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Kelly provides a much needed, often surprising, and consistently illuminating historical account of Catholic attitudes toward sport and games. Focusing on the way these attitudes gave rise to a counter-cultural understanding of sports in the Protestant dominated American context, the book provides a fresh perspective on athletics, play, and the spiritual life.  

Ann Taves, Cordano Professor of Catholic Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara

In this book Patrick Kelly describes, with sound scholarship and a lively prose, the effect that changes in Christian religious beliefs and practices had on the games and sports played in the Western hemisphere. But then he goes much further: he also shows that the ‘spirit of sports’ had a reverse effect, helping the early Fathers of the Church, and the Jesuits later on, to give concrete expression to the values of Christianity.
It would be a great loss if this book were to be read only by historians of religion, because the clarity, vigor, and profound knowledge contained in it will inform and fascinate anyone who is interested in the broader context of mind and society where religion evolves.
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Professor of Psychology, Claremont Graduate University 
Patrick Kelly’s book provides a unique perspective on the role of sports and play in western history. Drawing on a rich range of theological, historical, and social scientific resources, Kelly challenges time-worn notions that tend to see the games we play as a frivolous waste of time. This book not only gives the reader a sense of how indispensible sports and play are to our bodies, but how they can—and should – feed our souls.  
Christopher H. Evans, Professor of the History of Christianity, Boston University School of Theology 

Why has so little been written on the clear intersections between sports and spirituality in the Catholic worldview?  Because Catholics sometimes forget the importance of not only the physical body, but also the virtues of play, relaxation and enjoyment.  Patrick Kelly's fascinating new book looks at the rich connections between "physical" topics (the body, athletics, competition and exercise) and "spiritual" ones (theology, prayer, worship and salvation).  This provocative study may change the way you play – and pray.

James Martin, SJ, author of The Jesuit Guide to (Almost) Everything
This long awaited and much needed contribution offers a balanced and eminently Catholic approach to sport. Fr. Kelly’s historical analysis of the role of games and play in the Middle Ages, the Church’s appreciation of the body, and his insights into the pronouncements of the sporting Pope, Blessed John Paul II, help to recuperate a Catholic heritage of sport that is useful for overcoming some of the hurdles that have deterred recent theology in this area. At the same time, while acutely identifying the deviations that afflict modern sports at all levels, Fr. Kelly offers a valuable reflection about the nature of play itself which should be at the very heart of this activity and shows how recovering the joy of play is a key factor in overcoming sport’s deviations and restoring its vitality. 

Rev. Kevin Lixey, LC
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