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Let me Preface this with a little story about my entry into the OSFS.

To conclude 5 hours of psychological testing in Wilmington, | was told to draw
a house, atree, and a person. | diditinabout 30 seconds ... because, as |

told the doc, | had a ballgame to play in Philly.

Her report included a commentary my misplaced priorities. It was
harsh but not inaccurate!

But 25 years later, as an Oblate, | was in Cooperstown speaking in the
National Baseball Hall of Fame.

And now, I’m here today to speak with you about ... the “Games People Play.”

If you recognize that title as a book on the psychology of human
relationships (1964), or as a popular song from the Spinners (1974) or
the Alan Parsons Project (1980), then you’re getting old, like me!

As today’s topic, I’'m going to treat the 3-word title in reverse ... to offer
my take on what Sports and Spirituality have to do with each other.

First ... they’re connected in terms of “PLAY” (in a philosophical sense)

Here’s the logic: Play is what we do with our leisure. Leisure is the basis of
culture (JOosepH PIEPER). And, because culture reflects what we value most,
“the heart of every culture is its approach to the greatest mystery: the mystery
of God” (as JOHN PAUL Il noted in a speech to the United Nations?).



https://www.amazon.com/Cooperstown-Symposium-Baseball-American-Culture/dp/0786415703/
https://www.amazon.com/Games-People-Play-Psychology-Relationships/dp/0241257476/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j2ufI9B2xdY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zpol7n6Juzk
https://www.amazon.com/Leisure-Basis-Culture-Josef-Pieper/dp/1586172565/

The Jesuit, FR. JIM SCHALL, puts this philosophical sense in simple terms for
us.?

“The real problems of mankind are those that we must face after our toil
and labor are completed. These are things we have to do. But it is mainly
the things that we do not have to do that define what we are.”

So, Schall says, “The essential question that religion asks is: What is to
be done when all the work is finished and when everything else is done?
In other words, there is a real sense in which ‘play’ is pretty closely
connected with our destiny.”

I’ll let you ponder the question: If sports is what you still play — or try to, at this
age! —what will be your destiny?

The second connection between Sports & Spirituality has to do with
“PEOPLE”

That’s actually the Church’s concern ... so much so that in 2024 the Vatican
created a specific office for Sports and published a document about it called
Giving the Best of Yourself.

For the People who are players, sports have a formative value. It’s a way to
develop virtues, like discipline and teamwork.

For other People associated with teams that play, sports instill a cooperative
value ... in terms of service and providing help to others.

Think of the Special Olympics Miracle League)—where the
volunteers probably get as much, if not more, out of the games than the
participants.

And for People who are fans, sports offers a unitive value ... as can be seenin
the social cohesion of an entire city cheering on the home team.

Admitif ... if you have any sports gear (like Eagles green), you weatr it
with communal pride, even when they lose!


https://www.laityfamilylife.va/content/dam/laityfamilylife/Documenti/sport/dare-il-meglio-di-se/060118%20ING%20-%20Dare%20il%20meglio%20di%20s%C3%A9%20-%20web.pdf
https://specialolympicspa.org/
https://mllv.org/

The Vatican document characterizes the impact of sports on People as:

“the joy of life, a game, a celebration, and as such it must be properly
used ... and freed from excess technical perfection and professionalism
through a recovery of its free nature, its ability to strengthen bonds of
friendship, to foster dialogue and openness to others, as an expression
of the richness of being, much more valid and to be prized than having,
and hence far above the harsh laws of production and consumption and
all other purely utilitarian and hedonistic considerations in life” (p. 13).

Finally, and most specifically, let’s consider the GAMES themselves (in a
“religious” dimension)

Sociologists consider sports to be a quasi-religion. HARRY EDWARDS notes how:

Superstar athletes correspond to religions’ gods and deceased players
serve as saints; the coaches and executives who sit on boards and
commissions and make and interpret the rules are like religious
patriarchs and high councils; the reporters and broadcasters who
chronicle sports events and tabulate their statistics are like the scribes
of religious traditions; sports trophies and memorabilia are like religious
icons; the formally stated beliefs that are commonly accepted about a
sport are like religious dogma; sports stadiums and arenas are like
houses of worship; and halls of fame ... are religious shrines. Finally, ...
the faithful or devoted fan of sports (are identified) with the true
believers of a religious tradition.®

That may be so in terms of imagery. But the real challenge with this topic is to
connect the sports themselves with the stuff of spirituality. To do that, as
JOSEPH PRICE claims, we need “to identify within sports a source of ultimate
powers for evoking and inspiring radical transformation among participants
and spectators.”*

As our hunt for Red October continues
... lwould suggest we can make that identification and see that
transformation in one sport in particular: Baseball.



If we think of any religion, we find in it four basic elements —transcendence,
immanence, finitude, and beatitude — each of which is uniquely evident in the
particular features of baseball.

As for the transcendent to which religion refers ... in baseball, eternity is built
into the contours of the game:

e the foul lines and poles technically extend forever; and
e there’s no clock to limit the time of the games ghost
runner rule

Religion is also immanent, giving us a way to try to live well in this world ...
which baseball demonstrates in the players continual quest for perfection.
Think of the skills needed for

e pitching, and trying to make a ball swerve with pinpoint precision; or,

e hitting that pitch, which professionals have less than half a second to do

In our human quest, religion responds to finitude, recognizing that we mortals
have a propensity to fail (we call it “sin). Baseball acknowledges that, too,
reflecting what we might call a “spirituality of imperfection.”®

e Onthe one hand, baseballincludes “error” as a personal statistic.

e Onthe other hand, as former commission FAY VINCENT says: “We learn
at a very young age that failure is the norm in baseball and, precisely
because we have failed, we hold in high regard those who fail less often
—those who hit safely in one out of three chances and become star
players.”

Even with our human imperfection, religion holds out for us the possibility of
beatitude; we have hope because we long for joy ... aspirations that baseball
also excites in true believers:

e CHARLES SPRINGWOOD opines that “Of all the major American sports, only
the baseball season unfolds much as life does, emerging from sleepy
winters to a springtime of new dreams and optimism. It persists through


https://www.mlb.com/glossary/rules/designated-runner
https://www.mlb.com/glossary/rules/designated-runner
https://entertainment.howstuffworks.com/physics-of-baseball3.htm

the summer months, offering a reliable companionship, before it leaves
all too soon.”®

e And former commission BART GIAMATTI eloquently captures what humans
most deeply desire when he writes: “(baseball is) the story of going
home after having left home, the story of how difficult it is to find the
origins one so deeply needs to find. It is the literary mode called
Romance. ... Romance is about putting things aright after some tragedy
has put them asunder. It is about restoration of the right relations
among things — and going home is where that restoration occurs
because that is where it matters most.”’ (Substitute Religion for
Romance and it works the same, for heaven is our real home.)

My Contribution®

But, you might say, even those connections are tenuous. After all, one could
still ask: where, specifically, is God in this, or any, sport? What is the ultimate
power at work in this game that can, if believed, bring about the
transformation of our lives?

The answer — | propose to you - lies in the paradoxical notion of SACRIFICE.

Usually overt (by means of a bunt), often supposed (in a fly ball that scores a
runner from third base), or occasionally undetected (in the ground out the
moves a runner from second to third) — the sacrifice as a specifically
designated play is unigue to baseball. Other athletes may engage in a similar
process (e.g., football inemen who block); other games may include
comparable moves (e.g., “sacrificing a pawn” in chess). But only baseball
formally acknowledges the value of the sacrificial act by conferring statistical
recognition upon its successful completion.




As a staple of baseball strategy, the sacrifice likewise pertains to the spiritual
truth of the sport. The sacrifice reveals the importance in baseball of action
over personality, of executing the play and getting the job done over heroic
feats and superstar status. Batters aspire to hit, but teams only win by scoring
runs! Baseball’s sacrifice is intended solely to benefit the common good. In
baseball, as in life, humility is a true virtue.

The power of sacrifice remains paramount to a Christian understanding of life
in this world. The redemptive act of God becoming incarnate in the person of
Jesus, and his subsequent death on the cross at Calvary, exemplifies the
value of sacrifice from a divine viewpoint. On the human side, sacrifice
constitutes a noble use of freedom; to choose freely to place one’s own
concern secondary to the good of another is not a loss of freedom but its
ultimate exercise. As such, the sacrificial act represents an embrace of that
finitude that characterizes our lives.

To believe in sacrifice is to affirm our liberty — freely choosing to place
ourselves “out” so as to advance the “runner” that is our neighbor. To believe
in sacrifice is to move forward with responsibility — recognizing that our human
dignity as “players” accords each and every one of us a role to fulfillin
society’s wellbeing, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant that role
may appear to be. To believe in sacrifice is to act on behalf of solidarity — doing
our part to contribute to the winning score rather than seeking personal
aggrandizement, with the awareness that it is in and through our right
relations with one another on the “team” of humanity that we find glory for
ourselves.

If, as JOSEPH PRICE claims, “(t)he ultimacy or holiness of the religious
experience derives from its location, not in a remote realm of transcendence,
but in a sense of alterity generated by the freedom and beauty of the sports
activity itself,” then the act of sacrifice discloses a truly religious power that is
to be found not only in the game of baseball but in the sport of life.

With that, | say “amen” THANK YOU.
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