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AbstrAct
This paper explains the role of sport and well-being in faith communities, focusing on the Church of England’s national 
strategy for integrating sports into ministry and community engagement. The initiative, launched in 2020, seeks to 
promote physical and mental well-being, enhance community connections, and address social challenges such as loneliness 
and health disparities. The Church aims to embed sports ministry within its diocesan structures, develop partnerships with 
secular and faith-based organizations, and establish sustainable funding sources. Key findings from the three-year project 
highlight the importance of leadership, strategic alignment, volunteer engagement, and structured training programs for 
sports ministers. Challenges such as post-COVID church disengagement and competing social priorities are addressed, 
emphasizing the need for innovative outreach strategies. The presentation underscores the transformative potential of 
sports in fostering holistic well-being and community development within faith-based settings.

IntroductIon

On behalf of the organizers, welcome to the Second Africa Congress on Christianity and Sports. 
It is an honour to be here, and I sincerely thank the organising committee for the invitation to 
speak once again. Having had the privilege of participating in the inaugural event last year, I 

am truly grateful for the opportunity to return. For the past twenty-five years, I have worked as a full-
time academic in British universities, dedicating the last fifteen years to studying the relationship be-
tween sport and Christianity. My research focuses on theological colleges and para-church organiza-
tions engaged in sports ministry and chaplaincy, with an emphasis on training and equipping the next 
generation of sports ministers and chaplains. Alongside this, I have collaborated with various organiza-
tions conducting research in this field.

This paper presents findings from a Church of England project on sport and well-being at a na-
tional level, conducted in partnership with my colleagues Mark Balsar and Natalie Andrews. This ini-
tiative represents a significant step, as it marks the first time the Church of England has developed a 
formal, nationwide strategy to promote sport and well-being across its diocesan contexts. While the 
Church has engaged in numerous initiatives related to sport and physical activity over the years, this 
research aims to establish a structured and sustainable approach to integrating sport into its broader 
mission.

the church’s role In sport, physIcAl ActIvIty, And Well-beIng
The Church of England recognizes its potential to play a significant role not only in building communi-
ties but also in assisting policymakers, government officials, and local authorities in addressing pressing 
social issues. These issues include physical inactivity, loneliness, isolation, mental and physical health 
concerns, and community integration, while also tackling poverty and social inequalities. It is evident 
that these challenges have intensified in the post-COVID era. As a result, the Church is increasingly 
committed to extending its reach beyond the walls of its churches to support communities in all aspects 
of well-being—not just in sports but in holistic well-being. This has become a key driver of the Church’s 
mission (Coakley, 2021).

A conservative estimate values the time and services contributed by churches and other faith-
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based organizations to UK communities at over £3 billion annually (approximately $5 billion). Howev-
er, faith communities and organizations are often undervalued, particularly regarding their contribu-
tions to public health and individual well-being (Guest & Schneider, 2022).

An important takeaway: churches engage in extensive community work, serving people selfless-
ly. Yet, their impact is not always recognized explicitly by policymakers, local governments, and public 
institutions. It is essential to acknowledge and highlight these contributions. I want to take this moment 
to thank all of you for the work you do—it is invaluable. Serving communities, especially in terms of 
well-being, is crucial in today’s world.

Churches and faith-based organizations facilitate numerous health-related activities within their 
communities. However, these efforts are rarely recognized as formal interventions or evaluated system-
atically. A 2015 study commissioned by the Church of England in the Diocese of London found that be-
tween 40,000 and 50,000 people participated in sport and physical activity sessions in church buildings 
every week.

This is a remarkable figure, demonstrating the impact that churches can have on their communi-
ties. Importantly, these participants were not necessarily Christians; they came from diverse local back-
grounds. This highlights the power of simply opening church spaces for physical activity—something 
that can foster connection and well-being.

A hIstorIcAl perspectIve on the church’s engAgement WIth sport
The Church of England has a long history of involvement in sport and physical activity, dating back to 
the 19th century. During that period, vicars in the UK often used sports as a means to engage disillu-
sioned and disadvantaged young men, establishing soccer and rugby teams, particularly in economical-
ly deprived areas emerging from the Industrial Revolution. However, despite this legacy, the Church of 
England had never developed a formalized sports ministry strategy—until recently (Edwards & Rowe, 
2019).

Following extensive consultation, the Church of England launched its National Sport and Well-be-
ing Project in July 2020. This initiative was designed to achieve two key objectives:

1. To strategically develop sport and well-being as a core area for church engagement in 
evangelism.

2. To help dioceses use sport and well-being programmes as tools to reach, engage, and strengthen 
local communities, thereby improving health and well-being at a grassroots level.

To lead this initiative, in July 2020, the Church of England appointed a Lead Bishop for Sport under the 
authority of the Archbishop of Canterbury. This marked a significant milestone, demonstrating a struc-
tured leadership approach to sports and well-being at a national level.

For the first time in its history, the Church of England embarked on a three-year strategic project 
dedicated to sports and well-being. Now, in terms of the details of the strategy itself, there are four main 
strands that the strategy aims to focus on.

First and foremost, the goal is to embed sport and well-being approaches within the church na-
tionally. This means moving away from one-off or stand-alone projects to ensure that sport and well-be-
ing become a strategic component of diocesan life. To clarify, the church in this country—both the 
Church of England and non-denominational churches—already has numerous sports, physical activity, 
and well-being initiatives running continuously.

There are approximately 50 sports ministry organizations in the UK, all doing valuable work. 
However, much of this work appears to be one-off or stand-alone events. The Church of England aimed 
to consolidate these efforts by conducting an audit of existing initiatives, identifying successful pro-
grams, and integrating them into a coherent strategy. This would allow people to see that all these ef-
forts are interconnected and recognize the best practices that could be shared and replicated (Ladd, 
2018).
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The second part of the strategy was to evaluate successful models and examples of strategic think-
ing around sport and well-being at the diocesan level. This involved assessing how these models were 
operationalized and facilitating the sharing of insights and best practices.

The third component of the strategy was to encourage the multiplication of best practices. This in-
cluded examining how dioceses were effectively collaborating with local churches, parachurch organi-
zations, and secular sport and well-being organizations. Multiplication is a key principle of God’s king-
dom, and the strategy aimed to reflect this by expanding successful initiatives.

Finally, the strategy sought to resource this area more effectively to ensure its long-term develop-
ment and sustainability. It is important to note that this initiative was not about directly funding dio-
ceses. Instead, the first three years of the project focused on auditing existing programs, identifying best 
practices, and training diocesan and local church leaders to expand sport and well-being efforts within 
their communities (Parker & Watson, 2019).

prActIcAl objectIves of the strAtegy
Five key objectives were established:
1. pilot dioceses: Eight out of the 42 dioceses in England were selected to serve as pilot sport and well-be-

ing hubs. These dioceses volunteered to participate in efforts to assess and improve sport and well-be-
ing initiatives.

2. partnership development: The strategy aimed to build new working relationships between dioceses, 
parachurch organizations, and community sport organizations. A key focus was on helping dioces-
es establish better connections with secular community sport organizations, which many had not en-
gaged with before.

3. national partnerships and policy Alignment: Another objective was to integrate faith-based and secular 
organizations into broader public policy and funding frameworks. After diocesan staff began form-
ing partnerships with parachurch and community sports organizations, the next step was aligning 
with government policies and identifying funding opportunities. The strategy sought to position the 
church as a credible provider of sport and well-being services, making it a potential partner for gov-
ernment agencies and other organizations.

4. creating an evidence base: The project also aimed to establish a robust evidence base to identify suc-
cessful models, best practices, and scalable initiatives. While many local efforts were effective, the goal 
was to assess how these successes could be replicated and expanded. This would enable the church to 
engage in wider-scale transformation in sport and well-being services.

5. training and capacity building: Finally, the strategy focused on training a new generation of sports 
ministers. To sustain this work, it was essential to equip ordained and lay leaders with relevant sport 
and well-being ministry training. The project collaborated with theological colleges to develop appro-
priate training programs (Sport England, 2020).

project tImelIne And chAllenges
The project was ambitious, with a lot to accomplish within three years. Anyone experienced in project 
management knows that a three-year timeline often follows a predictable pattern:

•	 year 1: Understanding the landscape—identifying existing initiatives and establishing the 
groundwork.

•	 year 2: Implementing and scaling successful initiatives.
•	 year 3: Securing funding to sustain and expand the project.

Three years is a short period for systemic change, but the goal was to move from a starting point of min-
imal engagement in some dioceses to developing structured sport and well-being initiatives and train-
ing leaders to implement them.

Key leArnIngs from the project
Throughout the three-year period, continuous monitoring and evaluation were conducted. The research 
gathered insights from three key groups:
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1. senior diocesan staff involved at the strategic level in the eight pilot dioceses.
2. diocesan staff working as sports and well-being missioners, champions, or advocates.
3. church leaders and senior figures within the Church of England who oversee broader church 

strategies or have been engaged in its long-term development.

So, let’s reflect on the learning and insights gained so far. The project is ongoing and has a few months 
left.

1. engagement
One key observation is that among the eight pilot dioceses, each was at a different stage of development. 
Some were actively engaged in sport and well-being activities, while others had no prior experience but 
were eager to develop that aspect of their work.

A critical finding was that all dioceses and their members shared a strong belief in the church’s 
role in promoting sport and well-being within local communities. While this may seem like a simple 
statement, achieving meaningful engagement from key stakeholders—whether within the church or the 
broader community—is essential. Without engagement, we know it is difficult to make real progress.

2. funding
Funding was undoubtedly crucial to the success of sport and well-being initiatives in these dioceses. 
However, it was not the only significant factor in enabling these programs to take off. Equally important 
was the alignment and shared vision of whether this was a worthwhile endeavour.

More than just financial resources, what truly made a difference was having people on the ground 
willing to take initiative—often volunteers in churches who had never engaged in such activities before. 
With the right encouragement and training, they stepped up despite having no prior experience. While 
funding is critical, it is not as vital as the momentum, passion, and interest of individuals in making 
these initiatives happen.

3. Investment and Alignment
Investment and alignment among diocesan staff were essential. Ideally, this project—or rather, this 
alignment and investment—was led by a bishop or senior diocesan staff member. Their role was to ac-
tively promote sport and well-being as an integral part of diocesan activities, rather than treating it as 
an isolated or secondary initiative.

For sport and well-being to be effective, it needed to be embedded within diocesan strategy. It had 
to be written into official plans, ensuring accountability and continuity, even when leadership changed. 
In dioceses where development stalled, it was often due to transitions in leadership—such as a bishop 
or senior official leaving—resulting in a lack of advocacy. To sustain progress, it was crucial to embed 
sport and well-being within diocesan strategy so that its implementation continued, regardless of per-
sonnel changes.

4. partnerships
Building partnerships was another critical factor. Collaboration with other churches engaged in sport 
and well-being, parachurch organizations, and secular community groups created stronger, more effec-
tive interventions.

It is well understood that achieving meaningful outcomes is difficult when working in isolation. 
In the UK, there is increasing recognition of the importance of well-being, particularly mental health, in 
the post-COVID era. The government acknowledges that young people have been significantly affect-
ed, and this has opened up opportunities for partnerships with organizations that are already active in 
this area.
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5. challenges: competing demands
Two major challenges have become apparent throughout the project. The first is what I would call com-
peting demands. The COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath have led to numerous competing priori-
ties within diocesan life and local churches. Many issues—such as the cost-of-living crisis and financial 
struggles—are perceived as more urgent than sport and well-being.

Churches and dioceses are under immense pressure to address pressing social needs, which of-
ten seem more critical than sport and well-being. However, well-being is a broad concept, and our ap-
proach has been to encourage dioceses and churches to connect with people based on their specific 
needs. If, at a given time, broader well-being concerns take precedence over physical activity, then that 
is where efforts should be directed.

Additionally, many church leaders are exhausted. Across different denominations, leaders have 
worked tirelessly through the challenges of COVID-19, transitioning churches to online services, devel-
oping hybrid models, and supporting their congregations in countless ways. Understandably, the pros-
pect of taking on a new initiative—such as sport and well-being—can feel overwhelming.

This presents a significant challenge: how do we integrate sport and well-being into church life in a way 
that does not add to leaders’ workloads but instead makes their roles easier and more impactful?

6. post-covId church crisis
The second challenge is what I would term the post-covId church crisis. The pandemic has fundamen-
tally altered traditional perceptions of church in the UK. Many people have chosen to disengage from 
church participation, and congregations continue to shrink in many areas.

A striking statistic is that one-third of Church of England churches have no young people in atten-
dance. This reality has created an urgent need to rethink traditional church models and adopt a more 
mission-focused approach.

One positive outcome of this shift is that it has encouraged churches to explore new ways to en-
gage with their communities. Sport and physical activity have emerged as viable solutions to the chal-
lenge of declining youth engagement. Since sports naturally attract young people, many churches are 
now approaching us, asking how they can use sport and physical activity to reconnect with younger 
generations.

The use of the word “sport” can still be an inhibitor for individuals and groups in faith circles. 
Even after all these years, I still talk to people in churches about sport and physical activity, and the 
word “sport” puts them off. They say to me, “But I’m not a sporty person.” What we’re trying to do now 
is broaden this terminology and definition. This is about sport and well-being. That was the whole point 
of the Church of England using that terminology.

It’s about sport and well-being—it’s a broader piece of work. Moving forward, particularly at the 
national level, we will begin to de-emphasize “sport” slightly to move away from the public perception 
that sports ministry is only about traditional team sports. This is about physical activity and health. This 
is about well-being.

That is one of the key insights I have gained from this research. Thirdly, there is a need to increase 
the provision of education and training around sport and well-being, particularly in two areas. First, 
theological training for a new generation of sport and well-being ministers. As some of you know, I am 
involved at Ridley Hall College in Cambridge, where we train Church of England vicars as well as lay 
ministers. One of the strands we run in lay ministry is focused on sports ministry.

We strongly believe that we need to equip and train a new generation—not necessarily young 
people alone—but individuals who will serve as sport and well-being ministers on the ground, advo-
cating and championing this work. Secondly, we need practical training and resources for senior church 
staff and diocesan staff on how to integrate sport and well-being ministry within their strategic objec-
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tives. It is not enough for me to ask senior church leaders to consider incorporating sport and well-being 
into their strategies; they need guidance on how to shape and implement it effectively.

Fourthly, we must increase support and infrastructure in this area. One key lesson we’ve learned 
is the value of our “learning community” for individuals in the eight pilot dioceses. This initiative al-
lowed participants to meet every three months to discuss progress, implementation strategies, and chal-
lenges in their local churches and communities. We’ve recognized that having this kind of learning com-
munity for those leading this work is absolutely essential. Over the past three years, we’ve conducted 
these meetings both online and in person, and we now have a hybrid model. Bringing together individ-
uals, pioneers, and leaders who are committed to advancing this work—whether from local churches or 
diocesan staff—is crucial.

The fifth recommendation is to enhance partnership development. This means not only encour-
aging partnerships between local churches, parachurch organizations, and secular community sports 
organizations but also strategically elevating these collaborations. We need to develop a mindset of in-
terconnected thinking, looking beyond the church, parish, and diocese. We must consider what else is 
happening in our communities regarding sport and well-being—whether faith-based or not—and seek 
opportunities to engage and partner in ways that enhance community provisions.

The sixth recommendation concerns funding and identifying financial resources. Many people in 
the dioceses we’ve worked with have told us, “This is a great idea, but we simply don’t have the money 
to implement it.” Interestingly, the three-year project I am reporting on was funded by a grant-making 
body outside the Church of England. This highlights the reality that we cannot rely solely on the church 
to fund everything.

One of our responsibilities is to help people identify potential funding sources, such as grants, to 
support this work. The more we align with broader agendas related to sport, health, and well-being, the 
more eligible we become for funding opportunities. We must think beyond the traditional approach of 
seeking money solely from the church. Given the many financial commitments the church already has, 
we must adopt a smarter, more strategic approach to funding (Waller & Montgomery, 2020).

Finally, the seventh recommendation is to ensure that each diocese, local context, and parish ap-
points sport and well-being advocates, champions, or missioners. Identifying the right person—some-
one passionate about this work—is essential. Once we have that individual, we must invest in them, 
equipping and training them properly (Church of England, 2021).

I firmly believe that leadership is about influence. If we identify the right people with the right 
passion—and, importantly, the right calling from God to do this work in their community, church, par-
ish, or diocese—then we have an obligation to equip and support them. By doing so, we enable them to 
effectively carry out God’s work in this area.

conclusIon
The growing significance of sport and well-being in faith communities, particularly within the Church 
of England’s mission to engage with society beyond traditional religious activities have been high-
lighted by this paper. The strategic initiative, launched in 2020, represents a landmark effort to inte-
grate sports ministry as a core function within diocesan structures, reinforcing the Church’s commit-
ment to holistic well-being. The project findings reveal that sport and physical activity have immense 
potential to foster social cohesion, improve mental and physical health, and provide opportunities for 
meaningful community engagement. Despite historical involvement in sports, the Church of England 
had never developed a formalised strategy—until now. The initiative’s structured approach, focusing 
on leadership, partnership development, evidence-based evaluation, and training, marks a significant 
shift toward institutionalising sports and well-being in the Church’s mission. However, several chal-
lenges have emerged, including funding constraints, leadership transitions, and competing social pri-
orities, particularly in a post-COVID era. The disengagement of youth from church activities and the 
broader church crisis necessitate a rethink of traditional outreach methods. The integration of sports 
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and well-being into church life presents a compelling strategy to bridge this gap, attracting new demo-
graphics while reinforcing the Church’s role as a community anchor.

Ultimately, the initiative emphasises the importance of long-term sustainability, the need for con-
tinuous evaluation, and the vital role of passionate individuals committed to championing sports min-
istry. When these challenges with strategic planning, collaboration, and innovation are addressed, the 
Church can solidify its position as a key player in community development and public health initiatives.

recommendAtIons
1. Institutions such as the Church of England should integrate sports and well-being programmes into 

its official diocesan strategies to ensure long-term sustainability and prevent discontinuity due to lead-
ership transitions. Sports and well-being initiatives should also be embedded in parish action plans, 
making them a core component of community engagement.

2. Each diocese should appoint a dedicated Sport and Well-being Missioner to oversee initiatives, ensur-
ing consistent leadership and strategic alignment. Bishops and senior diocesan staff should actively 
promote and support these initiatives to enhance credibility and encourage participation at all levels.

3. Theological colleges should develop formal training programmes for clergy and lay leaders, equip-
ping them with skills to integrate sport and well-being into their ministries. Church leaders should 
be provided with structured workshops and mentoring opportunities to effectively implement sports 
ministry programmes.

4. The Church should seek strategic partnerships with government agencies, non-profits, and communi-
ty sports organizations to expand resources and impact. Greater collaboration with parachurch orga-
nizations and secular sports bodies can help integrate faith-based well-being programmes into nation-
al public health initiatives.

5. To encourage wider participation, the Church should shift its focus from traditional sports to include 
general physical activity and mental well-being programmes, making initiatives more inclusive. Pro-
grams should incorporate activities such as yoga, walking clubs, dance, and mindfulness sessions to 
attract a diverse range of participants.

6. The Church should explore external funding sources, including grants, charitable foundations, and 
government initiatives, rather than relying solely on internal resources.

7. Establishing a network of diocesan leaders and practitioners will facilitate knowledge sharing, im-
proving the quality and effectiveness of sports ministry initiatives.

8. Given the decline in youth church participation, sports-based outreach programmes should be pri-
oritized to reconnect young people with faith communities. The Church should develop faith-based 
sports leagues, mentorship programmes, and community tournaments to attract and engage young 
individuals.
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