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Introduction

Since their founding, Jesuit schools have
stressed the importance of physical recreation
and sports, and their contribution to the
educational plan for students. Today, while
programs in intercollegiate athletics may vary
in scale and complexity, these programs at the
member institutions of the Association of
Jesuit Colleges and Universities (AJCU) exist
first and foremost for the benefit of student
formation and the building of community.
They serve the educational mission of the
institutions because of their contribution to
character-building, which Jesuit education
proposes is intrinsic to the development of
the whole person—intellectual, physical,
moral, social and spiritual.  When the
fundamental reason for the existence of
intercollegiate athletics is subjugated to other
purposes—e.g., to individual aggrandizement,
to school reputation, to opportunity for
financial gain, etc.—their value and purpose is
tarnished, if not lost altogether.

Today, the development of new policies
regarding NIL (name, image, likeness)
collectives, the transfer portal, unionization,
and gambling, as well as recent conference
realignments, have repercussions that put the
purpose of intercollegiate athletics in serious
jeopardy. Some would say that cthe
consequences of  these developments

individually and collectively render
intercollegiate competition a facet of the

entertainment industry, not education.

The commercialization of eollege sports and
the instrumentalization of the student athlete
(the athlete as a vehicle for profit) runs the
risk of rendering their educational purpose

and intent null and void.

Jesuit colleges and universities share an
academic mission defined by a commitment
to our students that their education includes
the advancement of their physicai, athletic
skills as only one element of their overall
development. Their moral, social and spiritual
development are equally constitutive of the
programs we hope to offer.

In 2022, John . DeGioia, Ph.D., President of
Georgetown University, reviewed the history
of NCAA's efforts to manage this changing
landscape during a meeting of the AJCU
Board of Directors. Many of the changes we
are facing—this new landscape— were created
by television and tournament contracts and
their  financial  windfalls. These new
developments have spurred an “arms race” in
athletic facilities, in coaches’ salaries, and
university investments in intercollegiate
sports.

Thanks to Title IX, these developments have
led to more equitable treatment for women
student-athletes: one of the tangible positive
developments. On the other hand, these
financial benefits have also contributed to a
deteriorating trend toward the pursuit of
athletic success as a means to institutional
advancement and reputation, often without
meaningful connection to the educational
mission. The system of rules and sanctions
that had been created over decades to prevent
what were deemed as “unfair tactics” has been
dismantled. It is now “open season” for buying
players, and for agents who advance their
interests. Team loyalty and cohesion are
becoming part of the past for many schools
and many sports programs.
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The notes that follow remind us of the human
and educational significance of athletics
within Jesuit colleges and universities. It is
possible that several schools may choose to
compete with those institutions, teams, and
forces that are driving the changes mentioned
above. Other institutions may not want to
“play the game” as it is being tashioned today.
They may determine that they need to retain

intercollegiate athletics’ educational aims.

These notes, then, may assist these AJCU
schools in their efforts to avoid the “mission
creep” that can happen in the increasingly
commercialized world of college sports. Put
another way, this paper hopes to contribute to
a conversation about how intercollegiate
athletics can fulfill its educational purpose
and avoid, as much as possible, succumbing to
those forces that are inconsistent with our

Jesuit educational mission.

Ignatian Humanism & Intercollegiate Athletics

From the beginning, Jesuit education has been
committed to the ‘human. This was due in
part to the Renaissance humanist context in
which the Society of Jesus was founded. It is
also due to the emphasis in the Spiritual
Exercises on the significance of the incarnation
(the “Word becoming flesh”) and on finding
God “in all things.” These and other influences
led the Jesuits to place the humanities at the
heart of their education and to meaningfully
engage with different domains of culture,

including, theater, dance, art and sport.

Indeed, historian Philip Aries points out

that sport and physical recreation found

their way into schools in the Western world
“largely owing to the influence of the Jesuits.” (i)
These influences were also what led the Jesuits to
appreciate and take seriously the diverse cultures

they encountered throughout their history.

Reflection on experience is central to Ignatian
pedagogy. In a classroom context, this is typically
done in relation to the learning activities in the
class: the purpose is to see the deeper significance
or meaning of what is being studied. But it can
also be a reflection on one’s own experiences in
lifte outside of the classroom, such as one’s
participation in sports. This kind of reflection on
sport to understand its deeper significance and
meaning has not really been attempted in U.S.

higher education.

When we don’t have an understanding of the
human and cultural significance of sport, it
becomes more vulnerable to being regarded
merely as a means to other ends, such as money
and fame. In recent decades, youth sport has
been increasingly regarded in this way, fostering
a kind of individualism and leading to a loss of a
sense of play, overuse injuries, and kids dropping
out altogether. It is also possible for colleges and
universities to regard sport merely
instrumentally, in relation to the ends of the
institution  (e.g., television exposure, more
applications, etc.) It is only a very small step
from there to regarding student-athletes in this

way, as well.

Of course, it is also necessary to have some
understanding of what sport is and its human
significance in order to be able to explain how it

is related to education.
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Sport Serves the Human Person

In Jesuit education, each student is regarded
as having great dignity, having been created in
the image and likeness of God. In Catholic
Social Teaching, the economy and various
aspects of culture play their proper role when
they take this as their starting point and serve
the person in his or her integral development.
With respect to sport, Pope John Paul II
emphasized that the person does not exist to
serve sport; rather sport should serve the
human person in his or her integral (i.e.,

holistic) development. (ii)

At Jesuit schools, we educate the whole
person. Since the human person is a unity of
body, mind and spirit, embodied participation
in sport has the capacity to impact the person
at all levels of their personhood, including
their consciousness: the way a person makes
meaning, for example, and at the level of spirit

or the spiritual dimension of cheir lives.

...THE PERSON DOES NOT
EXIST TO SERVE SPORT;
RATHER SPORT SHOULD
SERVE THE HUMAN PERSON
IN HIS OR HER INTEGRAL
(1.E., HOLISTIC)
DEVELOPMENT.

Sports are somewhat distinctive in that they
are fun and have intrinsic rewards, and yet
they can also be related to personal growth
and development. Before he became pontiff,
Pope Benedict XVI commented that the
massive appeal of sport “consists of the fact

that it unites both [chese] aspects in a very

persuasive manner.” (iii)

To take just one example of how sports can
lead to personal growth and development: In
the United States, many young people have
their first experiences of being a part of
something larger than themselves while
playing on sports teams. They learn how to
develop their own skills and personality in
such a way that they can contribute to the

goals and success of the team.

And those lessons continue as they play sports
even at the intercollegiate level. As Pope
Benedice XVI put it: “In team play, the player
learns to put his individuality in the service of
the whole. Sport unites people in a common
goal: the success and failure of cach one lies in

the success or failure of everyone.” (iv)

For psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,
when this  kind  of

(development of unique individual skills, or

differentiation
capacities) and integration (working in
harmony with others toward a common goal)
are happening at the same time, groups,
institutions, and societies grow or evolve. This
correlates well with Pope Francis’ vision for
human societies and the human family, which
is captured in his image of the polyhedron,
where the ‘face’ of each culture is maintained.
Our model, he writes, is not the sphere:
“Instead, it is the polyhedron, which reflects
the convergence of all its parts, each of which
preserves its  distinctiveness..It  is  the
convergence of peoples who, within the
universal  order, maintain  their own
individuality; it is the sum total of persons
within a society which pursues the common

good, which truly has a place for everyone.” (v)
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Benefits to the Community

Sociologists have pointed out that in recent
decades, U.S. culture has become increasingly
individualistic ~ and  there are  fewer
opportunities to experience community in
civil society. Sporting events are one of the
ways people are reminded of their ties to a
region, city or school. As a kind of “public
play,” athletic competitions provide an
opportunity for people in the universicy
community and beyond to connect at a basic
human level that is prior to their social roles,
or even their political or religious affiliacions.
The anthropologist Victor Turner refers to

this as the experience of ‘communitas.’ (vi)

Our Context Today

The shifting of the landscape in college sports
and the dizzying pace at which changes are
occurring may at times seem overwhelming.
And yet, they also provide an opportunity for
us at Jesuit institutions to become more
explicit about the values that undergird our
approach to intercollegiate athletics and the
way we understand them in relation to our
educational mission. College and universicy
leaders around the country are finding out
that if they have not been explicit about these
matters, others (judicial courts, Congress, etc.)
will step in and frame what intercollegiate

athletics are all about for chem.

With the founding of ESPN in 1979 and
increasingly after other television networks
became involved, the amount of money that
the top-tier Division 1 (D-I) universities
(especially those with football teams) could
make from TV contracts led to an ‘arms race’
for better facilities, stadiums, coaching

contracts, etc.

While few of these well-resourced schools
made a profit for the wider university, the
athletic programs (and universities) were
pursuing what was best for their institutions
and their programs financially. As top-tier D-I
programs brought in more and more money,
facilities and stadiums were expanding, and
coaches’ salaries skyrocketed, the fact that the
student-athletes who were the main attraction
were not able to benefit financially became
more unacceptable to many people. Very
public scandals that revealed that student-
athletes were taking fake classes at some
institutions added to the general impression
that universities did not have the best
interests of student-athletes in mind, indeed

that they were using them. (vii)

The focus on the money that is generated by
big-time college sports and who has the right
to access it is important. It is rightly
considered a justice issue. But a focus only on
this issue runs the risk of leaving unaddressed
other fundamental questions such as, “What is
sport?” and “How is it related to education?” It
also doesn’t consider whether an exclusive
focus on financial considerations can corrupt
intercollegiate athletics and undermine the
student-athlete experience in the long run. As
one philosopher put it, a society that evaluates
more and more parts of life by market values
runs the risk of crowding out “nonmarket

values worth caring about.” (viii)
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The Corruption of College Sports

To take one example: There were recent
conference realignments that led o the
collapse of the Pacific-rz Conference and
created new conferences that extend from
coast to coast. These changes were driven by
the money that could be made through

television contracts associated with football.

Each institution was making decisions on its
own with financial considerations being
predominant. In the early stages of this
process, no one secemed to consider how travel
across the country would impact student-
athletes in non-revenue producing sports, who
compete two Or three times a week, often in
the middle of the week. It was only when some
student-athletes began speaking out about
feeling robbed of the opportunity to get an
education that this was acknowledged as an

issue.

...A SOCIETY THAT EVALUATES
MORE AND MORE PARTS OF
LIFE BY MARKET VALUES
RUNS THE RISK OF CROWDING
OUT “NONMARKET VALUES
WORTH CARING ABOUT.”

More generally speaking, the external goods
that are connected to the most popular sports,
such as money and prestige, accrue to
individual persons or institutions. Regarding
sports primarily as a means to these ends runs
the risk of introducing a kind of individualism

that has been present in recent decades in the

wider culture into sport itself.

As was mentioned, one of the ways that sport
leads to the growth of young people is that
they learn how to develop their own skills and
other capacities, but in such a way that they
work together with others toward a common
goal. That is changing: there is a tilt in the
direction of the individual student-athlete’s
focus on pursuing external goods. In recent
decades, youth sports have been viewed
increasingly as a means to a college
scholarship. The transfer portal that allows
student-athletes  to  play  right  after
transferring, along with the fact that chere
were initially no guardrails or regulations
related to making money on one’s name, image
and likeness, have also had the unintended
effect of moving college athletics more in this

direction.

But, prior to the recent developments, there
was also a kind of “individualism of
institutions” in intercollegiate athletics. Each
university made its own decisions, seeking to
gain a greater competitive advantage. This
‘arms race’ is what has made it hard for
university presidents or athletic directors to
collaborate with leaders of other institutions
to address issues in intercollegiate athletics in

a meaningful way.

A Social Sector Enterprise

Much of the public discussion in courtrooms
and Congress paints intercollegiate athletics
with a broad brush, as though all universities
are like the most well-resourced ones with

football programs.
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Despite the public narrative, the majority of
institutions of higher education — even in
Division I — operate college athletics as a
social sector enterprise rather than a business
sector one. The hallmarks of a social sector
enterprise, in this context, include:

® Financial Framework: Intercollegiate
athletics is made possible primarily
through institutional and community
support and not by commercially-driven
resources. Although athletic departments
generate revenue, none generate an annual
profit through athletics. Notably, even
with the significant disparities among
resources and funding across Division I
athletics, D-I-AAA and FCS institutions
remain athletically competitive at the
national level.

These athletic

programs are integrated in the higher

* Integration: college
education system and are measured by
their broader institutional missions: to
graduate students and prepare them for
meaningful lives and careers; improve
access to learning; foster the prosperity
and success of each rising generation; and
enhance the lives and livelihoods of
students, people in their communities,

and others around the world.

REGARDING SPORTS
PRIMARILY AS A MEANS TO
EXTERNAL ENDS RUNS THE
RISK OF INTRODUCING A
KIND OF INDIVIDUALISM
THAT HAS BEEN PRESENT IN
RECENT DECADES IN THE
WIDER CULTURE INTO SPORT
ITSELF.

Possibilities for a Path Forward
Continued reflection on the experiences of
participating in sport is needed to understand
its human Signifieance and its relation to
education. The practitioners (i.e., coaches,
athletic directors, and student-athletes) have a
role to play in identifying and explaining
sports’ human signifieance and how it is
student-athlete

related to growth and

development.

Athletic departments can draw on these
reflections to articulate in a mission statement
how their programs / teams embody and fulfill
the Jesuit educational mission. Such mission
statements can be approved by an athletic
oversight committee of the Board of Trustees,
or the president, and performance in this
regard can be evaluated. The emphasis on the
educational benefits to student-athletes of
playing their sport is particularly important
given the very small numbers of even D-1 level
student athletes who will play ctheir sport
professionally. It will also be needed if a
university decides to push back against the
legal challenge that student-athletes should be

regarded as employees of the university.

At Jesuit colleges and wuniversities, some
coaches have their teams go on retreats where
student-athletes lead reflections on their
experiences of playing in a particular season.
In recent years, there have been some
students more

academic where

broadly,

invited to a kind of Ignatian reflection on

courses

including  student-athletes, are

sports as an aspect of culture.
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“Sport at the Service of Humanity”
conferences sponsored by the Vatican and Big
East Conference have also been occasions for

this  kind of

administrators, and others working in the area

reflection  for  coaches,
of sport at our institutions. In keeping with
the reputation of Jesuit institutions as strong
in the humanities, some philosophers and
theologians are being recognized as leading
figures in reflecting on sport to understand its
deeper significance, as  well.  (ix) Such
should  be

initiatives strengthened and

encouraged.

As has been mentioned, one of the main
lessons that student-athletes can learn,
especially from team sports, is how to be part
of a team. People involved in leadership in
intercollegiate athletics would do well to take
this lesson to heart. In contrast to the
prevailing ‘individualism of institutions,” what
is needed is collaboration among institutions
in order to identify and articulate the shared
values in sport, beyond winning and money,
that are related to the educational mission. It
is important at this time that there are
discussions about the “common good” in
intercollegiate athletics. The most obvious
place for such conversations to start is in

athletic conferences.

...ONE OF THE MAIN LESSONS
STUDENT-ATHLETES CAN
LEARN, ESPECIALLY FROM
TEAM SPORTS, IS HOW TO BE
PART OF A TEAM. PEOPLE
INVOLVED IN LEADERSHIP IN
INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETICS
WOULD DO WELL TO TAKE
THIS LESSON TO HEART.

Our colleges and universities are by no means
alone in facing the challenges of this time.
Indeed, there is an increasing chorus of
educators, coaches and civic leaders who see
the signs of an existential crisis in
intercollegiate athletics and, therefore, higher
education. Michael Moran even suggested that
“The unregulated nature of [che] NIL structure
in the wake of Alston — and the freedom of
movement players now have through the
transfer portal to seek better athletic and
financial opportunities” presents a challenge
that will “define the future Credibility of
American higher education.” He asks: “Will

stakeholders —

donors, facuity — care enough to require their

administrators, alumni,
athletic programs to maintain an authentic
connection to the educational mission? Can
the leadership of universities generate the
poiitica] support to take that stand? Or will
the games be treated even more as a separate

all  buc

disconnected from the universities they are

enterprise,  with  competitors

supposed to represent?” (x)

For sure, presidents and others in our athletic
departments will need to address many legal
and other issues that impact their own
institutions in the months and years ahead.
But we at Jesuit colleges and universities also
have the benefit of a shared four hundred
sixty—eight—year—oid educational heritage that
allows us to have a conversation about
intercollegiate  athletics  based in  values
broader than winning and money, that
prioritizes the good of our student-athletes

and their education as whole persons.
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