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Faith in Sports: Sports in Faith 

Michael R. Young 

 

Introduction 

 

The function of sport in the United States has led some commentators to remark 

that “if there is a religion in America today it is sport.”
1
 Hence, the title of this 

article, “Faith in Sports: Sports in Faith,” the latter phrase referring to the 

relationship of sport with the Christian faith. This essay is primarily intended to 

serve as a brief historical and theological backdrop to the three following 

articles originally presented at the Christian Scholars Conference at Lipscomb 

University in June 2013. Secondarily, an attempt is made to dispel the perhaps 

latent notion that the Christian faith is fundamentally antithetical to sports. 

Upon saying this, I recognize that the problem is typically not that Christianity 

is somehow against sports, but rather, as the quote above indicates, it is just the 

opposite: the near idolization of sport. Nevertheless, there often exists an 

element of suspicion or uneasiness with any emphasis on the physical or body 

among some Christian groups and especially within some conservative 

evangelical circles. It is also suggested that part of the current problem of sports 

in relationship with the faith is the loss of the concept of “play” within athletics 

as practiced today from elementary school on through college.
2
  To begin, I cite 

the close-at-hand experience of athletics within my own university. 

 

Living with an Example 

 

Several decades ago it was a trend among small colleges to drop their football 

programs due primarily to expense.
3
 Within the last few years, sports in general 

and football in particular have been touted as an enrollment and financial 

panacea for small colleges.
4
 In 2011, eleven new football programs began and 

next year, the 2014 fall football season will see twenty-five new college 

football programs take to the field.
5
 These numbers appear to support the 

National Football Foundation President and CEO, Steven J. Hatchell’s, 

                                                           
1 George Sage, ed., Sport and American Society: Selected Readings (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1974), 
5. Note the date of this work is nearly four decades old. Nevertheless, it can be legitimately conjectured that 

the role of sport has only intensified over during this period and even if one is unwilling to admit its religious-

like fervor in our society, one cannot refuse to admit the magnitude of the business of sport in America. 
2 I exclude professional sports for what I think are obvious reasons: professional athletics is a huge industry 

and any role of “play” is lost in the financial necessity of profit. 
3 For a full list of defunct football programs, the credibility of the resource notwithstanding, see 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_defunct_college_football_teams. Accessed 10-16-13. 
4 According to the National Football Foundation, college football has never been as profitable as it is now. 

http://www.examinar.com/article/25-college-football-programs-to-launch. Accessed 10-9-13. 
5 Ibid. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_defunct_college_football_teams
http://www.examinar.com/article/25-college-football-programs-to-launch
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comment, “Football’s popularity has never been greater, and the fact that so 

many schools are embracing it is a testament that more and more college 

administrators see the value of the sport to a student’s overall educational 

experience.”
6
 It is, however, this assertion that I would like to call into question 

and especially in light of the way athletic programs tend to be conducted and in 

the context of a Christian educational experience. What is the role of sport in 

the Christian faith? If it is a positive one, then what is its place in the context of 

education? And are sports as they are currently “played” out in higher 

education congruent with Christianity? 

My own institution, Faulkner University, began a football program in 

2008 and subsequently added several new sports for both male and female 

students. One could claim that our institution’s turn toward an emphasis on 

sports has been a rousing success as evidenced by our entering class of 2013 

with 49% as student-athletes, yet our total enrollment numbers have not 

increased appreciably. And then there is the issue of student retention. It is 

quite low and regrettably, especially among athletes. There were several 

reasons given for starting the football program here at Faulkner. One was 

certainly enrollment increase and the ensuing revenue increase, but there were 

also the less tangible reasons. It was hoped that a football program would create 

greater excitement on campus and that students, many of whom travel home on 

the weekends, would remain on campus to create more of a residential 

collegiate atmosphere. I am not fully aware whether these less tangible goals 

are being met, least of which the increased sense of a residential campus 

environment – something that only four or five weekends (the usual number of 

home football games for the season) out of the academic year are hard pressed 

to create.  

There is no doubt that we now have students on our campus and in our 

classrooms that we would not have been able to attract were it not for our 

athletic programs. The downside is that the enrollment numbers in our 

developmental courses in English composition and basic mathematics have 

exploded. These realities notwithstanding, when there are home football games 

it is encouraging to see the buzz of anticipation on Fridays around the campus. 

The final word, however, is not in as to the success or failure of this turn to 

athletics. It is a mixed bag of some successes and some failures and a few 

unforeseen problems. Of the latter, there is the assumed increase in revenue. 

While the following may be a comparison of apples to oranges by referring to a 

report on NCAA Division-1 sports programs financial issues to our own NAIA 

Division-I, it is not too much of a conjecture to assert that if the large 

institutions and their programs are having financial difficulty, then smaller 

institutions may also be having difficulty. We do not, after all, have the 

proceeds from national television coverage or large payouts from ranked 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
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schools to play us for what often amounts to mere scrimmages. Recently a  The 

Chronicle of Higher Education cited The Moody Investors Service report that 

athletic budgets have nearly doubled since 2004, compared with 58% increase 

in total expenses and that 90% of athletic programs were not self-sustaining and 

required subsides; subsides which grew by 25% from 2008 to 2012 fiscal year.
7
 

The report also warned of future long-term costs of athletic programs as 

uncertain due to growing concerns of head-injuries,
8
 pay for play, and possible 

litigation over the system of amateurism.
9
 And then there is also the common 

financial dynamic of demanding more money for an athletic program not doing 

well. Dumping more money into a program is the assumed solution for a poorly 

performing one (this occurs for academic programs too). By contrast, with 

similar financial results, when a program succeeds it is expected that more 

money will be given as a reward for its success. Be it success or failure, athletic 

programs continually demand more money. 

With these pragmatic concerns at Faulkner University, which I contend 

are more than mere anecdotal examples of sports in Christian Colleges, we turn 

to a brief sketch of the historical and theological tensions between sport and the 

Christian faith.
10

 

 

A Brief Sketch of the Relationship between Sports and Christianity 

The apostle Paul is noticeably rich is his references to sports and use of athletic 

metaphors. In the Pastoral letters he encapsulates his life with the following: “I 

have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.”
11

 He 

speaks of training: training in “godliness is of value in every way,” but also 

admits that “bodily training is of some value” too.
12

 Writing to the church in 

Corinth, he admonishes the congregation with these words: 

Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete, but 

only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may 

win it. Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do it to 

                                                           
7 Nick DeSantis, The Chronicle of Higher Education, October 11, 2013. 
8 See Tom Krattenmaker’s article, “Faith and Football: Game’s risks don’t fit well with Christianity.” 

Montgomery Advertiser, October, 13, 2013. 
9 Ibid. There are also potential costs of athletic programs due to student-athlete misconduct and legal 
infractions. The most notable and tragic examples of legal costs due to misconduct in athletic programs was 

the Penn State episode of child molestation by a coach. See also the recently published book by  investigative 

reporters, Jeff Benedict and Armen Keteyian, The System: The Glory and Scandal of Big Time College 
Football (Doubleday, 2013) in which they describe “janitors” who clean up player misconduct, football 

“hostesses” willing to do whatever it takes to land a recruit, paid test takers, and recruiting slush funds. 
10 Much of the following content draws upon Patrick Kelly’s work. See Patrick Kelly, SJ, Catholic 
Perspectives on Sports: From Medieval to Modern Times (New York: Paulist Press, 2012). 
11 II Timothy 4:7. A Pauline authorship or the Church’s attribution of Pauline authorship is adhered to in this 

essay.  
12 I Timothy 4:8. 



4 

 
receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable one. So I 

do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating the air.
13

  

The Corinthians certainly knew that athletes competed for such a prize. The city 

of Corinth was, after all, the sponsor and approximate site for the Isthmian, 

Panhellenic games conducted every other year. And the local citizens knew that 

there prize was the perishable wreath made up of pine leaves or later, wild 

celery.
14

 As well, anyone who witnessed the games or knew an athlete knew of 

their discipline and self-control needed to win such a perishable prize. The 

ancient Stoic philosopher, Epictetus, acknowledged that if one is to “become an 

Olympic victor, that cannot be done without sweat.”
15

 

 Paul again alludes to athletic discipline and earnest striving in the letter 

to the Phillipians, viewing his ministry and his life in Christ as a racing toward 

a victor’s prize far superior to that of any fame or perishable wreath: 

This one thing I do; forgetting what lies behind and straining 

forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 

prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. But our 

citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are 

expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will transform the 

body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of 

his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things 

subject to himself.
16

 

The athletic metaphors of running the race, gaining victory, and 

receiving the imperishable crown are continued into the early centuries of the 

church. One of the earliest sermons attributed to St. Clement encourages with 

these words: “Let us contend that we may all be crowned. Let us run the 

straight course, the immortal contest . . . that we may also receive the crown.”
17

 

Ambrose laced some of his letters with numerous references to life as an 

athletic contest: 

What is the world but a kind of arena of spiritual strife? . . . the 

promoter of this contest is the Almighty God . . . . The prizes are 

                                                           
13 I Corinthians 9:24-26. The Bible. New Revised Standard Version (Division of Christian Education of the 

National Council of Churches of Christian in the United States of America, 1989 and 1993. 
14 Roman Garrison, “Paul’s Use of the Athlete Metaphor,” Studies in Religion, Vol. 22, no. 2 (1993): 211. 
According to Garrison the simple prize of nothing more than a wreath of leaves demonstrates the purity of 

ancient Greek athletics. Dan Dombrowski, however, argues that the winners of the Panhellenic games would 

receive a free meal every day for the rest of his life as well as other benefits. See Dan Dombrowski, 
Contemporary Athletics and Ancient Greek Ideals (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 21. 
15 Epictetus, Discourses, 1.24.1-2. Quoted by Roman Garrison, “Paul’s Use of the Athletic Metaphpor.” 210. 
16 Phil. 3:13b-14:20-21. 
17 Quoted by Garrison, 214. 
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the fruits of the earth and the lights of heaven – the former for 

use in this present life, the latter as a token of eternal life.
18

 

Even during the early persecutions of the church the athletic allusions abound. 

Ignatius of Antioch encouraged Polycarp, who was later martyred, to “bear the 

infirmities of all, like a master athlete. . . .” and “it is like a great athlete to take 

blows and yet win the fight.”
19

 Ignatius even refers to Polycarp as “God’s 

athlete.”
20

  

 It should be pointed out, however, that just because scripture and some 

of the early church fathers made allusions to sports for rhetorical purposes does 

not then necessarily mean that the church actually advocated participation in 

athletic contests in their time. Other voices in the early church, among them, 

Tertullian, were hostile toward the “spectacles” surrounding the athletic 

contests and it is noteworthy to mention that the Olympic games ended around 

393 A. D., a mere thirteen years after the Roman Empire officially embraced 

the Christian religion.
21

 Gnosticism also influenced attitudes in the early church 

with its metaphysical dualism and denigration of the material and particularly 

the human body. Hence, any attention given to bodily exercise was considered 

misdirected and certainly not spiritual – any physical thing could not participate 

in the spiritual life or realm. Similar teachings continued to show up in the life 

of the church with subsequent groups such as the Manicheans, Cathars, and 

Waldensians.
22

 These groups taught a comparable dualism that viewed the 

material world and the human body as associated with evil and thus 

incompatible with the superior life of spirituality.
23

  

Nevertheless, these negative voices against participation in sport appear 

not to have won the day. There is ample evidence that by the medieval period 

there was a long standing practice that the church not only allowed but 

encouraged play and sport in the context of festivals. William Baker records: 

The church calendar of holidays, aligned with ancient seasonal 

patterns, granted festive occasions at Easter, during harvest 

season, and at Christmas. Throughout Europe this basic pattern 

was followed. . . . Blessed by the church leaders, accepted by 

                                                           
18 St. Ambrose, “Letters”, Library of the Church Fathers (Oxford: Oxford Press, 1881) Vol. 45, Ep. XLIII, 4-

6. 
19 Ignatius of Antioch, “To Polycarp,” Ancient Christian Writers: The Epistles of St. Clement of Rome and St. 
Ignatius of Antioch. Trans. by James A. Kleist (Newman Press, 1961), 96. 
20 Ibid., 97. 
21 Kelly, Perspectives on Sports, 9. Allen Guttmann finds early Christianity to be “extremely hostile to sports” 
because of athletics association with pagan cult and “Christianity’s dualistic ontology which split the self into 

mortal body and immortal soul.” Allen Guttmann, Women in Sports: A History (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1991), 41, 42. 
22 Ibid., 9, 10. 
23 Ibid., 10. For the modern era, Cartesian mind/body dualism is continuing influence with a similar result of 

reducing attention to the value and importance of the human body. See Rene Descartes, Discourse on Method 
and Meditations. Trans. F. E. Sutcliffe (New York: Penguin Books, 1968). 
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the landlords, and sanctified by tradition, some of these 

seasonal breaks in labor ran for several days. Wine or ale, 

music, and dance accompanied the peasant games and frolic.
24

 

William Fitzstephen’s twelfth-century “Description of London,” 

contains a section depicting the sports of Londoners, a city “happy in its 

observance of Christian practice” and “cheerful in sports.”
25

 He writes of the 

summer feast-days when the young men would indulge in archery, running, 

jumping, wrestling, slinging the stone, and hurling the javelin.
26

 Similarly, in 

the sixteenth-century London, John Stow reports of youths exercising 

themselves by “leaping, dancing, shooting, wrestling, casting of the stone or 

ball, &c.”
27

 Patrick Kelly includes pictures in his text on sports of a stained 

glass window and wood cuts of a golfer, ball players, equestrian falconer, 

respectively, and even the art work in a Book of Hours depicting ball players.
28

 

Somewhat surprisingly sports were not entirely the domain of young 

men. Allen Guttmann points to “The visual record – illuminated manuscripts, 

stained-glass windows, the carved figures that adorned the great Gothic 

cathedrals – has proven to be especially important for the glimpses it provides 

into medieval women’s sports.”
29

 Kelly remarks that 

This fact suggests that, for the artists and sculptors of this period 

and the ordinary churchgoers, games, and sports – of both men 

and women – were not viewed as problematic from a religious 

point of view. On the contrary, people seemed to understand 

activities of daily of this kind to be worthy of a place in the 

prayer and worship of the community.
30

 

Later voices, however, change the tone toward sports in relationship to 

the life of church. During the Reformation in England, Henry VIII reduced the 

number of feast and holy days within the calendar which then reduced 

opportunity for games and sport. The reigns of Edward and, in particular, 

Elizabeth saw further reforms regarding images and the devotional life that 

influenced perspectives toward sports. The Puritans, following the tradition of 

John Calvin, emphasized the complete depravity of the soul. Such activities as 

festivals and holy days were deemed man-made and apart from scripture and so 

                                                           
24William Baker, Sports in the Western World (Totowa, NJ: Rowan and Littlefield, 1982), 45. Patrick Kelly 
notes that not only did the peasants play games and participate in sport but the clerics participated alongside 

the lay people during medieval Europe. Kelly, 167, n. 9. 
25 William Fitzstephen, “Description of London.” English Historical Documents, 1042-1189. D. C. Douglas 
and G. W. Greenway, eds., Vol. 2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), 956. 
26 Ibid., 961. 
27 John Stow, A Survey of London: Written in the Year1598 (Gloucestershire, UK: Sutton Publishing, 2005), 
96-7. 
28 Patrick Kelly, Catholic Perspectives on Sports, see figures 1-4, 29-35. 
29 Guttmann, Women in Sport, 47-8. 
30 Kelly, 37. 
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cast suspicion upon the games and sports associated with them.

31
 Kelly argues 

that Puritan theology linked godliness to work in a new way in the history of 

Christian spirituality and so began to hold play in suspicion and often relegated 

it as sinful.
32

  

This Puritan influence in America continues to be deep and profound 

and helped form many of the traits of what it is to be an American. Early on a 

geologist visiting from England had this to report about this new country and 

culture: 

We seem to have been in a country where all, whether rich or 

poor, were laboring from morning till night, without ever 

indulging in a holiday. I had sometimes thought that the national 

motto should be, “All work and no play.”
33

  

With this pervasive focus on work, a new six-day work week emerged 

in America. Even the students at Harvard paid little attention to games and 

physical exercise in their daily routine and no dramas, religious or otherwise, 

were performed for nearly two centuries of the university’s existence.
34

  

During the industrial age, sports began to move to the forefront of 

American cultural life: “. . . games and sports began to take on the 

characteristics of life in the factories, such as a mechanized view of the body 

and concern for efficiency, as well as a detailed and methodical approach to 

management.”
35

 Kelly suggests that, “. . . games and sports could finally have a 

place in American culture only when they became intimately linked to work 

and the business world that were highly valued and understood to be related to 

spiritual values.”
36

 In Kelly’s studied assessment this leads us up to our current 

context of sports in America and its relationship to the Christian faith. He 

surmises the following: 

 

The problem with such a development [affirming sport as a 

function of productivity] is that it allows for a continuation of 

our Puritan heritage, which sees little or no value in the activities 

themselves. In such a context, those who are interested in 

theology or spirituality have tended not to look at the games and 

sports themselves to learn anything about the human person or 

the Christian life. Ironically, such an approach allows the games 

and sports to become even more susceptible to being viewed 

                                                           
31 Kelly, 15. 
32 Ibid.,  
33 Etolia S. Basso, ed., The World from Jackson Square: A New Orleans Reader (New York: Farrar, Straus, 
1948), 139. 
34 Kelly, 15. 
35 Ibid., 18, 
36 Ibid. 
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solely in instrumental terms, as mere commodities. There is a 

relationship between this dynamic and persons participating in 

sport viewing themselves as having instrumental value in terms 

of whether they are successful or not, which continues to be a 

problem for participants in sport at all ages and levels in our own 

context.
37

  

 

Theological of Play 

The Biblical counter to the negative depictions of the material world, the 

human body, and, by implication, of sports, lies within the theology of 

creation, the eucharist, and the incarnation of Christ. Thomas Aquinas 

succinctly states:  

That one might not believe visible things evil of their nature . . . 

it was fitting that through the visible things themselves the 

remedies of salvation be applied to human beings. Consequently, 

it would appear that visible things are good of their nature – as 

created by God.
38

 

Of the eucharist, Irenaeus proclaims: 

For as the bread, which is produced from the earth, when it 

receives the invocation of God is no longer common bread, but 

the eucharist, consisting of two realities, the earthly and the 

heavenly, so also our bodies, when they receive the eucharist, are 

no longer corruptible, but have the hope of resurrection.
39

 

And then most powerfully and comprehensively, the apostle John’s 

prologue reclaims the proper understanding of the good of the material 

world and of our human bodies through Christ’s coming into the world 

and flesh and bone: “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” and 

“all things were made through him.”
40

 Thus central to Christian belief is 

to regard the goodness of the creation, the incarnation of Christ, and by 

participating in the body and blood of Christ through eucharist, the 

resurrection of the whole person; body and soul.  

                                                           
37 Ibid., 18, 19.  
38 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Book 4: Salvation. Charles J. O’Neil, trans. (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame, 1975), 247. 
39 David N. Power, Irenaeus of Lyons on Baptism and Eucharist: Selected Texts (Bramcote, UK: Grove 

Books, 1991), 21. 
40 John 1:14 and 1:3 respectively. 
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 This essay began with a suggestion that the loss of play in 

modern sports today is the source for many of the problems within 

athletics. The Biblical notion of play is once again grounded in creation 

theology and one need not look too far to see the naturalness of play 

among children who are made in the image of God. One might counter, 

however, that children, mankind, are fallen and the witness of play 

among the young and old is not a thorough confirmation of the goodness 

of play. It may be a mere display of the frivolousness and sinfulness of 

the human heart. Yet we see in creation also the undeniable activity of 

play among animals.
41

 Such play may be dismissed as simply rehearsal 

or training by animals for hunting, fighting, or general survival skills, but 

this does not remove the fact that animals do play – that is, they act care 

free in what appears to be an intrinsic good in and of and for itself. The 

Psalmist certainly recognizes this: 

 

 O Lord, how majestic are thy works! 

  In wisdom hast thou made them all; 

  the earth is full of thy creatures.  

 Yonder is the sea, great ad wide,  

  which teems with things innumerable,  

  living things both small and great. 

 There go the ships, 

  and Leviathan which thou didst form to sport in it.
42

 

 

 The practice of Sabbath creates a world and practice of rest, 

worship, and godly leisure.
43

 The festivals of the Old Testament speak of 

a God of joy and celebration who called for man to join in to “play” 

before him in worship.
44

 All of this establishes a context in which 

athletics as play can be understood.
45

 Rather than sports providing a 

means of self-identity or sense of success (or failure), it should be an 

expression of trust in a God who provides, a celebration of life that God 

has given, and a worshipful enjoyment of the physical body and creation 

itself. Athletics so understood might help to heal some of the extremes of 

behavior and practice currently expressed in today’s sports. 

 

Conclusion 

                                                           
41 See Stuart Brown’s, “Animals at Play.” National Geographic. December 1994. 
42 Psalms 104:24-26. 
43 See Josef Pieper, Leisure: The Basis of Culture. Trans. Alexander Dru (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1998).  
44 See Josef Pieper, In Tune with the World: A Theory of Festivity (South Bend, Ind: St. Augustine Press, 

1999). 
45 See Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Play (New York: Harper & Row, 1972). 
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Sports can serve to aid academics. Certainly character building traits such as 

fortitude, endurance, and excellence can be garnered through the experience of 

the challenges, and stresses encountered in athletic endeavors. Yet sports as 

they tend to be conducted in American society and the issue of expense in the 

small Christian college context does raise questions as to their legitimacy. Is the 

participation in sports within Christian colleges truly grounded in the 

theological notion of play? Or, are small Christian colleges simply attempting 

to catch a bit of the light of the success, the grandeur, and financial riches of the 

few division one athletic programs. 

The three articles that follow raise other concerns about the influence of 

sport in our culture and prick the conscience of Christians to at least ask the 

reflective question, “What are we doing?” 

Michael R. Young is Professor of Liberal Arts and Director of the Institute of 

Faith and the Academy at Faulkner University 


