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Catholic school lead ers every where today are increas ingly concerned about the unique and 
value-added aspects of a Cath o lic school edu ca tion. Whether one names it as Cath o lic 

 iden tity, cul ture, or ethos, the chal lenge remains the same: How best to com mu ni cate, teach, 
share, and cel e brate the wis dom and beauty of the Cath o lic intel lec tual tra di tion within the 
nor mal oper a tions and day-to-day dynam ics of a school.

Educators often point to unique cur ric u lar aspects like reli gious edu ca tion, pray ers, sac ra ments, 
and cel e bra tion of the litur gi cal sea sons. On the 8th Day identifies ath letic par tic i pa tion or sport as 
a com pel ling vehi cle to engage youth in ways that con nect them to essen tial ele ments of a Cath o lic 
faith while fully cap tur ing their inter est in intense ath letic per for mances and com pe ti tions.

The authors, a mix of U.S. and Cana dian pro fes sors whose friend ship was forged dur ing  doc toral 
stud ies, mine their own expe ri ences through a theo log i cal lens, prof er numer ous prac ti cal exam ples of 
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the deeper mean ing to be found in a vari ety of sports, and dis play a thought ful immer sion in Cath o lic 
phi los o phy and the ol ogy as well as an uncanny abil ity to relate sport themes, met a phors, and struc tures 
to Cath o lic thought. Examples abound, includ ing hockey, soc cer, Amer i can foot ball, base ball, bas ket ball, 
var i ous Olym pic games and sports, and every thing from back yard pickup games to inter scho las tic 
sports and pro fes sional leagues.

The book is not, how ever, some New Age screed sim ply attempting a lit er ary bap tism of 
pop u lar sec u lar behav iors of the day. Rather, the authors engage the scho las ti cism of Thomas 
Aquinas, the teach ings of Plato and Augustine, and the works of a series of more con tem po rary 
phi los o phers, his to ri ans, and theo lo gians to sup port their main the sis: Sport ofers a tran scen dent 
expe ri ence that is sac ra men tal and con trib utes to human flourishing. Josef Pieper’s, Leisure:  
The Basis of Culture, a text often the sub ject of admis sions essays at pri vate col le ges and uni ver si ties, 
comes under dis cus sion, as well as Hugo Rahner’s, Man at Play. Modern stud ies supporting the 
cen tral the sis lead the reader to cur rent pub li ca tions by Chris tian Smith, Ron Rolheiser, and  
F. Clark Power, all  of which place the Cath o lic foun da tion of the book in clear view.

Chapter Five, “Sports Can Hurt: The Problem of Suffering and Loss in Sports,” pres ents what is 
per haps the stron gest argu ment in the book by relat ing the suf er ing, death, and res ur rec tion of 
Jesus to com mon expe ri ences in the world of sport. Challenges such as mak ing ver sus being cut from 
the team, rid ing the bench ver sus being a starter, win ning ver sus los ing a game, a debil i tat ing injury, 
a disqualifying pen alty, and win ning ver sus los ing the cham pi on ship game can all  be  under stood 
as dis tinct ways to par tic i pate in the Paschal mys tery, i.e. to die to self and rise into some thing new. 
While this per spec tive may not be found often on the lips of a los ing coach, it is the over all con text 
and pos ture that this per spec tive ofers that even tu ally proves redemp tive. Personal anec dotes 
and exam ples in the book are many and on point, illus trat ing the power of sport to arouse human 
pas sions and fuel the fire of faith.

Given the com mu ni tar ian aspect of most team sports and the bond ing that typ i cally ensues with 
sports teams, it is some what sur pris ing and dis ap point ing that the authors over look the  theo log i cal 
facets of com mu nity and com mu nion as well as their rela tion ship to another great mys tery of the 
faith—the Trin ity. To be sure, the authors acknowl edge that sports are fun da men tally rela tional, 
but they pass over any explicit con nec tion of com mu nity expe ri ences in life and in sport to the 
 com mu nity that is God. Such an under stand ing would ele vate the oper a tion of teams beyond 
coop er a tion in the pur suit of a com mon goal to an expe ri ence of the tran scen dent divine, tast ing a 
bit of the life of the Trin ity within the rou tines of team work.

Moral rea son ing comes into play in ana lyz ing the var i ous rules, rit u als, and tra di tions in sports, 
some of which have a decid edly litur gi cal expres sion. The authors also explic itly address prayer 
and super sti tions in sport and reach a zenith of theo log i cal cel e bra tion in clos ing with the topic of 
escha tol ogy in sports, where they cor rectly claim and revel in sport’s abil ity to deliver fleet ing and 
unfor get ta ble tastes of glory.
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The book would be a help ful and engag ing con tri bu tion in under grad u ate coursework,  espe cially 
in pas to ral the ol ogy. Aspiring teach ers, coaches, and school admin is tra tors in the  Cath o lic sec tor 
would ben e fit from learn ing to see and under stand all  sports through such a theo log i cal lens, though 
the sophis ti ca tion of the theo log i cal thought might be beyond the aver age reader. As edu ca tional 
lead ers con tinue the quest the strengthen the Cath o lic cul ture of schools, On the 8th Day invites 
them to look no fur ther than their already existing inter scho las tic and intramural sports and teams 
as ways to teach about the faith expe ri en tially, and to take advan tage of this rich source of grace that 
youth are pre ter nat u rally drawn to.
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