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Abstract

:

The emotional, physical, and spiritual health of athletes continues to be a concern at all levels of sport. With respect to emotions and health, previous studies have sought to understand the role of normalization of emotion on elite female rowers’ decisions to train regardless of their health. This research demonstrated how athletes may be persuaded to accept that emotions are negative, irrational, and weak, and this may play a significant role in subsequent unhealthy behaviours. In turn, these findings have generated further explorations into a more comprehensive emotion education for all athletes, which have focused on athletes’ emotional awareness and spiritual growth. The present paper provides theoretical, educational, and practical insight into the areas of emotion and spiritual development. In doing so, it presents a conceptual model for sport chaplains, coaches, and/or sport advocates for educating and mentoring the emotional and spiritual formation of athletes.
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1. Introduction


The emotional, physical, and spiritual health of athletes continues to be an overriding concern for sport chaplains, sport advocates, coaches, and athletes at all levels of sport (Åkesdotter et al. 2020; Biggin et al. 2017; Howe 2004; Jones et al. 2020; Moseid et al. 2018; Sabato et al. 2016). Researchers have gone so far as to question whether or not elite sport and health present a contradiction in terms (Baker et al. 2014; Safai et al. 2014). In pursuit of a deeper understanding of emotion norms and health in sport, previous research with elite female rowers drew upon Foucault’s (1977) concept of normalization and applied this to emotions. The normalization of emotion (Lee Sinden 2010, 2013) is the process by which sport environments work to regulate, shape, and coerce athletes to conform to certain emotion norms. This previous research with rowers explored how certain emotion norms, or beliefs about emotion, (referred to as ‘technologies of emotion’), were normalized and impacted athletes’ decisions to train irrespective of their health (Lee Sinden 2010, 2013). The results showed that unhealthy beliefs about emotions were socialized through normalizing methods in rowing environments and these beliefs played an influential role in athletes’ decisions to continue training despite their health. In particular, these beliefs persuaded athletes to ignore their thoughts and feelings, and subsequent health issues, because they did not want to appear weak and/or negative. As a consequence, the athletes exacerbated their health problems and suffered adverse health during and after retirement (Lee Sinden 2010).1



This previous research with rowers confirms and adds weight to wider findings with respect to normalization of emotion and health problems (Coker-Cranney et al. 2018; Curry 1993; Hughes and Coakley 1991; Smith 2008; Wacquant 1998; White et al. 1995; Young et al. 1994). Over conformity, for instance, refers to athletes adhering strictly to the norms and values of their sport ethic; beliefs about what it means to be an athlete; and the importance of striving for distinction and striving for excellence (see Hughes and Coakley 1991). Hughes and Coakley (1991) argue that while over conformity can have positive effects such as enhancing performance and dedication, it can also have negative consequences such as burnout and unethical behaviour.



The normalization of emotion and over conformity shed light on the complexities of conforming to the sport ethic and its impact on athlete wellbeing and behaviour, and provide grounds for the construction of a more comprehensive emotion education plan for athletes. In addition, as Christian researchers, we seek to understand the relationship between beliefs about emotion, unhealthy behaviours, and spiritual formation among Christian athletes. Mosley et al. (2015) also examined the role of spirituality in the lives of Christian athletes, and how it influenced their athletic performance and overall wellbeing. They found that spirituality played a significant role in providing athletes with a sense of purpose, motivation, and resilience. It also served as a source of support and guidance in times of adversity. These findings further highlight the importance of considering spiritual formation as a factor in understanding and supporting athletes’ mental and emotional wellbeing.



The past 10 years have witnessed many informal discussions and casual conversations with Christian university athletes about emotions, health, and spiritual formation in sport. Importantly, Swain and King (2022) validate the use of such conversations in research, particularly when added to more formal means of data collection. Through these discussions and conversations, it became evident that unhealthy beliefs about emotion and athletes’ decisions to train despite health issues are common occurrences among Christian university athletes. This initiated a more formal qualitative investigation into understanding the role of normalization of emotion in Christian sport settings and Christian athletes’ disregard of health problems. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five former Christian university athletes who played soccer, basketball, and volleyball during their tertiary education, and who trained despite injuries and other health problems. While preliminary, the responses from the interviews revealed that unhealthy beliefs about emotion were influential in the respondents’ perceptions and regulation of their emotions, and decisions to train despite adverse health. Additionally, each athlete felt pressure to express and act in ways that were consistent with what they believed to be expectations or virtues of being Christians. For instance, one athlete said, “Christians are supposed to be self-controlled, not anxious or angry”. Another athlete explained, “When I get upset or show my emotions, I feel like others think I am not leaning on the Lord, or trusting Him as I should” (Lee Sinden 2023). These initial responses highlight the need to be aware of the messages being perpetuated among Christian athletes, particularly in conjunction with their spiritual formation, which confirms and adds weight to other research findings on spiritual formation in sport (Bounds 2022; Egli and Hoven 2020; Stevenson 1991). For instance, while it is important to teach, recognize, and model good character and/or virtues (Bounds 2022; Schnitker et al. 2020a, 2020b), spiritual formation requires a deeper examination of the heart (Egli and Hoven 2020; Willard 1988). Further, if we focus mainly on outward behaviours in sport, this increases the likelihood of athletes behaving in socially desirable ways, also referred to as socially desirable responding (Gross et al. 2017). This is another example of normalization that leads to a spiritual performance-based identity, where athletes strive to appear spiritually together yet fail to examine what is really going on in their hearts. Jonathan Edwards asserts that not everything that appears virtuous is true virtue. There is a distinction to be made between some actions and dispositions, which are truly beautiful and virtuous, and others which only seem or appear to be so, through a partial, superficial, and imperfect view of things (Edwards [1791] 2003). True virtue is the beauty of the qualities and exercises of the heart, which only consist in Christ’s love, growing in the Spirit of God (Augustine [1871] 2017; Edwards [1749] 2014, [1791] 2003; English Standard Version [ESV] (ESV 2009, 1 John 4:10)). Thus, without Christ’s love, there is no true virtue and no real spiritual growth. Moreover, Christ’s love is the greatest virtue (ESV 2009, 1 Cor. 13:13); without it we have nothing, we are nothing, and our words are a “noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (ESV 2009, 1 Cor. 1:1–3).



Rather than coaching athletes to ignore their emotions and/or act in normalized ways, Dabrowski (1964) addresses the heart of athletes in his explanation of the third factor. The third factor (in addition to nature and nurture) is the role that athletes play in their own development, which is fuelled by a heartfelt desire to grow (Jensen 2011). This is not merely about changing and fixing or attaining and achieving; it is the transformation of the heart and mind, which requires the recognition and understanding of one’s emotions. Emotions are not in the way, they are the way to transcending what you would like to be less like you, towards what you would like to be more like you (Dabrowski 1964). As Christians, we are concerned with spiritual transformation, or “the process of being conformed into the image of Jesus Christ” (Mulholland and Barton 2016, p. 7), also referred to as spiritual formation and/or sanctification (ESV 2009, Eph. 4:22–24);


… to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.




Nouwen (2010) calls this “the way of the heart” while Palmer (2009) captures this spiritual process of living out of your ‘authentic self’ by calling Christians to “live undivided”. This is echoed in Macchia’s (2022) challenge to “practice a preference for God”.



Sport provides a distinctive opportunity for the spiritual formation of athletes through an awareness of their emotions. This is because within the context of sport, it is common for intense emotions to be triggered (Jekauc et al. 2021), revealing what is truly in athletes’ hearts. Thus, a central aim of the present paper is to provide an educational and mentoring approach to athlete spiritual development, such as one-on-one (or group) emotion education sessions to help athletes understand what their emotions are telling them. We realize that this relational approach to coaching is more time-consuming than approaches serving to normalize emotions, thereby adding to the emotional labour (Hochschild 1983; Devall-Martin 2017; Grandey 2000) of those working with athletes. However, we also understand that this journey takes time and requires the development of trusting relationships between athletes and helping professionals (Holm 2009; Jones et al. 2020; Marinese 2016; Paget and McCormack 2006; Parker and Manley 2016; Threlfall-Holmes and Newitt 2011), and the work of the Holy Spirit (ESV 2009, Col. 1:9). This work requires gently speaking into athletes where they are at, or shepherding them (Clemens 2008; Jones et al. 2020; Waller and Cottom 2016), to understand the relationship between their emotions and the condition of their hearts. We believe that educating and walking with athletes in this way helps diminish unhealthy emotion norms, disrupts the development of a performance-based identity, and leads athletes to spiritual growth and overall wellbeing. The following discussion provides an innovative and clinical educational approach that can be used practically in the emotion education and development of athletes.




2. Understanding Emotion


Concisely defining ‘emotion’ is difficult simply because the term makes for misunderstandings and contradictions in theory and research (Izard 2009). Research on emotion has been approached from various theoretical positions. As a result, researchers continue to explore alternative meanings and understandings (Oatley and Jenkins 1992, 1996; Lee Sinden 2014). Nevertheless, for the purpose of understanding the basic components of emotion, we use the following working definition. In short, emotions are “a state of arousal involving facial and bodily changes, brain activation, cognitive appraisals, subjective feelings, and tendencies toward action, all shaped by cultural rules” (Wade et al. 2007, p. 388). This definition recognizes emotions as a state of arousal, occurring when an event is relevant to a person’s goal. Emotions are also cognitively based; our thought processes affect further judgments and cognitive appraisal (Damasio 1994; Frijda 1986; LeDoux 1994). Oatley and Jenkins (1996) explain cognitive appraisal as one of a multitude of ways a person experiencing an emotion evaluates that emotion as pleasant or unpleasant. Furthermore, this definition takes into consideration the complexities of socializing factors and environmental influences on the understanding and conceptualizing of various emotions (Levy 1984). Social science researchers have accounted for worldwide emotional variation and assert that emotions are influenced by forces of culture and language (Daniels 2001; Vygotsky cited in Dunn 1994; Rosaldo 1989; Wittgenstein 1958). Christian researchers recognize that emotions are subjective experiences regarding “what the world is like, who we are, and what God has done for us” (Roberts 2007, pp. 30–31).




3. Clinical Sport Psychology: The Integrated Model of Athletic Performance (IMAP)


Educational sport psychology, also known as traditional sport psychology, has sought to understand emotion with respect to performance and has provided many strategies to address emotions and problems faced by athletes in their sport settings (Crocker et al. 2021; Weinberg and Gould 2018). These strategies largely comprise cognitive and behavioural skills training, such as imagery, self-talk, arousal regulation, and/or goal setting (Weinberg and Gould 2018). While these techniques have demonstrated a degree of usefulness, they have been criticized by clinical sport psychologists as disconnected, falling short of addressing deeper issues, and failing to develop the athlete holistically (Gardner and Moore 2007; Stainback et al. 2007). As a result, sport counselling and clinical interventions have emerged, viewing athlete development as a complex activity that involves a few highly interconnected components that require an Integrated Model for Athletic Performance (IMAP) (Gardner and Moore 2007). The IMAP is made up of four components: (a) instrumental competencies: the specific physical and sensorimotor skills and abilities, such as the ability to shoot a free throw or fitness level; (b) environment and performance demands: the competitive, interpersonal, situational, and organizational circumstances, such as style of coach, training demands, and/or team cohesion/dynamics; (c) dispositional characteristics: intrapersonal variables, such as thought patterns, behaviour, and personality, which influence how an athlete perceives, interprets, and responds to the performance demands; and (d) behavioural self-regulation: cognitive, affective, physiological, and behavioural processes, such as awareness, understanding, and processing of emotions. For the purposes of the present discussion, we focus on two of the four components of this model, namely dispositional characteristics and behavioural self-regulation.



Dispositional characteristics serve as a basis for understanding the world around us, and positively and negatively control our emotional (affective) responses. The main dispositional characteristics in clinical sport psychology are schemas. Schemas are broad, pervasive themes or patterns, usually developed in childhood or adolescence, including memories, bodily sensations, emotions, and cognitions, regarding oneself and one’s relationships with others (Young et al. 2003). Maladaptive schemas are patterns of thinking that inhibit proper ways of viewing the world and behavioural processes. For instance, an ‘unrelenting standards/hypercriticalness’ maladaptive schema leads a person to strive to meet extreme and rigid standards. This maladaptive schema is associated with perfectionism and obsessiveness and is common among athletes, often leading them to feel exhausted, irritated, or anxious. Keeping up with their own internal and unrealistic standards eventually causes intense pressure and harm to their performance and overall health and wellbeing (Young et al. 2003).2 We add the previously developed beliefs about emotion (Lee Sinden 2010, 2013) as another type of dispositional characteristic that can inhibit behavioural self-regulation; disrupting a healthy process of emotion. For example, this was evident in the case of the elite rowers when their beliefs about emotions led them to ignore their concerns about training, and subsequently trained despite their health issues (Lee Sinden 2010, 2013, 2014). The following explains beliefs about emotion and the emotion process in more detail.




4. Beliefs about Emotion


Emotion norms continue to be visible in sport in various ways. For instance, they are embedded in sport slogans, like Just do it, which has been a revered trademark of shoe company Nike since 1988. Interestingly, this slogan was taken from the final words of a violent criminal who murdered two men in cold blood before he was put to death for his crimes (Fairs 2005). While phrases and slogans are meant to inspire a desired ‘toughness’ in sport, they often send a negative message about thinking and feeling. These messages are also misconstrued outside of sporting contexts. For example, ‘Nike Terrorist’ was a name that was coined to describe self-starting terrorists who used unsophisticated methods to carry out deadly acts like the 2013 suicide bombing in Birmingham, UK. These terrorists wore the Nike slogan on their shirts, publicizing the message to not think or feel, and Just do it as their motto when committing acts of terrorism (Coughlin 2012). Such slogans and incidents contextually normalize emotions, leaving little room for alternative thinking.



In order to better understand the role of emotion norms, in the previous research with elite female rowers, a historical analysis was conducted and a theoretical framework was constructed (Lee Sinden 2013). The following five specifically developed beliefs about emotion were created, also referred to as technologies of emotion (see Lee Sinden 2010, 2013): (1) emotions are private; (2) emotions are negative; (3) emotions are feminine; (4) emotions are irrational; and (5) emotions are a sign of weakness.3 Separately, these beliefs have been examined and challenged by sociological theorists who have sought to understand how disciplines and cultural rules have taught us to think about and experience emotion (Boler 1999; Haraway 1991). The research with elite rowers and beliefs about emotion confirms the findings of previous research on emotion norms in sport (Askew and Ross 1988; Coker-Cranney et al. 2018; Curry 1993; Fry 2003; Hughes and Coakley 1991; Messner 1990, 1996; Smith 2008; Wacquant 1998; White et al. 1995; Young et al. 1994), such as ‘boys don’t cry’ and ‘girls don’t get angry’ (Askew and Ross 1988). Messner (1990) explained the relationship between organized sports and the social construction of masculinities, highlighting how organized sports can perpetuate gender hierarchies and exclude individuals who do not conform to traditional masculine norms. While a thorough discussion regarding stereotypes with respect to gender and expression of emotion is beyond the scope of this paper, these studies call attention to the complex interaction between emotion norms and sport. In addition, they underscore the importance of challenging emotion stereotypes and promoting an inclusive and supportive environment that allows athletes to express their emotions authentically.



Research has also examined the correlation between beliefs about emotion, emotion regulation, and health (Coker-Cranney et al. 2018; Curry 1993; Hughes and Coakley 1991; Jones et al. 2002; Lee Sinden 2010; Rimes and Chalder 2010; Smith 2008; Tran and Rimes 2017; Wacquant 1998; White et al. 1995; Winter 2019; Young et al. 1994). For example, Rimes and Chalder (2010) observed how certain beliefs about the unacceptability of experiencing or expressing emotions were present in individuals with a range of health problems, including chronic fatigue syndrome, irritable bowel syndrome, depression, eating disorders, social phobia, posttraumatic stress disorder, and borderline personality disorder. More recent research in sport has found a relationship between certain beliefs about emotion, dysregulation and unhealthy perfectionism, emotional suppression, and depression (Tran and Rimes 2017; Winter 2019). These findings support previous research in sport that has investigated the relationship between injuries, emotional norms, and the ways that athletes understand and express their emotions. According to this research, athletes have been found to believe that it is mentally ‘tough’ to ignore their injuries (Jones et al. 2002; Lee Sinden 2010). A further study explored perceptions of emotional climate among injured athletes and showed how athletes felt more respected when they displayed high pain tolerance and ignored their injuries for the sake of appearing ‘tough’. Unfortunately, this only exacerbated their injuries (Mankad et al. 2009). Other research investigating athletes with depressive symptoms has found that athletes may fake good (Gross et al. 2017). That is, in situations where they must demonstrate a certain persona (such as elite competition), they may engage in impressive management, which is similar to socially desirable responding, in order to be accepted and to show that they are able to cope in high-performance environments.



Emotions are often categorized as either negative or positive (Hanin 2000). This dichotomy has also played a role in normalizing certain beliefs about emotion in sport. Negative emotions are viewed as more unpleasant and generally occur when an event is perceived by a person to have moved them away from a goal. Examples of negative emotions include worry, sadness, anxiety, and/or anger. Positive emotions are viewed as more pleasant and are identified as moving a person towards a goal. Examples of positive emotions in sport include joy, compassion, and/or peace (Ekman 2005; Ekman and Davidson 1994; Hanin 2000). Classifying emotions in this way can exacerbate the stigma of emotion, coercing athletes to ignore or hide emotions they think are negative or bad. In addition, this dichotomy of emotions is misleading because it does not take into consideration the intention behind the emotion or an athlete’s heart. For instance, should we consider the emotion of joy to be positive if athletes experience joy after an opponent gets injured? Likewise, is anxiety negative when athletes are anxious due to concerns about overtraining? In this latter example, anxiety is positive when it leads athletes to take better care of their bodies (Lee Sinden 2014). Further, negative or unpleasant emotions are a genuine and healthy response during stressful or difficult times, such as a life transition, family separation, and/or a significant loss. Charles Spurgeon asserts it is even an act of faith and wisdom to be sad about sad things (Eswine 2014). Therefore, we add the concept of structure and direction (Wolters 2005), as it applies to emotion (Lee Sinden 2014)4 to further understand and explain emotion through a Christian perspective.




5. Structure and Direction of Emotion


From a Christian perspective, God created all things structurally good, which includes emotion. However, because of the fall, sin has corrupted us and our emotions, sometimes leading us into unhealthy and distorted directions. We read of this distorted direction in the Garden of Eden after Adam and Eve disobeyed God and felt shame. Instead of responding to their shame in a healthy way, such as taking responsibility for their actions, they hid from the truth in three ways: (1) from God (behind a tree), (2) from each other (by putting on fig leaves), and (3) from their self-awareness (by blaming each other) (ESV 2009, Genesis 1:3). In turn, athletes need to understand emotions are neither positive or negative in and of themselves. What is more important is the intention behind the emotion and the direction in which the emotion leads them (Lee Sinden 2014). For instance, when an injured athlete is worried about being replaced and trains despite injury, this would be an unhealthy direction of worry. A healthy direction would be to reflect on the underlying reasons for the worry and rest the injury. That said, emotion can also be non-conscious, producing somatic experiences like biological knee-jerk reactions, also referred to as sudden automatic reflex syndrome. Sometimes, these reactions are identified as socially unacceptable somatic responses (Hochschild 1979, p. 554; Devall-Martin 2017), such as when a tennis player throws a racket out of frustration. Nevertheless, all emotional reactions (or triggers) are opportunities for self-awareness and spiritual growth.




6. A Healthy Process of Emotion


In order to help athletes understand a healthy direction of emotion, we draw on the Gestalt theories of the process of emotion (Clarkson 1989). Gestalt psychology centres on the need to realize, explore, and experience emotions to understand oneself authentically. To fully appreciate and learn from emotional experiences, the emotion must go through a healthy direction or processing. We draw on Bolderston’s (2005) adaptation of Clarkson’s (1989) cycle of experience. In Step 1 a person begins to experience a sensation in the brain. If the emotion is not disrupted, the individual moves to Step 2, where the person is aware of the emotion and feels and appraises the emotion as pleasant or unpleasant. If the emotion is allowed to continue, the person will move into Step 3, where action tendencies begin to be displayed. Step 4 is called full contact, where a person experiences all of the associated bodily changes and emotional intensity. If the emotion progresses beyond full contact to Step 5, there will be a sense of satisfaction or release. If a person is given the opportunity to experience the entire process of their emotion, they will reach Step 6, which leads to awareness, acceptance, and behaviour change (Bolderston 2005; Lee Sinden 2014).



While expressing one’s true emotions and feelings through a healthy process is crucial for overall health and wellbeing (Patel and Patel 2019), it is common for the cycle of experience to be disrupted. The following outlines this process of disruption using a sport-related example. Step 1: Desensitization—the athlete ignores the experience. Step 2: Deflection—the athlete avoids, downplays, and/or dismisses feelings. Step 3: Introjection—the athlete resists action, perhaps having a belief system that inhibits the emotion (like emotions are weak). Step 4: Projection—this is where self-doubt, ‘what ifs’, or fears come into play, hindering the experience. Step 5: Retroflection—the feelings are turned back onto the athlete, such as anger towards self or self-harm. Also in Step 5, Egoism or Spectatoring—the athlete continually blocks spontaneity of experience, letting an internal (and often critical or judgmental) commentary about the emotion play in the mind, rather than experiencing it fully. Step 6: Confluence—the athlete over-identifies with an emotion, e.g., “I am an anxious person” (Bolderston 2005; Lee Sinden 2014).5



Disruption of the cycle of experience is considered an unhealthy process or direction of emotion and happens when a person forces control over the emotional experience at any step in the cycle of experience (Birrer et al. 2012; Williams et al. 2009). Educational sport psychology techniques, such as ‘negative thought stopping’, have been criticized for pushing away or suppressing emotion. While it is recognized that sometimes performance situations are not conducive for real-time reflection, clinical sport psychologists explain that forced control of emotions, particularly for the sake of sport performance, is a short-term fix, and it does not give the athlete the performance results they are looking for (Gardner and Moore 2007). For instance, forced control may have a reverse effect leading to explosive reactivity and maladaptive behavioural regulation (Birrer et al. 2012; Lee Sinden 2014). Further, reliance on the concealment of unpleasant emotions and feelings leads to repression (Patel and Patel 2019), emotional exhaustion (Chiang et al. 2021), and apathy, which can inhibit pleasant emotional experiences such as joy, excitement, and/or compassion (Brown 2018; Fahed and Steffens 2021). As Brown (2018, p. 85) argues, “we cannot selectively numb emotion. If we numb the dark, we numb the light. If we take the edge off pain and discomfort, we are, by default, taking the edge off joy, love, belonging, and the other emotions that give meaning to our lives”. In other words, depriving sensation or suppressing uncomfortable or unpleasant emotions will also negatively affect the experience of pleasant emotions.



The cycle of experience can be further understood using the model of behaviour change (McNamara 1998), a theory of transformative learning that demonstrates how change is not always a uniform process. Individuals shift through different stages several times, including relapsing into old behaviour, before achieving sustained change. This process is described as a spiral of human flourishing where individuals participate in ‘recursive reflective discourse’, learning from each relapse (Devall-Martin 2017; McNamara 1998). In addition, the cycle of experience reflects the Mindful Acceptance Commitment (MAC) theory, which promotes a non-judgmental approach to emotions (Gardner and Moore 2007). MAC, originally taken from Acceptance and Commitment Theory, states that in order for individuals to experience emotions in a healthy manner, individuals must experience the entire process of emotion (Hayes and Strosahl 2004). Hayes and Strosahl (2004) explain that reasons for reactions are acknowledged only when there is an awareness of the emotion; if there is a block to the emotional experience, the awareness and subsequent change rarely takes place (see also Hayes et al. 2004). Similarly, other researchers in counselling theory consider a healthy process of emotion as befriending one’s emotions (Schwartz 1995)6. For example, instead of trying to control or disrupt the emotional experience, a person considers why the emotion is present and then determines how to engage, respond, and grow in a healthy direction. For instance, a healthy direction in response to worry for Christian athletes could be to “… cast all their worries and cares on Him” (New Living Translation [NLT] 2015, 1 Pet. 5:7).



In scripture, self-control is one of the ‘Fruits of the Spirit’: the Spirit of God working in a person’s heart (New International Version [NIV] (NIV 2011, Gal. 5:22–23)). This means that self-control grows from awareness, acceptance, and change as a part of increased knowledge and spiritual growth; the process of growing in the image of Christ (Hielema 2010; Roberts 1982; NIV 2011, 2 Pet. 1:5–7). Thus, we confirm research that highlights the importance of including a spiritual component in the development of an athlete (Egli and Hoven 2020; Hemmings et al. 2019), and we add spiritual formation to the Integrated Model of Athletic Performance (IMAP).




7. Spiritual Formation


God created humankind as emotional beings (Middleton 2005). Therefore, our emotions are part of our spiritual nature and who we are in God’s image. While it can be difficult to face the truth about our emotions, ignoring, numbing, or suppressing them often leaves us more susceptible to experiencing spiritual stagnation or degradation (Chambers [1924] 1993). Understanding our emotions deepens our awareness of ourselves and our identity in Christ, which, in turn, draws us into more intimate relationships with God and others (Edwards [1746] 2013; Roberts 2007). As previously stated, spiritual formation is the “process of being conformed into the image of Jesus Christ” (Mulholland and Barton 2016, p. 7), a transformation through the Holy Spirit “by the renewing of your mind” (NIV 2011, Romans 12:2). While examining all of the aspects of emotions through the lens of spiritual formation is beyond the scope of the present discussion,7 we provide additional insight into how our emotions reveal underlying distorted fears. The following image can be used to help athletes visualize the relationship between their emotions and underlying fears (see Figure 1).




8. Understanding Fear


Many of the unpleasant emotions athletes feel or demonstrate are caused by underlying fears (Steimer 2002). Sport psychologists have studied the role of fear in stifling athletic performance, particularly in the case of the perfectionist athlete. Some examples include: fear of failure, fear of judgment, fear of embarrassment, fear of making mistakes, fear of losing respect from others, fear of disappointing others, fear of having an uncertain future, and/or fear of not reaching expectations (Goldberg 1991; Sagar and Stoeber 2009). We recommend using Figure 1 as a template with athletes. The athlete can write down (or circle) examples of unpleasant emotions that they experience. Once they have identified these emotions, they can be instructed to write down (or circle) the specific fears that they have. We also suggest providing reflection questions. By way of example: (a) In what ways might fear of injury be at the root of your anxiety or worry? Or, (b) In what ways might fear of disappointing others be at the root of your shame or embarrassment? Or, (c) In what ways might the fear of failure be at the root of your frustration, impatience, or envy? After some reflection, the analysis can go deeper still, considering why the athlete might have these fears. When unpacking fear, it is vital to address the root (Welch 2020). If a person does not understand the fear at its source, it will continue to re-surface throughout a person’s life (Adams 1973; Jones 1999). However, this is often a slow and painful process of deep contemplation of one’s motivations and thoughts, referred to as heart theology, which is a basic understanding of how sanctification works (Welch 2016). Furthermore, being able to identify fears requires strong meta-cognitive skills and self-awareness (Leaf et al. 1998).



From a Biblical perspective, God instructs us, “do not fear, for I am with you” (NIV 2011, Isaiah 41:10). At the same time, He teaches, “the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom” (NIV 2011, Prov. 9:10). This brings us back to structure and direction. We understand fear as structurally good, such as fear in the face of danger and/or the reverent fear of God, which leads to drawing closer to and growth in Him. However, because of sin, fear has been distorted or corrupted, leading to an unhealthy or distorted direction of fear, such as fear related to people, places, or things (Augustine [1871] 2017; Lee Sinden 2014; Wolters 2005). While we acknowledge that a deep analysis of the many reasons for an athlete’s distorted fears is important (e.g., such as harbouring resentment after being treated unjustly), this is beyond the scope of the present discussion—and perhaps beyond the comfort or expertise of those working with athletes.8 Further, while we agree with the importance of understanding the sociological intricacies at play within such scenarios (Jones et al. 2020), we believe that a deep and comprehensive understanding of the spiritual root of emotions, and subsequent behaviours, is essential for the spiritual formation and holistic development of athletes. The following section provides practical suggestions for teaching about the spiritual root or real culprit of one’s distorted emotions and fears, and subsequent destructive behaviours, namely inordinate affections (Augustine [1871] 2017; Powlison 1995; Welch 1997, 2016, 2020).




9. Inordinate Affections


An inordinate affection has been described as an out of balance, excessive, or obsessive affection we might have for a person, place, or thing (Lewis 1960). Inordinate affections develop when the love for a person, place, or thing has become an idol, above our love for God. The word inordinate is used synonymously with ‘evil desire’ in the King James Version [KJV] and NIV of the Bible in Colossians 3:5. Augustine ([1871] 2017) described an inordinate affection as a ‘disordered love’. It is not love in itself, for love, like all things in God’s good creation is a natural affection. Rather, inordinate love is not loving rightly (Augustine [1871] 2017; Lewis 1964). In his understanding of scripture, Augustine considered rightly ordered love as virtue, and inordinate love as vice (Naugle 1993).


… boasting [is not] the fault of human praise, but of the soul that is inordinately fond of the applause of men… Pride too, is not the fault of him who delegates power, for of power itself, but of the soul that is inordinately enamoured of its own power and despises the more just dominion of a higher authority.



(Augustine [1871] 2017, pp. 330–31)







Structurally our natural affections are part of God’s good creation; however, because of the fall our affections have been distorted and lead us into inordinate and sometimes destructive directions. For example, sport in itself is not sinful or bad, nor are the reasons why we may participate in sport. God has given us sport to enjoy. Sport, or the aspects of sport that we love, become inordinate when we make them more important than God. Figure 2 provides an illustration of examples of how natural affections in sport can become inordinate affections and then grow into destructive affections. Excellence, for instance, is a natural affection when pursuing high performance in sport. It is not evil in and of itself but, as outlined in Figure 2, excellence can become inordinate and lead to perfectionism, which can progress into destructive affections, like taking performance enhancing drugs to achieve excellence, such as in the case of Lance Armstrong (Flett and Hewitt 2014). We recommend using Figure 2 (blank or as is) in education and mentoring sessions with athletes.It is helpful to ask athletes to fill out (or circle) the aspects of sport that they enjoy (natural affections), and then guide a reflection to understand the progression from inordinate to destructive affections. Reflecting on the contents of the table can be enlightening for athletes as they realize the connections between each of the affections, particularly if they have been struggling with a destructive affection and are unaware of how it progressed to that point. Some suggestions for further reflection include questions such as (a) How does training become an obsession and then develop into an eating disorder? Or (b) How does being part of a team lead to over conformity and the loss of one’s authentic identity? Here would also be an opportunity to discuss the role of fears and inordinate affections in the development of a performance-based identity.



Moving forward, Figure 3 provides an illustration of the relationship between emotions, fears, and inordinate affections. For athletes to make connections they can circle or fill out the Figure. Guided questions can help facilitate this reflection process as well, such as (a) How does a win-at-all-costs philosophy lead to a fear of failure and then worry? and (b) How does over conformity lead to a fear of disappointing others, and then anger?




10. Beyond Education: The Work of the Spirit


According to Begg (2000), few people would argue that education is not important, but there is no intellectual road that takes us to heavenly wisdom. Educating athletes about sinful fears and inordinate affections and helping them reflect on their habits and actions within sport may lead them to realize what they value or treasure (Egli and Hoven 2020). “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Matthew 6:21). However, as Christians, we believe that it is through the work of the Holy Spirit (the Spirit of Christ) Who opens eyes to one’s need for Christ as their merciful Saviour from sins of both heart and behaviour, and then turn to God in humble repentance to receive the fullness of forgiveness and grace. When a person accurately comprehends the interweaving of responsible behaviour, deceptive inner motives, and powerful external forces, then the riches of Christ become immediately relevant: “What was once head knowledge and dry doctrine becomes filled with wisdom, relevancy, appeal, hope, delight, and life” (Powlison 1995, pp. 47–48).



In the Old Testament, King David models heartfelt repentance and His need for Christ in Psalm 51 when he cries out:


Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love. … Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity… Against you, you only, have I sinned. … Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.



(ESV 2009, Psalm 51, 1–6)







We learn in Psalm 51 that God delights in truth in the inward parts. In humbly accepting the truth in our hearts, we grow in wisdom. Out of His love and protection God instructs us, “you shall have no other gods before me” (ESV 2009, Ex. 20:3), and “mortify inordinate affections” (KJV [1769] 2017, Col. 3:5); put them to death through repentance at the cross of Christ in humble prayer. This process brings the idol back to what is natural, to its rightful order. Specific to sport, God becomes big (our first love), and all of the natural affections related to sport become small, which is the way God intended it at creation (Powlison 1995; Welch 1997). In this place, athletes will experience the sufficiency of God’s grace in their weakness (ESV 2009, 2 Cor. 12:9), and the joy of self-denial (Calvin [1559] 2004).



John Calvin’s ([1559] 2004, p. 96) life-giving words remind us that self-denial is an essential part of any genuine life with God:


Let us therefore not seek our own but that which pleases the Lord, and is helpful to the promotion of His glory. There is a great advantage in almost forgetting ourselves and in surely neglecting all selfish aspects; for then only can we try faithfully to devote our attention to God and his commandments.







However, the self-denial that Calvin and the Scriptures describe has nothing to do with harming the body like training despite injuries, nor with earning merit through powers of self-control, such as in forced control over emotion. Foster and Smith (1993) illustrate with an image of an athlete entering a training program, appropriate for the development of mind, body, and spirit, to show how self-denial, a regular part of the regimen of the athlete, is also a regular part of every Christian’s training regimen, as we “press on toward the goal for the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus” (NIV 2011, Phil. 3:14). God teaches us to “walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the flesh” (NIV 2011, Gal. 5:16–18). When athletes surrender their hearts and make God their first love, they are rooted in His love: where they walk in His Spirit, find their identity in Him, and grow in the Fruit of the Spirit (see Figure 4).



Identity in Christ and transformation through His Spirit is key to spiritual growth. When athletes are rooted in God’s love, their identity is not in what they accomplish, or what they own, or what people say about them. Their identity is vertical as beloved sons and daughters of the heavenly Father (Nouwen 1992), and their worth is in the grace of God who loves despite failures and imperfections (Winter 2019). “See what great love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are” (NIV 2011, 1 John 3:1). In the Beatitudes, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus provides a description of how to experience the fullness of the Father’s love and grow as a child of God, and He calls each part of the process ‘blessed’ (NIV 2011, Matthew 5:1–12). He teaches us the first step is to go to Him ‘poor in spirit’, humbly knowing our sin and in need of a saviour; “Blessed are those who are poor in spirit, for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven”. Jesus proceeds to teach the remaining seven steps in this progression and shows us that true spiritual formation is a blessing; only to be found in Him (NIV 2011, Matthew 5:3–12). So then, let us use the opportunity that God has given us, in and through the gift of sport, to shepherd athletes in the way of the heart (Nouwen 2010) so they turn to Christ and live a beatitude life where they will find comfort, learn to trust God’s promises, and take refuge in a Father who loves them.




11. Conclusions


The aim of this paper has been to address the role of unhealthy beliefs about emotion among athletes and the potential impact on their health and wellbeing. We have provided a summary of the normalization of emotion, highlighting how athletes are persuaded through sociological and normalizing methods to adopt unhealthy beliefs about emotion, and how these beliefs may lead to destructive behaviours. In addition, we have recommended in-depth emotion education for athletes to break down unhealthy emotion norms and improve their overall health and wellbeing. Specifically, we have explained how a healthy process of emotion leads to an awareness of one’s authentic identity and spiritual formation. In this sense, our aim is to disrupt some of the “long-standing attitudes, assumptions and behaviors in sport around performance-based identity” and the negative impact this has on athletes (Jones et al. 2020, p. 10). Consequently, we offer an innovative educational approach that can be used practically by sport chaplains, coaches, and/or sport advocates in relation to the spiritual–emotional development of athletes. Furthermore, we have suggested an educational and mentoring approach for athletes’ emotional and spiritual development to help them understand what their emotions may be revealing at the root, such as underlying fears and inordinate affections. Walking with athletes along their sporting journey in this meaningful way has the potential to help diminish unhealthy beliefs about emotion, open their hearts to experiencing their emotions fully, and lead them to a deeper understanding of their authentic selves in Christ. Our hope is that together, we may coach, teach, and mentor in such a way that athletes are strengthened with power through the Holy Spirit in their inner being, so that Christ may dwell in their hearts through faith, and that they may “grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, … [that they may] know this love that surpasses knowledge, [and] that [they] may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (NIV 2011, Eph. 3:17–19).
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Notes


	
1

	

For a more thorough theoretical discussion of how Foucault (1977) is used with respect to the ‘normalization of emotion’, as well as a conceptual explanation of the ‘beliefs about emotion’ (technologies of emotion), within the research in elite female rowers, see Lee Sinden (2010, 2013).






	
2

	

For more information about maladaptive schemas and Young’s Schema Questionnaire see Young (1994, 1998).






	
3

	

For a more in-depth discussion of the ‘beliefs about emotion’, see Lee Sinden (2010, 2013). For the purposes of self-assessment and reflection with athletes, we suggest the Beliefs about Emotions scale as a way to initiate awareness and discussion with athletes about their biases and perspectives about emotion (see Rimes and Chalder 2010).






	
4

	

For a more detailed exploration of the concept of structure and direction see Wolters (2005). With respect to structure and direction as it applies to emotion, see Lee Sinden (2014).






	
5

	

For a further examination of each of the components of emotion and the cycle of experience, including disruptions, see Clarkson ([1989] 2014), Gray (2004); Hostrup (2010), Mann (2010), Lee Sinden (2014), Perls et al. ([1951] 1969), and Zinker (1977).






	
6

	

For more information about ‘befriending’ your emotions see Internal Family Systems Theory (IFS) (Schwartz 1995).






	
7

	

For more on spiritual formation and Christianity see Hielema (2010); Mulholland and Barton (2016); Nouwen (2010); Thompson (2014), and Willard (1988).






	
8

	

In circumstances where a safe and supportive exploration of distorted fears is needed, we recommend Internal Family Systems (IFS). Originally designed by Schwartz (1995), Internal Family Systems (IFS) focuses on the normalcy and ‘multiplicity’ in the human mind. Parts of the system take on beliefs, and these beliefs become burdens, which dominate and polarize thinking. The goal of therapy is to unburden parts of extreme thinking and beliefs, so they function non-reactively and in harmony with other parts. IFS recognizes the human ability to think about one’s thinking: to observe, nurture, lead, and establish relationships with various parts of the mind, particularly emotions, without labelling them as positive or negative. (Devall-Martin 2017) Rather, there is an opportunity to acknowledge, engage with, and understand human multiplicity. For Christians, IFS presents the opportunity to consider Jesus’ presence with all parts and burdens of the mind, which is richly explored by Cook and Miller (2018).
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Figure 1. Illustration of emotions and possible underlying fears. Note. Adapted from Lee Sinden (2022). 
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Figure 2. Illustration of progression of natural, inordinate, and destructive affections in sport. Note. Adapted from Lee Sinden (2022). 
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Figure 3. Illustration of relationship between emotions, fears and inordinate affections. Note. Adapted from Lee S