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1 Introduction

The academic field of religion and sport is fairly new, having originated in the later 
part of the twentieth century. One of the first important works to address the field 
was The Joy of Sports: Endzones, Bases, Baskets, Balls, and the Consecration of 
the American Spirit by Michael Novak.1 He first published this book in 1976 and 
published revised editions in 1988 and 1994. In 1984, Joseph L. Price first published 
his piece, “The Super Bowl as Religious Festival,” in The Christian Century2 and has 
since republished it in From Season to Season: Sports as American Religion.3 Novak 
and Price (who has written or edited other works in the field) are often cited by those 
of us who work in this emerging field, and rightly so. They have raised issues and 
questions that need addressing by a larger audience. Since those early days of reli-
gion and sport scholarship, there have been many books and articles written that 
address some aspect of sport and religion. One need only glance at our bibliography 
at the end of this book to get a glimpse of the work that has been done in the last 
forty years or so.4

Some articles and books look at only one sport, or even at one sporting event, as 
does Price’s article on the Super Bowl. Some focus only on major sports in the United 
States as does Novak’s The Joy of Sports. Some scholarship focuses on one aspect 
of religion in the way Tracy Trothen’s article “Better Than Normal?: Constructing 
Modified Athletes and a Relational Theological Ethic”5 does. Rather than address one 
aspect of sport as it relates to religion or one aspect of religion as it relates to sport, 
we wanted to write a book that we hope serves as an introduction to the field and to 
provide convincing arguments that sport can be religious whether from the perspec-
tive of the athletes or the fans. We illustrate our arguments using sports and religions 
from around the world so that we really deal with religion and sport in general, not 
with a particular religion or sport that may or may not represent the whole. We are 
looking at the human condition in general to see similarities between the practice of 
religion and the practice of sport.

We want to be clear about what it is we think we are doing here. First, we are not 
arguing that sport in general or any particular sport is a religion in the same way that 
Hinduism is a religion. We understand that religions tend to have elements of the 
“supernatural,” for example, and this is not the case with sport (for the most part, a 
notable exception being the ancient Greek games played in honor of the gods and 
sometimes with the gods’ help). While fans and athletes may argue which sport is 
better, questions of ultimate truth are not usually raised. For example, some may 
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argue that a card game of poker is not a sport in the same sense that curling is a 
sport and thus should not receive television coverage by a cable television show 
devoted exclusively to sport. However, no one is going to argue that curling is truer 
than poker as one might argue that the teachings of Hinduism are truer than those of 
Islam. Religious adherents tend to defend the ultimate truth of their tradition because 
their eternal destiny is thought to be tied up with the truth of that tradition. We have 
not run across any fans of a particular team who believe that if they are completely 
devoted to their team showing true dedication and loyalty throughout their lives they 
will then be transformed at death into a new existence that far surpasses this one in 
a world, perhaps, where their team never loses.

We are also not concerned with athletes or fans as followers of a particular reli-
gion. When we tell our friends, family, even colleagues that we are working in the 
field of religion and sport we sometimes get a response like, “Oh yeah, Tim Tebow 
prays a lot and is very religious.” Or, “I always wondered if it was okay to ask God 
for your team to win. Doesn’t God love the other team as well?” While the personal 
religious habits of a particular athlete or fan may be interesting and even inspiring to 
those who share that athlete’s faith, we see no difference between a player making 
a gesture toward heaven or bowing her head after a good play as if to thank God 
and a salesperson kneeling at his desk to offer a prayer of thanks after closing a sale. 
A player who exhibits religious practice on the field or during a postgame interview 
is no different than someone praying at the office. In both cases, the individuals are 
merely bringing their religion into the workplace, wherever that may be. An athlete 
being a practicing Christian does not make her sport religious any more than a US 
Congressperson being a Christian makes Congress Christian. There are plenty of 
books by athletes who share their stories of faith during big games or even of their 
faith getting them through life’s trials. This is not one of those books. Nor is it a book 
dealing with the ethics of one team praying to God for a win against the opponent, 
though that is an interesting theological and philosophical question.

Finally, we are not arguing that sport is religious because some follow it “reli-
giously.” Some would say of devoted fans, “They attend every game religiously.” 
This is no different than someone who watches a television program “religiously” or 
someone who brushes his teeth after every meal “religiously.” Used in this sense, 
“religious” means being devoted to something in a serious and committed manner 
and regularly performing the activity. It is a rather shallow understanding of what it 
means to be religious.

What we are arguing is that the human drives and needs that compel some to be 
a part of a particular religion are the same drives and needs that compel some to be 
a part of sport in some way. That is, we believe the activities and beliefs associated 
with religion per se are similar, if not identical, to the activities and beliefs of athletes 
and fans of sport. We are saying that sport can be religious for some in the same way 
that participating in the activities of a mosque, temple, or church can be religious. 
Sport can function like a religion in that it meets the same needs and desires satisfied 
or promised by formal religions.
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We say “can” because not all who attend games or participate in them as athletes 
are doing so from a religious perspective. Some might attend a game out of curiosity 
or because they were compelled by others to go. For these people, the game might 
just be a social gathering of sorts, maybe even a waste of time. Not all athletes play 
for love of the game. Some are compelled by other interests, be they financial or 
romantic. Then again, not all who attend church on a regular basis are doing so for 
religious reasons, either. Some attend out of a sense of guilt or simply to enjoy fellow-
ship with others and a good potluck lunch. Putting up a building with religious images 
in and on it does not make the building sacred space. It must be invested with reli-
giousness by the believer who believes it to be sacred. For example, a Hindu temple 
may be sacred to a practicing Hindu who worships his god there, but to a visiting 
Christian, it is merely another building with little to no religious significance at all. The 
Christian may respect the temple as being sacred to a Hindu, but the Christian will 
not see it as sacred himself. The sacrality of space and time depends on the individ-
ual experiencing the time and space.

For our purposes, we will focus only on fans or athletes who are participating 
for the purposes of the games themselves. We are concerned with those who are 
committed to sport at some level and will compare them not to the Christian visiting 
the Hindu temple but to the Hindu who finds meaning in her faith.

There are some who doubt that sport can be seen as religious. For them, traditions 
like Jainism, Daoism, Judaism, and Christianity are religious. These religions profess 
belief in the supernatural, going to church, synagogue, or temple, committing to and 
getting initiated into a group of like-minded believers who claim to believe the same 
things with regard to God, gods, the afterlife, Heaven, Hell, and on and on. They have 
sacred buildings, priests, or ministers in sacred robes, and they perform religious ritu-
als to appease their god(s). So for some, sport cannot function like a religion simply 
because it does not look like what they believe traditional religions look like.

Part of the problem some have with calling sport a religion stems from an ancient 
practice of denying anything that seems new the status of religion. While sport is, 
apparently, as ancient as human culture, the sports with which we are most familiar 
such as basketball, football, and baseball were invented just recently at the end of 
the nineteenth century. Soccer as we know it today took its shape in the 1860s, 
for example. If something seems new, it cannot be religious because religion deals 
with eternal truths, not “truths” that began 150 or so years ago. For most, religion 
cannot change because that would make God or the gods susceptible to change. 
In large measure, we can thank the ancient Greeks for the notion that an unchange-
able God is best. If God changes, then that means either God was imperfect before 
and became perfect or that God was perfect and became imperfect.6 This means 
that any religion that was new could not possibly be true for the simple fact that it 
had not been around for very long. A new religion was, in the minds of the estab-
lishment, simply made up and, therefore, false. Even those who claimed to have a 
different (new) perspective on an existing God were deemed suspicious and often 
persecuted.
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Christian apologists of the second century attempted to use reason to convince the 
Romans that they were not a new religion but were the next step in ancient Judaism 
which, by the way, preceded Plato. Justin Martyr is, perhaps, the most well known of 
the early Christian apologists, and he attempted to argue that Jesus was the prophe-
sied messiah that the Jews failed to recognize. Romans tolerated the Jews as long as 
they paid their taxes and behaved peacefully, but they saw Christians as upstarts and 
troublemakers promoting a new movement. Justin tried to convince the Romans that 
Christianity was, in fact, an ancient religion and should, therefore, receive the same 
tolerance as any other ancient religion. Unfortunately for Justin, his argument failed 
and he thus earned the title that we now use for his last name.

A more recent example of religious intolerance and persecution can be found 
in nineteenth-century North America. Joseph Smith (1805–1844) founded what is 
commonly known as Mormonism in 1830 in the state of New York. Smith claimed to 
have received a special revelation from God that resulted in the Book of Mormon. In 
1843 he claimed to have received another revelation in which the practice of polyg-
amy was sanctioned. He was killed by a mob for his religious beliefs in 1844. When 
it comes to religion, new is not usually considered good, and this may be part of the 
reason some balk at the notion of sport functioning as religion.

Perhaps the most common reason some cannot see sport as religion is because 
sport does not have as its goal a union with the divine or the idea of God. Robert 
J. Higgs and Michael C. Braswell take this position in their book An Unholy Alliance: 
The Sacred and Modern Sports.7 They base much of their understanding of religion 
on Webster’s Dictionary and quote Webster’s first definition of religion:

The service and adoration of God or a god as expressed in forms of worship, 
in obedience to divine commands, especially, as found in sacred writings [ital. 
added] or as declared by recognized teachers and in the pursuit of a way of life 
regarded as incumbent upon true believers, as ministers of religion.8

Because sport does not ostensibly worship God or a god, Higgs and Braswell declare 
that it cannot be a religion.

They also rely on Rudolf Otto’s notion of the “holy” to argue that there is no reli-
gious experience in sport.9 As we will see in more depth in Chapter 2, Otto’s idea of 
the holy is that it is “wholly other” and is experienced as the “numinous,” a word he 
coined to describe what is encountered when one encounters God. Sports, Higgs 
and Braswell surmise, do not deal with anything like the holy: “What we are saying is 
that the function of sports as a category of human endeavor is not to connect us to 
that which is holy or even to remind us of the idea of the holy.”10 For them, for some-
thing to qualify as a religion, it has to have a notion of the holy and seek to connect 
humans with that.

Higgs and Braswell attempt to differentiate between the “sacred” and the “holy.” 
The sacred is a human endeavor while the holy is beyond human control:

The sacred … is set apart by humans and its significance highlighted by manmade 
symbols and rites, while the holy is set apart by itself or God and embraces all 
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of creation. The holy is a reality wholly beyond our power. The sacred is always 
indicated by place, time, object, or word, while the holy is beyond place and time 
and language ….11

This assertion represents the traditional, theistic view of religion where there is a God 
no one can see except by special revelation or as mediated by a priestly order to 
laypersons.

With this understanding of religion, we agree with Higgs and Braswell. As we noted 
above, sport per se does not promote the idea of God, nor does it encourage fans or 
athletes to seek God in any way. With this narrow understanding of religion, no one 
would argue that sports are religions. We, however, do not share Higgs and Braswell’s 
limited understanding of what constitutes religion. The primary fault in their argument 
from an academic perspective (which is what we are taking here) is that they assume 
the existence of God as fact and declare that religion can only be defined as seeking 
unity with that God. Higgs and Braswell use the Christian Bible as though it were an 
unbiased source of truth.12 For example, they refer to the Day of Pentecost as found 
in Acts 2 and (American?) frontier camp meetings for “credible accounts” of people 
being struck by the holy.13 This is perfectly fine to do in a Christian context, but not in 
an academic context where religious documents are not invested with divine authority.

A second fault in their argument is that they use terms like “divine” and “God” 
without explaining what they actually are. They assume an understanding common 
to a confessional setting. This practice is quite common among those who have not 
critically examined the tenets of their faith. There is an assumption that everyone 
knows what the “divine” is or what the “supernatural” is or what “God” is. Higgs 
and Braswell claim that sport is not religion because it is not divine. They say in their 
Preface, “We suggest that while sports are good, they are not inherently divine.”14 Yet 
they never attempt to define what the divine is. As noted above, they use Otto to say 
that religion is about seeking the holy, but if the holy is, as quoted above, “beyond 
place and time and language,” then nothing within our grasp is holy.

Higgs and Braswell further demonstrate their overly narrow view of religion when 
they compare modern sports with ancient religious traditions. They imply that both 
are brutish. Sport is merely physical competition, not devotional supplication:

We are not denying parallels between ancient myth and modern sports but raising 
a question as to why the latter can still be called a religion. Such a religion does 
not really involve praying at midfield on one’s knees, … but going back to the 
jungle on all fours as we see to one degree or another in football in every play.15

Sport is competitive, an attempt to defeat another person or team. It cannot, there-
fore, be religious. They regard religion as attempting to help others, not defeat them. 
While it is certainly true that religions tend to teach love and kindness toward others, 
religions are also highly competitive as demonstrated by the Crusades, the religious 
wars in Europe, and the destruction wreaked by terrorists in the name of religion.

According to Higgs and Braswell, if sport is a religion, it is like an ancient religion 
that is invalid because of its mythology. Sport, therefore, is not true religion anymore 
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than ancient mythological traditions are true religions. They regard their religion as valid 
and see ancient religious traditions—often the subject of anthropologists and other 
scholars seeking to understand the human condition—as mere mythology of uned-
ucated people.16 This is because they have a narrowly conceived view of religion as 
being about God whose existence and direction of human affairs are taken for granted.

We want to state explicitly that we are in no way denying the existence of God (or 
of gods). To do so is just as arrogant as claiming to speak for God (or the gods). We 
are not denying the existence of the divine or the supernatural (whatever those may be) 
anymore than a fish should deny the existence of air outside the ocean’s waters. We are 
looking at both religion and sport as human endeavors without privileging one over the 
other. We believe there are elements of the human condition that manifest themselves 
in different but similar ways, and we are arguing that religion and sport are examples 
of such a manifestation. Over the remainder of this book, we look at different ways of 
understanding religion and then analyze elements of different sports, from the perspec-
tive of both fans and athletes, and determine that religion and sport do, indeed, share 
common elements and satisfy the same desires and needs of the human condition.

In Chapter 2, “Sport as a Religious Phenomenon,” we use Ninian Smart’s “seven 
dimensions of religion” to gain an overall perspective of what comprises religion 
in general and then use examples from the world of sport to show that to varying 
degrees sport shares these same dimensions. For example, Smart says that religion 
has an ethical dimension where adherents are expected to behave in a certain way. 
We argue that sport also has an ethical dimension as seen in the fact that athletes are 
expected to play fairly, by the rules.

Chapter 3 deals with the human endeavor to reach the eternal or infinite, in this case 
through the theological quest for perfection. Most, if not all, religions prescribe a way of 
life for the human that is ideal, what we call the “ideal human condition,” or “perfection.” 
For many religions, there is an exemplar who demonstrates what it means to be the 
perfect human being and often serves as the savior of the human race. Also in sport 
there are various concepts of perfection that athletes and fans seek to achieve. We 
look at a few ways athletes and teams have achieved perfection in sport.

We look at the psychology of religion and sport in Chapter 4 and see that, accord-
ing to some notable psychologists, the religious impulse to connect with the infinite 
may be grounded in our earliest awareness of union with and then separation from the 
parent. Religion, then, can be seen as an attempt to return to that boundless environ-
ment of union with the parent. Indeed, Jesus is quoted in John’s Gospel saying that, 
to enter the kingdom of God, one must be reborn (from above).17 Similarly in sport, 
athletes, teams, and their fans recognize their finitude and seek union with the eternal 
through the winning of championships and/or being inducted into halls of fame.

In Chapter 5, “Come Together: The Sociology of Religion and Sport,” we use 
social theorists like Emile Durkheim and Victor Turner who show that sports are a 
form of play that brings a community together in much the same way that religions 
help people experience “collective effervescence” or communitas. As is often said, 
humans are social creatures, and we like to come together to transcend ourselves 
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through the greater reality of a community. Both religion and sport provide that 
community in similar ways.

We deal with ethics in Chapter 6, “Sport and the Moral Life,” and see that the way 
one behaves is important for the sake of the individual and for the sake of the commu-
nity. Ethics are about interpersonal relationships and seek to determine the best way 
to live in relationship with each other. We consider three ways to think about ethics—
the deontological (acting on the basis of a sense of duty), the consequential (acting 
on the basis of what consequences our actions will have), and the virtuous (acting 
based on an idea we have of what constitutes a virtuous person)—and see parallels 
between the worlds of religion and sport.

We consider various critical approaches to religion in Chapter 7 in order to under-
stand, first, the ways in which religion can have harmful effects on communities. We 
then turn to sport to see if it also can have negative effects on communities thus 
making it susceptible to the critical theories leveled against religion. We find that both 
religion and sport can have deleterious effects on the community and are, indeed, 
subject to the same criticisms. However, we also recognize that both can have posi-
tive effects that should not be discounted.

Chapter 8, “Religion, Sport, and Secularism,” looks at the increasing seculari-
zation of societies. The “secular” is that which is not religious. Has sport played a 
role in the increasing secularization we see in the world? This depends on how one 
determines what is religious. For those who buy Higgs and Braswell’s argument that 
sport is not religious because it has no concept of or concern with the divine, a strong 
case can be made that sport has contributed to an increasingly less religious world, 
at least in Europe and the United States. If, however, we have been convincing in 
our argument that sport is religious, then we might say that the religiosity of Western 
cultures, at least, has merely shifted from the church, mosque, and temple to the 
stadium, pitch, or ballpark.

In the Epilogue, we return to ancient Greece to see the intertwining of religion and 
sport in the Olympic Games. Just as in ancient Israel there is no separation of religion 
and political life, so in ancient Greece there was no separation between religion and 
sport. The two went hand in hand and were often indistinguishable from each other. 
Today, we see the same human impulses driving both religion and sport in such a 
way that sport is replacing traditional religion as a means to be in community with 
others and to achieve the highest possible level of human life. We heed the warning, 
however, of Dave Zirin who alerts us of the dangerous effects that money and greed 
can have on our sports. Zirin argues for public ownership and control of sports so 
that they can achieve their full civic (and, we would add, religious) purposes.

As with anything that is religious, there is no way to demonstrate scientifically 
the truth of our claim that sport can, and, indeed, does function as a religion for 
millions of people around the world. On the other hand, we do believe there is more 
than sufficient evidence to make this claim. Millions of fans see their self-image as 
inextricably bound with that of their favorite team or athlete to the point that what-
ever is meaningful in their lives is bound up with the team or athlete. Millions of fans’ 
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ultimate concern, to borrow from theologian Paul Tillich, is the success of their team 
or athlete, and they live and breathe for that success. For some fans, unfortunately, 
it becomes a matter of life and death as seen when fans attack and kill players for 
making a costly play on the field or a referee for making what, in the fan’s judgment, 
was a bad call that cost the favorite team a win.

Saint Augustine said that the human soul will be restless until it finds rest in God.18 
Augustine believed that God created every human being with a God-shaped hole in 
the soul that can only be filled with a relationship with God. As we have seen with 
Higgs and Braswell, some see religion as the quest to fill that very hole. That millions 
of fans fill that hole with devotion to a sports team or a particular athlete such that 
they find their ultimate fulfillment in their team or athlete winning the championship 
indicates to us that sport can function as a religion, giving meaning and purpose to 
the individual’s life in the very same way that formal, traditional religion can.

Discussion Questions

1. What is the difference between “religion” and “the religious”? Can something or 
someone be religious without participating in formal religion?

2. What do you think the purpose of religion is? Is that purpose mainly for this life or 
for an afterlife?

3. What is the purpose of sport? Do you see any similarities at this point between the 
purpose of religion and the purpose of sport?

Glossary

athlete—one who engages in sport as part of competition against another athlete 
or as a member of a team in competition with another team.

fan—short for “fanatic;” one who cheers for a particular athlete or team in athletic 
competition; one who has an emotional investment in the outcome of the 
athlete’s or team’s competition.

human condition—all aspects and elements of what it means to be human includ-
ing (among others) the emotional, social, psychological, spiritual, and material.

numinous—Rudolf Otto’s notion of the experience of encountering God as the 
wholly other, completely unlike any normal human experience.

perfection—in the ancient Greek sense, being complete, not lacking any essen-
tial components.

sacred—that which is set apart as special and meaningful, separate from the 
common and the profane.

Super Bowl—the championship game of the National Football League; one of the 
most-watched sporting events in the world.


