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

6 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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“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.”
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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, | 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


https://www.ncregister.com/audio/register-radio-july-27-2024-dnttp7dg
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvV-HwyArSc-_RhWoSw5FuhHn6n9owlZcvMgd_Hxb8z3oJ5nPecEExIYG72zGSHb51PUgA4uaMTcw55PbwRy6aqFx_MIp5u7Jst3qm9dba3jHYI3hYcCgP8irGk56VnjD06HJ9tlxTas2VixwuejMvxqihmd5vOSrBx9XOkjukMtIjJpzrzsjelSxMeivaZK9xEo3JJbuowDrWtzNk_JgOLxZsp5dB9LLagIffoBnb-M8lWs3g2jbR1UfHG5feEySUvmL6k-eNiaeAhV1rxEvj142GJwxGuTRJZVri0phP50rsjZJLBVRIP1ghFBLEhFCTqJMVp8wTjPOyiDpzp4O7pG-fK-RCEmvPCLVya&sai=AMfl-YQDPrW7X396Gu4WcsBLsH-HTDZ_w6OkS6rE_ILi7_lgsA4o-KRiLAWibsB1UcDLAN6VjhsXclz5C0JysnobNEf-nRxaqF02j-faOEuj3zu9jLyv2wb03sr6EWKDzGgWYaFMxpy7&sig=Cg0ArKJSzO4OugisMSSD&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&adurl=https://www.ncregister.com/subscription/half-off%3FKEY%3D924SMCN
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/
https://www.ewtn.com/missions/donate-to-cna-36
javascript:void(0);

a MVIuUyc 1ul uicin 1ciauuvriorig vl guu.

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.

(Story continues below)
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“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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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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Our mission is the truth. Join us!

Your monthly donation will help our team continue reporting the truth, with fairness, integrity, and fidelity to
Jesus Christ and his Church.
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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.
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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
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