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SPORT (modern and the popes).
1° Introduction. – The general consensus in the study of the development of modern sports (i.e. sports disciplines that follow standardised rules in their competitions and whose organisation depends on sports unions and associations) is that they originated in Great Britain and also almost immediately in the United States of America during the XIXth century. 
In (mainly Anglo-Saxon) historiography, the role of Victorian England’s colonial, cultural and economic imperialism in the dispersal of muscular Christianity is considered paramount. This movement, characterised by ideals such as patriotic duty, discipline, self-sacrifice, masculinity and the moral and physical beauty of athletic exercise and sport, was closely linked to English public school education. The Victorian ideal of masculinity demanded that men be active, courageous, strong in body and mind. Social Darwinism emphasised selection through competition and the pursuit of success.
Within Catholicism, which was (and still is) often presented by its Protestant and Anglican counterparts as the more spiritual and intellectual and therefore less muscular denomination, there were very different reactions to the rise of these modern sports and physical culture. 
In the study on the attitude of Catholicism in all its facets towards body culture and sport since the XIXth century, we have to keep a broader context in mind. First and foremost, the changing theological conception of the nature of man, the theological anthropology, has been of crucial importance. Whereas until the eve of the Second Vatican Council the view was clearly dualistic, this changed under the influence of existential phenomenology to a holistic view, in which man was seen as an incarnated spirit. In the period from the XIXth century to the late 1950’s – 1960’s, the body was seen as a tool for the mind and soul. The hierarchy was clear: the body had a subordinate role. That is why theological and/or philosophical perspectives could place different values on the body and thus on physical culture and sport. In the Catholic camp, therefore, there were both positive and negative interpretations. This dualistic vision was reflected in the Catholic camp in its practical handling of the modern sports phenomenon. The “fury from England” (modern sport) was best channelled through a separate and internally organised approach, if only to nip all possible moral scandals and excesses in the bud and not expose Catholic youth to the dangers of the neutral outside world. Hence the Catholic sport and physical culture within compartmentalised patronage, educational institutions and sports clubs.
On the basis of archival sources, published contemporary sources and available literature, we can state that the attitude of popes Pius X, Pius XI and Pius XII towards these modern sports was far from being negative or dismissive. On the contrary, it can be said from the many messages, writings, audiences and initiatives of these popes that there was indeed a muscular Catholicism parallel to the muscular Christianity of the Protestants and Anglicans. The attitude of successive popes towards sport and physical culture has always been one of constant interest, openness and appreciation of its many potentialities, even in times when it was being exploited by ideologies such as National Socialism and Fascism. The fact that the muscular Catholicism supported by the popes until the 1960’s of the XXth century focused almost exclusively on boys and men must be seen in a wider contemporary ecclesiastical and social context. Whereas the vision of Pope John XXIII still was very parallel to his predecessors, Vatican II and especially the Constitution Gaudium et Spes about the Church in the modern world, would approach in its article 61 sport as an autonomous part of culture that could make an excellent contribution to spiritual balance, both in individual and in community life, and to the establishment of fraternal contacts of all classes, peoples or races. Besides in the 1960’s, the theological anthropology changed under the influence of existential phenomenology to a holistic view, in which man was seen as an incarnated spirit. These visions would be very obvious since the magisterium of John Paul II, followed by his successors Benedict XVI and Francis.
2° Pope Pius X (1903-1914). – It is no coincidence that Pierre de Coubertin (1863-1937), the man who launched the modern Olympic Games in 1896, undertook study trips as an official of the French Ministry of Education and Welfare in order to learn more about the school and education systems of Great Britain (1887), the United States and Canada (1889). In his studies he emphasised the much more important role of sport and physical culture in these regions compared to continental Europe of his time. As a pedagogue, he therefore dreamed of reforming the French school and education system on the Anglo-Saxon model.
In the Catholic environment of the time, recreational games and a collective form of gymnastics were encouraged rather than modern sports, which were seen as a new fashion and as dangerous exports from America and England. The Salesian Congregation, founded in Italy in 1859 by the priest Giovanni Bosco (1815-1888), was a great pioneer in stimulating such recreation as part of the education of neglected youth. Later, some modern sports, especially football, became common in the after-school recreation activities of the Catholic school network in Europe.
The few clergymen who dared to promote modern sports had problems with their superiors in the early years, were suspected of having a very liberal interpretation of theology and the modern worldview, and even of a kind of modernism. Nevertheless, there are striking examples of supporters of this new movement within Catholicism. The role of the Dominicans in France was remarkable in this respect. Henri-Dominique Lacordaire (1802-1861), who re-established the order in his country in 1843, was convinced that France needed a religious order that preached and theologised in and about the modern context. The evangelisation of young people being the most direct way to achieve this goal, education and schools became the spearhead of the French preachers’ apostolate. The “Teaching Third Order” founded several schools from 1852 onwards. They became the centres of a specific Christian pedagogy that stimulated, among other things, the culture of the body and competitive sports. According to Lacordaire, body arts such as horse riding, gymnastics, choreography and fencing were inherent to a successful and complete education. The Dominican complex in Arcueil, near Paris, consisting of the Collège Albert-le-Grand, the École Lacordaire and the École de plein air Saint-Dominique, directed by the priors Louis-Raphaël Captier (1829-1871) and Henri Didon (1840-1900), deserves special mention here. In 1891, the latter met de Coubertin, a graduate of the Jesuit College of Saint Ignatius in Paris, who had been inspired by his studies in the English-speaking world. The new Didon/de Coubertin tandem took the initiative of organising athletics championships in Arcueil, where the sporting fraternity broke down the ideological barriers between Catholic schools and colleges. On the occasion of one of these championships, namely on 7 Mar. 1891, Didon launched his motto “Citius, Altius, Fortius” which, three years later, was proposed as the Olympic motto by de Coubertin at the Olympic Congress at the Sorbonne. For the Dominican Didon, ‘citius’ (faster) referred to the potential of the mind and intellectual studies; ‘altius’ (higher) referred to the elevation of the soul and the path to God; ‘fortius’ (stronger) referred to the body, shaped by sport and physical education. Didon emphasised the idea that physical exercise is a moral virtue that contributes to the spirit of militancy, eliminates idleness in children, strengthens them and gives them endurance. Didon’s vision was fully confirmed when, in 1899, he visited more than thirty schools, colleges and universities of muscular Christendom in the birthplace of sport. In particular Eton, Winchester, Cambridge, Oxford, Rugby and Birmingham convinced him that the British system was producing young men who were free and independent in their responsibilities. They were inclined to make alliances, but never to accept slavery. The British, Didon said, were knights shaped by sport, while the French produced only decadent intellectuals.
After Didon’s death, de Coubertin continued his attempt to open the Catholic world to the value of physical culture and sport. In his endeavour to make the Olympic Games an educational tool to sensitise the world to democracy, tolerance, fraternity and peace, he found allies in the Vatican, notably Pope Pius X (1903-1914) and the Secretary of State, Card. Rafael Merry del Val (1865-1930). Antonella Stelitano, Quirino Bortolato and Alejandro Mario Dieguez have shown that Pius X, who is usually remembered as the great opponent of modernism and all the dangers of modern society, was nevertheless to bring about a great change in the attitude of the Catholic Church of his time towards the culture of the body and sport. The Jesuit magazine La Civiltà Cattolica, for example, reported on a gymnastic and recreational event organised by the Ricreatorio Popolare romano, which Pope Pius X authorised to take place on 10 July 1904 in his presence at the Cortilo della Pigna, inside the Vatican.
Card. Merry del Val, the son of a Spanish diplomat, was born in London and became familiar with the English school system. He received an intellectual and sporting education at King’s College of Our Lady of Eton besides Windsor, a prestigious public school near Windsor, where cricket, kayaking and sailing were among the sports practised. He was also said to be a gifted dancer. In 1878 he went to Rome, where he studied philosophy, theology and canon law at the Pontificia Università Gregoriana. Apparently, even after his ordination and his busy career in the Roman Curia, Merry del Val could not help but play his favourite sports. It is said that he played tennis, horseback riding, swimming and even archery and rifle shooting.
At the beginning of 1905, de Coubertin stayed in Rome for a long time with a double objective: he wanted to finalise with the civil authorities the candidature of Rome to organise the fourth Olympic Games in 1908 and to obtain the green light from the Vatican, in order to defuse the opposition of many ecclesiastics to his educational project. He obtained the support of the Pius X/Merry del Val duo, as can be deduced from correspondence preserved in the Archivio Apostolico Vaticano, but financial and political obstacles in the city of Rome and in the Kingdom of Italy prevented the Olympic Games from being held in Rome in 1908. London took over. In his Mémoires olympiques, published in 1931, de Coubertin referred to his meeting in 1905 with the Pope and the cardinal. He recounted that when he was still Cardinal Patriarch of Venice, the Pope awarded prizes to the gondoliers who took part in the regatta in the City of the Doges, and that Card. Merry del Val did not at all share the objections of most heads of religious institutions to sport and sporting competitions. Merry del Val judged that competitive sports could be practised in religious institutes, alongside recreational and harmless games. Pius X showed great interest in the project of a Roman Olympiad and promised de Coubertin to devote himself more to the propaganda of sport among Catholics.
Pope Sarto’s commitment was immediate. Also in 1905, the Holy See was closely involved in a five-day sports event organised in Rome by the “Società della Gioventù Cattolica” from 24 to 28 September. About 30 Catholic youth associations from the regions of Lombardy, Piedmont and Rome, with a total of about 1,600 young people, participated in this first Italian Catholic sports congress. The Roman weekly L’Illustrazione Italiano listed the programme. The first day began at the Vatican with a Eucharistic celebration, followed by a free-movement gymnastics competition in the Belvedere courtyard and an athletic speed contest in the Vatican gardens. The second day consisted of a 100-kilometre cycle race through the streets of Rome, a 25-kilometre fast walking race starting from “Porta Pinciana” and finishing in “Viale delle Milizie”. The third day consisted of a 20-kilometre running competition, gymnastics exercises for young people and fast track cycling. On Sunday, everyone gathered at the church of St. Ignatius where a Eucharist was held. Then the procession, accompanied by brass bands, went along “Corso Vittorio Emanuele”, “Ponte Sant’Angelo” and “Borgo nuovo” to Santa Marta and then to the Vatican, where it gathered at eleven o’clock in the King’s Hall around the Pope’s throne. In a speech, Pius X stressed that he approved not only of the religious actions of the societies, but also of their leisure activities such as gymnastics, cycling, mountaineering, swimming, running, walking, competitions and all kinds of academies which they organised and which were important to show that physical exercise had a great and wonderful influence on the exercises of the mind: the contests of mutual friendship were an image of the rivalry of the exercises of virtue. The Pope assured the young people that the Church did not intend to forbid sports recreation, but intended that in addition to strengthening the body, the quality of the soul should also be improved, in the love of the faith and in the expulsion of the ungodly. In the afternoon, in the presence of the Pope and many guests, the young people gave an impressive gymnastics show in the courtyard of “San Damaso”, after which Pius X presented the medals to the winning teams. The next morning, all were present at the Eucharist celebrated by the Pope in the Consistory Hall. An anti-clerical newspaper, La Tribuna, appreciated the achievements of the young people, but denounced the fact that, even in sport, they remained under the control of the priests. In any case, according to the official Vatican newspaper, L’Osservatore Romano, the Catholic sportsmen and women were harassed several times during their activities in the streets of the city.
In the following years, Pius X also continued to promote sport among Catholic youth. In 1906, for example, the “Fédération Gymnastique et Sportive des Patronages de France” (FGSPF) organised a pilgrimage to Rome. The 600 French Catholic gymnasts and sportsmen were received and addressed by the Pope on 9 September after an exhibition in the Vatican gardens and in the courtyard of “San Damaso”. He emphasised a strong and healthy physique, which Catholic youth certainly need now in the difficult circumstances of their country.
From 23 to 27 Sept. 1908, an international gymnastics and sports competition was held in Rome. 2,000 gymnasts and athletes from Italy, Belgium, Ireland, Canada, Austria and France showed their skills and abilities in the courtyard of the ‘Belvedere’ in front of Pius X. In his message, the Pope once again stressed the positive character of sport for Catholic youth, but also warned that these activities should be practiced in moderation and always within certain limits. Young people must not forget their studies and work; they must combine their sporting leisure with their religious duties, because without the latter, the body can never be preserved. 
This persistent attention of Pius X to Catholic sports associations, together with other initiatives in Italy, France and Belgium, finally led to the foundation of the “Union Internationale des Œuvres Catholiques d’Éducation Physique” (UIOCEP) in the summer of 1911, during a national gymnastics competition of the FGSPF in Nancy, in which delegations from Montreal, Algiers, Italy, Switzerland, Belgium, but also from Alsace and Lorraine, participated. On the occasion of the first congress of this international association in Rome, the Pope gave a message, in which he said that he had always blessed its work and would continue to do so. He asked the members to continue their commitment to the moral and physical education of young people. Pius X was happy to see so many nations united for a common goal. When he had opened the Vatican to the great Catholic gymnastic competitions a few years earlier, he had wanted to give a clear demonstration of his views in this regard. He ended on a humorous note, saying that if there was any doubt about his intentions, he would do the exercises himself, so that his example would be followed. 
This doubt had been present when the Pope, like other Church dignitaries, was rather sceptical about the rise of the bicycle and its use by the clergy. The new means of transport was identified, as it were, with a secularised modernity. The official Vatican organ, L’Osservatore Romano, even theorised in 1894 that enthusiasm for the bicycle was a step forward for the anarchist movement, claiming that anarchy and the bicycle were two great dangers from which society would be better spared. 
Nevertheless, the number of opponents of the bicycle in the Catholic camp diminished rather quickly and prematurely. There was a desire to Catholicise the new Italian society, which had emerged from the ‘godless’ Risorgimento movement. Hence the Church’s ever greater willingness and openness to the problems posed by the social question and the modernisation of the country. The subject of sport certainly had its place there. So much so that in 1906, the Italian association of Catholic sports clubs, the “Federazione delle Associazioni Sportivi Cattoliche Italiana”, was founded. The federation was under the supervision of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and in particular of the Italian Catholic youth association, the “Società della Gioventù Cattolica Italiana”. From the beginning, gymnastics, sports and games were taught in the oratories, but the hostile attitude of the nationalist, neutral and so-called areligious “Federazione Ginnastica Nazionale italiana”, which had been in existence since 1869, prompted the bishops to take matters in hand. This was the beginning of a separate and compartmentalised (Catholic) sport.
By the time the professional “Giro d’Italia” came into being in 1909, Catholic opposition to cycling had largely turned into sympathetic attention and sometimes even favouritism. This development had to be seen in the context of a Catholic rapprochement with worldly society, characterised by various stages such as the encyclicals Rerum novarum by Pope Leo XIII (1891) and Il fermo proposito by Pope Pius X (1905), calls for social action and expressions of the gradual weakening of the non expedit, the 1868 papal prohibition of Catholic participation in Italian state political elections. On the eve of the general elections in Italy in 1912, this led to an open attitude, a development that had a positive effect on the Italian Church’s opinion of sport in general and cycling in particular.
The Role of Pope Benedict XV (1914-1922) in promoting sport was rather small. Nevertheless, he asked the delegation of the Knights of Columbus on an audience on 28 Aug. 1920 to engage themselves in creating sport fields for the Roman youth. From 1922 onwards the Knights realized several of these: “l’Oratorio di San Pietro” (1922); “Benedetto XV” (1926) at San Lorenzo; “Pio XI” (1926) on the hills of Gelsomino; the fields at Valle Giulia (1927); and “Il Polverini” al Lungotevere Flaminio (1927).
3° Pius XI (1922-1939). – The glory of or for sport reached unprecedented heights during the interwar period. First of all, the number of active sportsmen and women increased, both due to the general reduction of working hours and the democratisation of modern sports, which could be practised by almost all social groups in European society. In addition, the proportion of passive sports enthusiasts reached new heights. They followed sports competitions as spectators in stadiums or along public roads or kept up to date with the world of sport through specialised sports newspapers.
The excesses of sport, the increasing secularisation of society and the dangers for the practising faithful posed great challenges to the leaders and theologians of the Catholic Church in Europe. The general attitude was based on a theological anthropology which considered the human person to be a dual being, with the duality of soul and body being central. For Catholic theology, it was unquestionable that the hierarchy between the two constituents was fixed and that the body served the higher soul. It depended on theologian to theologian whether the body was considered positively or negatively. This approach had major consequences for physical culture and sport.
In pulpits and brochures, many personalities ask whether modern sport, with all its excesses, is not becoming a new secular religion and distancing the faithful from Sunday obligations, while others have a rather positive view of the body and sport if it is lived according to the soul-body hierarchy. This discussion is further complicated by the rise of certain ideologies in the interwar period that see the success of sport and body culture as an ideal lure and propaganda tool for their aspirations. The fact that girls and women were also involved was a thorn in the side of the Catholic Church. For many leaders of the Catholic Church, public appearances and the display of freely moving female bodies in tight sportswear or swimming costumes were not only an ethical and moral problem, but the masculinisation of competing women also threatened the ideal of Catholic marriage between men and women and motherhood. The latter was evident in Germany and Italy. The attitude of the Holy See in this matter would not only have consequences for Catholics in these two countries, but would also determine the view of sport in general, and women’s sport in particular, for Catholics throughout Europe. In the historiography, this position of the Holy See during the interwar period is sometimes seen as hostile to women.
On the basis of our own research in the Vatican archives and the Archivum Romanum Societatis Jesu, we have tried to clarify and adjust this image. Indeed, it should not be forgotten that in the 1920’s and 1930’s, sport, and in particular sport for girls and women, was seen by the leaders of the Catholic Church (the bishops, the Holy See with its nuncios, the cardinals of the Curia and the Pope) as a reflection of broader trends related to national identity and new ideologies, such as National Socialism in Germany and Fascism in Italy. In his attitude, Pius XI, assisted among others for the situation in Germany by Card. Eugenio Pacelli and for Italy by the Jesuit Pietro Tacchi Venturi (1861-1959), was not against exercise and sport for girls and women per se, but he was concerned about the underlying ideas, conditions and organisation of these activities. This would eventually lead to two encyclicals by Pope Pius XI in which official positions on sporting activities and their organisation were taken. These encyclicals had an impact not only in Germany and Italy, but throughout the Catholic world.
[bookmark: _Hlk101347462]In his encyclical Divini illius Magistri on the Christian education of youth, published on the last day of 1929, the Pope emphasised the role of the Church alongside that of the state and the family. This also applied, among other things, to physical education. According to the Holy See and Pius XI, the Catholic Sunday rest was in danger and girls were being masculinised by military training. In the eyes of the Pope, an education that did not involve the separation of the sexes was not possible. It led to the negation of Christian marriage and the ideal of motherhood. The public gymnastics festivals, or other collective sports events where girls perform in shorts or swimming costumes, so typical of Germany and even of Fascist Italy, confronted the Church with questions of morality and ethics. Even in the extreme conditions of the interwar period, the Catholic Church continued to be concerned with the physical education of young people. In Italy, the influence of the “Opera Nazionale dei Balilla” (ONB) grew and weakened at the expense of typically Catholic youth organisations and even Catholic Action. Pius XI’s message was clear: it was time for Catholic schools and universities to organise their own physical education and cooperate with sports, with a clear separation between boys and girls.
It is also striking that Pius XI’s official reaction to Nazi ideology, notably the encyclical Mit brennender Sorge of 14 Mar. 1937 on the situation of the Church in the German Empire, devotes a passage to sport in which he begins by saying that sport and physical education practised in moderation are a benefit to youth. But he immediately pointed out that the numerous sports activities in Germany were leading to neglect of Sunday observance and endangering the Catholic hierarchy between body and soul. Nevertheless, the Pope had confidence in the German Catholic youth in these difficult times when they were forced to join the state organisations. As Pius XI already pointed out, the “Deutsche Jugendkraft” (DJK), which in 1935 had about half a million sportsmen members, was forced to disband in the same year by Hitler’s Nazi regime. Persecution, harassment and all kinds of attacks by the Hitler Youth were commonplace. The sad conclusion came in July 1934, when the Gestapo murdered the general director of the DJK and head of Catholic Action, Adalbert Probst. It was not until October 1947 that the DJK resumed its activities.
In Italy, too, the fascist regime was increasingly in war mode. In 1937, the ONB was replaced by the “Gioventù Italiana del Littorio” (GIL) and the statutes of the sports academies in Rome and Orvieto were changed. The “Foro Mussolini” Institute became the “Accademia della GIL”. Both academies were now under the direct control of the Fascist Party (as opposed to the Ministry of National Education before) and courses were now run over three years and included four sections: politics, military training, biological sciences and sports. In 1938, only pure-bred Italians were selected and all Jewish Italians were excluded. From 1940 onwards, compulsory learning of the German language was also included in the curriculum.
Mussolini had understood early on that sport was the ideal lever for the myth of the “vigilant nation”, physically ready to face any internal and external threat. In this way, the ready-made athlete could be transformed into a young soldier, like a shield for the regime. In this vision of political athletics, Mussolini liked to present himself as the country’s first sportsman, “il primo sportivo d’Italia”. Sport, like the youth movement or school, was a mass medium to promote the cult of the body. Sport was supposed to bring out the best in people, to make them accustomed to suffering, to teach them to persevere and to encourage them to excel. Sport was an excellent cement for adherence to the flag. On a few occasions, the Duce was given a successful platform at the international forum for his fascist philosophy. In 1934 and 1938, the Italian football team became world champions. From the rostrum, Mussolini admired the Azzurri, who welcomed him with outstretched arms. Meanwhile, in 1936, Nazi Germany had also managed to use the Berlin Olympics to its own advantage. Or the importance of sport for a totalitarian regime, where the glorification of physical strength fits perfectly into a hidden war agenda.
4° Pius XII (1939-1958). – Although Pius X and Pius XI (an avid mountaineer) were far from hostile to sport and physical education as such, it is clear that with Pius XII there was a pro-sport pope at the head of the Church between 1939 and 1958. During his pontificate there were about 20 messages related to this theme. Four of these were substantial and shaped a Catholic vision of sport and physical education that would also influence his successors. We will examine them one by one and discover that for Pius XII, 3 fundamental principles governed the relationship between the Church and sport. Firstly, it was the Church’s competence to be involved in sport, not out of a curious interest, but because of the important human and apostolic repercussions of sport. Sport had to be ennobled by Christianity. Secondly, excesses of materialism had to be avoided, for the body, despite its wounds due to sin, was in itself good; by divine grace, it even became a temple of the Holy Spirit. As for the educational aspects of sports activities, the Pope stressed the self-control and discipline that can be acquired through the practice of sport, as well as the importance of the natural virtues as the basis for the supernatural virtues. Finally, Pius XII saw sport as a symbol of the efforts we must make to live as Christians, always looking towards the ascending victory in Jesus Christ.
His first important speech was at Pentecost, on 20 May 1945, to the Italian sportsmen and women gathered for the foundation of the “Centro Sportivo Italiano” (CSI). All the elements of his vision of sport are contained in it. Pius XII bluntly rebuked those who accused the Church of not being concerned with the body and its culture. The Pope declared that they were far from the truth. The primary purpose and duty of healthy, Christian-inspired sport was to promote the dignity and harmony of the human body, to develop its health, strength, flexibility and beauty. Sport was also a school of honesty, courage, perseverance, determination and universal brotherhood: all natural virtues which, however, provided a solid foundation for the supernatural and prepared people to bear the weight of the heaviest responsibilities without hesitation. In this context, the Pope paid tribute to his predecessor, Pius XI, who, as an experienced mountaineer, had conquered the 4,600-metre Mount Rose. He did not seek reckless risks, but rather prudence, courage, strength, perseverance, love of nature and its enchanting beauty. In this sense, for man, sport was not an end but a means, an aid. Sport should be at the service of a healthy, courageous and enthusiastic life, of a fruitful fidelity to professional and family duties; it could and should also be at the service of God. Finally, the Pope told his listeners that if their example contributed to giving the modern practice of sport a form more in harmony with human dignity and the divine precepts, they could attain a supernatural value in their physical culture.
[bookmark: _Hlk101517420][bookmark: _Hlk101517542][bookmark: _Hlk101518052]On 8 Nov. 1952, Pius XII addressed the participants of the Italian Scientific Congress on Sport and Physical Education in a long message. More than 800 listeners witnessed how the Pope sees the objectives of sport and physical education. Pius XII began by emphasising the importance of the congress, which was undoubtedly a response to the demand of the time. The organisers were aware of the significance of sport and physical exercise for modern man, of the extent to which they are practised in all strata of society, of their importance and of their significant and multiform influence on the individual and society. Sport and gymnastics, according to the prince of the Church, included a wide range of disciplines: indoor gymnastics, school gymnastics, free body exercises, apparatus gymnastics, walking, jumping, climbing, rhythmic gymnastics, fast walking, horse riding, skiing and other winter sports, as well as swimming, sailing, fencing, wrestling, boxing, etc. The most popular sports, however, were football and cycling. According to Pius XII, the interest in sport was particularly evident in the press. There was no newspaper without a sports page, and there were also numerous sports newspapers and magazines, not to mention the many radio broadcasts informing the public about sporting events. Moreover, sport and gymnastics or physical exercise were not only practised by individuals, but there were also sports and gymnastics associations, competitions and events organised at local, national and international level. Finally, there were the Olympic Games, which were followed with great interest throughout the world. Pius XII wondered what was the purpose of such a widespread activity? The use, development and mastery, by the mind or soul and in the service of man, of physical forces; the pleasure one felt in this ability and action and which resembled that of an artist when he played his instrument with virtuosity. The Pope was aware of the aim of the congress: to study and clarify the conditions that sport and physical movement must fulfil in order to achieve their purpose, conditions determined by the laws of anatomy, physiology and psychology. The results of recent research in biology, medicine and psychology were also taken into account. All this was clear in the programme of the Congress. The Pope was asked to add some reflections on the religious and moral problems of gymnastics and sport and to indicate norms to guide this extremely important sector of activity. In his message, the Pope applied the general principles of the Catholic hierarchy between body and soul to the practice of sport and gymnastics. In gymnastics and sport, Pius XII said, the animated body was the instrument; the soul was the artist, forming a natural unity with the body; the act was the practice of gymnastics and sport. He developed a reasoning that considered these three factors from a religious and moral point of view and envisaged the lessons that could be learned for the body, the soul and their activity in sports and gymnastics. According to the Pope, the human body contained, by revelation, high truths that natural science and art were not able to discover by themselves. If sports and gymnastics were practised correctly, they certainly did not contradict these religious and moral principles. However, certain excesses contrary to dignity had to be rejected: “Sound doctrine insists on respect for the body, but at the same time forbids placing excessive value on it. The basic rule is: care of the body, perfection of the body: yes! Cultivation of the body, deification of the body: no, just like the deification of race and blood and their somatic conditions or constitutive characteristics. The body does not occupy the first place in man, neither the earthly and mortal as it is now, nor the glorified and spiritual as it will be. It is not the body, which springs from the dust of the earth, that has primacy in the composition of man, but the spirit, the spiritual soul”. The Pope also spoke of the instincts and powers of the body asserting themselves. This fact had to be taken into account in the intense effort and training of the body. Indeed, just as there were gymnastics and sports which, by their rigour, helped to curb the instincts, so there were other forms of sport which gave free rein to the instincts, whether through violence or sensual temptations. Pius XII also referred to the excesses of the interwar period, a period he had known only too well as nuncio to Germany and Secretary of State: “Even in the aesthetic realm, in the enjoyment of beautiful forms, in the admiration of rhythm in dance and gymnastics, sensuality can poison the soul. Moreover, in sports, gymnastics, rhythmic exercises and dance, one sometimes encounters a certain nudism, which is neither necessary nor appropriate”. It is not without reason, continued the pope, that a completely impartial observer remarked a few decades ago: “What fascinates the masses in this field is not the beauty of nudity, but the nudity of beauty. The religious and reasonable sense of duty is opposed to this way of practising gymnastics and sport. In a word, sport and gymnastics should not dictate and dominate the law, but serve and help. This is their task and this is where they find their justification”. The soul was the main and dominant factor in man. On the basis of this principle, the religious and moral conscience made certain demands. First of all, this hierarchy of values had to be respected in the appreciation of sport and gymnastics, in the evaluation of sportsmen and in the admiration of their achievements. Thus, the highest value was not attributed to the person with the strongest and most flexible muscles, but to the person who also demonstrated the necessary willpower to place and maintain them under the control of the mind. A second requirement was that, in the event of conflict, the inviolable values of the soul should not be sacrificed for the sake of the physical. Truth, honesty, love, justice and fairness, moral integrity and natural modesty, concern for life and health, family and profession, reputation and true honour were not to be subordinated to sport, nor to winning or acquiring sporting glory. A third requirement concerned the degree of importance of sport in all human activities. To elevate gymnastics, sport and rhythmic exercises to the highest goal of life was really too little for man, whose true greatness lies in much higher aspirations, efforts and gifts. It was therefore the duty of all sportsmen to observe these correct rules. Pius XII was also attentive to those, especially young people, who, after two inhuman wars, could no longer practice sport or gymnastics because of physical and mental handicaps. Human dignity and the fulfilment of one’s duties are not exclusively linked to a healthy body. He called on the sick and the healthy to carry each other’s burdens. Pius XII concluded his message with a word on sport, specifically on the practical means by which this activity could achieve its aims, preserve its value and avoid the abuses just mentioned. He did not address the hygienic or technical aspects, nor the requirements of anatomy, physiology, psychology and other specialised biological or medical sciences. For this was the competence of the congressmen. As for the religious and moral aspect, the Pope advised the audience as follows: “In short, this is what the formula ‘in gymnastics, in sport and in play, act correctly’ means: observe the commandments, the commandments in their objective, simple and clear sense”. By this Pius XII meant that every sportsman should above all pay homage to God and above all sanctify the Lord’s Day, because sport does not exempt them from their religious obligations. It also means that one should not idolise one’s own body in physical exercise and sport, which would be a return to paganism. With the fourth commandment, the Creator explicitly wanted to protect family harmony and declared that family duties took precedence over the so-called requirements of sports and sports clubs. The divine commandments also protected the lives of individuals and others, who should not be exposed to serious dangers through sport and gymnastics. According to the pope, the divine laws also gave strength to the laws already known to the sportsmen of paganism and which the true sportsmen rightly considered inviolable in their games and competitions and defended as a matter of honour, such as honesty, loyalty and chivalry, while they abhorred degrading faults, cunning and deceit. The name and honour of their opponent was also dear to them and was respected as much as their own name and honour. Thus, a sporting competition became, as it were, an asceticism of human and Christian virtues. It had to become and be like that, no matter how much effort it took. Then sport would rise above itself, pursue its moral objectives and remain free from the materialistic drifts that threaten its nobility and dignity.
This message by Pius XII made a great impression. In the recently opened papal archives, and more precisely in the historical archives of the Vatican Secretariat of State, there is a letter written by the French Catholic journalist Achille Joinard (1889-1957), then President of the International Cycling Union (UCI). In this letter, dated 27 Mar. 1954, Joinard congratulates the Pope on his message on sport and physical education. He had only become aware of it belatedly, through passages in the press and a translation in the French version of L’Osservatore Romano, and he expressed the wish that the Holy Father would one day write an encyclical on this subject which played such an important role in the life and moral education of the youth of the time. According to Joinard, some people see sport only as a pastime, when it should be a school of virtue; others reduce it to a purely materialistic activity; still others despise it as an activity reserved for the less civilised classes of society. According to Joinard it was a dangerous starting point for reducing sport to the materialisation of certain life goals. After all, the previous Pope had launched an encyclical on the cinema, so why not an encyclical on the question of sport? Since the Pope’s message of 8 Nov. 1952 was very learned, it was only known to a limited audience. Hence the need for an official document that would give a great moral lesson to many people who would never have had the chance to learn it. The Secretariat of State of the Holy See replied on 2 Apr. 1954 that the Pope greatly appreciated Joinard’s argument and would certainly return to it when he deemed it useful.
[bookmark: _Hlk101519001]A third important and comprehensive message was given on the tenth anniversary of the Italian sports centre “Centro Sportivo Italiano” (CSI) on 9 Oct. 1955. The venue for the event was St Peter’s Square, which, according to Pius XII, was the symbol of a sacred atmosphere that permeated everything and corresponded to the CSI’s desire to find in Christian principles the motives and norms that could free sport from the grip of materialism and elevate it to an activity worthy of the spiritual and immortal soul. After a passage on the origins of the CSI and the anchoring of the sports centre in Italian Catholic Action, the Pope went into detail about what the Church intended by encouraging organisations such as the CSI. The intention was certainly not to gain a monopoly in a certain sector of activity, nor to withdraw the faithful from an environment open to all. On the contrary, the Church intended to present them with a model of activity and to teach them to put this model into practice according to religious and moral principles. Therefore, a formal Catholic association was more suitable for the most ardent believers. The CSI was to be the leaven of Christianity in the stadiums, on the road, in the mountains, at sea. The sports centre therefore had to draw up a detailed programme. First of all, on the organisational and technical level, it was to spread the healthy practice of sport more widely, especially among disadvantaged young people. Secondly, coaches and sports instructors should not only be familiar with spiritual principles, but also with science-based sports techniques. According to the Pope, a clear distinction must first be made between ordinary gymnastics, athletics and competitive sports. Gymnastics ensured the normal development and maintenance of physical strength; athletics aimed to surpass the normal without comparing oneself to others and without engaging in acrobatics, which was only a profession; while competitive sport aimed to reach, through the stimulation of competition, the extreme limits of judiciously applied physical power. A similar policy was essential in recommending or admitting candidates to any of the many specialities of athletics or competitive sport. The Pope considered it a duty to have young people examined and accompanied by doctors, who now had the necessary means of inspection. Furthermore, the need for proper technical preparation and training in suitable candidates was evident. But if mastery of the right techniques, especially in competitive sports, is a necessary factor, Pius XII believes that it is not everything. For neither physical fitness nor technical perfection, achieved under the guidance of experienced coaches, was sufficient to achieve a victory that merited admiration and enthusiasm. This is what according to Pius XII supporters meant when they deplored that teams not always played the games with full commitment. Pius XII encouraged the sporters to use their technique but had to let the mind dominate.. The Pope then turned to the norms of Christian sports education. Referring to his previous message, he made a short and more applied repetition. First of all, the care of the body was at the service of the perfection of the soul. Furthermore, there was no reason why sportsmen should be exempt from respecting the general moral law in its threefold object: God, the family and society, and themselves. Pius XII spoke of the dangers of sport to one’s own body and even of doping: “With regard to this last point, we must deplore the error which recognizes an unlimited right to use one’s own body, to expose it to dangerous risks, to make excessive efforts and even – in order to achieve what one cannot do with one’s natural strength – to use highly harmful stimulants which, in addition to harming, sometimes also cause irreparable damage to the organism, are considered by the experts to be fraudulent. In these cases, the responsibility also lies with spectators, organisers and sports journalists when they applaud the reckless risk or demand inhuman efforts from the athletes”. Furthermore, sports training, especially in competitive sports, should contribute positively to the development of the mind (dosage of energy, understanding of the tactics of the opponent) and the will (sharpening the sense of duty, balancing the desire for victory, the pleasure of the game, the right amount of honour). The Pope asked the question of who the crowd at the side of the road thought was the best cyclist. It is striking how well Pius XII knew the sport of cycling: “He who has a technically perfect condition, but above all a clear mind and an indomitable will. He does not attack on impulse, but knows how to assess his own strength and that of his opponents. He repels attacks, uses all authorised aids, pays for services rendered. He does not give up if he is forced to stop because of bad luck, but resumes the pursuit with new courage. He pursues the escapees and sometimes, after miles of chasing, catches up with them one by one until he manages to regain his place in the leading group. Without allowing himself or the others to rest, he attacks and still has enough reserves for the decisive final sprint. He can still be beaten at the finish, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t the best. Because, according to the experts, winning is not as important as showing courage and strength”. Sports education also aims to train young people in the virtues inherent in sports. These include loyalty, which forbids making excuses, self-sacrifice, accommodation and submission to the coach’s instructions, self-sacrifice if not drafted into the team, loyalty to one’s commitments, modesty in case of victory, magnanimity towards the losers, calmness in case of setbacks, patience in the face of an unenthusiastic public, and fairness when financial interests are at stake in competitive sport due to contracts. In addition, there are general virtues such as abstinence and moderation, which were already recommended in ancient times. Although all these virtues have physical activity as their object, they are, according to the Pope, authentic Christian virtues, which cannot be acquired or practised to a high degree without profound and frequent religious prayer. Thus practised and incorporated into the supernatural order, sport would elevate man spiritually, as the Apostle Paul recommended: “Whatever you do, do it for the glory of God” (1 Cor., 10, 31). When asked whether such an ascetic conception of sport, so to speak, was detrimental to its technical value, Pius XII was clear: “On the contrary. Today, there are many calls for a return to ‘pure’ sport, that is, to methods that have nothing to do with commerce or the cult of stars, to which higher values such as justice, the health of the athletes and the good reputation of the participating countries are sacrificed”. Finally, Pius XII turned to the 1960 Olympic Games, which had been awarded to Rome by the International Olympic Committee on 15 June 1955. The Pope was pleased that this event would give many people the opportunity to see the many sacred and beautiful monuments and also to experience the atmosphere of universality that characterises Christian Rome. Furthermore, it was also appropriate to encourage and promote such meetings between different peoples in order to bring about love and brotherhood, and to strengthen the desire for peace and cooperation. Pius XII also entrusted the ISC with a mission in connection with these Olympic Games: “We explicitly wish that the sports centre trains top athletes who, together with other compatriots, can successfully represent their country at the highest level of sport. But we consider it even more important that the sportsmen and women, Catholic or not, as well as the spectators, show themselves worthy of the fame and greatness of Catholic Rome before their hosts, by giving a striking example of the above-mentioned virtues”.
Pius XII was also the first pope in history to dedicate a message entirely to the Olympic Games, and more specifically to those of Melbourne, Australia, in 1956. From a file in the Vatican Secretariat of State, we know that the initiative was taken by the then 92-year-old Archbishop of Melbourne, Daniel Patrick Mannix (1864-1963). In a letter dated 28 Sept. 1956, his Vicar General asked Archbishop Romolo Carboni (1911-1999), Apostolic Delegate for Australia, New Zealand and Oceania, if the Pope could write a message on the occasion of the Olympic Games, which took place in Melbourne from 22 November to 8 December, and give his Apostolic Blessing at a Papal celebration of the Mass. The latter took place on 25 November in Como Park in the presence of 70,000 guests, including many Australian clergy, believers and dignitaries. During the ceremony, the letter of Pius XII, dated 24 Oct. 1956, was read out. The Pope gladly accepted the request. After all, he said, it was a custom of ancient Greece, whose ancient traditions have inspired great sporting competitions down to the present day, to inaugurate the Games in the stadium with an act of public worship. And it was even more fitting that at the start of the Melbourne International Games, Catholics should also turn to the one and only God to pay homage to Him on behalf of their young forces and to acknowledge His inviolable rights over their bodies and lives. Pius XII refers here to the First Letter of St. Paul to the Corinthians: “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit [...] You do not belong to yourselves [...] Then honour God with your body” (1 Cor., 6, 19-20). The Pope also reminded Catholics of the positive relationship between sport and Christian principles and the ultimate goal of sport, which must not lose any of its technical value, that is to say, high-level sport: “As you know, We have repeatedly reminded you of the harmonious relationship between Christian principles and sports activities. It is up to you, dear sons, in the course of these Olympics, to show in your actions how, without losing any of its technical value, sport, a school of energy and self-control, must be ordered to the intellectual and moral perfection of the soul” (Discourse of 9 Oct. 1955). “Be witnesses to this spiritual ideal and thus, while ardently defending the colours of your country, have at heart to serve the cause of God among your brothers”. With this message, Pius XII wanted to give further proof of the importance he attached to the healthy practice of sport, especially to these peaceful international competitions. In the midst of a world beset by so many divisions, the Pope said, they promoted mutual knowledge and understanding between peoples in a spirit of fraternal rivalry. It is striking that in the final text, the passage on the perspective of the 1960 Olympic Games at Rome remained neutral, whereas in an earlier version of the text, the Pope had explicitly noted that he would be delighted, God willing, to welcome the athletes personally to the Eternal City.
Even before Rome was awarded the Olympic Games, Pius XII received members of the Italian Olympic Committee (CONI) on 16 May 1953, on the occasion of the inauguration of the Olympic Stadium (“Stadio Olimpico”) on the “Foro Italico”. The Pope saw the stadium as a symbol of the health and physical strength of youth and, if used in the Christian spirit, it would not deviate from the exalted task that was the prerogative of the Eternal City and of which Michelangelo’s great dome (St. Peter’s Basilica) was the symbol understood by all. The harmony between this dome and the stadium, which resembled the harmony between the soul and the body. Pius XII emphasised that in this new arena, both the sportsmen and the spectators had to adopt a Christian attitude in the pursuit of their respective objectives: for the former, to achieve glory and honour, for the latter, to enjoy a healthy relaxation. Pius XII addressed the spectators with an unequivocal message: “There is a profound difference between the ancient arenas of paganism and the stadiums of Christian cities. The abolition of the cruel ‘ludi gladiatorii’ (gladiatorial games) and the bloody ‘venationes’ (hunting of wild animals) was already a great advance. But the Christian ideal requires much more. A sense of moderation must be cultivated that enhances human dignity and, at the same time, does not diminish the wholesome sporting entertainment that is sought in a stadium. Christian moderation requires above all that the attraction of the stadium does not prevent the fulfilment of religious obligations, especially on holidays. It ensures that the fans behave properly, that they do not cry foul, but remain friendly and tolerant, and do not resort to violence. The sound, which rises in powerful waves from the stadium of a Christian city, must also be very different from the unseemly shouting of pagan arenas. The expression of the feelings of the sporting public must not contrast too much in dignity and composure with the solemn sounds of the choirs and the cheers of the same public, in the same stadiums, on the occasion of national civic festivals or religious ceremonies”.
[bookmark: _Hlk101520726]The Pope did not stop at messages, but also sought contact with sportsmen, sports clubs and sports journalists through audiences. On 27 June 1946, for example, he addressed the participants of the first “Giro d’Italia” of the post-war period, at the start of the eleventh stage between Rome and Perugia. Pius XII admitted to being a lover of cycling not only for the sport itself, but also for its symbolism. A cycle race presupposed and demanded a healthy and harmonious effort of the whole body, an effort that was not so much the result of strength and flexibility, but of the prowess of a man’s discipline and dogged perseverance to the finish line. But the reality of which this cycling sport was a symbol was far greater and more magnificent. With Paul’s words, the Pope emphasised that in the race for eternal life and glory, riders do not compete for a fleeting prize or a trophy that might later change hands, but with the hope of an imperishable crown. Pius XII indicated that no one among the runners would be disappointed if he did not win, provided that he sincerely observed the laws of the spiritual race and did not allow himself to be discouraged by fatigue and obstacles before reaching the final goal. Finally, he waved goodbye to the pack: “Go, then, under the bright sun of Italy, the land whose beauty you know and whose fearless and worthy champions you want to be. Go, brave riders, in the earthly race, but do not forget the heavenly race”! This “Giro della Rinascita” was very important for Pius XII. In mid-April 1946, the Pope, through Card. Montini, sent a letter to the organising newspaper La Gazzetta dello Sport, in which he referred to the ‘Giro’ not only as a sporting event, but also as an expression of a very high humanitarian content. The “Giro d’Italia” was an act of faith, the supreme faith in the rebirth of the country, in the spirit of fraternity that brought people together. In the context of the effort to make the Catholic Church an ideological protagonist in post-war Italy, we must also consider the Catholic recovery of the Giro and of the main sports newspaper, which had been severely damaged by the Fascist regime. The doctor-geneticist Luigi Gedda (1902-2000), president of the “Gioventù Italiana di Azione Cattolica” from 1934 to 1946, president of the “Uomini di Azione Cattolica” from 1946 to 1949 and president of the National Catholic Action from 1952 to 1959, played a leading role in the adoption of sport by Italian Catholicism and was very close to Pius XII. In 1944, the Christian Democrat Gedda had founded the “Centro Sportivo Italiano” (CSI), of which he remained president until 1960. It is certainly no coincidence that one of Gedda’s confidants, Vincenzo Torriani (1918-1996) of Novate Milanese, became the organiser of the Giro. Wearing the green beret of Catholic Action, the young Torriani, who had to interrupt his studies in economics because of the war, set off on his Vespa in 1946 to map out the route. From 1949 to 1992, he was in charge of the “Giro d’Italia”. The immediate objective was to create a prestigious show to entertain the Italians. Thanks to his connections and networks, he turned the post-war Giro into an institution controlled by faith and politics. Relations with the Christian Democrats in domestic politics and with the Vatican were excellent.
[bookmark: _Hlk101521073][bookmark: _Hlk101521022]On 13 Oct. 1948, in the papal residence of Castel Gandolfo, Pius XII personally received the votive torch offered to him by the cycling team and destined for the Madonna del Ghisallo, patron saint of cyclists. The Pope saw in this gesture a new expression of the fact that Catholic champions, through their sport, were engaged in apostolic work and wanted to make their activity even more tangible. Like in ancient times, the riders carried the votive lamp, one by one, to the shrine on the hilltop near Lake Como. In the Holy Year of 1950, the Giro finished in Rome. Pius XII made a point of receiving the riders in audience. The Pope, moreover, left no opportunity to set an example to Bartali. On 7 Sept. 1947, on the occasion of the National Day of Catholic Action, Pius XII praised the top Italian cyclist as an example to follow: “The hard struggle of which St. Paul speaks is under way; it is the hour of intense effort. Even a few moments can decide victory. Look at your Gino Bartali, member of Catholic Action: he won the (leader’s) jersey several times. You too should take part in this imaginary championship, to win an even more noble victory: Sic turrite ut comprehendatis (1 Cor., 9, 24)”. This was the ultimate consecration of the Tuscan as the ideal standard-bearer of Christian virtues, as the perfect layman of Catholic action and as a model of the Christian athlete. Bartali, who in 1937 had become a tertiary of the Discalced Carmelites of San Paolino in Florence, felt perfectly at home in this role of fervent believer. When the Giro moved south in 1947, he took advantage of the journey to Foggia to make a diversion to San Giovanni Rotondo and confess to the most famous Italian Capuchin, now canonised, Padre Pio of Pietrelcina (1887-1968). During the 1948 Tour de France, the Tuscan urged the papal blessing in his fight for victory and offered him his yellow jersey afterwards. The following year, in 1949, Bartali renamed his new bicycle ‘Santamaria’, in reference to the importance the rider attached to the cult of Mary. The newspapers and Christian Democrat politicians took advantage of this. Alcide De Gasperi (1891-1954), party president and prime minister of Italy, was a friend of the fervent sportsman. When Bartali recovered from a serious car accident in 1953, De Gasperi paid him an important visit together with the Milanese archbishop and card. Ildefonso Schuster (1880-1954). The Italian Catholic leaders were clearly aware of the propaganda value of a loyal celebrity.
Pius XII did not only welcome the cyclists at his audience. On 26 Sept. 1948, it was the turn of the members of the Club Alpino Italiano, the Italian mountaineers’ club, to meet for its 60th national congress. The Pope reminded them of what his predecessor, Pius XI, had always emphasised as characteristic: the irresistible attraction of the summits and the healthy and elevated desire to overcome difficulties. Pius XII went on to develop the need to climb higher and higher and framed it in a lesson of spiritual elevation, a lesson of physical and even more moral strength. Somewhere there was always a strong inner impulse in the mountaineers, a secret desire which, despite the great dangers of the hostile mountains (the Pope reminded them of the many dramatic events in the Himalayas and on Mount Everest), drove them to contemplate the difficulties and to overcome the obstacles at all costs. Pius XII decided that such motivation, if based on reason and not on insane pride, was a facet of the virtue of strength, which, as the Doctor Angelicus Thomas Aquinas taught, did not even take physical suffering into account in its motivations. On 5 Nov. 1951, Pius XII received the international sports press. The tone was clear: as journalists, they had a duty to inform public opinion and to shape it in all matters relating to sport. The Pope listed the conditions that are the basis of good journalism. First of all, it was necessary to have a sincere esteem for sport, and to shed light on its true merits and value with a sober restraint that is a thousand times more eloquent and effective than tedious presentations or poetic outpourings. An accurate characterisation could help develop the innate social and individual qualities (honesty, fair play, club spirit) of young readers and extend them to all the communities to which they belong: the family, the profession, the nation, the fatherland and finally the highest community here on earth: the Church. To fail out of weakness, amusement or shame was surely the opposite of sportsmanship. The second condition was that journalists should strive to give sport its rightful place in both individual and social life, and to keep it within the limits defined by the dignity of the human person, his higher obligations and the common good. Pius XII felt that his directives would not appear too severe if they took into account the sacred duty of divine worship, the inestimable moral and social value of a healthy family and the welfare of the young.
In the last years of his pontificate, Pius XII also took time to welcome the participants of the World Gymnastics Championships in Rome (30 June 1954); members of a sports association of French railwaymen (13 June 1955); Spanish moped riders (2 Sept. 1955); a sports association from Algerian Oran (13 Feb. 1956); the Automobile Club of Rome (12 Apr. 1956); and the Spanish football team Atletico Bilbao (6 July 1956). On many occasions, the Pope has framed their concrete activities in his teaching on sport and the hierarchical harmony between body and soul.
5° John XXIII (1958-1963). – After the death of Pius XII on 9 Oct. 1958, the 77-year-old Card. Giuseppe Angelo Roncalli (1881-1963) was elected Pope John XXIII by the conclave on 28 October. The transition pope, who was to be chosen, surprised in many ways. But what about his vision of sport?
On 26 Apr. 1959, the pope delivered a message to the participants of the 6th National Congress of the “Centro Sportivo Italiano” and to the participants of the 13th National Congress for Timekeepers at sports competitions. John XXIII was delighted to find himself surrounded by a spectacle of youthful freshness and vigour. He was convinced that they wanted to practise sport in a Christian spirit and make it a useful instrument for the full and harmonious development of their personalities. The theme “Healthy Sport for a Healthy Youth” of the CSI Congress was an occasion for the Pope to emphasise the spiritual value of sport, just as his predecessor had done on several occasions. First of all John XXIII was confident that the members of CSI would never forget that the achievements they had made were not an end in themselves. Their bodies, which in their agility and harmony reflected a ray of the beauty and omnipotence of the Creator, were merely tools that they had to make docile and receptive to the powerful influence of the soul. The Pope valued the constant training of sportsmen so that their muscles would not lose their suppleness and strength and their performance capacity would not diminish: this constant preparation, although mainly aimed at the acquisition of physical and technical skills, would in his opinion also have a deep and lasting influence on the soul, which was thus enriched with precious qualities. In addition, in John XXIII’s eyes, sport could also develop authentically strong Christian virtues that would become durable and fruitful through God’s grace. Discipline offered the opportunity to practise obedience, humility and self-denial; in teams and in competitions, one learned to practise brotherly love, mutual respect, generosity and sometimes forgiveness; the strict laws of physical efficiency led to honour, morality, moderation and prudence. Seventy-seven-year-old John XXIII was even jealous of the sporting Catholic youth: “O! How fortunate you are to be able to practise with youthful enthusiasm the ancient virtues without which one, especially a good sportsman, cannot be a truly Christian sportsman”. A third reason for the spiritual value of sport was found, according to the Pope, in the sense of relativity which, through the pursuit of always better performances, makes every sporting contest characterised. This experience taught the sportsman that on the physical level one should never be satisfied with the level achieved and that this was also true on the spiritual level. With God’s help and good will, one should always strive to reach new higher goals, striving for perfection that would culminate in “the perfect man who attains the fullness of Christ” (Eph., 4, 13). John XXIII then looked ahead to the coming Olympic Games that were to take place in Rome in 1960. He considered them an important event and was determined, if the Lord pleased, to receive the participating athletes on this occasion. The thought made the Pope dream of the time when he lived in Athens (1937-1944): “The thought of this imminent event brings back in us with pleasure the memory of the time when we visited the ruins of Olympia, a place in the impressive valley of the Alfeios, with its picturesque hills, with the eloquent traces of its civilisation and its world-famous Games. As we walked through these silent ruins, the words of St. Paul to the Corinthians came to mind: ‘You know, the runners in the stadium all run, but only one wins the race. Run so that you win! And the athletes deny themselves all kinds of things in training. They do it for a perishable crown, we do it for an imperishable one’ (1 Cor., 9, 24-25). What a power these words had, written for Greeks who, because of the proximity of Olympia and their passion for the Games, could understand the applicability of these words in their full meaning! We repeat them to you today in the conviction that they will find fertile soil in you too. You too run, you too fight, in the stadiums and on the cinder tracks, in sports halls and on the playing fields. You run, we repeat, not only to win one-day trophies, but to achieve imperishable victories that will be recorded in the ‘book of life’”. Moreover, the Pope emphasised that the members of the CSI, which had found its origin in the womb of Catholic Action, had the duty to be apostles among those they met at sports competitions and training sessions. They had to be aware of the life-giving power of their faith and had to be the good leaven that could lift the masses in the sports environment to a higher level. They were urged to work calmly but resolutely, so that other associations, which disregarded the sacred values of the spirit, could not take hold of the Italian sporting world. The timekeepers, who provided essential services to sport, also had to demonstrate this spirit, as well as technical contributions of great precision and responsibility.
The year 1960 was marked by the Olympic Games, which took place in Rome and Castel Gandolfo from 25 August to 11 September, and by the first Paralympic Games, which followed from 18 to 25 September. On 2 April, John XXIII received the participants of the 7th congress of the International Association of the Sports Press. Referring to what his predecessor Pius XII had imposed on the members of the General Assembly of their Association in 1951, namely that it was the duty of journalists to inform public opinion and, much more important, to form it in everything concerning sport, the Pope reiterated that this meant above all getting the public used to giving sport its proper place: a useful instrument for the full and harmonious development of the personality. Hence John XXIII’s insistence that international sports journalists, whatever country they belong to, should speak the truth in the spirit of love. And this especially in view of the coming Olympic Games. The truth had its rights and no one had to be demolished. On 24 August, on the eve of the 17th Olympic Games, John XXIII received Avery Brundage (1887-1975), President of the International Olympic Committee, and Giulio Andreotti (1919-2013), President of the Organising Committee. Then it was the turn of the participating athletes in St. Peter’s Square. In terms of his vision on sports, his speech was fully in line with his predecessors and with a personal touch, the Pope showed that as a historian he had an eye for the past of the interest of the Holy See for the Olympic idea. Also notable was the positive tone of how the Pope viewed sport and its competitions: “In this square, by the obelisk erected at the time of Nero’s circus, where we know that Peter, the prince of the apostles, was martyred, Bernini’s colonnade seems to embrace you with its two giant arms in order to present itself to you. First of all, we rejoice at your coming with the same cordial affection with which our predecessor, the holy Pope Pius X, immortal memory, personally received Baron Pierre de Coubertin, the reformer of the Olympic Games, in the year 1905 and fully approved his initiatives. As we once said in a confidential conversation, we have long been looking forward to your arrival. So it was with great pleasure that we left Castel Gandolfo today to come and greet the enthusiastic sportsmen and women gathered here in St. Peter’s Square. May the joyful meeting of this evening, which evokes so many memories, touch you all deeply, so that each one of you may be even more convinced of his or her own dignity as an athlete and be able to hear even more clearly the mysterious spiritual voice of Rome. It is clear that we cannot predict victory either for all sports teams or for all sportsmen and women individually. May the best achieve it! However, this does not prevent us from fervently wishing that the upcoming matches will be to your advantage and that you can all reap abundant fruits from them. After all, it is not the prize that can be won in the stadium that is the most important thing, but the right training. If a good upbringing in the family and a proper education of youth require that care should be taken not to regard the body as man’s highest goal in sport, and that care should be taken, as is sometimes forgotten, to ensure that zeal for sport does not prevent the fulfilment of one’s duties, it is nevertheless certain that proper physical exercise and fair sporting competitions should be highly esteemed and strongly recommended. Indeed, many valuable talents and gifts can be developed in man through sport, for example, health, strength, agility and beauty of the body; endurance, bravery and self-denial of the soul. We firmly believe that during the Olympic Games you will be an example to all of healthy competition, free from envy and jealousy. In the games you will certainly show stamina and cheerfulness. You will be modest in victories, equable in adversities and steadfast in difficulties. In this way, you will show yourselves to be true sportsmen and women, and before the great mass of spectators you will confirm the truth of the old saying: ‘Mens sana in corpore sano’ [a healthy mind in a healthy body]”. Before giving his papal blessing to the athletes, John XXIII drew their attention to the great task that God had entrusted to Rome, both on the historical and religious level. A few days later, on 29 August, the Pope received the members of the International Olympic Committee at his country residence in Castel Gandolfo. President Avery Brundage thanked John XXIII for the audience on Wednesday 24 August during which the Pope had addressed and blessed the athletes. Brundage praised the sympathy that both the reigning Pope and his predecessors extended to the Olympic movement. In his speech, John XXIII underlined that the beautiful, orderly and cordial sight of the young athletes, their coaches and supporters on Wednesday in St. Peter’s Square had made a favourable impression on public opinion worldwide. But above all, the event had left a very pleasant and unforgettable memory in his mind. The Pope had felt at home with these vivacious, enthusiastic young people, who, on the natural plane, so worthily represented the healthy aspirations of all people and all nations. He found it a relief after all the negative and threatening international events of the previous months. For the spectacle of that Wednesday evening in St Peter’s Square was, for the Pope, an invitation from heaven to publicly endorse the general desire for generous cooperation on the part of all peoples for the true good and in defence of truly human values: “Yes, these sporting contests and the motives which inspire this great gathering of young people proclaim at world level not only the high esteem in which physical values and the harmony of the body are held, but also the service which these physical values can and must render to man’s highest aspirations for inner perfection and beauty, for serene and joyful competition, for universal fraternity”. The Pope also showed that he had a concrete knowledge of the Games. For example, one of the last days he had read a statement in the newspaper, “participating is more important than winning”, which was attributed to the innovator of the Olympic Games, Baron Pierre de Coubertin. It spontaneously reminded John XXIII of the apostle Paul’s recommendations: “You know: the runners in the stadium all run, but only one wins the race. Run so that you win! And the athletes deny themselves all kinds of things in training. They do it for a perishable crown, we do it for an imperishable one” (1 Cor., 9, 24-25). In addition, he was aware of the hustle and bustle in the streets of Rome and drew optimism from it, an optimism based on respect for human beings and an unshakeable trust in divine Providence. He wished the young Olympians every success in the Games and in their later lives.
[bookmark: _Hlk101773425]On 25 September, the last day of the first Paralympic Games ever held in the “Stadio Paolo Rosi” in Rome, John XXIII addressed the participants in the Basilica of St Peter. The Pope first referred to the past Olympic Games and to the participants, all enthusiastic young people about to meet in virtuous and peaceful competitions, which he had watched with profound joy. These Paralympic Games were also very special to him: “With how much more emotion we look at the spectacle you offer us today. The limitation of your physical abilities has not diminished your enthusiasm and with admirable impetus you have taken part in a number of games over the past few days that one would never have believed you capable of. You have set a great example. We would like to emphasise this again, because many people can learn from this. You have shown what an energetic will can achieve in spite of the seemingly insurmountable difficulties the body faces. You have not allowed yourselves to be defeated by the ordeal at all, but have conquered it. With noble optimism, you have taken part in all kinds of sports competitions that are seemingly only for physically healthy people. My children, you are a living demonstration of the miracles that the energy of the will can perform. Willpower is a virtue indispensable to man in general and even more so to the Christian in particular. Christ himself teaches us this: ‘The kingdom of heaven is breaking away by force, and the violent are capturing it’ (Mt 11, 12). As a reminder of our pleasant meeting today, we would like to give you a good wish as a motto: May you be as brave in the spiritual battle for the conquest of the eternal throne as you were in these beautiful sporting contests. May you be among those who ‘conquer the kingdom of heaven’, endeavouring to make your body subject to the spirit and your soul obedient to the promptings of grace. My dear children, it seems as if we have gathered here a concise overview of the many countries from which you come. You are most welcome and we are happy to greet all these countries in your person. With heartfelt love we commend to God all the children from these countries, who are so sorely tried, but who are so brave and cheerful. No doubt the Father in Heaven is looking down on them all with special affection. May He also bestow His grace on all those who care for you so much and on those who made these Games possible”.
John XXIII, in his encyclical Mater et Magistra of 15 May 1961 on Christianity and social progress, also alluded to the increasing intervention of the State in both national and international movements with economic, cultural, social, recreational, political and sporting aims. And on 15 Apr. 1961, Cardinal Secretary of State, Domenico Tardini (1888-1961) had, in the name of the Pope, addressed a letter to the “Fédération Internationale Catholique d’Éducation Physique et Sportive” (FICEP) on the occasion of its fiftieth anniversary. It was clear that the Holy See and the Pope fully supported a Catholic federation such as FICEP in an increasingly secularising international sports landscape. The tone was clear: the Secretary of State was pleased that the creation of Catholic sports federations, which brought together numerous young people and adults, had undoubtedly given the opportunity in recent years for the various branches of sport to be practised by an ever-increasing number of participants, according to the guidelines of the Church and Christian principles. He also recalled that the Church had repeatedly encouraged the healthy practice of sport and that it had always had its place in its teachings. He referred to the interest of Pius XI, to the teaching of Pius XII in numerous messages and to the benevolence that John XXIII had shown for sport on many occasions, like the last time the year before at the Olympic Games in Rome. Finally, the Secretary of State once again underlined the doctrine and role of FICEP: “In the service of the full development of man, sport can contribute to a better formation of the person, created in the image of God and redeemed by Jesus Christ; it can be in the service of the rule of the spirit over the body and thus form orderly and strong men and women, who will be a leaven of Christian revival in their environment. In contrast to the materialistic view, which recognises only the physical in man and attributes to the body an exaggerated, indeed unlimited, value by idolising its beauty and harmonious construction, your federation demonstrates by its living example that the healthy practice of sport does not in any way undermine man’s moral life, but on the contrary strengthens it by developing the natural virtues which are a firm foundation for the supernatural”.
At the beginning of 1963, more specifically on 25 January, John XXIII received in the hall of the Consistory the participants of a national congress on a new sports consciousness in Italy. The congress was organised by the “Dante Alighieri” association and the journal Il Veltro and took place on 23 and 24 January in the “Sala della Protomoteca” at the ‘Campidoglio’, with, among other things, a lecture by Giulio Onesti (1912-1981), president of the Italian Olympic Committee, on the theme “The imperatives of Italian sport”. The Pope praised the initiative and was pleased that it was framed in the spirit of the old aphorism “mens sana in corpore sano”, which was a harmonious synthesis of divine grace, reason, beneficence and physical beauty. It reminded him of his speech to the participating athletes at the Olympic Games in Rome in 1960 and saw new perspectives for common actions and initiatives in the field of sport. The Pope was especially charmed by the date on which he could receive the congressmen. 25 January was the feast of the conversion of St. Paul, a date on which he announced the Second Vatican Council four years ago. Moreover, according to John XXIII, in his letters the Apostle Paul showed himself to be a good judge of the sporting life of his time, from which he drew vivid examples to illustrate the highest moral values. The Pope also drew attention to the recently passed International Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. According to him, sport also played a prominent role in these attempts at rapprochement: “At the level of fair competitions, in which new young people from all parts of the world are constantly taking part, we must strive for frequent encounters in a pure and friendly atmosphere, which in no small way promotes a loving rapprochement between peoples. What a field of activity is not opened in this direction for your action and your influence! What a great contribution sportsmen and women can make to these universal meetings, if, besides their physical abilities, they also prove to possess high character traits, a harmonious combination of their inner convictions with their practical way of life, a joyful and generous Christian spirit!”. On 3 Apr. 1963, just two months before his death, John XXIII received representatives of the 220 sections of the 84,000-member Italian Alpine Club. The Pope told his guests that as a young priest he often came into contact with Mgr Achille Ratti, the later Pope Pius XI, from whom he learned that mountaineering could contribute to education, how it raised the spirit and how it offered a unique opportunity for joy and self-confidence. He himself spoke of simplicity as a typical characteristic of mountain people, an asset that he had often encountered in the suburbs and surrounding areas of Rome. He considered it his concern and joy to bring the smile of God’s grace to all.
6° Paul VI (1963-1978). – After the death of John XXIII, a conclave of less than two days chose the 66-year-old Card. Giovanni Battista Montini as his successor on 21 June 1963. Montini had been appointed Archbishop of Milan in 1954 after a long career at the Vatican Secretariat of State (1922-1954). As pope, he saw one of his main tasks as being to bring the Council convened by his predecessor to a successful conclusion. Paul VI knew very well the vision of the Holy See and his predecessors concerning sport and physical activity. He attached great importance to the continuation of that interest and in his various audiences and speeches on the occasion of major international sporting events and Olympiads he combined tradition with his own interpretation.
[bookmark: _Hlk101775238]After giving his papal blessing to the participants of the 32nd International Equestrian Congress on 2 May 1964, Paul VI received the riders, organisers, promoters and reporters of the 47th edition of the Tour of Italy on 30 May 1964 during the rest day in Rome. The Pope was delighted to do this because in his youth he had followed the news reports on the ‘Giro’ with passionate interest, which not only made him think of the famous riders of the past but also allowed him to get to know the new champions. Paul VI also wanted to repeat what his predecessors had argued on many occasions in long and authoritative speeches, namely that the Church saw sport as an exercise for the body and mind and a contribution to physical and moral education. The Pope emphasised that the Church was also sympathetic to competitive sports, such as cycling, which demanded dedication, perseverance and daring. The condition was that they remained within the bounds of the sport’s objectives, in other words that they did not harm the health, integrity and prestige of physical life. According to the Pope, the Giro was a competition that ensured that sport was elevated by principles and rules that gave it strength and nobility and excluded excessive risks both to the athletes and to the public that watched them and became excited at the sight of their exploits. The Pope was deeply saddened and moved by the drama that had occurred a week earlier on 24 May at the “Estadio Nacional” in Lima during a football match between Peru and Argentina, in which 328 people died in riots and panic following a refereeing decision against the home team. He called on the sports world to act in such a way that such tragedies would not be repeated, indeed never again, on any continent or in any sporting discipline. Fortunately, there was the Giro, which, as a cycling competition among other merits, aroused enormous enthusiasm, which was, however, kept within the bounds of good and stylish conduct, Paul VI said. Finally, the Pope was convinced that the arrival of the Giro peloton was an intuition that slumbered in the depths of the riders, indicating that sport, in addition to being an observable fact, was also a symbol of a spiritual reality, which was the hidden but nevertheless essential pattern of life. Life was an effort. Life was a struggle. Life was a risk. Life was a race. But life was also the expectation of reaching a goal that lay outside the realm of ordinary experience, but which the soul suspected and which religion offered. On 30 July of that same year, at his summer residence in Castel Gandolfo, the Pope received the participants from 25 countries of Europe, Africa and the Mediterranean in the 18th International Water Ski Championships on Lake Albana. Paul VI immediately admitted that he was not well versed in this branch of sport and therefore hesitated to say anything about water skiing. He then referred to his predecessors, who had expressed their sympathy for various sports disciplines, provided that they were practised healthily, that they contributed to the harmonious formation and development of the human body, and that they aimed at spiritual quality and self-control. Yet the Pope had delved into hagiography and Holy Scripture to find some traits more or less applicable to water skiing. He had found legends of saints like Raymond of Pennafort who could walk on water and of John Cantius for whom rivers had never been an obstacle to preaching the gospel. Of course, the Gospel of Jesus walking on the water of Lake Genesareth was most applicable to Paul VI. But the Pope reminded the sportsmen of its true meaning: he expressed the wish that it would remind them that the spirit should master matter as a kind of announcement and foretaste of the resurrection of the bodies, which would then come to full fruition.
[bookmark: _Hlk101776636]1964 was, of course, also the year of the Olympic Games in Tokyo. They took place from 10 to 24 October. In a letter dated 3 September to Card. Petrus Tatsuo Doi (1892-1970), Archbishop of Tokyo, Paul VI conveyed his respectful greetings and his sincere and heartfelt congratulations to the organisers of the Games and the athletes. According to the Pope, the Church had always placed great expectations on the Olympic Games, as she recognised their profound and very human significance, which needed to be protected and developed. He recalled Pius X’s reception in 1905 of Baron de Coubertin; Pius XII’s words of praise and his predecessor John XXIII’s reception of the athletes in 1960. Paul VI did not want to be left behind and expressed his warmest wishes of salvation for the Tokyo Games as follows: “May they bring satisfaction and ever-rising results to athletes and spectators alike. May they help the people to learn to know and appreciate each other’s qualities and merits. May they bind together, through enduring bonds of friendship, across the borders of space and time, those who fight together for the laurels of success. May the sportsmen and women, in the consciousness of their brotherhood and notwithstanding the differences of people and race, also act in their daily lives in such a way that they contribute to honourable behaviour, to social progress, to mutual understanding, to peace in the world. May they bring to society the brilliant light of their convincing example, of which the Olympic torch, as a message of fraternity and youth, is the perfect symbol”. In 1965, the “Centro Sportivo Italiano” (CSI) celebrated its 20th anniversary. It was an opportunity for Paul VI to invite and congratulate the Centre. He had witnessed everything from the start and had seen CSI grow as a new experiment in the uncertain post-war times to a full-fledged player in the field of national Italian sports, maintaining good relations with the more neutral sports federations and associations. Under the motto “Twenty years of sport for a new society”, the Centre had to be aware that also in the future sport remained an extremely useful instrument for the spiritual elevation of the human person, a necessary condition for an ordered, peaceful and constructive society. Paul VI referred to the papal documents that his predecessors and himself had devoted to sport. He asked the members to study them carefully and to implement their principles in their daily sports practice. In this way, they would become the leaven of the masses. Their presence, in addition to their contribution to perfecting the technical and organisational aspects of sport in Italy, was to be a sign of the humane and Christian values in sport. On 22 April of the same year, Paul VI welcomed the participants from 34 different countries to the First International Congress on Sport Psychology. It was a good opportunity for the Pope to clearly reiterate the Church’s position, which had been endorsed by his predecessors and himself. As long as the hierarchy of values was respected, the Church encouraged sporting activities that facilitated a happy harmony between physical development and intellectual and moral education. In addition, the Church saw sport as an ideal means of educating the young and for a peaceful fraternal society. He gave the same message to the players of the Brescia football club, the city where he trained as a priest, who visited on 31 May.
[bookmark: _Hlk101777606]Before the end of the year 1965, sport was put in an important light by the Second Vatican Council. After all, on 7 December, the Constitution Gaudium et Spes was published, about the Church in the modern world. As we wrote in the general introduction, sport was approached very positively in article 61 on culture, because it could make an excellent contribution to spiritual balance, both in individual and in community life, and to the establishment of fraternal contacts of all classes, peoples or races. This inclusion of sport (always referred to as “activitas sportiva” and “physica cultura” in the Latin texts and interventions) in Catholic social teaching was a very surprising result when one studies the Council’s chronology more closely. The vision of sport evolved from a moralising view in the ante-preparatory phase (1959), over a complete forgetting of sport during the preparatory phase (1960-1961), to a gradual introduction of sport in the conciliar phase (1962-1965). Among the vota submitted during the first phase, the opinion of Karol Wojtyła, Auxiliary Bishop of Kraków and the eventual Pope John Paul II, was particularly noteworthy, urging a positive appreciation of sport in view of its importance for human existence. His integral anthropological vision, which included physical action, led him to consider sport as one of the important elements of the human being. Therefore, the Council had to recognise the religious and sacred aspects of sport and of the physical actions of the human being. It was no surprise that the bishop, who was himself a gifted skier and outdoorsman, mentioned ‘alpinism’ as one of the praiseworthy forms of sport. In addition, the Canadian bishops Joseph-Alfred Langlois (1876-1966) of Valleyfield and Valérien Bélanger (1902-1983), auxiliary bishop of Montreal, believed that the Catholic Church could position itself in society through engagement in sports clubs. However, there were many opponents. For some, sport was a great danger from a liturgical point of view. According to one group of bishops, attending sports events accelerated the process of secularisation, as well as the decline of Sunday Mass attendance and even of religious vocations. However, another group of Italian bishops, headed by Card. Elia Dalla Costa (1872-1961), Archbishop of Florence, but also by Bishops Gaetano Malchiodi (1878-1965), Apostolic Vicar of Loreto and Salesian Giovanni Lucato (1892-1962), Bishop of Isernia e Venafro, underlined the moral dangers of sport. In particular, inhuman disciplines such as boxing were a violation of human dignity and natural law; others spoke of sport as a promiscuous gathering. During the preparatory phase, the topic of sport slipped through the net because of more pressing moral topics. Moreover, sport had never been a classical theme. During the Council proper, from October 1962 onwards, the theme of sport came up again. Three phases can be distinguished. Within the issue of liturgy, the negative role of sport on the declining Sunday and festive Mass attendance as well as on the moral level resurfaced through interventions by Giuseppe Angrisani (1894-1978), bishop of Casale Monferrato, and the Peruvian apostolic vicar of San Ramón, the Franciscan León Buenaventura de Uriarte Bengoa (1891-1970), among others. However, nothing came of this in the Sacrosanctum Concilium Constitution of 4 Dec. 1965. A second phase in which sport was discussed was in the context of the lay apostolate and of Catholic education. The discussions already contained traces of a change of attitude on the part of the Conciliar Fathers. At the end of 1962/October 1963, more and more bishops realised that sport was an important aspect of daily reality and therefore needed to be recognised as a dialogue partner of the Council. One of the pioneers was the Augustinian bishop Petrus-Canisius van Lierde (1907-1995), Vicar General of the Vatican City State (on him, cf. DHGE, t. 32, col. 502-505), who was assisted in this by the Tanzanian card. Laurean Rugambwa (1912-1997), Bishop of Bukoba. The latter stated that sport was not only a common theme of all social groups and generations, but also an opportunity for different social groups to meet. However, sport was always seen as a means of Catholic apostolate. In this respect, the interventions of Bishop Luigi Civardi (1886-1971) of the Italian “Catholic Action” and of Bishop Jules-Victor Daem (1902-1993) from Antwerp were particularly striking. The latter underlined that youth and sports organisations were, besides families and schools, also places of Catholic education. Yet, in the end, the topic of sports did not figure in the outline of lay apostolate and Catholic education. Especially the danger of boxing for human dignity, natural law and public health was a thorn in the flesh of many, with Bishop Civardi at the helm. But there were also serious objections in the field of Catholic education. The Armenian Patriarch Ignatius Bedros XVI Batanian (1899-1979), for example, thought that Catholic schools paid far too much attention to sports instead of religious education. Finally, many bishops were of the opinion that the theme of sport really had to be included in this scheme. A third phase would eventually lead to the inclusion of the theme of sport in the Constitution Gaudium et Spes of 7 Dec. 1965. Within the “scheme XVII” or “scheme XIII”, being the predecessors and editorial phases of GS, work had been carried out since December 1962, under the impetus of Card. Leo Jozef Suenens (1904-1996), on a text on the Church “ad extra”. It became a kind of compilation of themes such as marriage, culture, politics, war and peace. The style had to be pastoral, so that the signs of the times could be explained to the general public. The theme of sport was introduced on 27 Oct. 1964 by Giuseppe Garneri (1899-1998), Bishop of Susa. In his address on behalf of 48 colleagues from Europe, Asia and Latin America, he argued that sport and tourism were the greatest and most universal phenomena of the then current events. If the Church wanted to enter into dialogue with contemporary humanity, it would be best to do so by means of a serious reflection on the main activities of mankind just mentioned. On 1 Oct. 1965, Lucien-Sidroine Lebrun (1896-1985), bishop of Autun, gave, in the name of 36 colleagues, a very extensive speech on sport. On the one hand, Lebrun integrated all the aspects that had been mentioned on the topic up to that point: the contemporary importance of sport and its ability to reach all social circles and generations. On the other hand, he introduced a new idea. Lebrun argued that he regarded sport as a contribution to the integral human person, to local communities and to humanity: “Sports activities and body culture first of all promote the greatest dissemination of an integral human culture. They ensure proper harmony between the body and the underlying soul; they are of great importance for the growth of moral qualities; and they establish brotherhood and relationships between people of all persuasions and nations, as well as peace”. Lebrun concurred with what the French philosopher René Gabriel Eugène Maheu (1905-1975), appointed sixth director-general of UNESCO in 1961, said about the significance of the trophy and of sport on the occasion of the creation of the “Trophée du Fair Play Pierre de Coubertin” on 28 Oct. 1963. According to him, it was a recognition of athletes and teams, even public, who demonstrated a remarkable sporting spirit. The terms “esprit d’équipe” (team spirit) and “esprit sportif” (sporting spirit) were used literally by Bishop Lebrun in his speech to the Council on 1 Oct. 1965. This vision of Lebrun’s, although not literal, would be adopted in the final text. This was due in particular to the composition of the responsible Joint Committee and the editorial committees which finally processed the texts. They did not allow themselves to be influenced by a still strong opposition to sport, with some bishops fearing that integrating body culture and competitive sports could lead to an ideology of the body, with a glorification of youthful excess and aggression. Even in the final stage, anonymous proposals for changes based on Bishop Civardi’s aversion to boxing were made in vain. On 16 Nov. 1965, 2,102 of the 2,158 Council Fathers voted in favour of the paragraph containing the theme of sport; and on 6 December, 2,309 of the 2,391 Council Fathers present agreed to the proposed scheme. The following day, Gaudium et Spes was proclaimed, making sport official as part of the conciliar tradition, as a theme of Catholic social teaching and as a point of reference for later papal statements on sport.
Not long after the conclusion of the Second Vatican Council, Paul VI received various representations from the world of sport. His references to the Council’s vision of sport became commonplace. On 22 Jan. 1966, for example, he spoke to the members of the Lanerossi-Vincenza football team and the Bologna ‘Candy’ basketball association “about the role that the soul and the body played in the complete harmony that was the synthesis of physical beauty and internal balance at an athlete”. On 28 Apr. 1966, the Pope granted a private audience in the Consistory Hall for the members of the International Olympic Committee, which was holding its 64th session in Rome. Chairman Avery Brundage first read a speech in which he paid tribute to the Popes who had always supported the Olympic Games and in which he also outlined the ideals of the Olympic Games. Paul VI responded to this speech with a long message in French. It immediately became clear that the Pope wanted to show that in the areas which the Olympic movement, in its general principles, aims to achieve – namely, on the one hand, to convince the youth of the value of physical effort and of the moral qualities that are the foundations of non-remunerated sport, and on the other hand, to contribute to friendship and the preservation of peace – the Church’s dialogue with the world of sport was honest and cordial. Paul VI began by thanking Brundage for having honoured the teaching of his predecessors, from Pius X, through Pius XII and John XXIII, underlining that this teaching had been condensed and codified, so to speak, by the recently concluded Council in some significant statements. Those who argued that the Church had no business being involved in sport and the Olympic Games were using sham evidence and weak arguments. The Church found in them presuppositions which she could not accept, because she recognised all true values and wanted to enter into dialogue with the contemporary secular world concerning all possible expressions of cultural life. The Pope thus reiterated the position of Gaudium et Spes, which recognised sport as an expression of cultural life in its own right: “Whether she regards sport as physical education, or as moral and social education, or also as international education, she discovers in these three domains not only common aspects, but also profound correlations, not to say affinities, between the healthy practice of sport and her own teaching. Who can be surprised at this? Did not the same God create soul and body, moral and physical beauty? Let us not fear: the true God is the friend of life, which he himself created. He cannot but approve of competition and play if they are practised with mutual respect and with concern for the true welfare of man”. In his message of 25 Feb. 1967 to the young Italian swimming dilettantes competing for the national “Sirio Banchelli” swimming trophy, Paul VI encouraged them to give the best of themselves (“Dare il meglio di voi”), but asked them to see to it that not all their energy went into the beautiful and noble swimming competition itself, but that they should see their sport as a means to give their personality the fullness, the harmony between the physical and the spiritual, for which they were created by God in His image and likeness. The explicit reference by Paul VI to what Gaudium et Spes, no. 61, had to do with sport was, however, limited in the following years of his pontificate to the year 1968, namely to his telegram on the occasion of the Winter Olympics in Grenoble, drawn up on 24 January and read out on 5 February; to a message on 8 June at an audience of the boards of the “Union Européenne de Football Association” (UEFA) and of the “Federazione Italiana Giuoco Calcio” (FIGC) on the occasion of the European Football Championships held in Italy; and to an audience of the Genoa football team on 5 October. Reminiscences of Gaudium et Spes were absent from the letters or speeches on the occasion of major sporting events such as the Olympic Games in Mexico 1968, Munich 1972, Montreal 1976, and the Winter Olympics in Innsbruck 1976. At these Olympiads, Paul VI emphasised the historic and contemporary encouragement of the popes for the Games; the de Coubertin slogan that participating was more important than winning; and, above all, universal fraternity, social justice and the pursuit of peace. The Pope gave the same message to the participants of the 1974 European Athletics Championships in Rome and to the participants of the World Congress of the 100 or so National Olympic Committees held in Rome in May 1975. His sorrow and disappointment were all the greater when the tragic terrorist attack took place during the Munich Games, which were supposed to be a celebration of peace and fraternity. Paul VI twice received the national Italian sports associations that were part of the Italian Olympic Committee. In the Holy Year 1975, he was delighted that a large group of athletes had come to Rome as pilgrims from his original archdiocese of Milan. He congratulated them and saw that together with the “Centro Sportivo Italiano” they demonstrated a harmonious combination of competitive sport (which the Church in itself liked and encouraged), with attention to the spiritual and the ultimate goal of the Christian person. Three years later, it was the turn of the presidents of the Italian sports federations, led by Giulio Onesti, who, according to the Pope, were committed to the equally delicate and important task of the integral human formation of the younger generation. This integral formation was more than necessary and especially for the youth who were so vulnerable and impressionable to drugs and crime. The role that sport could play as an antidote in this was of prime importance to Paul VI, certainly in the light of the Day of World Peace. As an encouraging concrete gesture, the Pope gave a special premium to the city of Bari, which organised the closing event of the tenth Youth Games, an opportunity for millions of girls and boys to compete with their peers in a purely sporting and confidential environment. The Pope hoped for a better, fairer and more inclusive society for all young people.
In addition to an almost traditional surprise initiative regarding the Tour of Italy that started on 16 May 1974 in St. Peter’s Square with Paul VI waving and blessing the cyclists, he also saw them as examples for the youth, because they were concrete examples of sacrifice, of self-control, of camaraderie and of fraternity. The cyclists could thus encourage the youth to follow the straight and narrow path in the difficult course of life. Sporting youth continued to attract the attention of Paul VI. On Sunday, 6 Aug. 1972, he received in Castel Gandolfo the Belgian president and Jesuit Vincent Verhelst and the pupils and their supervisors of the “Fédération Internationale du Sport de l’Enseignement Catholique” (FISEC). They represented eleven countries at the 24th International Catholic Education Games, which took place in Rome. The pupils came from Belgium, France, Great Britain, Ireland, Italy, Lebanon, Malta, the Netherlands, Austria, Portugal and Spain. The Pope had two reasons for welcoming them. Firstly, because FISEC, born in 1946 out of a deep educational intuition, intended to form them into harmoniously-balanced people. According to the Church and the Pope, the practice of the various sports disciplines was one of the most powerful coefficients in the complete maturation process of human beings, since it demanded noble and bold efforts, conscious self-control, respect for one’s fellow man, as well as competitive and team spirit. In addition, the fact that they were pupils of Catholic schools was very important to the Pope. The pupils had the good fortune to live out a Christian vision of the world, culture and history. On 26 Apr. 1973, Paul VI addressed the participants in the general assembly of the “Fédération Internationale Catholique d’Éducation Physique et Sportive” (FICEP) in Rome on the theme of “Sport and the Liberation of Man”. Chairman Antonius Van Gool represented nine European countries, while Church Councillor Mgr Peter Joseph Boymans (1914-1984) was also present. Here, too, youth was central, in the sense that the FICEP endeavoured to get as many people as possible, and not just a small elite, to participate in sports. So there had to be action against all the dangers of deprivation that threatened the concept and practice of modern sport.
Between 1968 and 1977, Paul VI also granted audiences to athletes and representatives of various disciplines. Football teams such as Sampdoria Genoa, AC Milan, Manchester United, Inter Milan, Bologna and Fiorentina were visited. The Pope also spoke several times to cycling tourists (who eventually cycled up to the Madonna of Ghisallo) and participants in the Sardinian cycling race. In addition, the agenda included receptions for speleologists, a rugby team, mountaineers’ clubs, a flying club, members of an ice-skating federation, members of a Roman multisport club and international swimmers taking part in the Latin Swimming Cup.
[bookmark: _Hlk101780370]7° Pope John Paul II (1978-2005). – Within the scope of this contribution it is an impossible task to detail the 120 messages, homilies and messages that Pope John Paul II delivered on sport and physical activity during his pontificate between 9 Dec. 1978 and 4 Jan. 2005. In contrast to previous Popes, several attempts have already been made to do so. Here we rely mainly on the available literature and studies. It is important to reiterate that before he became pope, Karol Wojtyła, as auxiliary bishop of Krakow, contributed to the texts of Gaudium et Spes and was influenced by the renewed view of mankind as existential phenomenology, which saw man as a bodily incarnated subject and postulated that corporeality was part of subjectivity. In this sense, the traditional dualism doctrine of the Church was revised in Vatican II, and in Gaudium et Spes, no. 14, it was affirmed that man, made of body and soul, was one. As pope, Wojtyła often referred to that pastoral Constitution, especially to no. 24, paragraph 3, where it is stipulated that man cannot know himself fully except through voluntary self-giving, and that man’s common vocation has as its deepest foundation the doctrine of the deification of man, created in God’s image. Shortly after his election as pope, John Paul II gave a series of catecheses on the human body. His theology of the body reflected his integral anthropological vision, in which the body was given greater weight in being human than before, because it alone was able to make the invisible, the spiritual and the divine visible in this world. Yet man remained and was more than his body: he was a living body in the image of God. That this pope would therefore take physical action into account was obvious. Sport was for him one of the important elements of the human being. In the speeches on sport it is striking that the Pope did not propagate a detailed doctrine of sport for everyone, but that it was an item that recurred at various times throughout his pontificate, especially in conversation with people from the sporting world itself. Thirty-five times, for example, he addressed the athletes, the sportsmen themselves. In addition, one cannot ignore the fact that the Pope himself was and remained a sportsman at heart. In contrast to Pius XI and Pius XII, he continued to do sports (skiing, hiking, swimming, canoeing) even after his election as pope, as the many photos show. What distinguishes John Paul II from his predecessors is that he spoke clearly from the heart and with a great joy about sport from his own experiences. This gave his speeches and homilies an extra dimension and power of conviction, whereby the sportsmen and women listening to him had the feeling that they were listening to one of them, to a sportsmanlike supporter. For the Pope, sport per se was good and should be fun and entertainment in itself, whereas his predecessors spoke of sport as a means to another end, to grow in virtue, as a support for the whole of human development. This fresh perspective on sport was beautifully expressed during the Eucharist at the Jubilee of Athletes on 29 Oct. 2000 in the Olympic Stadium in Rome. John Paul II also read with attention the signs of the times and warned against the excesses that can be hidden in a far-reaching and super-professionalised practice of sport. This concerned the sportsmen and women themselves as well as the coaches and spectators. Even more than his predecessors, he warned against a one-sided culture of the body in which the total person was lost sight of. This holistic approach was in line with his theology of the body. In addition, like his predecessors, he focused on sport as a factor that could promote brotherhood and mutual understanding among players and athletes. This was especially true of team sports and international sporting events, where encounter and dialogue across all barriers could bring about and demonstrate a strong unity among the human family. Thus, the promotion of human brotherhood and mutual understanding through sport could lead to peace building and a new society based on love. John Paul II also saw sport as a possible expression of praise to the Creator. The body could show openness to sacredness during sport, and the athlete could also bear witness to this by becoming an athlete of Christ, who was himself the true athlete.
According to Bishop Josef Clemens, secretary of the Pontifical Council for the Laity from 2003 to 2016, the Pope’s homily of 29 Oct. 2000, incidentally, was the Magna Carta for the Christian mission in the world of sport and the decisive stage that finally led to John Paul II becoming the very first pope to give the phenomenon of sport a permanent place in the Church’s thinking and speech. This happened officially on 23 Jan. 2004 in a letter from the then Secretary of State, Card. Angelo Sodano, in which it was announced that the Holy Father was creating a new section “Church and Sport” within the “Pontifical Council for the Laity”. In June of that same year, the American clergyman Kevin Lixey took charge of this section, which was seen by the Holy See as the point of reference for all national and international sports associations, and served as a kind of observatory for the sports world at the service of evangelisation. The Section’s objectives were: 1) direct and systematic attention to the world of sport and renewal of pastoral care in and through sport; 2) dissemination of Church teaching on sport and promotion of studies and research on various sporting themes, especially ethical ones; 3) promoting initiatives that served to evangelise the sporting world, especially those that testified to an authentic Christian life among professional athletes; 4) promoting a sporting culture that sought the dignity of a human person through youth education (schools, parish centres, lay movements); and 5) cooperating with various Catholic sporting organisations in dialogue with national and international sporting bodies.
8° Benedict XVI (2005-2013). – Although Benedict XVI had far fewer messages on sport and physical activity than John Paul II, namely 10 against 120, the new prince of the Church, contrary to all expectations, did take an interest in this segment of culture. This had already come to light when he gave an interview to the Bavarian radio programme “Zum Sonntag” on 1 June of that year on the occasion of the 1978 World Cup in Argentina. On that occasion, the then 51-year-old archbishop of Munich-Freising, Card. Joseph Ratzinger, gave a short philosophical analysis of the modern sports phenomenon and of football in particular. According to Ratzinger, no other phenomenon had such a global impact and bound so many people around the world in one and the same state of excitement and tension, hovering between hope, fear, emotions and joy. Ratzinger asked himself the question of why and found that the demand for bread and games was in reality an expression of a desire for a paradisiacal life as an escape from the slavery of daily life. In this context, the deeper meaning of play was an activity that was totally free, without limits and restrictions, which engaged and fulfilled human energy. Hence, playing could be interpreted as a kind of effort to return to paradise as an escape from the exhausting slavery of everyday life to the free seriousness of something that did not have to be so, and was therefore beautiful. In this way, sport, in a sense, transcended everyday life. Besides this capacity to transcend ordinary life, Ratzinger said, playing, as we can see in children, possessed another characteristic: namely, to be a school of life. Playing symbolised life itself and anticipated it in a way that was characterised by a way of free form. According to this original reflection, the fascination of football consisted of the fact that it united self-discipline and liberty in a convincing way. In a team sport, one learned to put one’s individuality at the service of the whole. Sport united people for a common goal: the success and failure of each lay in the success and failure of all. Finally, sport could also teach fair play, since the rules of the game, to which all obeyed, bound and united competitors. The freedom to play, at least when the game was played according to the rules, became a serious competition that only found its solution in the freedom of a finished match. The spectator, always said Ratzinger, identified himself with the game and the players when watching a match. Thus, he/she felt part of both the team and the competition, and participated in the players’ seriousness and freedom of action. The players in turn became a symbol of his/her own life; and vice versa. The players knew that the spectators saw themselves represented in them, as well as confirmed by them. At the end of this short but substantively rich interview, Card. Ratzinger discussed the temptations and dangers that threatened the sporting world. The good of the game could be overshadowed by commercialisation and the power of money. But that horror of an unreal industrialisation of sport could not thrive when sport was based on positive values such as life training and a transcending of daily life on the way to the lost paradise. Both, however, needed to find the discipline to conform to the rules of teamwork, competition and self-discipline. Thus, according to Ratzinger, sport showed that the material world was only a stepping stone to the fully human, the world of full freedom. A freedom that was based on rules, on team discipline with each other, on fair competition among and against each other, independent of external success or randomness, thus completely free. Sport as life, and if we looked deeper, the phenomenon of a football-mad world could offer us more than mere entertainment. This interview is of great importance to frame and understand Ratzinger’s later observations as Pope Benedict XVI on sport.
[bookmark: _Hlk101781305]Besides messages on sport, both during specific audiences and letters on the occasion of Olympiads and championships, there were also some brief thoughts on this subject addressed to sportsmen or delegates of teams who were present during general audiences on Wednesdays. Looking at these together, first of all the Pope’s messages to the female and male athletes of the Austrian National Ski Team in 2007 and to the participants of the 2009 World Championships Swimming in Rome stand out. They were both delivered during an audience and contained 5 reflections by Benedict XVI on the theme of sport. First of all, the Pope emphasised the virtues and values inherent in sport: perseverance, determination, the spirit of sacrifice, internal and external discipline, consideration for others, team spirit, solidarity, justice, courtesy and the recognition of one’s own limits. Sport practised with enthusiasm and an astute sense of ethics could become, especially for the youth, a training ground for healthy competition and physical improvement, and a training school for human and spiritual values. Sport thus became a privileged means for full personal growth and contact with society. Benedict XVI also emphasised the role model of top athletes for young people. They were this not only during their sports practice and through their achievements, but also with regard to their family life, their culture and religion. In this way, they could become a great help to others and especially to the youth in a world that was constantly changing and in which there was a widespread loss of values and growing disorientation. The Pope called on athletes to be champions in sport and in life. With this, Benedict XVI expressed his conviction that sport could potentially be a very important asset in the fight against what he called the increasing individualisation and general educational crisis. In this context, he went back to his 1978 thesis in which he argued that sport was the tool of choice as it struck the right balance between freedom and discipline, perhaps the most important task of education in those days. The unifying and peace making faculties of sport were addressed in letters and speeches on the occasion of winter Olympics, such as those in Turin (late November 2005) and Vancouver (December 2009), as well as the Beijing Summer Games in 2008. They were also occasions to recall and point out the dangers of extreme nationalism and racism that could destroy sporting ideals and Olympic values. Finally, Benedict XVI pointed out that sport was not simply the practice of physical qualities but rather something that concerned the whole person. In his address to the participants of the 2009 World Swimming Championships in Rome, the Pope also shared a reflection on the transcendent dimension of the human person, of his physical beauty. The near perfection with which the swimmers performed the various strokes in the pool could be seen as a prayer of thanksgiving to God.
In a speech addressed to the representatives of Italian ski instructors in autumn 2010, the Pope gave two brief reflections on the value of sport and the natural environment. Sport could contribute to the harmonious development of the human person and to his moral perfection, and skiing in the mountains made us reflect on man’s duty to act as a guardian of nature, God’s creation. In his final message on the occasion of the organisation of the 2012 European Football Championships in Poland and Ukraine, Benedict XVI was pleased that special attention would be paid to the spiritual needs of the participating players and that catechetical, liturgical and prayerful moments would be provided for this. He recalled a speech by his predecessor John Paul II in the Jubilee Year 2000, in which the latter saw sport as a means to help build a more humane society through fraternity, generosity, honesty and respect for the body. Sport stood for healthy competition instead of antagonism, for encounter instead of conflict. Finally, Benedict XVI reiterated his own 1978 reflection on the game of football in particular. 
Besides his own accents, Benedict XVI also continued the engagements of his predecessor. Thus, he fully supported the initiatives of the Section “Church and Sport” within the “Pontifical Council for the Laity”. In November 2005, a first seminar was held on “The Sporting World Today: An Area of Christian Engagement”. The themes dealt with a panoramic perspective of the sporting world, with its positive and negative aspects. The intention was to roll out from there the further agenda of the Section “Church and Sport” for the coming years. The acts were published in Italian and English. Two years later, a second seminar was held on the theme “Sport: an educational and pastoral challenge”. In 2009 there was the third seminar on “Sport, Education, Faith: Towards a New Season for the Catholic Sports Movement”. On this occasion, Benedict XVI wrote to Card. Stanisław Ryłko, President of the Pontifical Council for the Laity, in which he underlined the educational potential of sport, especially in the context of youth, and its importance for the integral development of the whole person. He was also pleased that this seminar did not shy away from difficult questions and put its finger on abuses that pervert the good nature of sport and harm the body, especially the use of doping. Benedict XVI went even further in his devotion to his predecessor in the field of sport. During a multi-day visit to the United Kingdom in September 2010, in view of the upcoming London Olympics, he opened the “John Paul II Foundation for Sport”. Inspired by the Pope’s holistic vision of sport, the aim was to form the character of young people and develop their life skills. Sport has since been used by the ‘JP2F4S’ to improve young people’s self-esteem and thus their motivation and aspirations. In a speech to four thousand students and pupils from Catholic schools in the Sports Arena at St Mary’s University College in Twickenham London, Benedict XVI expressed the hope that all those who came here would honour God through their sporting achievements and at the same time bring joy to themselves and others.
9° Francis (2013-). – After the abdication of Benedict XVI in February 2013, the Argentine Jesuit Jorge Mario Bergoglio was elected as his successor on 13 March of the same year. As archbishop of Buenos Aires, he was socio of the Argentine football club “San Lorenzo de Almagro”, whose foundation in 1908 goes back to a Salesian, Lorenzo Bartolomé Martín Massa (1882-1949), who allowed street children to play football in his oratory. Francis would continue his passion for sport during his pontificate. At the time of editing this contribution, there were 35 messages, letters and video messages related to sport on the counter. What is striking here is that Pope Francis, as a non-European, casts his gaze much more globally and cites sport in a broader context. Thus, in addition to the traditional focus on Italian sports federations and associations, there are messages on major sports events such as World Cup football, (para-, special-) Olympiads, international sports federations, messages to his Argentinian national football team; messages on the occasion of an inter-religious football match, the Olympic refugee team; on the occasion of the NFL Super Bowl and an NFL delegation; on the occasion of an inter-religious meeting with youth at the Estádio do Maxaquene in Maputo; and the reception of NBA players on racism and social inequality.
In addition, the Pope continued to support the Section on “Church and Sport”, even after the transformation in August 2016 of the “Pontifical Council for Laity” into the “Dicastery for Laity, Family and Life”. Finally, in 2018, the secretary of this Dicastery, together with an official and seven specialists, including from Asia, South America and Europe, prepared the first comprehensive document of the Holy See on sport and body culture: Giving your best: a document on the Christian perspective on sport and the human person. In his accompanying letter of 1 June 2018, Pope Francis gave the synthesis of his reflections on sport. Francis saw 4 functions for sport in society. Firstly, sport was a meeting place where people from all walks of life and social backgrounds came together for a common goal. In a culture dominated by individualism and the gap between the younger and older generations, sport was a privileged area where people could meet without distinction of race, gender, or ideology, and where they experienced the joy of reaching a goal together in mutual competition, by being part of a team, sharing and overcoming successes and defeats. This helped mankind to reject the idea that achieving a goal was only possible by focusing on oneself. The need for others was not only about teammates but also about managers, coaches, supporters, the family; in short, all those people whose commitment and dedication made it possible “to give the best of yourself”. All this made sport a catalyst for experiences of togetherness, of the human family. When a father played with his son, when children played together in a park or at school, when an athlete celebrated victory with his or her fans, in all these circumstances one could see the value of sport as a place of unity and encounter between people. According to the Pope, the greatest results in sport and in life were achieved together as a team! In addition, sport was also a formative vehicle. Francis wondered whether it was not more important than ever to focus on the young, because the earlier the process of formation began, the easier the integral development of a person would be through sport: “We know how the new generations look up to sportsmen and women and are inspired by them! The participation of all athletes of any age is therefore necessary, because those who take part in the world of sport exemplify virtues such as generosity, humility, sacrifice, steadfastness, and cheerfulness. In the same way, they must contribute to the group spirit, to respect, to healthy competition and to solidarity with others. It is essential for each of us to be aware of the importance of examples in sports practice, because, as the saying goes, ‘a good plough on fertile land favours the harvest’, provided it is cultivated and the work is done properly”. Finally, the Pope emphasised the role of sport as a means of mission and sanctification. The Church was called to be a sign of Jesus Christ in the world, including through sport practised in oratories, parishes, schools and clubs… Every opportunity was good for proclaiming Christ’s message, “whether it was convenient or not” (2 Tm, 4, 2). It was important to bring and communicate this joy that was passed on through sport, for it was nothing other than the discovery of human potential that encouraged us to reveal the beauty of creation and of the human being made in the image and likeness of God. Sport could open the way to Christ in those places or environments where, for various reasons, it was not possible to proclaim Him directly; and individuals, with their testimony of joy, through sport in community, could be messengers of the Good News. According to Francis, giving the best of yourself in sport could also be a call to pursue holiness. During the last meeting with young people in preparation for the Synod of Bishops, he had expressed the conviction that all the young people present there, whether physically or through social networks, had the desire and the hope to give the best of themselves. He used the same expression in the Apostolic Exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate (9 Apr. 2018), recalling that the Lord had a unique and specific way of inviting each one to sanctification: “What counts is that each believer discerns his own way and brings out the best in himself, which God has so personally placed in him”. Always according to Francis, one had to look deeper into the close connection that existed between sport and life, which could illuminate each other, so that the effort to surpass oneself in an athletic discipline could also serve as a stimulus to become an ever better person and in all aspects of life. This effort set man on the path that, with the help of God’s grace, could lead him or her to the fullness of life that was called holiness. Sport was a very rich source of values and virtues that helped people become better persons: “Like the athlete during training, practising sport helps us to give the best of ourselves, to discover our limits without fear, and to struggle daily to do better”. In this way, “every Christian becomes more fruitful for the world in the measure in which he sanctifies himself” (Gaudete et Exsultate, 33). Therefore, for the Christian athlete, holiness will consist in living out sport as a means of encounter, personhood, witnessing, and proclaiming the joy of being a Christian with those around him. “I pray to the Lord, through the intercession of the Blessed Virgin, that this document may be very fruitful, both in the Church’s pastoral ministry in sport and outside the Church’s sphere. I ask all athletes and pastoral workers who recognise themselves as part of the great ‘team’ of the Lord Jesus to pray for me, and I send them my sincere blessing”. 
Francis also expressed his interest in sport with his full support for the development of the “Culture & Sport” Department, which was created by Card. Archbishop Gianfranco Ravasi in 2011 within the “Pontifical Council for Culture”. The main objectives of this department can be summarised in the following four main points: 1) to bring together the message of the Gospel and the world of sport, in order to open the latter further to the Christian faith, which creates culture; 2) to encourage the use of sport as an educational tool for the cultural development of peoples; 3) together with other councils of the Holy See in this sector, to establish relations with international sports federations and Catholic sports associations; 4) to facilitate dialogue in the universal Church with sportspeople, sports centres and organisations, and to promote meaningful contacts between these cultural worlds.
One of its major achievements was the launch of “Sport at the Service of Humanity” (SSH), a global movement with the aim of harnessing the power of faith and sport as a platform, under the slogan “Live as you play: embodied values in sport and life”. Currently, the SSH has developed its mission, identity, partnerships and activities around the world, ranging from youth programmes, mentoring activities, “fun days”, research projects, international conferences and local anchorages. This initiative came about after the first global conference on Faith & Sport that took place at the Vatican from 5 to 7 Oct. 2016. This mass event was introduced by Pope Francis, UNO Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon and Thomas Bach, President of the IOC, where, in addition to people from the sport and faith milieus, more than four hundred leaders and key delegates from the sectors of business, governance, governments and NGOs were present. Still in November 2019, a three-day congress went on in Georgetown around the theme “Inspiration, Inclusion, Involvement” where Francis informed participants through a letter that “sport, if placed at the service of humanity, could lead to overcoming prejudice and promoting the Gospel values of peace and fraternal solidarity”. In addition, several actions and sports competitions were organised, such as the 100 metres run for faith (2013) and the “Rome Half Marathon Via Pacis” (2017). On the pastoral level, the Department began a collaboration with the “Sports and Recreation” section of the Italian Bishop’s Conference to train those responsible for sports apostolate by offering formation courses.
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