
FOCUS missionaries join Catholic team supporting
Olympic athletes in Paris
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Father Joseph Fitzgerald and the Varsity Catholic missionaries are among the 40 Catholic priests,

nuns, and laypeople offering spiritual support to the Olympic athletes in Paris. | Credit: Amber

Moseley/FOCUS Varsity Catholic

By Gigi Duncan

Washington, D.C. Newsroom, Jul 31, 2024 / 07:00 am

In an effort to minister to Olympic athletes, the Fellowship of Catholic University

Students (FOCUS) has sent four Varsity Catholic missionaries to Paris as a means

of spiritual outreach and support for participants of the ongoing games.

Varsity Catholic, a division of FOCUS, serves college athletes in helping them to

“realize that their deepest identity is in Christ and the God who created them.”

Having been in Paris since the start of the Olympic Games, missionaries Kelley

Hartman, Nate Meyers, Will Koppi, and Katie Kampen are continuing to extend their

mission to the athletes they encounter, most of whom are college athletes.
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“The work of Varsity Catholic is that we’re missionaries on college campuses

specifically for athletes, and so we walk with the athletes and talk about how their

faith and sports go together,” Hartman told CNA. “We discuss how they can

continue to grow in their Catholic faith while also being Catholic athletes.”

Speaking of their experiences within Paris so far, Meyers shared that the four

missionaries are “trying to be present” and bring attention to the “presence of the

Holy Spirit.”

“We’re just trying to get to know these athletes, and in conversation let them know

that there are priests here who will hear their confessions, that they can go to

Mass, that the sacraments are available, and there’s a place to pray,” he continued.

“We’re seeing where these conversations go, and as things go deeper we can

invite people to pray, but we’re really just trying to build the athletes up in their

faith.”
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While the missionaries work close to the Multifaith Center each day, their service

has also consisted of going out and encountering athletes all around Olympic

Village.

“We’ve been using our time outside of the village as well, whether it’s just standing

outside and remaining present there, or using other opportunities to find and bump

into the athletes in order to get to know them,” Koppi said.

The missionaries also spoke of their work with Father Joseph Fitzgerald, pastor of

St. William the Abbot Church in Seaford, New York, who competed for the U.S.

handball team in the 1996 Olympics, whom they described as having a “missionary

mindset and heart.”

Ignatius of Loyola: a saint for difficult times
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“The ultimate race is this relationship [with God] that really isn’t a race,” Fitzgerald

told Register Radio. “It’s being present and sitting with the Lord, knowing that you

are a beloved daughter and son of God whether you win the gold medal or finish in

last place.”

Hartman said she shares experiences and conversations with athletes who “didn’t
do as well as they had hoped.”

“It’s just a really privileged space to speak about their identity because they’re in

this place where, for a lot of them, their sport is their god, and they’ve given

everything to it. When it doesn’t satisfy them, there’s this darkness and confusion,”
she said. “Even if they do as well as they had hoped and win gold, I still think there

is this undeniable ache within their heart. The medal on the outside doesn’t fix
things that are going on inside. For us to be here and be able to speak into their

deepest longings and affirm their identity as beloved sons and daughters of God is

a huge privilege.”

These Varsity Catholic missionaries — who were once college athletes themselves

— also spoke of understanding the pressures that come with athletics.

“You often hear stories of former Olympians who have an identity crisis when their

sport is over, or when they don’t get the gold medal or do as well as they were

Several of the FOCUS Varsity Catholic missionaries pose for a picture alongside Father Joseph

Fitzgerald and Father Jason Nioka after the Holy Games Opening Mass at La Madeleine Catholic

Church. Credit: Amber Moseley/FOCUS Varsity Catholic
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hoping,” Koppi shared. “I think that’s where we come in and make it known to them

that there is more than your sport, and try to encourage them to use their sport as

a bridge for their relationship with God.”

Echoing the need for this mission was Thomas Wurtz, who launched Varsity

Catholic in 2007 after sharing his desire to start a “specific, intentional outreach to

college athletes” within FOCUS. Currently, there are 225 Varsity Catholic

missionaries serving more than 4,000 athletes across 128 campuses.
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Subscribe to our daily newsletter

Email*

I agree to receive other communications from EWTN and

consent to the terms of the Privacy Policy. *

protected by reCAPTCHA
Privacy  - Terms

Get the CNA UPDATE!

“In FOCUS, we want to introduce people to Jesus Christ and to live the fullness of

the Gospel, which Pope Paul VI said is to also evangelize,” Wurtz told CNA. “To live

mission, to truly be missionary disciples and reach every soul on the face of the
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earth, and that includes transforming cultures. I think that athletics is one of the

biggest voices at least in the world in terms of its influence.”

Having organized for the Varsity Catholic presence at this year’s Olympics, Wurtz

described how Olympic athletes face a “culmination of their lifetime of competition,

of training for four years or more, coming down to maybe 30 seconds depending

on what event they’re competing in.”

“It’s a lot of pressure, a lot of psychological and emotional pain that can be found in

this, so I’m just pleased that we and others can be there to support and comfort

them, or help them put things into perspective that the Lord is king,” he continued.

“[The Lord] is what matters most whether they succeed or fail in their Olympic

competition, in knowing that there is something greater beyond this and that a

sport doesn’t define them. Your worth is not in the fact that you medal, your worth

is in the fact that you are a beloved son or daughter of God.”

“There’s peace and freedom in this identity, and we hope that Olympic athletes can

discover this too,” he said.
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Gigi Duncan is currently completing an internship with Catholic News Agency. She is a

recent graduate of the University of South Carolina where she studied business and
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recent graduate of the University of South Carolina, where she studied business and

communications.
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120 chaplains offer spiritual support to athletes during Paris Olympics

Jul 29, 2024

Among the chaplains, 40 Catholic priests, nuns, and laypeople are catering to the spiritual needs of the Olympic
athletes in the Multifaith Center.

Donate 
 

https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/258433/120-chaplains-offer-spiritual-support-to-athletes-during-paris-olympics
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/
https://www.ewtn.com/missions/donate-to-cna-36
javascript:void(0);


Former Judo champion turned Catholic priest spiritually tends to
athletes at Paris Olympics

Jul 30, 2024

Father Jason Nioka’s first assignment as a priest is to spend his summer in Paris in charge of the Catholic chaplains

serving the Olympic athletes in Paris.
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Catholic leaders join French bishops in condemning Last Supper
scene at Paris Olympics opening

Jul 27, 2024

The opening ceremony of the 2024 Paris Olympics has sparked global controversy among Catholic leaders for its
parody of Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper.
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