, competition—or struggle—is a spiritual concept with vast potential. Hyland 

wrote:  

In no way [is competition] necessarily connected to alienation; instead, it 
is easily tied to the possibility of friendship. It is a questioning of each 
other together, a striving together, presumably so that each participant 
achieves a level of excellence that could not have been achieved alone, 
without the mutual striving, without the competition.83 

  
Although “this happy state of affairs can and does break down all too regularly,”84 

especially in contemporary sport, “spiritual athletes” teach us about the ideal of 

relationships being nurtured through struggle. As the individual grows, so does the team. 

Ubuntu. Through struggle, communal purpose is both strengthened and revealed.   

 
 

                                                 
83 Drew A. Hyland, “Competition and Friendship,” in Journal of the Philosophy of Sport 5, Winter 

(1979): 33-4. 
 
84 Hyland, “Competition and Friendship,” 35. 



89 
 

CHAPTER 4 

SPIRITUAL ATHLETES AS GUIDES 
 

 In 1993, accomplished American climber Greg Mortenson failed in his attempt to 

summit K2, the world’s second highest peak. Defeated, exhausted and directionless—

literally and spiritually—he began his descent through the rugged Karakoram section of 

the Himalayan mountain range. On his way down, Mortenson lost the trail to Askole, the 

first stop on his journey home. Inadvertently, he wandered into the remote Pakistani 

village of Korphe. With minimal provisions and unable to safely spend another night 

exposed to the elements, Mortenson's divergence from the path not only proved to be life-

saving, but also serendipitous. The villagers of Korphe embraced the hungry and 

emotionally bereft stranger, displaying a kindness and generosity that moved Mortenson 

to contemplate how he could give back to the impoverished community in a way that 

would be transformative. He resolved to return and build a school, thus embarking on a 

journey fraught with more difficulty than climbing any peak on Earth. Back in the United 

States, Mortenson undertook the initial challenge of securing modest funds and within 

several months was able to return east. In the city of Rawalpindi, due-south of Islamabad, 

Mortenson procured building supplies and made arrangements for the trek into the 

mountains to Korphe.   

 As Mortenson moved through Rawalpindi, bargaining for supplies, running 

errands and working with the tailor Manzoor Khan to replace his threadbare shalwar 

kamiz, the “amplified wail of the huzzan implored the faithful to evening prayer” and 
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“the muezzins' cries from half a dozen other mosques flavored the darkening air with 

exhortations.”1 One particular evening Mortenson sat alone on a roof-top and believed 

that the “muezzins seemed to be speaking directly to him.”2 The following day, he asked 

the tailor for help of a different nature, and Manzoor began the process of teaching the 

westerner rituals of Islamic prayer, from chanting to ablutions and prostration positions. 

Although Mortenson struggled initially, he learned to properly perform the rituals, and on 

the eve of his ascent to Korphe experienced a transformative moment of his own. In an 

account of Mortenson’s spiritual odyssey, David Oliver Relin wrote: 

For years, Mortenson had known, intellectually, that the word ‘Muslim’ 
means, literally, ‘to submit.’ And like many Americans, who worshipped 
at the temple of rugged individualism, he had found the idea 
dehumanizing. But for the first time, kneeling among one hundred 
strangers, watching them wash away not only impurities, but also, 
obviously, the aches and cares of their daily lives, he glimpsed the 
pleasure to be found in submission to a ritualized fellowship of prayer.. . . 
With Manzoor he knelt and crossed his arms to address Allah respectfully. 
The men around him weren’t looking at the advertisement on the wall [for 
CalTech gasoline, beyond which lay Mecca], he knew, they were looking 
inward. Nor were they regarding him. As he pressed his forehead against 
the still-warm ground, Greg Mortenson realized that, for the first moment 
during all his days in Pakistan, no one was looking at him as an outsider. 
No one was looking at him at all. Allah Akbhar, he chanted quietly, God is 
great, adding his voice to the darkened lot. The belief rippling around him 
was strong. It was powerful enough to convert a gas station into a holy 
place. Who knew what other wonders of transformation lay ahead?3 

 

                                                 
1 Greg Mortenson and David Oliver Relin, Three Cups of Tea (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 

59. 
 
2 Ibid., 59. 
 
3 Ibid., 68-9.  
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Mortenson’s experience exemplifies an individual’s relationship to a spiritual 

community—the dynamic involving that which one contributes and that which one 

derives. Irrespective of faith, “ritualized fellowship” offers the opportunity, as Mortenson 

discovered, to experience on an individual level deep contentment, feelings of serenity 

and security, and a sense of wonder. However, Mortenson also realized that not unlike  

belonging to a team, transcending the status of “outsider” necessitates that one 

“submit”—give, commit and trust. Akin to team membership, such communion invites 

hope, the ever-present potential for flourishing.  

In Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas, historian of religion Elaine 

Pagels, stirred by family tragedy, explored from a personal perspective “what it is about 

Christianity or any religion that is so powerful.” This, during a time when her own “faith 

had become very urgent and very essential.”4 While running on a cold February morning 

the day after her young son was diagnosed with a fatal lung disease, Pagels “stepped into 

the vaulted stone vestibule of the Church of the Heavenly Rest in New York to catch 

[her] breath and warm up.”5 While her thoughts centered on the small boy—hospital 

needles, a refused biopsy, fear, disbelief, tiny clothes and a Peter Rabbit doll—Pagels 

was struck by the following revelation:  

Standing in the back of that church, I recognized, uncomfortably, that I 
needed to be there. Here was a place to weep without imposing tears upon 

                                                 
 4 Elaine Pagels, “My Journey to the Top: Women and Leadership—Oral Histories,” Newsweek 
(October 15, 2007): 65. 
 
 5 Elaine Pagels, Beyond Belief: The Secret Gospel of Thomas (New York: Vintage Books, 2003), 
3. 
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a child; and here was a heterogeneous community that had gathered to 
sing, to celebrate, to acknowledge common needs, and to deal with what 
we cannot control or imagine. Yet the celebration in progress spoke of 
hope; perhaps that is what made the presence of death bearable. Before 
that time, I could only ward off what I had heard and felt the day before.6 

 
Pagels subsequently “returned often to that church, not looking for faith but because, in 

the presence of that worship and the people gathered there . . . [her] defenses fell away, 

exposing storms of grief and hope. In that church [she] gathered new energy, and 

resolved, over and over, to face whatever awaited [her family] as constructively as 

possible.” Furthermore, Pagels wrote, “I was acutely aware that we met there driven by 

need and desire; yet sometimes I dared hope that such communion has the potential to 

transform us.”7 Mortenson saw this potential as well through the collective strength of 

many individuals worshipping together.   

Trust and vulnerability, and caring beyond family are characteristics of a spiritual 

community; so, too, are they characteristics of a team, and the bond that unites 

teammates. Of Christianity, Pagels wrote, “from the beginning, what attracted outsiders 

who walked into a gathering of Christians, as I did on that February morning, was the 

presence of a group joined by spiritual power into an extended family.”8 Citing the 

voluntary kindness and charity of priests and other members of the “Christian family” 

found anywhere within the Roman Empire, Pagels noted that “such generosity, which 

                                                 
 6 Pagels, Beyond Belief, 4. 
 
 7 Ibid., 4-5. 
 
 8 Ibid., 6. 
 



93 
 

ordinarily could be expected only from one’s own family, attracted crowds of newcomers 

to Christian groups, despite the risks.”9 In contemporary times, the secular world of sport 

offers points of comparison. The San Diego Chargers’ star running-back LaDainian 

Tomlinson struggled throughout the 2008 NFL season with injuries, leaving much of the 

ball-carrying work to kick-return specialist and reserve Darren Sproles. With the 

opportunity to play as a regular-down back, Sproles emerged as a star in his own right, 

largely negating the team’s loss of Tomlinson, a future Hall of Famer. In the ultra-

competitive arena of professional football, where one player’s ascension can invariably 

lead to a teammate’s demotion, Tomlinson’s generosity of spirit was remarkable. Despite 

being sidelined and overshadowed, Tomlinson said of Sproles, “I’m very happy for 

Darren because we’re around each other a lot and there’s a brotherhood [emphasis mine] 

there. When he’s running, it’s like I’m running. That’s how I feel.”10  

While Pagels wrote of generosity that extended to “support [for] orphans 

abandoned in the streets and garbage dumps . . . food, medicines, and companionship to 

prisoners forced to work in mines, banished to prison islands, or held in jail,”11 

Tomlinson’s “charity” may seem an inapposite comparison. However, the words of 

                                                 
 9 Pagels, Beyond Belief, 8. 
 
 10 Karen Crouse, “Surging Chargers Knock Off the Colts,” New York Times, January 4, 2009, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/04/sports/football/04chargers.html [accessed January 4, 2009]. 
 
 11 Pagels, Beyond Belief, 7. 
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Tertullian, “a Christian spokesman of the second century,”12 strengthen the link. Pagels 

recapitulated Tertullian’s assertions:  

Outsiders ridiculed Christians ‘because we call each other brother and 
sister.’ Yet when [Tertullian] writes his Defence of the Christians, he adds 
that members of ‘God’s family’ also believed that the human family as a 
whole is interrelated. Thus, he says, ‘we are your brothers and sisters as 
well, by the law of our common mother, nature,’ although, he concedes, 
perhaps it is more appropriate to call brother and sister those who have 
come to know God as their father.13 

 
Furthermore, Pagels concluded that although she does not “love the claim that 

[Christianity] is the only true religion, [nor] the way that many sides of Christianity have 

been used to nurture hatred or dissension,” she does “love the enormous range of stories, 

poems, chants and testimonies to the ways that people discover the human spirit and 

express that in relation to each other, in relation to communities.” She added that “finding 

spiritual meaning is essential. This is part of the way we imagine, we hope, we fear, the 

way we explore. We can’t live without it.”14 In today’s world of sport, New York Giants’ 

defensive coordinator Steve Spagnuolo often writes alongside his signature the verse 

from Hebrews (11:1) that reads, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.”15 The community of sport—the “brotherhood” or 

“sisterhood” of teammates, their collective hopes and fears, the imagination, 

                                                 
 12 Pagels, Beyond Belief, 7. 
 
 13 Ibid., 10. 
 
 14 Pagels, “My Journey to the Top: Women and Leadership—Oral Histories,” 65. 
 
 15 Greg Bishop, “Where to, Coach?: Giants’ Spagnuolo Can Write His Own Ticket Now,” New 
York Times, January 8, 2009, B13.  
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vulnerability, exultation, trust, faith and commitment of individuals to team—bears 

strong semblance to the relationship individuals have to a spiritual community. Stories of 

sport—including Spagnuolo’s and Tomlinson and Sproles’—are within this “range,” 

articulated by Pagels, of the ways in which people discover the human spirit, both 

individually and communally.    

Pagels also wrote of discovering among the “alternative gospels” uncovered in 

1945 near Nag Hammadi some writings that for her held “unexpected spiritual power.”16 

The words, and Pagels’ interpretation of them, speak to the importance of individual 

effort in relation to a community of “teammates.” From the Gospel of Thomas, translated 

by Professor George MacRae, “Jesus said: ‘If you bring forth what is within you, what 

you bring forth will save you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do 

not bring forth will destroy you.’” Pagels offered that “the strength of this saying is that it 

does not tell us what to believe but challenges us to discover what lies hidden within 

ourselves.”17 Sport intimately involves this process of self-discovery and awareness. 

Furthermore, commitment to the fellowship of team—or to communal flourishing—is 

predicated on individual accountability, earnestly “bringing forth” all that one is able to 

offer.  

Karen Crouse of the New York Times recently profiled Miami Dolphins’ 

quarterback Chad Pennington. Released from the New York Jets following their signing 

of Brett Favre as the franchise’s new signal-caller at the beginning of the 2008 season, 
                                                 
 16 Pagels, Beyond Belief, 12. 
 
 17 Ibid., 12. 
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Pennington helped transform the Dolphins from a miserable one-win, fifteen-loss team in 

2007 to the champions of the American Football Conference East in 2008. While 

Pennington provided the leadership and stellar play his new Miami team needed, he also 

thrived personally as a result of the change. Asked about his difficult years in New 

York—which included suffering two career-threatening injuries, losing the confidence of 

coaches and fans, and being replaced by his understudy—Pennington expressed 

perspective born of struggle. “With the experiences I went through,” he said, “I don’t 

take anything for granted. I have a different outlook on things. The game’s not my god 

anymore.”18 Crouse characterized this statement as an “odd admission coming [from 

someone] whose vision always seemed to extend well beyond the field.”19 Pennington’s 

childhood included missionary trips to Central America with his grandfather, and the 

quarterback regularly held Bible-study sessions at his home for his New York teammates. 

Pennington also modeled thoughtfulness and humility by “remembering even the lowest 

ranking team employees with gifts” at the holidays.20 When asked, Pennington traced his 

approach to leadership to a speech he heard by former Boston Celtic great Bill Russell, 

who maintained that “being a leader required first being a servant.”21 While Russell, 

Pennington and many other contemporary athletes have striven to exemplify this spirit of 

                                                 
 18 Karen Crouse, “Pennington Takes His Place in the Sun,” New York Times, December 23, 2008, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/12/23/sports/football/23pennington.html [accessed December 23, 2008. 
 
 19 Ibid. 
 
 20 Ibid. 
 
 21 Ibid. 
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leadership, sport also has much to learn from monks, from the eremitical to the 

coenobitical.  

The Desert Fathers and Mothers, fourth-century Christian hermits referred to as 

“spiritual athletes,” led solitary and ascetic existences in support of God-centered 

community, yet they were remarkable “teammates.” The example of the Carthusian 

Order of monks portrayed in the film Into Great Silence illustrates the difference between 

solitude and isolation. A monk of this Order’s observation that one must “become a 

solitudinarian” in order to attain a “deeper union with God and all mankind”22 

encapsulates the necessary identity of any sportsperson as an “individual-sport” athlete, 

first; and a “team-sport” athlete, second. Finally, the “marathon monks” of Japan’s 

Tendai sect of Buddhism demonstrate that they are individually accountable not only to 

themselves, but also to their greater communities and to those who have embraced a like 

calling. Despite the fiercely solitary nature of the monks’ practice—training for and 

attempting to complete sennichi kaihōgyō, the 1,000 day marathon—they need one 

another to survive, and to flourish. 

In his course entitled “Philosophy of Sport,” Trinity College professor and former 

Princeton University basketball player Drew Hyland prompts his students to question 

whether they are drawn to individual or team sports, and encourages them to consider 

what this preference may tell them about themselves. Yet, Hyland reflected on the 

                                                 
 22 Official Website of the Carthusian Order, “Carthusian Monks and Nuns: Order of Saint Bruno.” 
Centre de Recherches Cartusiennes. http://www.chartreux.org/en/frame.html [accessed September 10, 
2007]. 
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defining nature of his own collegiate athletic experience in such a way that softens the 

dichotomy between these preferences. He wrote:  

To basketball, I, like so many athletes in it and other sports, committed 
countless hours of practice, but I also committed my energy, my intellect, 
my emotions, and . . . my very sense of self. Through that involvement I 
was learning about other people—both positive and negative lessons, I 
hasten to add. I was learning about teamwork, about how involving 
oneself with others in a deep commitment was not . . . a ‘sacrifice’ of my 
individual goals but a fulfillment of my real possibilities. I was learning 
about trust, about betrayal, about honesty and dishonesty, about how the 
sun will rise the next day after a disappointing loss. Above all, I was 
learning about myself, about who I was and who I wanted to become.23 

 
Hyland’s words resonate with the discipline and experience of the Desert Fathers and 

Mothers, described by Discalced Carmelite Father Pius Edwin Sammut as “quiet, fourth-

century hermits who went to extremes, leading a strenuous pursuit of spiritual rigor in the 

empty wastelands of Syria, Egypt and Palestine.”24 These monks demonstrated that being 

both an individual and a team-sport “athleta Deus” was at the core of desert spirituality. 

The extraordinary discipline of the Desert Fathers and Mothers—their strength, resolve 

and quest for solitude—enabled them to unburden themselves of their worldly concerns 

and seek communion with God through an ascetic existence. Yet, at the same time, it is 

difficult to conceive of a better “teammate” than a Desert Father or Mother in terms of 

selflessness, honesty, humility, authenticity, trustworthiness and commitment. In 

                                                 
 23 Drew A. Hyland, “The Sweatiest of the Liberal Arts: Athletics and Education,” Jake 
McCandless Lecture, Princeton University, November 2006.  
 
 24 Father Pius Edwin Sammut, Discalced Carmelite, “Desert Fathers: My First Love,” Holy 
Transfiguration Monastery, http://www.hometown.aol.com/fatherpius/desert.html [accessed September 10, 
2007]. 
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response to the abbot Marcus’ question as to why he fled to the desert, the abbot Arsenius 

said, “God knows that I love you; but I cannot be with God and with men.”25 Of this 

“going apart,” M. Basil Pennington, O.C.S.O. wrote, “Each of us needs to carve out some 

time apart to escape from the bombardment of the world and come to our true self.”26 

Whether hiking, reading the Bible, practicing yoga, gardening or running along the 

Charles River, all of us can “know something of the quies of the desert.”27 

 The austere conditions embraced by the desert’s athletae Dei required physical 

and emotional strength—the ability to overcome trials of the spirit and of the flesh, 

buoyed by faith alone. These were tough, principled, deeply committed “individual-sport 

athletes,” following their convictions when no other humans were there to judge. There is 

a Nike print advertisement featuring a lone runner silhouetted in the shadows of early 

dawn, framed by a caption that reads: My training partner is wearing my underwear. 

While Nike’s marketing language is not overburdened by depth or decorum, the 

sentiment is apt. One can even imagine Nike’s gritty and resolute runner fueled by the 

words of desert-dweller St. Macarius the Great: 

This is the mark of Christianity—however much a man toils, and however 
many righteousnesses he performs, to feel that he has done nothing, and in 
fasting to say, ‘This is not fasting,’ and in praying, ‘This is not prayer,’ 
and in perseverance at prayer, ‘I have shown no perseverance; I am only 
just beginning to practice and to take pains’; and even if he is righteous 

                                                 
 25 Helen Waddell, trans., The Desert Fathers (New York: Vintage Books, 1998), 9. 
 
 26 Ibid., xvii. 
 
 27 Ibid., xvii. 



100 
 

before God, he should say, ‘I am not righteous, not I; I do not take pains, 
but only make a beginning every day.28 

 
 In modern sports vernacular, Desert Fathers and Mothers “checked their egos at 

the door.” Unlike too many of today’s professional athletes, Waddell wrote, “the wisest 

of the fathers discounted publicity.”29 Pelagius the Deacon wrote of one Father’s advice 

to a pilgrim who could have been a “rookie” in need of “veteran” wisdom: “Brother, if 

thou comest to any one, do not show off to him thy way of life: if thou dost wish to keep 

to thine own way, abide in thy cell and go nowhere out from it.”30 Pelagius further 

translated the story of an old man whose cell was far from water, which led him to 

question, “What need is there for me to endure this toil?” The man resolved to move 

closer to the water until the angel of the Lord appeared to count his footprints and offered 

him a reward for his faithful endurance in God’s name. At this, “the old man’s heart was 

stout, and himself more ready, and he set his cell still farther from that water.”31 The 

spiritual athletes sought no shortcuts. 

 M. Basil Pennington pointed out that while many of the Fathers and Mothers of 

the Desert “went so far as to shun even the society of fellow monks or nuns in the 

monastic communities . . . [and] went apart to their solitary cells, they were not haters of 

                                                 
 28 Father Pius Edwin Sammut, “Desert Fathers: My First Love.” 
  
 29 Waddell, 13. 
 
 30 Ibid., 100-1. 
 
 31 Ibid., 94. 
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their fellow humans.”32 In fact, the compassion, care and mercy these dwellers displayed 

to one another was extraordinary. The love, humanity and selflessness they showed their 

“neighbors” exemplified the ideal of “teammates” working toward a common goal—in 

their case, existing with and for God. The abbot Lucius said to the abbot Longinus, 

“Unless thou shalt first amend thy life going to and fro amongst others, thou shalt not 

avail to amend it dwelling alone.”33 In comparison, a recent New York Times article 

focusing on long-time Pittsburgh Steelers’ defensive coordinator Dick LeBeau explored a 

concept which columnist Holly Brubach termed “Creating One from Eleven.” LeBeau’s 

emphasis as a teacher centers on eleven defensive players working as a single entity. 

LeBeau said, “If all eleven of your guys aren’t fitting together, then you’re going to have 

seams and holes [for the opposing team to exploit]. So a perfect play for us is the perfect 

mesh as it moves across the field.” Steelers’ head coach Mike Tomlin added, “Great 

defense is more than just great players. It’s guys understanding how what they do fits in 

the big picture. It’s guys making personal sacrifice for the betterment of the group.” The 

abbot Lucius would likely have nodded with approval at a comment made by Steelers’ 

defensive end Aaron Smith: “The running joke [among Pittsburgh players] is nobody 

wants to be the superstar.”34 As Elder Herman of Mt. Athos said, “Humility is the only 

thing we need; one can still fall having virtues other than humility—but with humility 

                                                 
 32 Waddell, xvii. 
 
 33 Ibid., 106. 
 
 34 Holly Brubach, “The Master of the Zone Blitz is Still a Force After 50 Seasons,” New York 
Times, January 9, 2009, B11. 
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one does not fall.”35 Individual players, together in their loyalty and steadfastness, 

“carry” their team. As the team flourishes, individuals thrive. William C. Rhoden praised 

Arizona Cardinals’ running-back Edgerrin James for never faltering in the “core values 

that carried him from Immokalee, Florida [James’ home-town] to the Super Bowl: hard 

work and a dedication to doing what is required to help the team, a belief that when the 

team flourishes, the individual flourishes.”36 Tenth-century Desert Father St. Symeon the 

New Theologian, abbot of St. Mamas in Constantinople, employed a metaphor for 

devotion to spiritual community that also speaks to this relationship between an 

individual and his or her team. He wrote: 

The roof of any house stands upon the foundations and the rest of the 
structure. The foundations themselves are laid in order to carry the roof. 
This is both useful and necessary, for the roof cannot stand without the 
foundations and the foundations are absolutely useless without the roof—
no help to any living creature. In the same way the grace of God is 
preserved by the practice of the commandments, and the observance of 
these commandments is laid down like foundations through the gift of 
God. The grace of the Spirit cannot remain with us without the practice of 
the commandments, but the practice of the commandments is of no help or 
advantage to us without the grace of God.37 

  
 Father Pius Edwin Sammut raised the following question regarding the Desert 

Fathers and Mothers: “What relevance can they have for us today—a quaint oddity from 

                                                 
 35 “Sayings of the Desert Fathers: One Hundred & Twenty Wise Sayings from the Holy Fathers of 
the Orthodox Church.” Balamand Monastery. 
http://www.balamandmonastery.org.lb/fathers/indexsayings2.html [accessed September 10, 2007]. 
 
 36 William C. Rhoden, “James Puts Football First, and a Career Follows, New York Times, January 
28, 2009, B13. 
 
 37 “Sayings of the Desert Fathers.” 
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our past or a pure, uncomplicated pattern for today?”38 Based on principles of selflessness 

and accountability, Desert Fathers and Mothers were ideal “teammates.” As Hyland said 

of his own experience, “involving oneself with others in a deep commitment was not a 

sacrifice . . . but a fulfillment of [one’s] real possibilities.”39 Along the same line, M. 

Basil Pennington wrote that paradoxically, “what seem to be life-denying practices 

actually open the space for new life.”40 In writing “The Life of St. Mary the Harlot,” St. 

Ephraem of Edessa called Abraham the “perfect athlete of Christ” for “all these things 

[he did] to the praise and glory of Christ, this long journey of many halting-places, this 

eating of flesh and drinking of wine, this turning aside to a brothel, to save a lost soul.”41 

Additionally, illustrating a remarkable display of selflessness and compassion, an 

anonymous collection of “The Sayings of the Fathers” included the story of an old man 

who heard his neighbor fretting over his unfinished baskets. Without hesitation, the man 

unfastened the handles of his own baskets and gave them to the other—“and so for the 

great love that he had he saw to it that his brother’s work was rightly finished, and left his 

own imperfect.”42  

Another model of selflessness, compassion and generosity of spirit was revealed 

in the abbot John the Short’s infinite patience with the old man in Scete who struggled 

                                                 
 38 Father Pius Edwin Sammut, “Desert Fathers: My First Love.” 
 
 39 Hyland, “The Sweatiest of the Liberal Arts.” 
 
 40 Waddell, xxi. 
 
 41 Ibid., 205. 
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with forgetfulness. To assuage the old man’s concern that he was becoming a burden by 

continually seeking assistance, John asked, “Is the lamp injured in aught, that thou has lit 

the others from it?” Not only did John offer help repeatedly and patiently, he gave 

“courage to those who were besieged by any passion and who struggled in travail with 

themselves that they might come to good.”43 Through “loving kindness,”44 Desert Fathers 

and Mothers helped one another wrestle with destructive impulses such as pride, envy, 

wrath and lust. In this environment that demanded of each individual “absolute resolve 

and supreme constancy,”45 one still needed “teammates” to help sustain them in their 

struggles. In fact, so vital to the desert spirit was “watching your teammate’s back” that 

Abba Hyperechius said, “It’s better to eat meat and drink wine and not to eat the flesh of 

one’s brethren through slander.”46 Recalling the words of Coach Mike Tomlin of the 

Steelers, flourishing in the desert depended on individuals making personal sacrifice for 

the betterment of the group. 

 In her introduction to Paschasius’ translations, Waddell wrote, “the quintessence 

of the Desert teaching is that a man should love mercy and walk humbly with men and 

God.”47 The stories of the Desert Fathers and Mothers are replete with examples of how 

one is “to lay down one’s soul for one’s brother [or sister]” if he truly lives a life in the 

                                                 
 43 Waddell, 114. 
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spirit of Christ.48 To subjugate ego, and to be magnanimous, generous, selfless, authentic 

and honest is to be an outstanding “teammate.” Olympian Jesse Owens said that beyond a 

command of the fundamentals, victory rests on “desire, determination, discipline and 

self-sacrifice. And finally, it takes a great deal of love, fairness and respect for your 

fellow man.”49 Ignatius of Antioch perhaps said it best when he invoked metaphors of the 

athlete in his Epistle to Polycarp. He exhorted the bishop: “Be strict with yourself, like a 

good athlete of God. The prize, as you well know, is immortality and eternal life.”50 The 

Desert Fathers and Mothers were rugged individuals of extraordinary discipline, athletae 

Dei, but their “athleticism” was most moving in the team context. Ignatius knew that—

true to team—“everyone must work together in unison at this training of ours; comrades 

in its wrestling and racing, comrades in its aches and pains.”51  

 If the Desert Fathers and Mothers inspire us to reflect on what and where are our 

own “deserts,” the example of the Carthusian monks offers us the opportunity to further 

explore the concept of solitude. In fact, these monks teach us something of the 

differences between isolation, silence and solitude. Once again, athletics can be woven 

seamlessly into this examination. From a secular perspective, the appeal of monastic life 

is the opportunity it affords for reorienting, centering oneself, finding clear perspective, 

                                                 
 48 Waddell, 84. 
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removing clutter and filtering out the “noise” of life. For monks—from the desert to the 

remote Alps—such an existence involves “the work before the work”—eliminating, in 

preparation for communion with God, all that would get in the way.52 While practicing 

for being in the Presence may not describe the discipline of today’s average athlete, the 

connection is nonetheless strong. In Spirituality of Sport: Balancing Body and Soul, 

Susan Saint Sing, doctor of sport history and philosophy and a former member of the 

United States World Rowing Team, reflected on “symbols” shared by both religion and 

sport—“ritual, transformation, union and sacrifice.”53 She wrote: 

When we are involved in sport, we involve our body and soul in what can 
be a religious experience.. . . When you go deeply inside yourself, as you 
do in prayer in the quiet hush of a church, you seek something of solace, 
strength—a place where nothing else exists but you and the Other and you 
are, if only for a moment, totally taken into and with the Other. In this 
sense, when body and soul face each other—the body totally spent and 
searching with the soul, its only partner with which to find more—a 
religious experience is at hand. Body meets soul, soul enlivens body . . . 
and if the mind is paying attention, a remnant of cloth is solidly present, 
lying there as witness to the communion of creature needing and meeting 
Creator.54 

 
Saint Sing referred to this communion as a “precipice” to which athletes may be guided:  

[A] teetering edge of performance . . . that place, that moment where they 
seek to go. [She questions] Why? I believe they do it, we do it, to see what 
we are made of—meaning to see if there is anything more, anything other 
than flesh and sweat and blood. We do it to see if there is a soul looking at 
us in the extreme fumes of exhaustion. As in a near death experience, we 
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go in a controlled fashion into these realms to see, to explore the depths of 
ourselves, begging of the Other. Like a pilgrimage, a cleansing, a retreat, 
we emerge more human, more alive, more aware.55 

 
Saint Sing concluded that “true religion begins when we finally ‘get it.’”56 Oftentimes, 

we “get it” when we have the opportunity to know M. Basil Pennington’s quies of the 

desert. Suggesting an analogy between athletics and monastic existence, Saint Sing 

proposed:  

Our bodies and beliefs are tested in sports . . . The isolation of the 
competition, though voluntary, can take one to the extremes of the desert 
experience—exhausted, dehydrated, at times clawing one’s way face 
down after collapsing on a track or falling on a snowy mountain slope. 
The symbolic parallels between ritualistic sport testing and faith are so 
close, so obvious that even the ancients used them, as did Saint Paul, as 
metaphors of one another.57 
 

Regarding self-denial, bodily pain, and the concept of seeking that which is difficult for 

the sake of the struggle and for what lies beyond, Michael Novak added the following: 

Both religion and sports and athletics emphasize self-denial and sacrifice 
in the name of spiritual achievement and human excellence. Most of us 
shy away from voluntary ordeal and pain and suffering, but athletes (and 
saints) are unique in seeking out such experiences and deliberately 
‘making it hurt’ for the sake of transcendent values and goals.58 

   
As part of this journey, both athletes and monks practice rituals because they 

believe in them. Rituals have either worked for them in the past, or they espouse faith that 
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the rituals will deliver them in some way in the future. Andrew Cooper wrote that 

“athletes strive to recreate and sustain the experience of the zone” through adherence to 

rituals. “Ritual activity,” Cooper asserted, often written off as bizarre superstition, “is part 

of the process of mental preparation. It helps induce a state of consciousness.”59 From the 

sublime to the ridiculous, former Boston Red Sox centerfielder Coco Crisp ritualistically 

steps out of the batter’s box and crosses himself between each pitch he faces, while New 

York Yankee sluggers Jason Giambi and Derek Jeter confessed to donning gold lamé 

thongs to help them bust out of hitting slumps. The disturbing image of the latter makes 

one wish the pinstripers avowed the silence of the Carthusian Order. In addition to 

enacting rituals, athletes talk about practicing until thinking is virtually unnecessary. 

Disciplined and repetitive training can lead one to a place—fully in the present—where 

the body simply takes over at the moment when it must. Bart Giamatti, former President 

of Yale University and Commissioner of Major League Baseball, described this as the 

“moment when we are all free of all constraint of all kinds, when pure energy and pure 

order create an instance of complete coherence.”60 In his self-titled autobiography, 

Sadaharu Oh: A Zen Way of Baseball, Oh, considered Japanese baseball’s greatest 

slugger, reflected on the “unthinking” state that enabled him to exist only in the moment: 

The home runs rocketed off my bat almost as though a power beyond my 
own was responsible . . . I went to the plate with no thought other than this 
moment of hitting confronting me. It was everything. And in the midst of 
it, in the midst of chanting and cheering crowds, colors, noises, hot and 
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cold weather, the glare of lights, or rain on my skin there was only this 
noiseless, colorless, heatless void in which the pitcher and I together 
enacted our certain preordained ritual of the home run.61 

 
Cooper wrote, “just as words are the basic stuff of a writer’s craft, so are the body’s 

rehearsed and ritualized movements the stuff of an athlete’s craft . . . The freedom a sport 

bestows is a product of the discipline it demands.” Furthermore, he said, “the name of the 

game is to set the ‘busy-ness’ of the mind aside and fully bring one’s attention to bear on 

the immediate task at hand.”62 

Philip Groening, director of the film Into Great Silence, which portrays the lives 

of Carthusian monks living in the monastery of Grande Chartreuse, located in a remote 

section of the French Alps, recalled a monk explaining to him that their nearly complete 

silence is interrupted only by what they refer to as “the terror of the bell.” In words that 

resonate with Oh’s, and those of other contemporary athletes who have discovered their 

own “zones,” the monk said, “Once you accept the fact that when the bell rings—you just 

don’t think about it—you just get up and go and do whatever that bell requires you to do, 

then, every moment that you have is a pretty permanently present moment.”63 The 

comparison between athlete and monk is further strengthened by Cooper’s assertion:  

Although an accomplished performance is anything but instinctual, the 
idea crops up too frequently to deny that there is something about it that 
makes it feel that way. That something is immersion. What feels like 
instinct is the absence of the fear, doubt, worry, and unnecessary 
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deliberation that result from self-consciousness. But whereas instinct is a 
regression to a level of functioning prior to the formation of self-
consciousness, what we see in sport is a highly refined mode of intuitive 
functioning that transcends self-consciousness. It is a harmonization of the 
faculties of body and mind, each doing the task that is appropriate to it, 
and a full trust in the knowledge that years of work have made it second 
nature.64 

   
The repetitive lives of the Carthusian monks keep them fully in the present, 

eliminating the “noise” that emanates from uncertainty or self-consciousness. One monk 

said in an interview with Groening, “You don’t have to plan, like ‘What do I do in two 

years? Where do I want my career to be in fifteen years?’ And the absence of language 

makes something—the moment itself becomes very, very strong.”65 Silence, partially 

defined as the absence of language, creates the space for solitude; “solitude” is derived 

from the Latin solitudo, meaning “alone.” However, in Religion and Sport: The Meeting 

of Sacred and Profane, Charles Prebish furnished another angle from which to consider 

“silence.” He wrote: “Silence is not simply the absence of sounds. Rather it is presence. It 

is the presence of the dimension of time. A realization of the instant and the situation. In 

a very real way, silence is heard as an integral part of existence.”66 The sounds of the film 

Into Great Silence are powerful. In some ways, they announce ritual activity, or they 

mark the passage of time: the heavy breathing of monks shoveling snow from garden 

plots, a razor that shears hair, ice-melt trickling down the eaves, a tailor sewing a 
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cassock, water dripping from spigots, the chopping of wood, or of root vegetables for 

supper. Prebish suggested that “rather than perceive it as the absence of sound, silence 

can be viewed as a highly intensified element of participation. Silence is not just 

‘unspoken’ . . . Silence comes from attention, concentration, recollection, meditation, and 

prayer.”67 These are the gifts of solitude, or a description of an athlete’s deep fixation 

within his or her “zone.” The sounds of sport—the crack of a bat, the thud of a kicked 

ball, a starting gun, the collective roar of a crowd—are highly charged. It is “silence, not 

quiet, [that] allows the performer the opportunity to reflect upon reason as he faces being. 

Sport is [not] just the place where man feels he can escape the humdrum world that has 

become his existence.” It is where “he must face the ‘why’ of life.”68      

In translating The History of the Great Chartreuse, by a Carthusian Monk, E. 

Hassid further clarified important distinctions in semantics with regard to isolation and 

solitude. He also explored the intersection of being alone and existing as part of a 

community. According to his biographer, when St. Hugh of Lincoln joined the 

Carthusian Order in the thirteenth century, he was struck by the following observation: 

The dwellers pleased him even more than the dwellings; in them he saw 
mortification of the flesh together with serenity of heart, freedom of spirit, 
a perpetual gaiety and irreproachable conduct. Their Statutes recommend 
not singularity, but solitude; their cells are separate, but their hearts are 
united; each one dwells by himself but none keeps anything for himself 
nor does anything on his own account; all live in isolation, yet each acts 
with the Community; being alone, the disadvantages and dangers of 
society are avoided; but there is enough common life to supply the 
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advantages and comfort procured by the society of kindred spirits 
[emphases mine].69 

 
St. Hugh’s observations could also describe the way in which an individual athlete 

functions within the context of a team. Although he or she exists alone in some respects, 

and is singularly responsible for doing his or her part, that individual contributes to 

communal flourishing by embracing a spirit that unifies. Written in the twelfth century, 

Statute 34.2 of the Order of Saint Bruno (considered the founding father of the 

Carthusian Order) reads: “Separated from all, we are united to all for it is in the name of 

all that we present ourselves to the living God.”70 Centre de Recherches Cartusiennes 

makes clear the following:  

The Carthusian did not choose solitude for its own sake, but because he 
saw in her an excellent means for him to attain a deeper union with God 
and all mankind. It is upon entering the recesses of his heart that the 
Carthusian solitudinarian becomes, in Christ, present to all men. He 
becomes a solitudinarian to attain solidarity [emphasis mine].71 

 
Applicable to either the athlete or the ascetic, Cooper contended that, paradoxically, “the 

less self-conscious we are, the more conscious we become. The less self-centered we are, 

the more centered we become.”72 Such reflection would prime an individual to be a better 

“teammate.” 
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Thus, in considering what might be the ideal team dynamic, the example of the 

Carthusian monks offers that individuals must go deeply inward before they can fully 

commit to the hope—and hard work—of communal flourishing. Boston Red Sox skipper 

Terry Francona made it a practice to never speak with former pitcher Curt Schilling in 

between innings because the hurler needed to dwell entirely in his own space. In fact, 

Francona remarked, the more ornery and inwardly focused Schilling was, the better off 

the team. Regarding the relationship between an individual and a spiritual community, 

the Centre de Recherches Cartusiennes notes that,  

Carthusian originality comes . . . from the community aspect which is 
intrinsically linked in the solitary aspect. This was Saint Bruno’s stroke of 
genius, inspired by the Holy Spirit, to have, from its very inception, been 
able to balance in just the right proportions solitary life and community 
life in such a way as to allow the Carthusian to be a communion of 
solitudinarians for God. Solitude and brotherly life balancing themselves 
perfectly.73 

   
As for the model “teammate,” the Centre offers the following:  

The ideal contemplative must have an attraction or desire for solitude, for 
it is the framework within which the majority of the monk’s life takes 
place. Since Carthusians are not hermits in the proper sense, there is a 
communal life which cannot be disregarded. It is thus imperative that the 
candidate not only have a penchant for solitude, but for communal life as 
well.74 

 
Balancing individual flourishing—one’s own needs, aspirations or hopes—with 

community building efforts is complicated. However, the monks’ example offers a vision 

for a “team” ideal. 
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 Whether community is nurtured in the desert, within the walls of a secluded 

monastery, on a playing field, or in a locker room, Mircea Eliade’s thoughts on sacred 

space are relevant. The historian of religion wrote: 

To exemplify the nonhomogeneity of space as experienced by a 
nonreligious man, we may turn to any religion. We will choose an 
example that is accessible to anyone—a church in a modern city. For a 
believer, the church shares in a different space from the street in which it 
stands. The door that opens on the interior of the church actually signifies 
a solution of continuity. The threshold that separates the two spaces also 
indicates the distance between the two modes of being, the profane and the 
religious. The threshold is the limit, the boundary, the frontier that 
distinguishes and opposes two worlds—and at the same time the 
paradoxical place where those worlds communicate, where passage from 
the profane to the sacred world becomes possible.75 

  
With Eliade’s thoughts in mind, Pennsylvania’s Happy Valley offers a case in point from 

the realm of athletics. Legendary Penn State football coach Joe Paterno once spoke of a 

“ritual” he asked his players to perform each afternoon. Before they walked onto the 

practice field, the coach urged them to pause and shed themselves of all other concerns 

they carried with them—schoolwork, family or personal trouble, conflicts with 

teammates. Paterno asked that once they had let go of those burdens, each player 

deliberately “step over the line,” which was painted boldly on the turf in navy blue and 

white. Crossing this “threshold,” they were no longer individuals harboring anxieties or 

grudges, but only teammates together on one field, wearing the same uniform (with no 

surnames printed above their numbers), focused solely on the challenges that faced the 
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team as a single entity. Making such a commitment to team underscores the magnitude of 

giving fully of oneself for the potential of communal flourishing.  

Eliade maintained that there is “religious significance [to] the human dwelling 

place.” When he wrote about constructing a sacred space—a village, temple or house—

Eliade spoke of it as “representing a very serious decision, for the very existence of man 

is involved; he must, in short, create his own world and assume the responsibility of 

maintaining and renewing it.”76 In the case of Paterno and his team, the coach delineated 

a physical space that was sacred, thus bestowing on each individual the responsibility for 

occupying it in the spirit of team. In doing so, Paterno attempted to “drown out the noise” 

for his players so that each would be accountable for doing his part, and all would be 

inspired to embrace a purpose greater than any individual. In spirit similar to that of the 

Nittany Lions’, Denis the Carthusian said the following: 

That which turns the mind from the thought of God is allowing it to be 
absorbed in a hundred and one matters, to stay and divide itself among a 
multitude of objects furnished by conversations, inordinate affections, 
rumours and cares and anxieties that arouse passions; the further the soul 
is separated from all this, the more able it becomes to know and love God 
and fix itself in Him; to concentrate one’s strength on one point is to have 
victory assured; to dissipate it is to go in the way of defeat [emphasis 
mine].77 

 
Through their dedication to meditative and contemplative lives within their 

spiritual communities, Carthusian monks offer lessons on sacred space, individual 

accountability and discipline in the spirit of communal flourishing. They teach us 
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nuances of isolation, solitude and silence, and show us the potential that lies within each. 

By extension, their example invites us to reflect upon the idea that on an athletic team, 

every individual must attend to his or her role so that the group may thrive. Yet, this 

dynamic is complicated. Prebish wrote that sport “is a place for trial . . . In sport [an 

individual] can become what he [or she] is.”78 Prebish elaborated on the complexities of 

one’s relationship to sport, to self, and to others engaged in common pursuit: 

When seen in this light the man of sport is a lonely figure. But his 
loneliness is not a function of exclusion but one of inclusion. Man’s ability 
to relate to others can be emotionalized and intellectualized in the 
loneliness of his existence. The locker room, the huddle, the top of the 
slope, the rough canvas are all lonely places, no matter how many others 
are near. As is true with the ‘distance runner,’ most men need loneliness. 
Isolation from the surrounding is not so much superimposed by the 
‘nature’ of the sport [individual sport versus team sport] as much as it is an 
inherent quality sought and cherished by the man of sport. The athlete 
enjoys this wonderful dichotomy. . . The performer . . . stands together 
with the other. Man goes within his self and comes out with causation for 
relation, appreciation for his ‘mate’ and perhaps a greater sense of 
meaning [emphasis mine].79 

    
East of the Alps, another monastic community offers insight into this dichotomy between 

the relational and the monadic, teaching us further lessons that are applicable to athletics.  

The Hanson-Brooks Distance Project, based in Rochester, Michigan, supports 

United States marathoners who aspire to compete at the Olympic level. Gina Koylata of 

the New York Times characterized this running team as one “involving athletes who are 

ready to put their lives on hold for eight, ten, even twelve years while they live a 
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monastic existence in a group home, far from family and friends, doing little but running, 

twice a day, day in and day out.”80 In her article, Koylata portrayed a commitment clearly 

entailing sacrifice, rigor and long-term singular focus. The discipline and faithfulness of 

effort required by the Hanson-Brooks runners is undoubtedly considerable. However, the 

potential rewards—measured in Olympic glory and for the world’s elite, the prospect of 

lucrative professional careers—make the sacrifices for these athletes worthwhile. Over 

six-thousand, five-hundred miles from Rochester, Michigan, in the rugged hills of Mount 

Hiei, overlooking Japan’s capital city of Kyoto, another group runs. Yet, by comparison, 

these individuals “run for no other reward than spiritual enlightenment, hoping to help 

themselves along the path of Buddha towards a personal awakening.”81  

John Stevens, Buddhist priest and teacher of Eastern Philosophy at Tohoku 

Fukushi University in Japan, spent years living on Mount Hiei among this Tendai sect of 

Buddhism while working on his seminal book, The Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei. 

Stevens wrote that “the prize [the “Running Buddhas”] seek to capture consists not of 

such trifles as a pot of gold or a few fleeting moments of glory, but enlightenment in the 

here and now—the greatest thing a human being can achieve.”82 Known as gyōja —and 

often referred to as “spiritual athletes”83—marathon monks literally live a monastic 
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existence, and are most certainly not sponsored or shod by the athletic footwear company 

Brooks. In fact, gyōja run in straw sandals that often disintegrate in only a few hours of 

inclement weather. Each monk will go through hundreds of pairs on his journey toward 

completion of the ultimate test, sennichi kaihōgyō —the 1,000 day marathon. 

Under the yoke of government regulation of scholarship and ordination, not 

unlike the Desert Fathers or the monks of the Carthusian Order, first-century monks fled 

Japanese cities for the “solitude of Hiei,” seeking “the essence of Buddhism, free of 

worldly taint.” They withdrew in search of sacred space, “contemplating nature and 

seeking out the hermits and wizards who hid there in caves and huts, practicing religion 

far removed from the turmoil of the world below.”84 Stevens wrote that—

contemporaneous with Saint Bruno’s founding of the Carthusian Order in 900—the story 

of the marathon monk can be traced to the birth in 831 of the Grand Patriarch Sō-ō. It is 

as revealing as it is ironic given the highly individualistic nature of a marathon that Sō-

ō’s name literally means “one who serves others.” According to legend, Sō-ō was fifteen 

years-old when heard a voice in a dream that told him: “All the peaks on this mountain 

[Hiei] are sacred. Make pilgrimages to its holy places following the instructions of the 

mountain gods. Train hard like this each and every day . . . Your sole practice is to be the 

veneration of all things; through it you will realize the True Dharma.”85 The pilgrimages 

are known as kaihōgyō, “mountain marathons.” Stevens noted that “of all the disciplines 
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practiced on Hiei, the mountain marathon has had the greatest appeal over the centuries, 

for it encompasses the entire spectrum of Tendai Buddhism—meditation, esotericism, 

precepts, devotion, nature worship, and work for the salvation of sentient beings.”86 

Despite the fiercely solitary nature of the monks’ pursuit, there are powerful components 

in kaihōgyō of transcendence and sacrifice for communal purpose, which may further 

contribute to the discipline’s appeal: 

The creation of a connection between the sacred and the profane is 
perhaps one of mankind’s most primal desires. To touch that which we 
idolize, to contact a power and understanding greater than our own 
requires of man an offering powerful enough to join these two worlds . . . 
Death and blood are often the only sacrifices suitable to produce the bond 
between heaven and earth, as well as a bond within the community 
craving this connection. [However,] the kaihōgyō practice of Mt. Hiei 
involves no collective violence. The victim is self-appointed . . . He enters 
into the practice of his own volition. The community neither demands the 
practitioner’s sacrifice, nor does it act to realize it. Rather, the community 
supports the practitioner from the sidelines [and] bloodless, symbolic 
death is practiced without victimization . . . The community is bound by 
the act of sacrifice, and a connection to the sacred is achieved.87 
 

While there is no element of persecution in kaihōgyō, a monk is obliged by honor to 

commit suicide should he fall short in his attempt. Perhaps the following is relevant:  

The only possible explanation for such self-sacrifice would be that the 
monk experienced a ‘calling’, requiring of him that the kaihōgyō be 
completed. Out of his destiny, the voice of Sō-ō, whom he will one day 
embody, obliges the monk to endure the kaihōgyō. The practitioner has no 
desires of his own to fulfill. The sacrifice then is like a gift, given to the 
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community without any reciprocal expectations, but is still legitimized by 
a death and rebirth.88 

    
For the duration of the pilgrimage, monks wear pure-white cotton outfits. Around 

the waist they tie a shide no himo (“cord of death”), inside of which is tucked a goma no 

ken (sheathed knife)—“these two accessories remind the gyōja of his duty to take his 

life—by either hanging or self-disembowelment—if he fails to complete any part of the 

practice.”89 During the first three years of the initiate’s journey, he runs roughly forty 

kilometers per day for one hundred consecutive days. In the fourth and fifth years of 

training, the monk runs forty kilometers per day for two hundred consecutive days. Thus, 

during this phase he essentially runs a full marathon every day for more than six months. 

Upon successful completion of the first five-year period, a monk may petition to attempt 

the final challenge and center of the practice—sennichi kaihōgyō, the 1,000-day 

marathon. As part of this grueling two-year process, year-six requires that the monk run 

sixty kilometers each day for one hundred consecutive days; and in year-seven, eighty-

four kilometers for two hundred consecutive days. James Davis calculated that this “is the 

equivalent of running two Olympic marathons back-to-back every day for one hundred 

days.”90 Since 1885, only forty-six men have completed this challenge.91 The mountain 

                                                 
 88 Kwasniewski. 
 
 89 Stevens, 63. 
 
 90 Davis. 
 
 91 Ibid. 
 



121 
 

terrain of Hiei is “littered with unmarked graves, marking the spot where monks have 

taken their own lives.”92  

Cooper offered that the monks’ regimen “defies generally accepted beliefs about 

the limits of human endurance.”93 Nowhere is this more evident than in the ritual 

performed after the 700th day of sennichi kaihōgyō: dōiri —“the greatest trial of all.”94 

The nine-day fast is a “symbolic last-meal” to which the mountain’s senior priests are 

invited. The gathering is sardonically referred to as “a goodbye party to a gyōja who may 

not survive.”95 By the fifth day of fasting, a gyōja is dehydrated to the point where “the 

saliva in his mouth is dried up and he begins to taste blood. To prevent the sides of his 

mouth from adhering permanently, the gyōja is allowed, from the fifth day, to rinse his 

mouth with water, but every drop must be spat back into the cup.”96 With the denial of 

food, water, rest and sleep, dōiri ’s purpose is “to bring the gyōja face-to-face with death.” 

During this process, monks are said to “develop extraordinary sensitivity.” Stevens wrote 

that “they can hear ashes fall from the incense sticks and normally inaudible sounds from 

all over the mountain. Not surprisingly, they can smell and indentify food being prepared 

miles away, and they see beams of sun and moonlight that seep into the dark interior of 
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the temple.”97 Davis noted that medical personnel “who have examined the monks after 

the conclusion of this rite find many of the symptoms of a ‘dead person.’ Monks talk of 

experiencing a feeling of transparency where everything good, bad and neutral leaves 

their body and existence in itself is revealed in crystal clarity.”98 The marathon monks 

must go to the brink of death in order to achieve this higher state of consciousness. Eliade 

wrote that “access to spiritual life always entails death to the profane condition, followed 

by a new birth.”99 As such, “the Kaihōgyō ceremony is wrought with the symbols of 

death. The practitioner must [according to Eliade] undergo a ‘radical change in 

ontological and social status’; he must become dead to his community so that he might 

rise again as a holy being.”100     

Following successful completion of dōiri , Stevens wrote that “gyōja are indeed 

men transformed. Grateful to be alive, full of energy, fortified by a vision of the Ultimate, 

constantly moving toward the light, and eager to work for the benefit of all [emphasis 

mine], the monks head into the final stages of the marathon,”101 which place far less 

emphasis on the individual. Thus, it is an individual’s survival of dōiri—a symbolic 

death—that most poignantly reveals the communal purpose of this Tendai sect. In the 

seventh and final year, monks complete two one hundred-day terms of consecutive 
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eighty-four kilometer runs through the environs of Kyoto. Known as Ō-mawari (the 

“Great Marathon”), this run “is truly the practice of bestowing merit on others; while the 

monk’s previous runs were solitary pursuits deep in the mountains, this marathon is for 

the benefit of all those struggling to survive in the midst of a big city, a silent turning of 

the Wheel of Dharma, preaching by example rather than with empty words.”102 

Therefore, “the Kaihōgyō practice functions as an exemplary model of sacrifice. The 

victim ‘dies’ so that a higher state of sacredness might be reached. The community 

benefits from the ascension, gaining a powerful healer as well as a direct connection to 

the sacred. In the rebirth of the practitioner . . . the community finds a spiritual center 

around which it may congregate.”103 As well, the ritual is imbued with tradition. Stevens 

pointed out the following:  

During the Great Marathon the monk is supported by dozens of sokuhō-kō 
parishioners. This special group of supporters accompanies the monk on 
his rounds, directing traffic and carrying equipment, preparing his meals, 
washing his clothes and attending to his other needs. Some of the sokuhō-
kō—the position is inherited from generation to generation—have been 
serving in this way for decades, covering nearly as much ground as the 
gyōja themselves.104 

 
The experience of Utsumi Shunshō, a contemporary marathon monk, illustrates the 

greater communal purpose of this solitary discipline. Utsumi completed the Kaihōgyō 

process in 1981, succeeding his master as an abbot. He is a Buddhist scholar, but also 
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enjoys playing ping pong and helping coach the Hiei High School baseball team. 

Possessing a deep sense of responsibility as an individual to his community, Utsumi runs 

a summer camp for disabled children, organizes retreats for adults, and sponsors a Great 

Marathon for parishioners. When Stevens was writing The Marathon Monks of Mount 

Hiei in 1988, Utsumi was training a disciple whom he intended to appoint as his 

successor.105     

In addition to the communal purpose that extends beyond the elite Tendai sect to 

the larger community, the “team dynamic” among monks and between initiates and elders 

reinforces the notion that individual accountability is essential to the flourishing of a 

group. Utsumi recalled the occasion during his own training when he fell seriously ill 

trying to complete a one hundred-day term. He collapsed due to what was diagnosed as a 

duodenal ulcer. However, before the severity of his condition was known, Utsumi was 

chastised by an elder, who admonished: “Get up and get out on the road! A gyōja must 

walk regardless of his condition!”106 Stevens wrote that Utsumi was later “shocked to 

hear rumors that other priests on Hiei were saying that the reason he got so sick was his 

lack of intensity and his perfunctory performance of the ritual . . . The cocky monk [was 

being punished] for insufficient sincerity.”107 This hurtful accusation made Utsumi want 
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to “redeem himself in their eyes for the remainder of the pilgrimage.”108 In essence, he 

did not want his “teammates” to believe he had let them down by not fully accepting and 

honoring the struggles of their shared practice.    

In “veteran-rookie” relationships, not unlike those seen between Desert Father 

“teammates,” Hiei’s monks engage in apprenticeships. A novice “spends years acting as 

attendant to a senior marathon monk, accompanying his master while loaded down with 

baggage or acting a pusher, matching the monk step for step.”109 Upon committing to the 

discipline, young monks then “embark on the pilgrimage with other monks of that 

particular term. They work together to clear the route of debris—glass, rocks, sharp 

sticks, leaves that offer cover for vipers.”110 Thus, they work initially as more traditional 

“teammates” might. In addition, “on the first day of the term . . . the gyōja is 

accompanied by his master, who takes him through the entire course, giving his disciple 

various instructions and pointers. Thereafter the marathon monk is on his own.”111 

Similarly, Boston Red Sox pitchers—both rookies and veterans—go through spring 

training together, and Tim Wakefield might walk Jon Lester through every aspect of a 

major league pitcher’s game-day routine at Fenway Park, but when the rookie takes the 

mound, he is alone.  
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A monk carries with him on his solitary runs explicit instructions for mantras to 

chant at different locations, candles, and books with directions, as the fog on Mount Hiei 

can be quite heavy. Senior monks monitor the time it takes younger monks to navigate 

the courses, for the elders “disapprove of youngsters racing through the pilgrimage, 

hastily rattling off the chants and prayers.”112 Not a race, completion of the run is the only 

objective. Cooper wrote, “What matters is the quality of the monk’s consciousness and 

his strict adherence to rules—such as no stopping for rest or refreshment, no deviation 

from the course, and no special accommodation for the mountain’s frequently inclement 

weather.”113 Along the rugged mountain routes, monks stop at various stations—shrines 

and temples—to perform rituals, or to pay respects to buried Tendai patriarchs. A strong 

element of respect, or deference exists—an appreciation for those who have come before 

them and made honorable sacrifices in the spirit of a greater calling. Stevens wrote that 

“since the gyōja is supposed to train alone, when there is more than one candidate . . . 

both the initial day of the run and the daily starting times are staggered.”114 Yet, even 

though a monk undertakes the challenge alone, he is still deeply connected to a spiritual 

community.  

As marathon monks embrace the solace of the mountain, filtering out “noise” and 

finding sacred space through their practice, a transition naturally occurs. This evolution 

reveals itself in much the same way a Carthusian monk described becoming a 
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“solitudinarian” in order to “attain solidarity.” Likewise, a man or woman becomes a 

good “individual athlete” in order to become a good “teammate.” Stevens wrote: 

A man is drawn to Hiei and then to the path of the marathon monk. The 
gyōja have said that as soon as they don the robe of the marathon monk all 
other concerns vanish; they gravitate toward the mountain paths, 
compelled by a powerful force that suffuses them with energy. The first 
700 days of training are to enable the marathon monk to establish himself; 
it is a pilgrimage carried out in the immense silence of the Absolute on a 
remote, majestic, and mysterious mountain where gods and Buddhas 
dwell. Leaving behind the cacophony of the restless relentless world, the 
monk isolates himself to live every day as if it were his last. In the last 300 
days of the marathon, the focus shifts. The monk emerges from his 
hibernation, possessed of a certain measure of wisdom and compassion, to 
roam in a big city among all sorts of human beings, spreading light and 
happiness. A balance is struck between practice for one’s own sake and 
practice for the benefit of all [emphasis mine].115 

 
With regard to what athletes may learn from these monks, Cooper asserted the following: 

A certain resonance exists between the experience of the marathon monk 
and that of the athlete. Each in his own way demonstrates that . . . the body 
possesses extraordinary capacities, which are unleashed when mind and 
body are unified through dedicated practice. For monk and athlete alike, 
the rigorous pursuit of a discipline is a response to a prompting within the 
heart to deepen and intensify experience, and in doing so, to sense in one’s 
being an underlying wholeness.116 

   
Based on physical merits alone, the marathon monks of the Tendai sect of 

Buddhism, are arguably “the greatest, toughest, most committed athletes in the world.”117 

However, Stevens concluded that “the secret of their success lies in their spiritual rather 

than their physical strength. The spiritual strength—derived from the desire to realize 
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Buddhahood, for the sake of oneself and the sake of others [emphasis mine], in this very 

mind and body—is the key” to what makes them run.118 In support of this assertion, 

Genshin Fujinami, a marathon monk who completed sennichi kaihōgyō in 2003 when he 

was 44 years-old, believes that “the time spent on the trails [is] spread out over seven 

years not because of the rigors, but to allow time to reflect.” He said, “You learn how to 

see your real self. You learn to understand what is important and what isn’t.” Admittedly, 

though, Fujinami allowed that “there are times when you fall into a slump and just don’t 

want to go on . . . You wonder why you have to suffer like this.”119 When Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, Jr. received his Doctorate of Laws from Yale University in 1886, he posed a 

question in his address that linked sports and spirituality through the idea of endurance 

and sacrifice for a higher purpose. He said: 

I never heard anyone profess indifference to a boat race. Why should you 
row a boat race? Why endure long months of pain in preparation for a 
fierce half-hour that will leave you all but dead? Does anyone ask the 
question? Is there anyone who would not go through all the costs, and 
more, for the moment when anguish breaks into triumph—or even for the 
glory of having nobly lost? Is life less than a boat race? If man will give 
all the blood in his body to win the one, will he not spend the might of his 
soul to prevail in the other?120 
 

With Holmes’ question in mind, Fujinami’s doubt fades into silence.  
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CHAPTER 5 

IMPLICATIONS FOR AN INTEGRAL EDUCATION 
 

In the film Into Great Silence, a prolonged scene solemnly depicts a monk in the 

dim light of the monastery of Grande Chartreuse slowly and methodically, with wrinkled 

and calloused hands, repairing his heavy work boot. The picture fades to a bleach-white 

backdrop, nothing but stillness. Then, on one of their outdoor excursions, several monks 

slide into the picture and down the snowy alpine slope on their backs, breaking the 

mountain silence with their laughter. The sound reverberates. Feet in the air, cassocks 

flapping, they tumble into one another. Their shrieks of joy are especially poignant for 

the way in which they are juxtaposed with the quietness of the mountain and the gravitas 

of the previous scene. Not long after this moment of simple, exuberant “play,” an elderly 

blind monk interrupts the silence of the film in a different way, speaking the first words 

directed to outsiders. He says, “The closer one brings oneself to God, the happier he 

is.”348 Reflecting on the imminence of death—“abandonment to God’s providential 

care”349—the monk peacefully and absolutely embraces God’s will. “I often thank God 

that I am blinded . . . I am sure it is good for my soul,” he says softly.350  

                                                 
1 Into Great Silence, directed by Philip Groning, Zeitgeist Films, 2005. 
 
2 Steven D. Greydanus, “Into Great Silence,” from a National Catholic Register review, Decent 

Films Guide, http://www.decentfilms.com/sections/reviews/intogreatsilence.html [accessed February 5, 
2009]. 

 
3 Into Great Silence. 
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While the old monk’s words allow the outsider a momentary look into the 

Carthusians’ cloistered life, they are not as loaded as the unabashed laughter of the 

monastic sledders. Although not unconnected to the spoken words, the monks’ laughter 

offers an invitation of a different nature to contemplate possibilities for happiness and 

contentedness.  In a review of Into Great Silence, Steven D. Greydanus noted that “this 

film creates silence. Not just an absence of noise, but inner stillness.”351 However, 

Greydanus made the important observation that “if the silence [of the film] is not 

absolute, it is still the point of reference; it gives meaning to the words, not the other way 

around . . . The monks don’t question the silence, it questions them—and us, if we let 

it.” 352 If so, and we let it, what questions exist for us within the silence? If silence helps to 

tell the story that “in rigor and discipline there is freedom and fulfillment,”353 what role 

does the laughter play? How do we know when we are really listening? Although worlds 

apart in nearly every sense, where are the connections between cloistered life and 

contemporary, competitive sport? Nineteenth-century Dutch philosopher and theologian 

Søren Kierkegaard offered a prescription pertinent to this film’s invitation: 

The present state of the world and the whole of life is diseased. If I were a 
doctor and were asked for my advice, I would reply: Create silence! The 
Word of God cannot be heard in the noisy world of today. And even if it 
were blazoned forth with all the panoply of noise so that it could be heard 
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in the midst of all the other noise, then it would no longer be the Word of 
God. Therefore, create Silence.354 

 
Kierkegaard’s words are reminiscent of St. Augustine’s conviction that getting rid of 

noise, keeping inner space free of clutter, and listening in silence and stillness are vital to 

one’s ability to pay attention to that which must be listened to—whether announced in the 

form of people or life events. If distracting “noise” is eliminated, the potential for hearing 

stories within the words may exist.355 

In this vein, Greydanus articulated an interesting dilemma: “A critic has only 

words with which to illuminate a film, but how can what is wrought in silence be 

illumined by words?”356 If we ask words, however, to assume the place of a basketball 

team’s “sixth man,” or that of a bench player on a baseball team, perhaps the story that 

dwells within the words might be more fully heard. As Greydanus said, “The silence of 

the monks has something to say to us, if we have ears to hear.”357 If we truly hear, 

perchance, what might be elucidated are the differences and similarities between the 

delighted cries of the sledding monks and the primal roar and fist-pumping of Tiger 

Woods upon an impossible shot finding its way to the cup. In A Rumor of Angels, Peter 

Berger helps frame the story. Proposing that there are “‘signals of transcendence’ 

                                                 
7 Words of Søren Kierkegaard cited by Greydanus. 
 
8 William J. O’Brien, Ph.D., “St. Augustine’s Confessions” (lecture, Georgetown University, 

Washington DC, July 3, 2007). 
 
9 Greydanus. 
 
10 Ibid. 
 



132 
 

embedded in the human condition,” Berger offered the example of young girls in a park, 

engaged in a game of hopscotch in such a way that “time seems to stand still.”358 He 

wrote the following:  

They are completely intent on their game, closed to the world outside it, 
happy in their concentration. Time has stood still for them—or, more 
accurately, it has been collapsed into the movements of the game. The 
outside world has, for the duration of the game, ceased to exist. And, by 
implication (since the little girls may not be very conscious of this), pain 
and death, which are the law of that world, have also ceased to exist.359 

  
In his homily Time Stood Still, Father Phil Bloom noted that Berger described “how an 

adult observer of this scene, who is perhaps all too conscious of pain and death, [and 

filled with worries about the future], is momentarily drawn into that beautific immunity 

[of children at play].”360 Father Bloom continued:  

That experience of ‘time standing still’ can give a small glimpse into the 
resurrection. The event that happened in history. Jesus was crucified on a 
specific date and he rose ‘on the third day.’ By his resurrection Jesus 
transcends time itself. He is as present to us as he was to the Apostles. 
How this happens I will explain in a moment. But first I must give a 
warning: Children often experience those beautiful moments when time 
stands still. However, when we adults attempt to create them for ourselves, 
disaster can follow [emphasis mine].361 

 
Berger’s “signals of transcendence”—as seen in the unadulterated joy of children 

at play (or in the spontaneous laugher of the sledding monks), along with Kierkegaard’s 
                                                 

11 Father Phil Bloom, “Time Stood Still,” Homily for Third Sunday of Easter, Year A, Holy 
Family, Seattle, WA, 2002.  “A Rumor of Angels, Peter Berger: Do Catholics Multiply Christ’s Sacrifice?” 
http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/2964/3easter-a.html [accessed February 5, 2009]. 

 
12 Peter L. Berger, A Rumor of Angels: Modern Society and the Rediscovery of the Supernatural 

(New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1969), 59. 
 
13 Words of Peter Berger cited by Bloom. 
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ruminations on the “disease” of too much “noise,” and Father Bloom’s cautionary words 

of impending “disaster” when the spirit of play is abused—or becomes escapist—

provides the foundation for an exploration of contemporary athletics. Herein lay 

implications for an integral education. The central question is whether elite athletes can 

also be drawn into this “beautific immunity” given the vast amount of “noise” that 

permeates their existence within the realm of competitive sport. “Noise” may be defined 

as, but not limited to, the following: by-products of a culture of corruption (excess, greed, 

cheating, the mentality of winning at all costs, a blurred line between amateurism and 

professionalism), and the complexities of contractual relationships (from scholarships to 

negotiations and incentives, and their implications for team building). Such “noise” 

breeds a lack of perspective that can strip a person’s moral compass of its magnetic 

bearings. 

 At its very best, sport both inculcates and reveals values of selflessness, respect, 

honor, charity, decency, self-awareness and humility—with individual accountability at 

the core. As proposed by this thesis, such shared principles for ethical living (or team 

building) can be equated with spirituality. In an educational context, there is perhaps no 

lesson of greater value than that of accountability, for it constitutes the foundation of any 

community—religious or secular. Arguably, sport teaches these values as powerfully as 

any discipline through the way in which it offers opportunities for individual work and 

reflection, as well as commitment to a purpose that transcends the self. Accountability is 

most threatened by the dissolution of values associated with athletics. Corruption in both 
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amateur and professional ranks, a crisis in youth sports, and the complicated role of 

athletics in higher education threaten processes of discernment, making it difficult to read 

anchors of spiritual life.  

Considering the roar of Tiger Woods, alongside the happy howls of the monks 

and the complete absorption of Berger’s girls in their game of hopscotch, helps frame an 

exploration of these complex issues. Comparisons of the aforementioned invite a 

dialogue related to the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards of sport, and perhaps the 

differences therein help us distinguish “sport” from “play.” The question that naturally 

follows is whether by definition play is compromised by the structure of sport. If indeed 

it is compromised, how can “disaster” be averted so that competitive athletics and 

education through sport are not mutually exclusive concepts? Furthermore, in light of 

such challenges, what enables sport’s space to remain “sacred,” and its communal 

purpose strong and authentic? In his preface to A Rumor of Angels, Berger wrote, “I 

suppose one sticks one’s neck out when it comes to things one deems important.”362 

Thus, parlaying the hackneyed, but still apt, expression from the realm of athletics that 

“You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take,” tackling these questions is worthwhile, 

even if answers are elusive. French philosopher Albert Camus asserted that “it was from 

sports that I learned all I know about ethics.”363 Drew Hyland speculated that Camus was 

referring to “the way in which sport brings to the fore so many of the fundamental ethical 
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questions, in all their subtlety and complexity, and forces us to take a stand.”364 In this 

spirit, the shot should be taken, the “neck” extended, a “stand” declared.  5 of this thesis 

is an attempt, though perhaps from beyond the three-point arc, at taking that shot. 

Furthermore, St. Augustine’s example showed us that one must have the guts to actually 

live at the place to which he or she has arrived.    

 In Gods and Games: Towards a Theology of Play, David Miller used the words of 

Joseph Campbell to examine sport’s ability to “transport” one to a sacred space. 

Campbell’s description bears semblance to Berger’s illustration—through the young girls 

playing hopscotch—of “signals of transcendence.” In The Masks of God, Campbell wrote 

the following: 

From the position of secular man (Homo sapiens), that is to say, we are to 
enter the play sphere of the festival, acquiescing in a game of belief, where 
fun, joy, and rapture rule in ascending series. The laws of life in time and 
space—economics, politics, and even morality—will thereupon dissolve. 
Whereafter, re-created by that return to paradise before the Fall, before the 
knowledge of good and evil, right and wrong, true and false, belief and 
disbelief, we are able to carry the point of view and spirit of man the 
player (Homo ludens) back into life; as in the play of children, where, 
undaunted by the banal actualities of life’s meager possibilities, the 
spontaneous impulse of the spirit to identify itself with something other 
than itself for the sheer delight of play [emphasis mine], transubstantiates 
the world—in which, actually, after all, things are not quite as real or 
permanent, terrible, important, or logical as they seem.365 

    
Psychologist Irving Mazlow coined the term “peak experience,” which is often applied 

within the realm of sport. Listening to an athlete describe the sensation of being in the 
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“zone,” or having a “peak experience,” is not unlike considering Campbell’s or Berger’s 

thoughts on dimensions of transcendence. Hyland described “peak experience” in the 

following way:  

A powerful psychological state occasionally attained, one of particular 
intensity, meaning, and achievement. One becomes so totally focused on a 
given activity or experience that everything else pales into insignificance, 
and dimensions of the activity which usually might be difficult or 
accomplished only with great effort now seem to occur effortlessly and 
smoothly.. . . Time sometimes seems to slow down, as if the activity were 
being accomplished in slow motion.366 

 
British golfer Tony Jacklin, one of the most successful players of his generation, spoke of 

this state of altered consciousness as a deeply personal, sacred space. “When I’m in this 

state,” he said, “everything is pure, vividly clear. I’m in a cocoon of concentration. And if 

I can put myself into that cocoon, I’m invincible . . . I’m living fully in the present and 

not moving out of it. I’m absolutely engaged, involved in what I’m doing at that 

particular moment.”367 Brazilian soccer great Pele described the same experience as “a 

type of euphoria; I felt I could run all day without tiring, that I could dribble through any 

of their team or all of them, that I could almost pass through them physically. I felt I 

could not be hurt. It was a very strange feeling and one I had not felt before.”368 In a 1973 

London Sunday Times article, Jacklin maintained that “it is very difficult to explain these 

feelings to someone who has not experienced them. Besides, I don’t like to talk much 
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about them. They are personal, you see, they are mine.”369 The experience clearly creates 

an inviolable sacred space, tinged with a mystical element that defies reasonable 

explanation. To the “unitiated,” such feelings are virtually impossible to comprehend.  

Although the sense of time standing still—or slowing down—is similar for the 

competitive athlete having a “peak experience” and the innocent child at play (in a 

moment of “beautific immunity”), one significant variable exists. This difference relates 

to the concept of practice. Hyland argued that “the peak experience is the culmination, 

typically, of long hours and even years of practice and achievement . . . Indeed, one 

characteristic of the experience, which gives it the sense of effortlessness, is that the 

specific activities performed are accomplished ‘without thinking.’”370 Yet, as Jacklin 

insisted, this could not be achieved simply by willing it to happen, regardless of an 

athlete’s dedication to practice. The uncontrollable nature of the state means, according to 

Hyland, that “there is some element of mystery associated with [it].”371 This mystical 

element connects Berger’s “signals of transcendence” with experiences of the world’s 

elite competitive athletes. For Berger wrote, “By signals of transcendence I mean 

phenomena that are to be found within the domain of our ‘natural’ reality but appear to 
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point beyond that reality. In other words, I am not using transcendence here in a technical 

philosophical sense but literally, as the transcending of the normal, everyday world.”372 

Yet, an impression offered by the late discus-thrower Al Oerter, the first modern 

track and field athlete to win four consecutive Olympic titles in the same event, suggested 

an important point regarding perspective. Gold medal hammer-thrower Harold Connolly 

once said of Oerter, his teammate, “There’s a magic about him when he’s competing. 

He’s nervous before the meet. He doesn’t eat well and his hands shake. But once the 

event is about to start, a calmness settles over him. The other athletes see it, and it 

intimidates them. They watch it and are afraid of what he might do.”373 Oerter found his 

sacred space, and time slowed down for him when it was essential that he exist fully in 

the moment as an athlete. Although he may have appeared alienating to his rivals in the 

throes of competition, Oerter observed a disturbing trend in sport that he believed posed a 

threat to processes of discernment that connect human beings in meaningful ways. When 

in his sixties, well after he had finished competing, Oerter visited the Olympic Training 

Center in Colorado Springs and “lamented what he saw as a culture of professionalism 

entering track and field.” He said, “I saw athletes in their thirties training full-time. That’s 

their life. What happened to the rest of it? I’m happy that I had a normal life, with a 
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career [he was a computer executive with an aircraft company] and family. That makes 

me a whole person.”374 

Oerter’s observation raised the question of whether the intrinsic joys of 

competition are endangered by extrinsic rewards and a culture that skews perspective by 

valuing winning at all costs. There are two important dimensions to this analysis: (1) that 

which Hyland termed the “problem of winning,” and (2) the concept of “play.” With 

regard to the dichotomy between victory and loss, Hyland asserted that existing 

alternatives to the “problem of winning” are inadequate. He offered:  

On the one hand, hard-nosed realists give us some version of the phrase 
attributed to the late football coach, Vince Lombardi, that ‘Winning isn’t 
everything, it’s the only thing.’ [Or] . . . a sign in the locker room of the 
Washington Redskins under coach George Allen which purportedly said, 
‘Losing is worse than death; you have to live with losing.’ At the other 
extreme, more liberal folk advocate a version of ‘It’s not whether you win 
or lose but how you play the game,’ implying, absurdly to any committed 
athlete, that winning simply doesn’t matter. We are presented, then, either 
with the view that winning is the only thing that matters—the view of 
many big-time sporting establishments—or that winning doesn’t matter at 
all. . . . Any athlete feels exhilaration at winning and disappointment at 
losing. These reactions are as natural as they are justifiable. On the other 
hand, it hardly follows from this that winning is the only goal or value of a 
sport.375 

 
Joseph Mihalich put it more bluntly:  

Winning with honor and decency and compassion is the essence of sports 
and athletics and life itself. People who say that winning is not important 
are simply preparing for failure in sports and athletics or whatever the 
activity might be. People who say that winning is more important than 
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decency and honor and integrity are a disgrace to sports and athletics and 
to the human race.376 

 
Shifting from the “problem of winning” to the concept of “play,” it is useful to 

explore different conceptions of the latter. In his seminal work of 1950, Homo Ludens: A 

Study of the Play-Element in Culture, Johan Huizinga wrote that “the fun of playing 

resists all analysis, all logical interpretation . . . [and] it is precisely this fun-element that 

characterizes the essence of play.”377 In accordance with Huizinga’s view, Berger wrote 

that “one of the most pervasive features of play is that it is usually a joyful activity. 

Indeed when it ceases to be joyful and becomes misery or even indifferent routine, we 

tend to think of this as a perversion of its intrinsic character. Joy is play’s intention.”378 

Over two millennia earlier, Plato weighed in on the notion of “play,” its relationship to 

ritual and the sacred, and its qualities of transcendence. The philosopher wrote: 

I say that a man must be serious with the serious. God alone is worthy of 
supreme seriousness, but man is made God’s plaything, and that is the best 
part of him. Therefore every man and woman should live life accordingly, 
and play the noblest games and be of another mind from what they are at 
present . . . Life must be lived as play, playing certain games, making 
sacrifices, singing and dancing, and then a man will be able to propitiate 
the gods, and defend himself against his enemies, and win in the 
contest.379 
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Perhaps Plato’s reference to being “of another mind from what they are at present” could 

be interpreted as a version of “peak experience,” or being in the “zone.” Examining 

Plato’s concept of play, Huizinga expressed thoughts that resonate with Berger’s “signals 

of transcendence” and his notion of “beautific immunity.” Huizinga wrote: 

The Platonic identification of play and holiness does not defile the latter 
by calling it play, rather it exalts the concept of play to the highest regions 
of the spirit. [If] play [is] anterior to culture, in a certain sense it is also 
superior to it or at least detached from it. In play we may move below the 
level of the serious, as the child does [e.g. the state of Berger’s young girls 
playing hopscotch]; but we can also move above it—in the realm of the 
beautiful and the sacred.380 

 
In Playing in the Zone: Exploring the Spiritual Dimensions of Sports, Andrew 

Cooper offered a perspective that positions contemporary sport—and its competitive 

aspect—as having potential not far removed from Plato’s exalted concept of play. Cooper 

wrote:  

Pride in oneself, love of competition—these are, or course, clichés of 
sports culture. That they are the essential attributes of accomplished 
athletes is beyond dispute. But, just as skill is contained within the broader 
idea of craftsmanship, so is the competitive spirit part of something larger, 
something . . . not based in self-concern.381 

 
To support his assertion, Cooper noted that Bill Russell, considered a ferocious 

competitor on the basketball court, “pointed to this larger idea when he described those 

peaks of magic when ‘the game would be in a white heat of competition, yet somehow I 

wouldn’t feel competitive.’ In such moments, competition is transformed, as one’s 
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opponent becomes one’s partner in lifting the level of play. Here, the competitive spirit 

finds its true ground.”382 The contentions of Cooper and Russell would appear to be 

supported by an incident between competitors during a post-match ceremony at the 2009 

Australian Open men’s tennis final.   

The verb “to compete” is derived from the Latin competere, which is translated as 

“to seek or strive together.” In their tennis rivalry, Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal 

exemplify this spirit. While the twenty-seven year-old Federer needs only one additional 

Grand Slam singles title to match the career record of fourteen held by Pete Sampras, the 

younger Nadal has emerged as a formidable obstacle to Federer’s achieving this goal. 

Nadal boasts an overall record against Federer of 13-6, but continually defers to the 

Swiss champion, praising Federer for making him a better player—as Cooper phrased it, 

for being his “partner in lifting the level of play.” Following Nadal’s recent victory in 

Melbourne, the typically composed and eloquent Federer broke down while accepting his 

runners-up trophy. “God it’s killing me,” Federer tearfully said, as he backed away from 

the microphone.383 Without hesitation, the twenty-two year-old Nadal stepped forward 

and put his arm around the shoulder of his devastated opponent. Reflecting later on 

winning in light of Federer’s distraught response to losing, Nadal said:  

Of course it can happen to all of us [a reference to Federer’s tearful 
breakdown]. It was an emotional moment, and I think this also lifts up 
sport, to see a great champion like Federer expressing his emotions. It 
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shows his human side. But in these moments, when you see a rival, who is 
also a comrade, feeling like this, you enjoy the victory a little bit less.384 

 
 Clearly, not all relationships among competitors mirror Nadal and Federer’s, or 

reflect Plato’s ideal. One example suggesting competition’s potentially adverse effect on 

relationships presented itself prior to the Tour of California cycling race in February of 

2009. The legendary Lance Armstrong and the lesser-known George Hincapie are long-

time friends and former teammates with US Postal. In fact, Hincapie rode as a 

“domestique” in all seven of Armstrong’s Tour de France victories. However, as the men 

prepared to line up for the Tour of California, they assumed the unfamiliar role of rivals. 

Hincapie maintained that if “he and Armstrong [found themselves] battling for a stage 

victory, he would not see a good friend—only a nameless rider with a blank face.” He 

continued, “Lance has that inner fire to win races, but I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have 

that too. We’re two totally different riders, two totally different people, but we are still 

both here to win. Friendship really doesn’t matter at that point.”385  

Hyland wrote that when “our effort to win translates into the desire to beat 

someone, it is hardly surprising that such a desire generates some of the worst abuses of 

the emphasis on winning: a willingness to cheat, to hurt others, to treat members of the 

opposing team not as fellow human beings and athletes but as enemies.”386 Carolyn W. 
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Sherif, professor of psychology at Pennsylvania State University, actually went so far as 

to posit competition as a toxic notion, not only infecting relationships between 

individuals on opposing teams, but also relationships among potential teammates. Not the 

first “professors” of the field and the classroom to be at odds, Sherif, Coach Joe Paterno’s 

colleague at Penn State, wrote:  

The structure of the goal [of competition] is a win-lose (or, if you wish, a 
zero-sum) game. The aim is to win, thereby utterly defeating the opponent. 
This goal structure is clear enough in organized team sports; it is equally 
clear in the path that the individual child must take to succeed. He [or she] 
must gain exclusive hegemony over all competitors for the available slots 
on the team.387 

 
Sherif’s argument was tragically illustrated by a 2007 incident at the University of 

Northern Colorado. In a case that could be considered “hegemony”-on-steroids, Mitch 

Cozad snapped after losing his starting job as the football team’s punter to Rafael 

Mendoza. Following his demotion, Cozad donned a hood, dressed in black, and accosted 

Mendoza in a dark parking lot, stabbing his teammate’s kicking leg with a knife. While 

Cozad avoided murder charges (no witness could testify to attempted stabs to Mendoza’s 

chest), he was convicted of second-degree assault. Interestingly, Ken Buck, the 

prosecutor in the case, was an all Ivy-League punter at Princeton. Deeply disturbed by the 

events, Buck expressed his wish that “young people could understand that for the 

overwhelming majority, sports is nothing more significant than an accumulation of cool 
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memories.”388 New York Times columnist Harvey Araton pointed out that Northern 

Colorado, a Big Sky Conference team hardly considered “big-time,” finished 1-9 in 2006. 

While terms of justification would clearly not change even if an N.F.L. Super Bowl title 

were at stake, attempted murder for the position of punter on the Northern Colorado 

football team is outlandish. Araton asked of the incident, “Are achievement levels and 

their corresponding realities so blurred now by the attendant pressures of a sports culture 

that has become pitifully imitative of the professional rat race?”389  

Buck’s assessment is that “specialization has made youth sports too serious and is 

devaluing the more important recreational and social benefits of competing.” He added, 

“To be honest, I don’t think the kids playing football at Northern Colorado have it in 

perspective any better than the kids at Texas. It’s ingrained in the culture, and especially 

in the parents.”390 Berger contended that “joyful play” provides “liberation and peace,”391 

which is anything but what happened at Northern Colorado. His words are especially 

poignant for their irony when applied to this case. Berger wrote that “in early childhood, 

of course, the suspension [of a temporal dimension] is unconscious, since there is as yet 

no consciousness of death. In later life play brings about a beautific reiteration of 
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childhood [emphasis mine].”392 The tragedy at Northern Colorado—stemming from 

competition gone madly awry—represented a perversion of Berger’s ideal. At the core 

was a disturbing parental role. In a twisted rendition of oranges at half-time of a youth 

soccer match, or sandwiches and cookies at a post-game tailgate party, Cozad’s mother 

purportedly sent pizza to her son’s holding cell while he awaited arraignment. 

Adults clearly have the power to devastate the spirit of competition—the purity of 

play that comes naturally to children. As illustrated by the example of Berger’s girls 

“completely intent on their game of hopscotch,” children—when left alone—

unthinkingly lose themselves in the “beautific immunity” of play. As Father Bloom 

warned, “when we adults attempt to create [these moments where “time stands still”] for 

ourselves, disaster can follow.” When Bloom referenced this “disaster,” he specifically 

envisioned hurtful escapist fantasies such as mistaking pornography for romance, or 

becoming addicted to gambling. Yet, this idea of perspective being skewed to the point 

where anchors of spiritual life become virtually impossible to read may be expanded 

upon. The essential question becomes whether parents are perhaps trying to create, 

unwittingly or not, these moments for themselves, rather than their children. The behavior 

of parents with regard to the athletic careers of their own children thus provides a 

compelling opportunity—within the context of competitive sport—to further explore 

Berger’s “signals of transcendence,” as well as Father Bloom’s commentary on possible 
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dangers related to interference, disarrangement or lack of authenticity. Berger wrote the 

following: 

Man’s propensity for order is grounded in a faith or trust that, ultimately, 
reality is ‘in order,’ ‘all right,’ ‘as it should be.’ Needless to say, there is 
no empirical method by which this faith can be tested. To assert it is itself 
an act of faith. But it is possible to proceed from the faith that is rooted in 
experience to the act of faith that transcends the empirical sphere, a 
procedure that could be called the argument from ordering. In this 
fundamental sense, every ordering gesture is a signal of transcendence. 
This is certainly the case with the great ordering gestures that the historian 
of religion Mircea Eliade called ‘nomizations’—such as the archaic 
ceremonies in which a certain territory was solemnly incorporated into a 
society, or the celebration, in our own household through the marriage of 
two individuals. But it is equally true of more everyday occurrences [such 
as those related to sport].393 

 
Berger further noted that “there is a variety of human roles that represent this 

conception of order, but the most fundamental is the parental role [emphasis mine]. 

Every parent (or, at any rate, every parent who loves his child) takes it upon himself the 

representation of a universe that is ultimately in order and ultimately trustworthy.”394 Yet, 

as was the case in the tragedy at the University of Northern Colorado, what happens 

when a parent is the source of “disorder”? In a front-page article entitled “College 

Athletic Scholarships: Expectations Losing Out to Reality,” New York Times columnist 

Bill Pennington examined an alarming trend in sport that warps Berger’s proposal that 

“the parental role . . . is a witness to the ultimate truth of man’s situation in reality.”395 
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Pennington wrote, “At youth sporting events, the sidelines have become the ritual 

community meeting place, where families sit in rows of folding chairs aligned like church 

pews. These congregations are diverse in spirit but unified by one gospel: heaven is your 

child receiving a college athletic scholarship.”396  

Another New York Times article sadly cast Berger’s contention of a parent 

representing universal order and trustworthiness as tenuous at best. In interviews with 

over twenty college coaches and administrators at two representative N.C.A.A. Division I 

schools, University of Delaware and Villanova, the following was revealed:  

Coaches said they routinely encountered parents with an almost irrational 
desire to have their children earn some kind of athletic scholarship. 
Sometimes the amount is irrelevant, so long as their child can attend his or 
her high schools’ national letter of intent signing day and be feted in the 
local newspaper as a scholarship athlete.397 

  
Furthermore, Kim Ciarrocca, women’s lacrosse coach at Delaware, revealed that too 

often throughout the recruiting process “families will try to play the coaches off each 

other. They’ll say that they’ve got a half or full scholarship offer from some school and 

want us to match it. What they don’t know is that we coaches all talk to each other, and 

we know the truth.”398 Thus, far from protecting, comforting or establishing a sense of 

universal order, unethical or ungrounded behavior on the part of parents may ultimately 
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hurt the children involved. When the Roger Clemens steroid debacle first broke in the 

winter of 2007, William Rhoden employed a metaphor apropos to the palsied state of 

Berger’s “human roles that represent [a] conception of order.” Ruminating on the idea 

that the only “justice” in the Clemens case would come in the form of harsh retribution, 

Rhoden wrote: “Sport is that child we raised with money but not love, who we allowed to 

grow up amid privilege but no values except win at all costs. The child has grown up, out 

of control, in a culture of cheating.”399 Parents are implicated. 

While some cases of egregious or misguided behavior expose parents as little 

more than immoral cheats, other cases involve more benign, but equally hurtful, actions. 

In “Backyard versus Little League Baseball: The Impoverishment of Children’s Games,” 

Edward C. Devereux, professor in the department of human development and family 

studies at Cornell University, examined the culture of children’s games in America and 

concluded a loss of spontaneity due to “over-organization and ultra-competitiveness.” He 

wrote: “Spontaneity is largely killed by schedules, rules, and adult supervision—a fixed 

time and place for each game, a set number of innings, a commitment to a whole season’s 

schedule at the expense of alternate activities.”400 Devereux’s words are reminiscent of 

Bloom’s warning about what happens when adults try to artificially create the moments 

of “beautific immunity” that are otherwise organic to child’s play.  
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Commenting on the blurred lines between amateurism and professionalism in the 

college ranks, Rhoden made reference to “the bizarre, Alice-in-Wonderland world of the 

N.C.A.A., where up is often down.”401 In the arena of sport, Rhoden’s metaphor invokes 

Berger’s “signal of transcendence” involving ordering, and presents it in a convoluted 

form that is the result of adult interference. With regard to the health and well-being of 

children at play, a counter-intuitive concern has actually been raised about a significant 

increase in childhood obesity among high school athletes. According to studies published 

in The Journal of the American Medical Association and The Journal of Pediatrics, “high 

school football rosters reveal weight issues that go beyond the nation’s overall increase in 

obesity rates among children.”402 Dr. Duane Alexander, director of the National Institute 

of Child Health and Human Development at the National Institutes of Health, cited a 

statistic regarding the alarming literal growth of boys on the team rosters of 

Pennsylvania’s state prep football finalists. In 1996, only fifteen players weighed 250 

pounds or more; by 2005, seventy-one tipped the scales at 250-plus.403 Jere Longman of 

the New York Times wrote that “coaches and researchers fear that some young athletes 

may be endangering their health in an effort to reach massive proportions and attract the 
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attention of college recruiters.”404 Professor emeritus of kinesiology at the University of 

Texas, Dr. Robert M. Malina, believes that the culture of football “puts a premium on big 

boys the way gymnastics puts a premium on small, underweight girls.”405 While these 

particular studies of increased weight among male high school athletes focused on dietary 

issues alone, the possibility of anabolic steroid use also looms large.  

Yet, a Penn State professor and expert on performance enhancing drugs expressed 

concern about the resolve of schools to actually tackle the problem of drug use by 

adopting consequential testing measures. The professor said, “we could well be past the 

point—unless something dramatic happens, like twenty kids dying—of doing anything 

about this [epidemic]. I’m not even sure people want to take care of the problem, in their 

heart of hearts.”406 Paul Trosclair, the football coach at Louisiana’s Eunice High, a 

perennial powerhouse, recalled an incident where the mother of one of his players 

became extremely defensive when her son failed a drug test. Coach Trosclair said that the 

boy’s mother “kind of knew what was going on. I think she might have put her head in 

the sand.”407 Pressures—or illusions—of a child’s future in big-time sport threaten 

Berger’s “representation of a universe that is ultimately in order,” and cast the parent not 

as a defender of this ordered universe, but rather a witting or unwitting attacker.   
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At the same time parents are guilty of keeping the trough full at home, they are 

also grooming, or literally testing, their children for athletic success at increasingly 

younger ages, schlepping them to athletic camps, and subscribing to personal training 

services at a frenetic pace. Catherine Saint Louis wrote that “sports performance training 

is becoming de rigueur for ambitious stars in the making . . . Great athletes aren’t born, 

they’re made—or so goes a slogan for Velocity Sports Performance, one of the leading 

centers that aim to treat Jack or Kate like Steve Nash or Jackie Joyner-Kersee.” Saint 

Louis further noted that “this world attracts its share of hard-charging mothers and 

fathers. ‘I had a parent introduce her daughter to me as the next Mia Hamm,’ said Jim 

Liston, the president of CATZ (Competitive Athlete Training Zone).”408 A world golf 

championship is now held for six year-olds, pitting over eighty pint-sized players from 

over ten countries against one another. The reigning champion, Nevada’s Brett Sodetz, 

has no front teeth, stands three-feet, ten-inches tall and weighs in at fifty pounds. 

Sponsored by an Atlanta-based entrepreneur, the tournament is not endorsed by the 

United States Golf Association, the sport’s governing body. Although advocates suggest 

that “competition is just something that motivates learning” and provides a strong source 

of “focus, confidence and discipline,”409 many fear the dangers outweigh the benefits. 
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Dan Gould, director of the Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at Michigan State 

University, commented:   

A lot of times, the parents have the greatest intentions because they are 
spending a lot of time with their kids, but there is a great potential for it all 
to backfire. We’ve had reports of burnout and motivational problems 
among kids who start really young, or they report fractured parent-child 
relationships. The kids also start picking up messages like: they love me 
more when I win. Or we go out for ice cream only when I win.410 

 
In January of 2009, San Antonio’s Alamodome was home to the inaugural 

Football University Youth All-American Bowl, an event designed to showcase the 

country’s top seventh and eighth graders, and sponsored by a sports-marketing company. 

Among the participants were a six-foot, three-inch, 280-pound thirteen year-old who is so 

large he has not yet been permitted to play organized football, but has already received a 

verbal scholarship offer from the University of Hawaii; a fourteen year-old quarterback 

who can throw a tight spiral over fifty-yards; and another thirteen year-old who booted a 

45-yard field goal and has a father who insists his son’s football future will be severely 

compromised unless he attends a college that offers the consistent kicking conditions of a 

turf field.411 University of Cincinnati football coach Brian Kelly said of the adolescent 

sporting spectacle, “It’s a slippery slope, and I’m a little bit queasy about it.” Kelly 

expressed further worry that with such events “you open up the door for third parties”—
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such as corporate sponsors, trainers or agents—to become intimately involved in the lives 

of the kids.412  

The son of former N.B.A. star Karl Malone was also among the 143 boys (from a 

pool of over 2,000) selected for the Youth All-American Bowl. While Malone was 

honored that K.J. was among the chosen, “he cautioned that he and the parents of other 

youth players must keep their children grounded.” He said, “Let our young kids be kids. 

They’re going to have plenty of time when it’s serious and for real.”413 Malone’s 

perspective is refreshing, and interesting, considering his own athletic background. 

However, perhaps most revealing—if, as Greydanus said in the case of the monks of Into 

Great Silence, “we have ears to hear”—was a comment made by Chris Laviano, the 

young quarterback prodigy, who is being heavily recruited by numerous prep schools. 

When told that the director of the Football University Youth All-American Bowl said his 

young arm resembled N.F.L. Hall of Famers’ and that he had the talent to play big-time 

college football, Laviano exclaimed incredulously, “College? I don’t even know where I 

want to go to high school.”414  

Donna Campiglia is a parent who should “hear” the boy, Laviano. When 

Campiglia learned “that a genetic test might be able to determine which sports suited the 

talents of her 2 ½ year-old son, Noah, she instantly said, ‘Where can I get it and how 
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much does it cost?’”415 Journalist Juliet Macur noted that the DNA test (specifically, 

analysis of one gene—ACTN3) is “playing into the obsession of parents . . . to predict a 

child’s natural athletic strengths.” Macur observed that Campiglia made this comment in 

all seriousness as Noah “struggled to take directions from his [soccer] coach between 

juice and potty breaks.”416 Some parents seemingly believe that sports specialization 

camps will come far too late as they attempt to steer their children in the direction of 

college scholarships or professional careers.  

At the very least, Kevin Reilly, the president of Atlas Sports Genetics, 

acknowledges that the test (which his company is making available) is controversial. He 

fears “misuse” by parents, and said “I’m nervous about people who get back results that 

don’t match their expectations. What will they do if their son would not be good at 

football? How will they [emphasis mine] mentally and emotionally deal with that?”417 

William Morgan, author of Why Sports Morally Matter, offered: “I find it worrisome 

because I don’t think parents will be very clear-minded about this. [The test] contributes 

to the madness about sports because there are some parents who will just go nuts over the 

results.”418 Reilly’s and Morgan’s concerns echo Father Bloom’s cautionary words of 

impending “disaster” when adults try to “create” for themselves Berger’s moments of 
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“beautific immunity,” as represented by the girls at play. Furthermore, the DNA test 

raises a spiritual and philosophical question that transcends sport. Ray Howe, a Denver 

physician, said that on a simple level he would “rather see his two-year-old son find his 

own way in life and discover what sports he likes the best.” Moreover, although Dr. 

Howe likened the ACTN3 test to genetic testing for cancer or other diseases, he said “you 

might be able to find those things out, but do you really want to know?”419 

Finally, the case of Elena Delle Donne offers a cautionary tale regarding the place 

of athletics in a young person’s life, the trend toward the “increasing professionalization 

of youth sports,”420 and the roles played by various adults. The nation’s most prized 

basketball recruit, Delle Donne signed to play with top-ranked University of Connecticut, 

and was anticipated to be an important part of the Huskies’ run at a sixth national 

championship in the 2008-2009 season. However, two days after classes began Delle 

Donne relinquished her scholarship and left school. She returned home to Delaware, 

enrolled at the University, and walked on to play volleyball, a sport she had played for 

only one year as a high-school senior. While grateful to have the six-foot, five-inch hitter 

on her team, Delaware’s volleyball coach, Bonnie Kenny, angrily spoke out on Delle 

Donne’s odyssey from highly-heralded phenom to burnout:  

No kid should have to go through what she went through. Adults need to 
pay attention. It’s a problem in youth sports. These kids are burned out. 
From twelve to eighteen, I bet Elena can count on her hands the amount of 
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weekends she didn’t have anything to do related to sport. She missed the 
opportunity to be a kid.421 

  
Sports psychologist Steven Ungerleider said that too often “youngsters are forced to drop 

all sports but one by overzealous coaches or pushed too hard by parents. Even if they are 

self-driven, they can sense . . . expectations. Such pressures can result in depression or 

rebellion by children, who [in worst cases] begin using alcohol and drugs and give up 

sports.”422 Ungerleider praised Delle Donne for her bravery in walking away despite 

fierce expectations, noting that “it’s very unusual for a kid to come forward. It takes a 

very self-aware [emphasis mine] person. The fact that she didn’t drop out or disappear, 

but still wants to be involved with a team, with her education, is admirable.”423 Of giving 

up basketball, Delle Donne said, “It was tough and I was scared, but I had to do it. I 

couldn’t keep lying to myself [and] I was sick of being unhappy.”424 For her, the game of 

volleyball carries with it no expectations. She enjoys her teammates; the game is fun; 

playing makes her smile. As Berger wrote, “When [play] ceases to be joyful and becomes 

misery or even indifferent routine, we tend to think of this as a perversion of its intrinsic 

character. Joy is play’s intention.”425 Delle Donne figured this out, but her former 

basketball coach at the University of Connecticut, Geno Auriemma, does not get it—or, 
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does not have “ears to hear.”Auriemma said that in her new sport, based on her athletic 

talent, “Elena has the ability to be an Olympic volleyball player. I think she will be the 

top player at the college level, and I wish her the best of luck.”426  

Self-awareness enabled Delle Donne to recapture the joy of playing. Perhaps 

parents need to reflect in a similar way and ask discerning questions of themselves. In 

Whose Game is It, Anyway?, sports psychologist Dr. Richard Ginsburg wrote, “As 

parents, we serve our children and ourselves well by becoming aware of our own 

emotional history, particularly as it pertains to issues of competition, achievement, and 

athletics.”427 When John Maiolo was deciding whether to send his daughter to a sports 

performance camp to hone her soccer skills, he had some reservations. Mr. Maiolo said, 

“In the beginning you think to yourself, am I one of those parents who must have their 

daughter be perfect, and have all the opportunities possible? Am I going overboard? Am I 

trying to be the athlete I never was? You second-guess yourself, and that’s good.”428 That 

is good, because even though Saint Louis described some of the agility drills at these 

performance camps as “amped-up neighborhood games,” and rhetorically asked, 

“Hopscotch anyone?” this hopscotch is definitely not what Berger envisioned.429                                                  
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Reflecting on the earliest ideals of Socrates and the Academy, the concept of self-

knowledge as it pertained to Elena Delle Donne and John Maiolo, for example, should 

naturally apply to institutions of higher learning. Theoretically, schools—in loco 

parentis—possess enormous responsibility for guiding young people as they navigate the 

ideals of education through sport. Joseph Mihalich underscored the magnitude of this 

charge in a way that resonated with Berger’s notion of the responsibility and trust that 

relate to ordering. Mihalich wrote: 

Vociferous debates are waged constantly about the nature and purpose of 
athletics in higher education. As in every other area of the sporting 
enterprise, intercollegiate sports have the positive potential to produce 
human excellence and also the disastrous potential for abuse and 
corruption. The latter is particularly disturbing in intercollegiate sports 
since it involves the betrayal of lofty educational ideals and sacred trusts 
ingrained in the guiding institutions of civilization.430 

  
Educational institutions are the very places where questions regarding how we define the 

“end” of sports should be framed. Guiding young people through the process of reading 

anchors of spiritual life in this context happens in two ways: (1) through a clearly 

articulated and consistently applied institutional vision, and (2) through values espoused 

and communicated by individual coaches. 

In the wake of the Michael Vick scandal, Arthur Blank, owner of the N.F.L.’s 

Atlanta Falcons, hired Bobby Petrino to resurrect the moribund franchise. However, with 

several games remaining on his team’s schedule, the first-year coach abruptly resigned to 

accept the head coaching position at the University of Arkansas. Petrino’s departure 
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raised concerns about notions of loyalty and betrayal. Some even asked how athletes 

could be expected to demonstrate high character in light of such questionable 

“leadership.” William Rhoden reflected on the particularly dispiriting climate of sport at 

the time of the Petrino defection:  

The last several months have seen a brutal assault on our faith in the 
redemptive power of sport. Michael Vick [a conviction on his role in 
financing a dog-fighting operation], Marion Jones [an admission of 
performance-enhancing drug use], Madison Square Garden [a verdict in 
favor of Knicks’ employee Anucha Browne Sanders in her case of sexual 
harassment against team coach Isaiah Thomas], and the Tour de France 
[rampant disqualification of riders due to positive steroid testing 
results].431 

  
Yet, of all the disturbing events, the one that bothered Rhoden the most was “the wormy 

departure of Petrino from Atlanta.”432 In an assessment of the situation that speaks to the 

responsibility of adults—or “parental”—figures, Rhoden wrote: 

This was the sporting equivalent of adultery with the attendant betrayal: of 
the owner who hired you, of players who played for you. How do you look 
your team in the eye day after day knowing you’re plotting an exit and 
have another love interest in sight? And we wonder why so many young 
athletes coming into these pro leagues seem to have lost their moral 
compasses. They haven’t lost them. Their coaches never handed them out 
[emphasis mine]. . . . This was a variation of the same lie, of deceit, but 
more cold-blooded. A trust was broken. The culprit was not a player . . . 
This was ‘Coach’ the person, much like a Shepherd, who is entrusted with 
the well-being of a group. The players follow the coach into weekly 
battles, give their all, fight through adversity only to find, in this case, that 
they are being led off a cliff while the coach saves himself.433 

 

                                                 
84 William C. Rhoden, “Petrino’s Departure Particularly Disturbing,” New York Times, December 

18, 2007, C15. 
  
85 Ibid. 
 
86 Ibid. 



161 
 

When Myles Brand, president of the N.C.A.A., was asked about the University of 

Arkansas’ luring of Petrino away from the Falcons (with whom he was under contract), 

and the trend toward “betting wars” for “high-level celebrity coaches,” Brand “pointed to 

the mounting conflict between the university’s value of integrity and amateur sports and 

the influences of a high-stakes, highly visible business.” He continued, “What happens in 

business, though, is not necessarily what we want to see in our universities. So we get 

tension between these two value systems.”434 

 Petrino’s case elucidates how important it is to clarify a value system—based on 

self-knowledge—on both individual and institutional levels. Brand’s conclusion that 

university presidents are unhappy with trends, but often uncertain as to how to resolve 

conflicts is unacceptable. He said, “I don’t think they’re willingly taking part in these 

bidding wars [for high-profile coaches] but they don’t see a way out.”435 Though not 

easy, possible answers again pertain to self-knowledge. In this regard, John DeGioia, 

president of Georgetown University, offers much needed leadership. DeGioia postulated 

that the “challenges colleges and universities face in intercollegiate athletics—and the 

difficulties of reform—can be understood through a framing that captures a deep, core 

conflict of the human condition.”436 The first approach to examining this issue DeGioia 

termed the “Aristotelian logic,” which “holds that human excellence is best understood as 
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a balance, an integration, of the various dimensions of our humanity.” Finding 

“harmony” and striving for “well-roundedness” are central to this logic.437 DeGioia 

suggested that “flourishing occurs when our pursuit of our own unique point and purpose, 

our proper end, occurs with all things in balance.”438 As such, the role athletics plays in 

the life of a college or university should be in accordance with this understanding.  

The second approach DeGioia described as the “Nietzschean logic.” Here, he 

said, rather than through Aristotelian balance, “human excellence can be found in the 

‘limit experience’ . . . [whereby] exceptional people define themselves through 

exceptional accomplishments.” With this understanding as a guiding perspective, “life 

should be lived at the edge, on the boundaries, in the pursuit of triumph.”439 DeGioia 

suggested that the Nietzschean logic, where “those that can—whether as individuals or 

groups—are challenged to make every sacrifice necessary in the quest to redefine 

standards of achievement by which humanity measures itself in a particular endeavor,”440 

naturally lends itself to the realm of athletic competition. Nietzsche “established the tone 

for this tradition”441 when he wrote that “the most spiritual of men, the strongest, find 

their happiness where others would find their destruction, in hardness against themselves 
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and others, in experiments; their joy is self-conquest. . . . Difficult tasks are a privilege to 

them; to play with burdens that crush others, a recreation.”442  

Yet, irrespective of the way in which one orients vis-à-vis these logics, the 

essential question pertains to self-knowledge. DeGioia emphasized the imperative of 

“each institution needing to know where it is on the continuum of the two logics of 

excellence . . . [and] choosing the specific limit experiences that are appropriate to its 

context and identity,”443 not only for purposes of administering athletic programs, but 

also for establishing other institutional priorities. Thus, DeGioia’s hypothesis has 

profound implications for an integral education. He wrote that “the tension between 

Aristotelian logic and Nietzschean logic doesn’t only play out in questions related to 

athletics. Throughout our society, we live this tension between the logic of balance—the 

logic of integration and synthesis—and the logic of singular distinction.” Furthermore, 

DeGioia maintained that “a fundamental commitment of the university is to support and 

sustain people in the reconciliation of this tension.”444 With undertones of a “great 

ordering gesture,”445 DeGioia wrote: 

The academy as a whole, and not simply our athletics programs, is shaped 
by the conflict between these logics. We encourage both. We celebrate 
both. We contain this conflict within our walls and laboratories and 
libraries and playing fields. Managing this conflict is one of the defining 
challenges of the academy, and doing so well is among the most vital tasks 
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we perform in our society . . . It is clear that a college or university 
committed to providing young men and women with the opportunity to 
compete seriously in athletics as part of their undergraduate education 
must also fully embrace the responsibilities that come with engagement in 
activities that fall within the logic of the limit experience. Only when we 
understand the ramifications of such activities can we begin to articulate 
what we value and set a course for achieving it. . . . Choosing is harder 
than drifting because we force ourselves to articulate what we are 
committed to and why.”446 

 
Peter French, in Ethics and College Sports, espoused a belief consistent with DeGioia’s 

vision of institutional awareness, but he also voiced a warning about the reality of an 

athletic program’s distinct visibility. French wrote: 

If athletic programs are to be justified, they must be able to identify 
themselves with a generally agreed-on mission or missions of their 
universities. . . . For many [college or university athletic programs], 
reputations are indistinguishable from that of the university. A scandal in 
the biology department involving a professor engaged in the drug trade 
hardly makes a dent in the university’s public image, but poor football 
seasons or scandals in the men’s basketball program can tarnish the 
school’s image for decades.447 
 
In “Spirituality in Secular Society: Recovering a Lost Dimension,” Ursula King 

offered a practical suggestion for developing spiritual awareness. She wrote that “an 

education towards spirituality [is] more than a concern for human values, personal 

growth or general mental and moral development [and] . . .  is not the exclusive concern 
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of the religious education teacher but should be fostered right across the curriculum.”448 

Furthermore, Mihalich suggested:  

Philosophical [which he likened to “spiritual”] treatises have described 
sports and athletics as the greatest opportunity [emphasis mine] for the 
achievement of human excellence and the most universal social context 
for developing cherished values, including courage, honesty, freedom, 
discipline, and communal effort. The sporting experience serves as a 
paradigm . . . on such issues as the nature of ethics and morality . . . and 
the substance of religious convictions.449 

  
King’s proposal, combined with Mihalich’s belief, positions the athletics coach as having 

unique potential to serve as a contemporary spiritual guide. The possibility of a critical 

dilemma, however, was put forth by French when he proposed that “the teaching of 

character building and moral education [is] very difficult for coaches trying to mold 

winning teams.”450 Pressure to win may threaten a coach’s ability to focus on the 

relational aspects of education through sport. In Intrinsic Motivation and Self-

Determination in Exercise and Sport, Martin Hagger and Nikos Chatzisarantis suggested 

that “research in the academic domain indicates that teachers who perceive greater 

pressure and responsibility with regard to their students’ achievement are likely to adopt 

a more controlling interpersonal style.” By extension, “it is not unreasonable to expect 

that coaches who become tied up in the achievement of their athletes, feel pressure to win 

(either from within or from external sources), and . . . may tend to use more controlling 
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rather than autonomy-supportive motivational strategies.”451 This controlling approach 

works to the detriment of athletes who, irrespective of age or ability, develop a more 

healthy “sense of relatedness” through relationships “based on caring, trust, and 

respect,”452 and through the opportunity to own their experiences to the greatest degree 

possible.  

Ownership is the cornerstone of accountability, but is obviously a complicated 

concept when viewed in light of contractual arrangements, whether in the form of 

collegiate athletic scholarships, or professional contracts. Johan Huizinga delineated it 

explicitly: “First and foremost . . . all play is a voluntary activity. Play to order is no 

longer play; it could at best be but a forcible imitation of it.”453 When a decision is made 

as to whether to invest a scholarship in a collegiate recruit, or build individual incentive 

clauses into a professional athlete’s contract, the estimated contribution to team 

success—i.e. winning percentage—is often the guiding factor. Thus, when a contract is 

involved, winning inevitably becomes a central criterion. Overemphasis on winning 

warps the spirit of competition, and obliterates the simplicity—and in many ways, the 

joy—of play. Hyland wrote that “anyone who reads the sports pages or even watches 
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sports news on television is aware of the abuses to which the emphasis on winning can 

lead.”454 He expounded: 

Would young athletes be taking megadoses of anabolic steroids, thereby 
putting their health in grave risk, if they had not been imbued with a 
‘competitive spirit’ so distorted that it allowed and even encouraged them 
to put their long-term health in serious jeopardy for the sake of winning a 
few more games? Would coaches be cheating and offering under-the-table 
payment to recruited athletes if ‘the competitive spirit’ had not exceeded 
all reasonable bounds? Would college administrations be looking the other 
way while educationally deficient athletes were accepted at their 
institutions and kept eligible by cheating and by taking courses that are 
almost farcical? Would athletes be engaging in fights, trying to hurt each 
other, intimidating each other, taking ‘cheap shots’ at each other, if this 
same ‘competitive spirit’ were not overblown? Directly or indirectly, all 
these phenomena are manifestations of alienation.455 

  
In position to work most intimately with athletes, coaches possess the unique 

ability to either spread the toxins of alienation, or act as “antidote” to the disaffection or 

estrangement that threatens individual accountability and endangers one’s sense of 

commitment to a greater purpose. Following his team’s victory over the Arizona 

Cardinals, Coach Mike Tomlin of the 2009 N.F.L. champion Pittsburgh Steelers was 

asked about Santonio Holmes, the high-flying player who caught the winning touchdown 

pass and was awarded Super Bowl XLIII’s Most Valuable Player trophy. Tomlin 

reflected on Holmes’ growth throughout the season, not in terms of route-running or 

leaping ability, but rather his personal journey. Early in the season, the twenty-four year-

old Holmes was charged with misdemeanor marijuana possession. As we have seen too 
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often when stakes are high, coaches look the other way, reluctant to jeopardize success—

the team’s or their own—by holding players accountable for their actions. Instead, 

Tomlin suspended Holmes from the squad, demonstrating his commitment to “teaching 

young people how to live with success, learn from failure and grow from it.”456 

Affirmation of Tomlin’s approach, and Holmes’ redemption, came in the form of the 

Holmes’ decision to spend his celebratory night watching movies with his children in 

their hotel room, rather than hitting the Miami club-scene. Tomlin said of his 

responsibilities as a coach, “You wear many hats in this business, and I embrace that as 

much as I do the X’s and O’s. I probably get more enjoyment out of watching people 

grow than I do preparing winning football games. It’s a beautiful thing. I believe that’s 

what we’re all called to do.”457 The cynic might question whether Tomlin would still 

embrace this approach if his team had a winless season and his own job was in jeopardy. 

Maybe. Maybe not. As Berger said, “I suppose one sticks one’s neck out when it comes 

to things one deems important.”458 The only acceptable choice is hope. 

Tony Dungy is an example of another successful N.F.L. coach whose steady 

moral compass and commitment to human flourishing transcend the playing field. 

Following thirty-one years as a mentor on the sideline, Dungy announced his retirement 

from professional football at the end of this season. His decision was based largely on his 
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belief that he was called to do other important work. The first African-American head 

coach to win a Super Bowl title, Dungy wants to see more elite college football programs 

hire African-Americans to lead their teams. The dearth of black head coaches at the 

Football Bowl Subdivision level is alarming, and the resistance perplexing. When 

addressing why he felt it possible for there to be black president of the United States, 

black professors and department heads, black head track and basketball coaches, but so 

few football coaches, Dungy could only speculate on the role played by influential 

boosters—who “leverage substantial donations”—in selecting football coaches.459 He 

said: “I don’t know how you change that unless an institution makes a moral stand and 

says, ‘We’ve just got to be a strong enough force that we’re going to do what’s right and 

if it does cost us a $12 million library, we’ll make up for it.’”460 Would Dungy have a 

platform had he not won a lot of N.F.L. games? Maybe. Maybe not. At least he is sticking 

his neck out, declaring “a stand,” as Hyland said.  

At the collegiate level, Tom Donnelly, the men’s track and cross-country coach at 

Haverford College, is one of the most highly decorated coaches in N.C.A.A. history. In 

his thirty-four tenure, his athletes have captured twenty-four individual national 

championships. However, he regularly throws his own N.C.A.A. Division III Coach of 

the Year trophies into the garbage. His only regret is the one he threw into the Mississippi 
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River because, as he put it, “you don’t want to pollute an important, historic 

waterway.”461 Meaning no disrespect, Donnelly said:  

I don’t want any of those trophies. I appreciate the gesture, but a coaching 
award distracts from the essence of a coach’s job, which is to educate the 
students. You can only justify the existence of a team at a college campus 
if being on the team benefits the athletes’ educational experience . . . 
Being a truly committed member of a team can be a highly valuable 
learning experience. That’s what’s important, not some trophy.462 

 
Donnelly eschews the bevy of extrinsic rewards he is accorded, and has “developed a 

reputation as something of a spiritual running guru who molds teams of decent but not 

exceptional high school athletes into elite college runners.”463 However, it is “signals of 

transcendence” seen through “everyday occurrences” that appear to be most highly 

valued by the coach. Of all the Division III men’s track teams, his team had the highest 

cumulative grade point average (3.4) this season. His athletes embrace his philosophy 

that “the team is only as strong as the commitment of the least accomplished person on 

the team.”464 Donnelly provides spiritual guidance to the young athletes with whom he 

works. Would he have the same credibility had he not “produced” over one hundred All-

Americans? Maybe. Maybe not. Most importantly, Donnelly clearly understands his role 

as an educator. 
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 Pat Summitt, the legendary women’s basketball coach at the University of 

Tennessee, recently won her 1,000th game, an extraordinary personal achievement. There 

is no coach, male or female, within thirty games of her total.465 The steely-eyed, exacting 

coach will explode at any sign of laziness or lack of effort, maintaining that such 

behavior “disrespects the game.”466 Although she is arguably one of the greatest and most 

influential coaches in collegiate sport history, Summitt’s work reaches far beyond the 

basketball court. Karen Crouse wrote:  

To play for Summitt is to feel her glare everywhere. She has certain 
nonnegotiable rules, like requiring her players to sit in the first three rows 
at class. When they are broken, she has a way of finding out. Even after 
her players leave, Summitt keeps an eye on them. . . . Some coaches come 
into their athletes’ lives for a few seasons, but when the wind blows, they 
fall away like leaves . . . [yet] Summitt lodges into her players’ lives like a 
root, providing steady nourishment.467 

 
Former Tennessee player Nikki Caldwell, in her first year as head coach of the women’s 

basketball program at U.C.L.A., said, “Pat just has a balance. She makes time for people. 

She treats her players like family.”468 Like Donnelly, Summitt is quick to deflect praise. 

When attention was focused on the magnitude of her 1,000th victory, she said, “People 

talk about 1,000 wins. I remind them that I’ve never scored a basket for the University of 
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Tennessee.”469 Summitt’s greatest gift as a guide is not her considerable basketball I.Q., 

but rather her ability to not make it about her. It’s about her players. Crouse emphasized 

that in Summitt’s eyes, the greatest reward comes from the fact that “forty-five Lady 

Volunteers, about a third of the players who have passed through her program, have 

become coaches—from youth leagues to the pros.”470 Would so many of her players 

respect the game and have a passion for giving back to it as coaches if Summitt did not 

boast a .844 winning percentage over the course of a thirty-five year career? Maybe. 

Maybe not. Regardless, as a result of her guidance, there are at least forty-five more 

educators working with young people in ways that value relationships above all else. 

 Finally, Karen Crouse told the story of a “two-lane highway that accommodates 

Amish buggies and cuts through the farmland of central Ohio [that] may be the road to 

success.”471 It was a road that Jim Tressell, coach of Ohio State’s powerful Division I 

football team, was more than willing to travel in order to soak up the wisdom of Jim 

Steen, “Kenyon College’s version of the absentminded professor.” Steen stands six-feet, 

five-inches tall—“but walks with a slouch, as if he cannot bear to tower over others”—

and has coached Kenyon’s men’s and women’s swimming teams to forty-seven Division 

III national titles.472 That a highly successful Division I football coach would drive four 
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hours to talk coaching philosophy with a Division III swimming coach is peculiar, but the 

allure of winning is powerful. Hopefully, however, Tressell really listened, and heard the 

whole story. Crouse wrote that although “swimming is an individual pursuit, Steen treats 

it as a team sport. He preaches to his athletes that everybody has a redeeming quality; as 

teammates, their job is to find the positive in one another and let go of the rest.”473 

Steen’s words go to the heart of individual accountability in the context of community. 

With perspective that nurtures human flourishing, Steen speaks of the importance of the 

“result never overshadowing the process,” and maintains that “the pursuit of a single goal 

often inhibits the risk-taking and creative thinking necessary for personal growth.” While 

metaphors likening sport to war are plentiful in athletics lexicon, Steen suggests another 

story lurking within those words. He insists that “not winning the war is not nearly as bad 

as not winning the battles.”474  

 Crouse made an important observation on the issue of contractual relationships 

and their impact on team building and the ideals of education through sport. She noted:  

The best swimmers at Kenyon would be challenged to make the traveling squads 
for the top Division I programs, though not for lack of training. They spend as 
much time working out as their counterparts at powerhouses like Michigan or 
Stanford. The difference is they are swimming for personal satisfaction and not 
for fear of losing scholarships, because no scholarships are awarded in Division 
III. 475 
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With a healthy sense of autonomy, one of Steen’s charges remarked that “swimming here 

is like a partnership you enter into with Coach.”476 In a way that encourages sport’s space 

to remain sacred, Steen advises his swimmers to “find a place within yourself where 

success and failure don’t matter, a place where you can engage in battle without 

compromise.”477 But, perhaps the most powerful of Steen’s “truths” appropriately comes 

from the Bible: “The exalted will be humbled and the humble will be exalted.” Crouse 

concluded by writing that “the road to success [Steen will tell you], has no neon signs to 

herald your arrival.”478 

 Despite the richness, and perspective, of what Donnelly’s and Steen’s programs 

offer athletes at the Division III level, the examples of Tomlin and Dungy in the 

professional ranks, and Summitt in the hot-bed of Division I athletics suggest a strong 

sense of hopefulness at any level. If individual coaches orient their moral compasses, and 

are supported by the institutions that employ them, or the owners who bankroll them, the 

“competitive spirit” may be less what of Hyland cited as the source of “manifestations of 

alienation,” and more of what Cooper offered as an ideal that is “part of something larger 

[and] not based in self-concern.” Tomlin’s conviction that character education is 

paramount even when working with millionaires whose on-field exploits generate even 

more millions, Dungy’s belief in tackling deep social issues such as race through the 

institution of sport, Summitt’s ability to inspire her athletes to give back as educators, 
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Donnelly’s model of selflessness and his understanding of the place of athletics in the 

overall educational experience, and Steen’s vision of the journey each individual makes 

within the context of a community are only a few examples of the extraordinary work 

coaches can do as contemporary spiritual guides.   

As I imagine Santonio Holmes, Tiger Woods, Elena Delle Donne, or any other 

athlete mentioned in this thesis walking back to Grand Chartreuse with the sledding 

monks whose laughter broke the mountain silence, I think there would be a great deal to 

discuss. There would also be some silence. Contracts with God versus contracts with 

management, shoe companies or other sponsors might not carry the conversation very far. 

The incongruous and disturbing image in the film Into Great Silence of a monk’s hand 

resting next to a keyboard covered with bills and other paperwork symbolizes the 

absolute absurdity of an exchange between the monks and athletes involving the 

outrageous sums of money in sport. Even the piece of fruit in the monastery’s kitchen 

that had a grocery-store sticker on it seemed intrusive—and expensive, given what comes 

from the gardens to which the monks carefully tend. A mention of the exorbitant sums of 

money involved in paychecks, personal training, booster donations, or advertising during 

the Super Bowl would certainly create silence. I can picture, however, the blind monk 

who said “the closer one brings oneself to God, the happier he is,” starting a conversation 

in which all might participate. He would ask, “Is what you do good for your soul?” 

Another monk might then ask the athletes if there is joy in their play, for as Berger said, 

“Joy is play’s intention.” One of Steen’s swimmers would contribute his coach’s advice 
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that each “find a place inside yourself . . . where you can engage in battle without 

compromise.” And then, as Tiger Woods begins to describe what was going through his 

mind as he walked the final holes of Torrey Pines in last year’s U.S. Open Championship 

with Rocco Mediate, the monks might have ears to hear, and all temporal trappings aside, 

every other athlete in the group—the “initiated”—would also on a deeply personal level 

understand. There would be more to talk about than I originally imagined.   
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