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During strenuous physical activity athletes may experience catharsis, life 
mentality changes, and flow (Scheff, 1979; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Nesti, 2007; 
Watson, 2007). Beyond these experiences, this thesis examines spiritual elements of 
strenuous physical activity combining concepts of catharsis and flow. Termed active 
catharsis, this thesis defines the positive psychological and spiritual experiences of 
endurance athletes. The concept of catharsis is central for examinations of powerful 
emotional experiences because “within a sporting context a more spiritual notion of 
catharsis can be detected in the lives of athletes” (Nesti, p. 166). Furthermore, active 
catharsis is only fully experienced when athletes achieve flow, feeling “totally 
absorbed” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) in the endurance activity. Data was 
collected at the 2012 and 2013 Great Brazos Relay using themes found in catharsis 
and flow literature. Results indicate participants at endurance events experience 
active catharsis through feelings of life mentality change, emotional release, and flow.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Spiritual experience of athletes during prolonged physical activity is a new and 

emerging area of research among scholars interested in the relationships between sport 

and religion (Novak, 1967; Hoffman, 1992; Feeney, 1995; Nesti, 2007; Watson, 2007). 

While little empirical research has been conducted to identify connections between 

spiritual experience and athletic physical activity, there are many personal reports by 

athletes suggesting that intense physical activity is a precursor to profound spiritual 

experiences. This thesis aims to explore the emotional, spiritual, and flow-like experience 

an athlete may experience while competing in endurance events, specifically during the 

Great Brazos Relay (GBR). This thesis attempts to articulate a definition of a specific 

type of catharsis termed active catharsis. At its core, active catharsis is the emotional 

release a person has while participating in strenuous physical activity.  

 

Catharsis 

There have been studies done specifically with athletes, their performance, and 

their emotional state, with relation to traditional notions of catharsis. In an event like the 

Great Brazos Relay, a 120-mile running relay race, the endurance athletes can experience 

a full spectrum of emotions including despair and/or elation. It is also suspected that the 

athlete can encounter a greater emotional experience, an emotional release, defined as 

catharsis, through their participation in the event. 
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Catharsis has been defined in a variety of ways by a number of psychologists, 

social scientists, and more recently sport psychologists. Historically, catharsis has been 

defined as a cleansing or purification process. In most definitions, there are two elements 

to catharsis, including the emotional process and the cognitive change leading to positive 

emotional changes in an individual person. “Aristotle defined catharsis as ‘purging of the 

spirit of morbid and base ideas or emotions by witnessing the playing out of such 

emotions or ideas on stage’” (Powell, p.1). In addition, Aristotle believed catharsis had 

ethical significance because the catharsis helped moderate strong emotions, “therefore 

restoring the balance in one’s heart” (Powell, p.2). 

In the 1890’s, Freud and Josef Breuer introduced cathartic therapy to the field of 

psychology. Freud referred to catharsis as “the release of tension that takes place in 

therapy when a person expresses his or her fears or concerns” (Nesti, 2007, p.166). Freud 

believed that “catharsis was an involuntary, instinctive body process, like crying” 

(Powell, p.1). Furthermore, Freud theorized that catharsis was caused by repressed 

emotions and memories, and once they were brought to light, a cathartic experience 

would occur resulting in a release of emotion (Powell, p. 3). Freud and Breuer “used 

hypnosis to recover repressed memories of negative traumatic events” (Powell, p,3). 

They observed that after experiencing and purging those emotions, the negative 

symptoms disappeared. Later, Freud used psychoanalysis methodologies to bring about 

cathartic experiences. By using free association, fantasies, and dreams, Freud was able to 

bring to the surface suppressed conflicts. As a result, patients addressed those negative 

emotions and through catharsis, purged themselves of those emotional ailments.  
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More recently Scheff (1979), Schultz (2004), and the American Psychological 

Association (2013) defined catharsis as a form of purging the soul of the negative effects 

associated with a negative experience. Scheff has suggested “that it is most common that 

toward the end of a somatic-emotional discharge the detailed, vivid recalling of forgotten 

events and insights often occur” (Powell, p. 1). He also stated that during one’s life, 

repressed emotions are accumulated leading to interference with thought, perception 

processes, and with the ability to cooperate with others (Powell, p.4). In his work with 

catharsis, Scheff employed the hydraulic model of emotions, which analogizes emotions 

to fluid flowing through a system. “Emotional distress, if not expressed, gets stored and 

can create pressure in the system,” and thus releasing emotions decreases tension within 

one’s life (Powell, p. 4). 

Within the field of psychology, there has been much controversy about catharsis 

being a beneficial healing experience because it may be viewed as synonymous with 

venting anger. Bushman (2002) and Jemmer (2006) argued that venting anger does not 

reduce anger, and that reliving past negative experiences can become harmful. It is 

important to note, that venting anger and emotional discharge techniques, are different 

from catharsis. Catharsis can be referred to as the re-experiencing of significant traumatic 

events that have not been adequately emotionally processed (Powell, p.6). Venting anger 

and emotional discharge techniques both focus on the expulsion of pent-up negative 

emotions and do not lead to the positive emotional processing found in catharsis.  
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Spiritual Catharsis 

Within recent academic discussions, sports psychologists have sought to describe 

“how structured physical activity can be used to help dissipate aggression through a form 

of physical release” (Nesti, 2007, p.166). As previously mentioned, in many cases, 

catharsis has been paired with aggressive behavior, but more recent understandings of the 

term have taken alternative views of catharsis. In one study, Wann (1999) asserted that 

there are two types of catharsis, one involving a person’s own violent actions reducing 

aggression, and the other involving the viewing of violent sporting events and 

experiencing catharsis (p. 155). Wann found that athletes participating in aggressive 

sports were more likely to have a cathartic experience while watching a violent sport than 

athletes who do not participate in aggressive sports (p. 161). The more prevalent 

literature regarding catharsis focuses heavily on the negative aspects of the emotional 

emptying experience by either needing to be triggered by a negative influence, or the 

catharsis itself is negative.  

It is less widely accepted that catharsis can be a positive spiritual experience and 

potentially life changing. Yet, “within a sporting context a more spiritual notion of 

catharsis can be detected in the lives of athletes who find the strength to continue on to 

glories after misfortune and failure” (Nesti, 2007, p. 166) Themes of suffering, 

spirituality, peak performance, and flow have come to be interwoven through a spiritual 

psychological perspective of catharsis. Many accounts by athletes suggest suffering is 

“infused with the spiritual idea and acknowledgment that, sacrifice and suffering have 
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brought benefits to the person that they did not expect.” (Nesti, 2007, p.1 67) 

Furthermore: 

An athlete must face up to suffering, torments, and failure but that ultimately  
these will make sense only when they are accepted as evidence of a mystical  
dimension…these experiences cannot be fully explained in rational terms and yet  
are much more than examples of irrational choices. (Nesti, 2007, p. 167)  
 

Closely related to these notions of spiritual catharsis is “an athlete’s experience of the 

mystical and ‘being in the zone,’” (Watson, 2007, p. 96) and can also be described as 

peak experience. When an athlete has achieved peak performance the experience of the 

performance “seems to have a supernatural character or origin” (Watson, 2007, p. 96). 

The Great Brazos Relay is an event that offers an opportunity for an athlete to reach peak 

performance and potentially have a cathartic experience. This event can be described as a 

type of extreme sport and thus fulfill what some suggest may lead to a spiritual catharsis. 

As Watson (2007) states, “Periods of isolation that leads to the opportunity for 

contemplation, and varying degrees of suffering and discomfort have been suggested as 

catalysts for encountering the spiritual and mystical” (p. 98). Participants in the GBR 

have identified both of these elements in the reporting of their experience, and it is during 

these long periods of intense physical activity that this thesis argues is an even deeper 

cathartic spiritual experience: active catharsis.  

 

Parallel Between Sport and Religion 

 Beginning in the 1970s, the relationship between sport, spirituality, and religion 

emerged as an area of academic exploration, and this thesis project is premised on the 

notion that spirituality and sport do have intrinsic links to one another. Novak (1976) 
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suggested that there is an intimate relationship between sport and religion, arguing that 

“sports flow outward into action from a deep natural impulse that is radically religious” 

(Pengelley, p.3). The athlete does not need to be religious, but sports are organized in 

religious ways because as Novak says they “‘feed a deep human hunger, place us in touch 

with our dimly perceived role within the cosmos, and provide an experience of 

godliness’” (Pengelley, p. 3-4). Other influential sport and social scientists, discuss how 

sport and religion parallel one another (Eitzen & Sage, 2003; Coakley, 2009). The 

parallel between sport and spirituality is predicated on both offering  

sacred time and space, escape from the pain and drudgery of life, transcendent  
experiences, exercising forms of social control, a sense of belonging, ritualizing to 
 the extent of extraordinary fetishes and superstitions, and the ability to create  
societal myths, heroes, and legends. (Pengelley, p. 2) 
 

This parallel again can be observed among Great Brazos Relay participants, which will 

be explored further below. This thesis examines how participants in this event experience 

any of the aforementioned religious offerings while running the race.  

 Freedom itself is crucial for an athlete to experience a spiritual catharsis. Those 

who are deprived of basic needs are unable to be spiritually realized. Sen (1999) 

discusses that the basic needs of an individual must be met to fully have spiritual 

experiences. According to Sen, “capacity deprivation is not limited to lack of merely 

physical or financial capacities but includes deprivation of intellectual, social, political, 

and civic capacities” (Kang, 2003 p. 100). Kang, building on the idea of basic necessity 

as a prerequisite for spiritual experience, continues to assert that these circumstantial and 

environmental pressures lead to spiritual needs being overlooked (p.100). Furthermore, 

Trotsky (1994) also believed that spiritual requirements will flourish only when physical 
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requirements are fully satisfied (Lawrence, p. 3). During the Great Brazos Relay, the 

athletes’ worldly capacities are not deprived. There is no concern for where the next meal 

will come or if there will be political upheaval. The athletes are thus fully capable of 

experiencing authentic spirituality, ultimately experiencing active catharsis. In this relay, 

the athletes are entirely isolated, and “it is perhaps this isolated nature that opens one up 

to the divine along with the risk factor and prolonged discomfort. It has been argued that 

sport provides the ‘right spiritual ecology’ for contemplation and religious experience” 

(Pengelley, p. 5).  

 

The Concept of Flow 

The spiritual cathartic experience of active catharsis is closely related to notions 

of flow. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) discovered and defined a specific experience in which 

people described a sense of pleasure and elation after performing an activity that 

“matched one’s skills with the demands for performance” (Marr, 2001, p. 2). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1993) describes flow as an optimal state of performance, and in 

this state a sense of discovery and feelings of creativity transport a person into a new 

reality. To experience flow, one must meet the following nine requirements: challenge-

skill balance, action-awareness merging, clear goals, unambiguous feedback, 

concentration, sense of control, loss of self-consciousness, transformation of time, and 

autotelic experience (Jackson and Csikszentmihalyi, 1999, p. 3). The flow experience 

involves a perceptual experience as well as the physical. There have been many accounts 

given by athletes, including one experience of a marathon swimmer, about the 
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transformative experience during flow; “I was so tired I did not care. I felt peace settle 

over me” (Murphy & White, 1978, p. 64). This swimmer discusses that whenever his 

physical body became exhausted during a marathon competition, he relaxed it by floating 

overhead in his “double” while continuing to swim. The swimmer had an out-of-body 

experience in which he felt as if he were no longer connected to his physical body, but 

rather watching himself from a distance. We argue that GBR participants may encounter 

and report similar experiences in order to cope with the physical and emotional 

exhaustion of prolonged physical exertion. Flow has been linked to the state of euphoria 

one experiences after times of prolonged exercise. This euphoric feeling has been 

described as a runner’s high. While experiencing flow, endorphins are released toning 

down pain responses (Marr, p. 6) as well as causing feelings of elation and satisfaction 

(Marr, p. 5). 

 

The Great Brazos Relay 

In order to fully understand what this thesis is exploring, I must also describe the 

event, which the study examined. Baylor University, located in Waco, Texas, has 

developed many great traditions for student life. However, none of these traditions have 

been geared toward endurance athletes. In 2009, a group of Baylor faculty members 

developed the Great Brazos Relay to develop a tradition for those students wishing to 

compete in an endurance event. This relay event is an endurance running race that starts 

in Independence, Texas and finishes on Baylor’s campus in Waco. Independence carries 

significance because it was the original site of Baylor University prior to moving to Waco 
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in 1886. This alone makes this event unique for Baylor students because it is steeped in 

tradition and represents the journey between the two campuses. It is a merging of 

endurance racing and school tradition.  

 For this event, athletes run 120 miles taking between 12 and 18 hours to finish 

the race. The seven-member teams take turns running throughout the night. By the end of 

the race each individual runs about twenty miles. In 2012, the fourth running of this 

event, twelve teams competed in late October. It was after this event that preliminary data 

was collected for this thesis project. Data collection was repeated in 2013 with a greater 

sample size of sixteen teams. 

With regard to the physical demand of the event, the GBR is both an individual 

and team challenge. It takes much teamwork to encourage and support everyone on the 

team, but each athlete runs alone in the dark along Texas roads and highways. These 

athletes face a variety of personal challenges including, but not limited to, being chased 

by dogs, feeling isolated and alone in the dark, feeling nervous about running along a 

busy highway, experiencing bad weather, and athletic fatigue and injuries. Despite these 

challenges, many athletes continually put themselves through similar experiences every 

year. A commonly asked question by non-athletes is ‘why do individuals choose to work, 

run, and play in such painful and challenging events?’ As researchers, we ask ‘what can 

we learn about athletes who compete in such endurance events and what is the runner’s 

emotional state before, during, and after the event?’ In order to answer such questions, 

the research team, including myself and two Health, Human Performance and Recreation 

faculty members at Baylor University, developed an online survey using Qualtrics to 
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garner the participants experiences after the race was concluded. We also conducted 

open-ended interview sessions with a random selection of participants in which they were 

asked about their emotional experience during the race. Particular to this thesis, the 

survey and interviews consisted of questions based on themes found in literature 

pertaining to catharsis, mentality change, and flow. The two faculty members collected 

data for their own research areas. After the 2012 Great Brazos Relay, thirty-one 

participants completed the online survey, and eight participants sat for open-ended 

interviews. The process was repeated in 2013 with forty-three online surveys, and six 

open-ended interviews. Specifically, the researchers were interested in how race 

participants might provide empirical evidence of active catharsis during this endurance 

athletic event. 

  

Thesis Overview 

During the Great Brazos Relay, it is possible that athletes will experience the 

different facets of active catharsis. These include emotional release, mentality change, 

spiritual experiences, and flow. Participants in this endurance race offered a viable 

subject pool to study the effects of endurance running on the athlete’s emotional state. 

More specifically, did any of the athletes have a positive or spiritual cathartic experience? 

What did they think about before, during, and after an endurance race? Is running a stress 

relieving activity? Have any of the athlete’s lives changed because of their emotional 

release? All of these inquiries are elements this research identifies as relevant for active 

catharsis. In order to test some of these questions, this project created and distributed an 
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online survey to collect empirical evidence of the athletes’ experiences as they relate to 

catharsis, mentality change, and flow. Specifically, the questions were created to assess 

how the athlete’s mentality differed from the beginning of the race versus the end of the 

race. Additionally, questions were included about specific experiences during the extreme 

endurance run. Relating to catharsis, the researchers aim to identify the themes of the 

active cathartic experience during the endurance race, to identify when this type of 

cathartic experience occurs during the race, and to identify if there are any changes in life 

perspective after the race after having an active cathartic experience.  

Ultimately, the researchers aim to define active catharsis. As stated above, many 

views of catharsis are based in dealing with aggressive behavior however; active catharsis 

is a positive experience emerging from an intense or extreme physical activity. Many of 

the previously mentioned themes are involved with this type of catharsis including 

spiritual and flow experiences.  This thesis found that in the Great Brazos Relay many 

athletes achieved flow and experienced a variety of emotional states, leading to an 

emptying of all emotions. Through this period of an emotionless and clear state of mind, 

the athlete transcended deeper into the experience and had a spiritual experience. It is 

termed active catharsis because these various emotional experiences are taking place 

while an athlete is fully engaged in strenuous physical activity. The researchers’ hope is 

to add to the literature regarding sport, spirituality, and active catharsis.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Literature Review  

 
 

The emotional and spiritual aspect of athletic experiences has a long history 

within academic research, as these themes are highly relatable to sport performance. 

Notions such as catharsis, flow and spirituality within the field of sport studies and sport 

psychology are focused upon for this thesis, as I explore new understandings of 

endurance athlete’s spiritual and emotional experiences during extreme athletic events.  

The cathartic experience has been thoroughly explored in relationship to the fields 

of psychology and psychotherapy, finding its roots in the ancient Greek writings of Plato 

and Aristotle. Traditionally, the notion of catharsis describes an emotional release 

response based on an externally stimulating experience drawing out negative emotions. 

Catharsis then, by most definitions, is a “strong emotional expression and 

processing…and insight, new realization, and the unconscious becoming consciousness 

and as a result – positive change” (Powell, p.1).  

Due to the nature of this project, the concept of flow is brought into conversation 

with catharsis and spirituality. “Flow is a state of experience where a person, totally 

absorbed, feels tremendous amounts of exhilaration, control, and enjoyment” (Hunter and 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 12). Furthermore, “nature mysticism emerging from the 

psyche during sports is related to flow” (Watson, 2007, p. 99). Within sporting activities, 

there is the potential for an athlete to achieve a state of flow because by nature of these 

events, the requirements for a flow experience can be easily met. Ultimately, flow may 
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provide the opportunity for an athlete to reach a higher state of consciousness and have a 

cathartic experience.    

More recently, Watson and Nesti (2007) have studied the relationship between 

mysticism, spirituality, and sport. In Watson’s work, Nature and Transcendence, he 

examines the “authenticity and validity of mystical and numinous experiences in sport” 

(p. 97). Both Watson and Nesti have researched the different components of sport, 

including flow and catharsis, and how each aspect contributes to the potential for having 

a spiritual experience. 

The ideas of this thesis project grew out of an interest to explore the experiences 

of athletes participating in sport, namely endurance exercise, and how those experiences 

relate to catharsis, mentality change, and the concept of flow. It was also the aim of this 

project to understand how these concepts then related to spiritual experience during these 

intense athletic experiences.  

 

The General Effects of Exercise 

 One related topic, not covered in great detail in this thesis, but necessary for a 

robust understanding of spiritual and psychological experiences of athletes, is the impact 

of physiological dimensions of endurance sports. For instance, the athlete’s cathartic 

experiences may be the result of metabolic and physiological stresses experienced within 

the activity itself. “Sime (1984) noted that avid exercisers frequently report improved 

quality of life, increased sense of accomplishment, worth and well-being, and feelings of 

relaxation, euphoria, and elation during and after exercise;” specifically “active sports 
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can help alleviate tension, stress and anxiety, by the cathartic process” (Foong, p. 228). 

These feelings of euphoria and other emotional changes can be a result of the release of 

different neurotransmitters in the brain. 

There is a “physiological stress response of the neuroendocrine system in high-

risk sports. Athletes commonly describe an ‘adrenaline rush’ or ‘euphoric high’ during 

participation from the release of neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, endorphins, and 

serotonin” (Watson, 2007, p. 108). The Running and Fitnews Journal (2009) discussed 

serotonin and tryptophan because it has been suggested that exercise increases serotonin 

activity in the brain. In turn, serotonin has an effect on tryptophan levels in the brain. 

There are two physiological mechanisms that contribute to this release. 

Motor activity increases the firing rate of the serotonin neurons resulting in  
increased release and synthesis of serotonin. In addition, there is an increase  
in the brain of the serotonin precursor tryptophan that persists after 
exercise. Exercise is associated with an increase in plasma  
tryptophan…increasing tryptophan availability to the brain. Tryptophan is an 
effective hypnotic. (p. 4) 
 

The role of these neurotransmitters may in fact be a prelude to experiencing the flow state 

and be an initial step in a cathartic experience. Again, this thesis acknowledges the role 

these and other chemicals play in potential euphoric experiences of endurance athletes, 

but is not the focus of this current project.  

 

Leisure Studies 

 Additionally, before fully moving in to detail about these concepts of catharsis, 

spirituality, and flow in the context of sport, I feel it necessary to elaborate on the related 

literature associated with the realm of leisure studies and the reasons why people 
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participate in sport and physical activities; as sport has traditionally been categorized as a 

leisure activity. In recent years, studies have shown “that when people participate in 

recreation activities, they experience involvement, fun, enjoyment, sense of separation, 

adventure, positive mood states, positive feedback, and many other positive experiences” 

(Lee, Dattilo, and Howard, 2001, p. 196). Sport, in the context of this thesis, is the study 

of the “complexity and dynamics of the elusive nature of leisure” (p. 196), and, as such, 

this thesis acknowledges the potential for leisure activities to be a setting for flow and 

cathartic experiences.  

 In 2002, Lee, Dattilo, and Howard studied the multi-dimensional nature of leisure 

in an effort of further understand extraordinary experiences in leisure. These researchers 

used qualitative methods to understand the emotional aspects of leisure. They also 

wanted to “measure the immediate experiences in naturally occurring situations” (p .197) 

during leisure activities. The participants were chosen based on an ability to 

communicate feelings, a lack of exposure to leisure theory, and a willingness to be open 

up to the researcher. Participants were asked to immediately recall a leisure experience by 

answering open-ended questions using a tape recorder. This current thesis project used 

similar methodology in the collection of our participant experiences. 

After Lee, Dattilo, and Howard (1994) analyzed the data, they were able to 

identify other characteristics of leisure, including “…escaping, communion with nature, 

introspection…” (p. 202). While participating in leisure activities, however, one can have 

experiences of exhaustion, apprehension, nervousness, disappointment, etc. These other 

characteristics, while negative, can also direct a participant in the direction of catharsis. 
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For example, these researchers provide an example of a participant who stated after 

jogging: “it’s very invigorating to push your body to the point of exhaustion…” (p. 203). 

In this case, through the leisure experience of jogging, the runner’s comments were 

similar to those used to describe cathartic experiences even though this individual’s 

words to describe this experience were negative. 

Lee, et al. reinforced the commonly held position that autotelic experiences are 

expressed within studies of leisure activity. The participants also “described leisure as ‘an 

activity that’s just for fun,” and that within leisure, there is a relaxation effect (p. 202).  

Freedom of choice was also a commonly found theme, where participants “commonly 

described leisure as ‘doing what one wants to do’” (p. 202). The freedom of a leisure, or 

recreation, activity creates a relaxing environment, which sets the stage for the autotelic 

mind set, and potentially leading to flow states and catharsis.  

 The complexity of the leisure experience is discussed further in relation to another 

runner’s experience. “‘That was very invigorating, although I got very tired, but when 

I’m all finished I just really feel good, and it’s very positive results, physically, mentally, 

and emotionally’” (Lee, Dattilo, and Howard, p. 205). Her experience can be categorized 

as extraordinary leisure because, as other research has shown, these experiences can 

provide a way for participants to achieve flow and catharsis because of the “break from 

the ordinary routines of everyday life” (Gerstl, 1992, p. 373).   

Gerstl briefly discusses the difference between routine and extraordinary leisure. 

“For most people today, their leisure time has become almost as routine as their work” (p. 

373). He continues on to say, “the largest pieces of human leisure time are devoted to a 
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finite list of activities, which tend to require little skill or intensive involvement” (p. 375). 

When leisure becomes extraordinary, Gerstl says, “it involves activities that are rare, but 

contexts, at least of time and place, need to be invoked” (p. 376), which exhibits 

similarities for the stages for the flow experience, like the transformation of time and a 

sense of control. 

When conceptualizing extraordinary leisure, Gerstl references Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990) stating,  

While not all rare experiences will be felt differently from the routines of the mass 
culture, it is likely that some of the extraordinary will produce more than a sense 
of play for its participants. Routine leisure is less frequently able to provide the 
stimulus for that heightened sense that has been characterized by the balance of 
skill and challenge producing ‘optimal experience’ or ‘flow.’ (p. 377)  
 

Gerstl ends on the assertion that, “the growing availability of extraordinary leisure may 

well foreshadow greater access to optimal experience” (p. 378). There are increasing 

opportunities to participate in activities outside of their routine, such as the Great Brazos 

Relay and other extreme endurance events, and through these activities participants have 

the potential to experience flow. 

According to amateur triathletes interviewed for a study published in Leisure 

Today, “recreation is an attitude and a way of life” (Grey and Ibrahim, 1985, p. 29). In 

this case, training and racing encouraged the autotelic experience. One athlete stated:  

When you are riding you enjoy using your muscles and body till you can begin to 
feel that you’ve used them, not to the point of exhaustion, but to the point of being 
aware of what muscles your using…the real dimension that the running, biking, 
and swimming has given me is freedom. (p. 29) 
 
Grey and Ibrahim also reference a 50-year-old first time marathoner who speaks 

of feeling completely exhausted during the race, but “the sight of that [finish] line again 
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transported me to some other place. It was as if I had no pain, no tiredness, and could do 

anything. All I had to do was to do it” (p. 51). 

 Lamont and Kennelly (2012) also explore the motives of amateur triathletes. 

Preparing for endurance sports takes up much of a person’s leisure time, and many times, 

they have little chance for placing in the top three finishers. Researchers asked why 

amateur athletes subject themselves to grueling training and events without much 

external reward. These researchers used Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow to describe 

the aspect of autotelic experience as a motivation to participate in triathlons. Lamont and 

Kennelly conducted a series of interviews with amateur triathletes to assess the intrinsic 

and extrinsic incentives for participating in triathlons. According to their data, the 

primary reasons for the athlete’s intrinsic motivations were competence, challenge, 

enjoyment, and purpose (p. 244-245). These researchers found that “when pressed about 

why triathlon satisfies their desire for challenge, a common response was that the 

demands of the sport are high and therefore present a physical and mental challenge” (p. 

245). These intrinsic motivators present a positive experience for many triathletes leading 

to continued participation. 

 Many of the qualities experienced by the participants in recreational activities 

present the appropriate characteristics of a flow experience. Research on the leisure 

experiences of endurance athletes has also previously found participant experiences to 

consistently identify themes related to catharsis and flow.  
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Catharsis 

 The notion of catharsis has a long history in Western thought, defined by Aristotle 

as “the purging of the spirit of morbid and base ideas or emotions” (Powell, p. 1). This 

understanding of catharsis, derived from the Greek word katharsis meaning ‘cleansing’ 

or ‘purification,’ has typically been understood in two definitional ways: emotional 

experiences on one hand and cognitive experiences on the other. Both understandings can 

result in positive change because each describes a “strong emotional expression as well 

as new realizations” (Powell, p. 1). Aristotle believed that “catharsis helped to moderate 

passions and strong emotions, therefore restoring balance in one’s heart” (Powell, p. 2). 

Aristotle studied the correlation between music and an emotional release.  

Some persons fall into a religious frenzy, whom we see as a result of sacred 
melodies – when they have used the melodies that excite the soul to mystic frenzy 
– restored as though they had found healing and purgation. Those who are 
influenced by pity or fear, and every emotional nature, must have like 
experiences, and others in so far as each is susceptible to such emotions, and all 
are in a manner purged and their souls lightened and delighted. (Jowett, 1941, p. 
1315) 
 

This initial conceptualization has informed research over two millennia, and has been 

used to develop coping techniques and therapeutic mediums in which catharsis can be 

helpful. Breuer and Freud (1890), Schulz and Schultz (1960), Scheff (1982), and the 

American Psychological Association expounded more recently on the concepts explored 

by Aristotle.  

 Breuer and Freud (1890) viewed catharsis as a bodily process. They were the first 

researchers to employ the practice of cathartic therapy. Using the theory that negative, 

hysterical “symptoms are caused by repressed emotions” (Powell, p. 3), Breuer and Freud 
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used hypnosis to retrieve suppressed negative emotions resulting from traumatic events. 

According to Freud, “each individual hysterical symptom immediately and permanently 

disappeared when we had succeeded in bringing clearly to light the memory of the event 

by which it was provoked and in arousing its accompanying affect” (Powell, p. 3). Once 

the emotions were experienced, the negative effects of the repressed trauma no longer 

haunted the individual. Breuer realized through treatment of a hysterical patient that 

“when she was able to relive experiences under hypnosis, her symptoms either became 

less severe or disappeared altogether” (Schultz, 1960, p. 272). Later, as Freud developed 

his famous theories of psychoanalysis, he rejected the hypnosis component of cathartic 

therapy and focused on “the fundamental principle of psychoanalysis: repression, which 

involves the ejecting of painful ideas or memories from conscious awareness…the 

therapist had to get the patient to bring this repressed material back into the conscious 

awareness so that he could face it squarely” (Schultz, p. 277). Without hypnosis, argued 

Freud, the patients were able to actively bring painful memories into conscious 

awareness, release those painful memories, and experience emotional relief. Freud’s 

development of psychoanalysis led to other psychological therapies that focused on the 

retrieval of traumatic experiences as a means to overcome psychological dysfunction 

such as psychodrama, primal therapy, and emotion-focused therapy. 

 Psychodrama was a catharsis technique introduced by Moreno in the 1930s. 

Moreno based his technique on Freudian and Aristotelain concepts of catharsis in which 

he urged his patients to engage in a reenactment of their past, their fantasies, or their 

dreams. Through this reenactment, the patient would bring suppressed conflicts into 
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consciousness, experience catharsis, and achieve positive change. “According to Moreno, 

catharsis helps to reunite the separated (unconscious) parts of the psyche and the 

conscious self” (Powell, p. 4). This form of therapy seemed to have a documented 

amount of success in helping individuals work through traumatic experiences. 

 In 1970, Janov discussed another concept related to catharsis, which he termed 

primal therapy. Primal therapy involved “dismantling the causes of tension, defense 

symptoms, and neurosis…it indicates that the healthiest people are defense free…they are 

not ravaged by inner tension” (p. 21).  “According to the primal view, needs and blocked 

feelings begin at birth” (p. 62). Janov asserted that if young children couldn’t process 

negative experiences in a supported environment, pain gets suppressed only to reappear 

later in life. Janov claimed that, “connecting these experiences with the memories can 

cure the patient of neurotic symptoms” (Powell, p. 5). Primal therapy, however, has not 

been widely accepted nor has it been shown to be as useful as psychodrama. Many 

mental health professionals rejected primal therapy because of its perceived dangers 

resulting from inadequate safety and distancing, stating:  

It appeared damaging to come clients, especially those with severe mental 
 illnesses, personality disorders, or other more severe conditions when the  
client’s ego strength is not able to process strong feelings, which might lead  
to disintegration, or confusion between present and past realities. (Powell, p.  
5) 
 

 Even though primal therapy was rejected by many health professionals, emotion-

focused therapy was used by Greenberg starting in 1980. This therapy “appropriately 

addressed the cognitive component of catharsis and safety issues” (Powell, p. 5). He 

focused on the “cognitive aspect of catharsis and the need to understand and make sense 
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of emotions.” Furthermore, “emotion-focused therapy developed techniques to help 

clients recognize and validate their strong feelings, and coached and supported clients to 

express hurtful emotions safely” (Powell, p. 5). 

 As we can see, cathartic therapy has evolved over time from the use of hypnosis 

and psychodrama, to primal therapy and eventually, emotion-focused therapy. Yet, there 

are additional works relating to catharsis that help illuminate its importance to 

understanding spiritual experiences during endurance athletic competitions. 

In 1974, Nichols performed a study evaluating the effectiveness of emotive 

psychotherapy in producing catharsis. Patients were separated and assigned into two 

groups. In the first group, patients received emotive therapy according to emotive 

techniques such as role-playing and expressive movements. In the second group, patients 

received non-emotive therapy involving traditional dynamic therapy. According to the 

data Nichols collected, “the emotive group had a significantly higher mean number of 

seconds of discharge...the results of the present study clearly demonstrate the power of 

emotive procedures to demonstrate catharsis in psychotherapy” (p. 406, 408). The 

emotive techniques used by the therapists produced “high levels of emotional discharge” 

(p. 409), and are synonymous with catharsis because the cathartic experience consists of 

a purging of emotions; an emotional release. Nichols’ research and findings with his 

experiments of emotional discharge support previous studies and substantiates the effect 

of such experiences in the release of pent-up emotion. 

 Other cathartic research additionally supports these findings. Schultz and Schultz 

(1960) defined catharsis as “the process of reducing or eliminating a complex by 
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reducing or eliminating a complex by recalling it to conscious awareness and allowing it 

to be expressed” (Powell, p. 1). Scheff further expounded on catharsis and its two 

components: emotional and cognitive awareness. He believed that at the end of an 

emotional discharge the recalling of events often occur. Scheff observed that people tend 

to participate in experiences that help them relive their painful memories to achieve 

relief. For example, the viewing of a sad movie will promote an emotional experience 

that isn’t too overwhelming for the viewer because they think they are upset about the 

character not themselves. Today, the American Psychological Association (APA) defines 

catharsis as the “discharge of affects connected to traumatic events that had previously 

been repressed by bringing these events back into consciousness and re-experiencing 

them” (Powell, p. 1) and is understood to be beneficial in many psychological treatment 

approaches. 

 One claim against the use of cathartic therapy arises when aggression and venting 

anger are misused in the context of catharsis. Researchers like Bushman (2002) “claimed 

that venting anger does not help reduce anger and shouldn’t be used in therapy” because 

according to Bohart (1980), “expression of anger doesn’t result in relief or anger 

reduction” (Powell, p.6). There have also been recent studies done about catharsis 

predictors among student athletes (see Shariff and Mustapha, 2010). The data collected in 

a specific experiment, Social Support Mechanisms and Input Factors on Catharsis 

Predictors in Sport, found that social support from the family for a football game tends to 

increase catharsis, which forms hostile aggressive behavior. However, “venting anger 

increases arousal levels and is an isolated discharge technique, while catharsis refers to 
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re-experiencing repressed emotions in a safe environment with appropriate cognitive 

processing and integration” (Powell, p.6). Due to these distinctions, the cathartic 

experience should not be confused with venting anger, but rather discussed in the context 

of a positive, flow experience. 

 

Concept of Flow 

Closely related to our discussion on catharsis is the concept of flow, an idea that 

does not involve the venting of pent up emotions, but rather the unique experience of 

oneness with an activity. Csikszentmihalyi (1976, 1988, 1990, 1993, 1999, 2000) has 

studied the experience that athletes, musicians, surgeons, and others felt when performing 

activities that matched one’s skill and is the originator of the term flow. In the 1970’s, 

Csikszentmihalyi provided a definition of flow, stating it “is a state of experience where a 

person, totally absorbed, feels tremendous amounts of exhilaration, control, and 

enjoyment. In flow states people push their abilities to their boundaries and in so doing 

experience a merging of action and awareness” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 

12). Csikszentmihalyi further described flow by defining nine requirements a person must 

reach to achieve flow.  

 To generate the flow experience, four of the nine requirements are initially met to 

prime the participant for the inherent interactions generated in the flow state. These 

include challenge-skill balance, clear goals, unambiguous feedback, and concentration on 

the task at hand. 
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 According to Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1993), challenge-skill balance “is the 

feeling of balance between the demands of the situation and personal” (Fogarty and 

Jackson, 1999, p. 3). If the challenge outweighs the skill, the participant may feel 

anxious. On the other hand, if the skill outweighs the challenge, the participant may feel 

bored. Therefore a balance of skill and challenge must be met before a person can be said 

to have experienced flow. 

The initial stages of the process must also include a clear set of goals, and is “a 

feeling of certainty about what one is going to do” (Fogarty and Jackson, p. 3). These 

clear goals provide intentionality within the activity and they allow the participant to 

focus on the moment. Without clear, defined goals, the activity becomes aimless and will 

not allow for flow. 

Unambiguous feedback is another key element for flow to occur, and is 

understood to be “the immediate and clear feedback received, confirming the feelings 

that everything is going according to plan” (Fogarty and Jackson, p. 3). In sports 

specifically, feedback can come from body awareness as well as external sources (such as 

coaches). For example, Jackson and Csikszentmihalyi (1999) interviewed a figure skater 

who explained her experiences with feedback. She said, “when it (her performance) was 

good, I knew every single moment…I felt in such control of everything, of every little 

movement” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 13). For the skater, action and awareness 

merged resulting in a flow experience. 

The fourth requirement that must initially be met to achieve flow is the 

concentration on task at hand, which is the “feeling of being really focused” (Fogarty and 



 26 

Jackson, p. 3). Csikszentmihalyi states “to achieve a flow state, a person must be 

emotionally skilled enough to put other concerns away and become engaged in the task” 

(Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 13). Concentration is important in becoming immersed 

in and aware of the present. Within this focused state of mind, one has the potential to 

experience a flow state. 

Once these initial four requirements are met, “a sense of control, a transformation 

of time, a merging of action and awareness, and a loss of self-consciousness” (Hunter and 

Csikszentmihalyi, p. 14) can occur in what Csikszentmihalyi states is the experience of 

flow. A sense of control means having the feeling that the activity is happening without 

conscious effort. It is related to the previously mentioned, balance of challenge and skill. 

The participant feels effortless in their movements and may feel invincible. Loss of self-

consciousness reflects the removal of the concern for oneself, as the person becomes fully 

immersed in the activity. “Physical boundaries of the body have been transcended and 

extended to the motion-making tool” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 14). Through this 

experience, the participant becomes confident due to his or her accomplishment of 

mastering the skill. In the words of a world-class biker, “that is what gives you the buzz 

to keep doing what you’re doing, to keep doing the sport. Because once you’ve done it, 

once you’ve got it, then it just lifts you” (Jackson and Csikszentmihalyi, 1999, p. 14). 

With the loss of self-consciousness the perception of time is also transformed. 

Transformation of time is a common element of flow that is often described by athletes 

and was a focus of this thesis research project, as you will read below. This occurs when 

the experience of time speeds up, slows down, or is lost altogether. For this to occur 
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within the state of flow the activity takes full attention and the participant no longer has a 

concern for time. 

Overall, through the understanding of flow there is a continued demonstration of 

the claim that there is little separation between the mind and body. The action-awareness 

merge describes feelings of automaticity about one’s actions. As stated, excellent athletes 

experience flow because “excellent athletes know how to focus on the figures that really 

matter and leave unnecessary stimuli in the background” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 

p. 15). With this concentration, flow can be actualized because the athlete’s focus is 

directed toward the skill at hand. The interest in outside stimuli no longer exists as the 

athlete loses sense of time. The athlete ceases to be concerned with his or her self as the 

activity happens without conscious effort, and the goals are being achieved as the 

challenge of the activity matches the skill of the athlete. 

Finally, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) describes the last element of flow, which is 

autotelic experience. This is doing the activity solely for the purpose of the activity itself, 

where there is no expectation for a reward or benefit. Jackson (1996) found support for 

these requirements in an analysis of elite athletes’ flow descriptions. She used a mixed 

methods approach to further understand flow. She developed a 36 – item Flow State 

Scale (FSS). This scale provided support for Csikszentmihalyi’s nine requirements for the 

flow experience. Through the qualitative study, the most easily experienced aspect of 

flow was the autotelic experience (Jackson and Csikszentmihalyi, 1999, p. 3). 

 Once the athlete achieves flow they can experience a heightened state of 

consciousness. Contemplation can be described as the “focusing of attention on the 
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contents of consciousness, and as a result is able to reframe thoughts and emotions that 

resolve a question, release tension, or discover a new idea or perspective” (Hunter and 

Csikszentmihalyi, p. 18). This definition of contemplation is similar to catharsis in 

regards to the release of tension or discovering a new perspective. In sporting activities, 

“the body becomes the stable and repetitive ground for the mind to do its work” (Hunter 

and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 20). Furthermore, as demonstrated by interviews of athletes, 

sport can be a way for flow to lead to higher cognitive functioning. One participant stated 

that, “I find that either running or walking is when I get ideas…there’s a point where the 

rhythm takes over… and then eventually I kind of walk through into this clarity” (Hunter 

and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 20). Described as the natural progression and culmination of the 

flow experience, this clarity and heightened state of consciousness, may provide an 

opportunity to have a cathartic experience. 

 In all cases, extreme endurance sport experiences seem to be catalysts for 

experiencing catharsis, contemplation, and flow. To complete an attempt to robustly 

define active catharsis, this thesis researched literature that examined the prevalence of 

spirituality in sport and how these notions affect similar kinds of emotional experiences 

to catharsis and flow.  

 

Spirituality and Sport 

 The relationship between spirituality and sport has become a topic of discussion 

among sport sociologists, sport psychologist and sport theologians, all of whom reflect 

the variety of perspectives on the relationship. Many sociologists claim that there are 
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parallels between spirituality and sport, so even if an athlete is not religious, they can still 

have similar spiritual experiences. Other researchers believe that sports drive us toward 

God or metaphysical experiences. . Yet, most appropriate to this thesis, researchers from 

theological perspectives, like Nesti (2013) and Watson (2013), do claim that participation 

in sport can lead to spiritual experiences, catharsis and flow. 

  As stated above, “Michael Novak argued that sport is the flow outward into action 

from a deep natural impulse that is radically religious” (Pengelley, 2008, p. 3). Even if 

the athlete does not claim a specific religious ideology, their impulses can be observed to 

be religious, such as the dedication to preparing and the “participation in the rhythms and 

tides of nature” (Pengelley, p. 3). Furthermore, sociologists such as Eitzen and Sage 

(2003), Coakley (2009), Durkheim (1982), and Albanese (1992) claim the observable 

parallels between spirituality and sport including; “sacred time and space, escape from 

pain, transcendent experiences, and social control” (Pengelley, p. 2).  

Pengelley states, “sports can drive us ‘godward’ and have the power to exhilarate 

or depress people through their symbolic rituals and depth” (p. 4). He further claims that 

people don’t watch sports just to pass the time, but are drawn to the “mysteries of youth 

and aging, perfect action and decay, fortune and misfortune, strategy and contingency, 

and rituals concerning survival,” (p. 4) that are all involved in the experiencing of 

sporting contests. He references Sing (2001) and her assertion that sport may be a 

“perfection of the human being in its ultimate realization of exertion and movement, 

where God’s perfect will is for flesh and blood to move within the spirit in ultimate form” 

(p. 4). 
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However, not every sport experience can lead to such lofty theological notions of 

divinity, or even come close.  Lawrence (2005), citing Trotsky (1994), states, “physical 

requirements must be satisfied in order for the spiritual requirements to flourish” (p. 2). If 

an athlete is to describe spiritual experiences through sport, basic physical and 

psychological needs must be met. Defined as capacity deprivation (Sen, 1999), this type 

of physical and emotional poverty can hinder transcendence in the lives of athletes (see 

Kang, 2003, p. 100). 

Fontana (2003), Watson (2007, 2013), and Nesti (2007, 2013) discuss, in varying 

detail, the relationship between spirituality and sport.  While the latter two authors focus 

on spirituality and sport, Fontana mentions a relationship between the mystical 

experience and sport. He references Hardy’s (1979) list of occurrences that defines a 

mystical experience. These include:  

visions, a sense of spiritual presence, a bright light, a guiding voice, 
transformation of surroundings, feelings of unity with surroundings, feelings of 
warmth, sense of security and peace, sense of joy, feelings of awe, release from 
the fear of death, a sense of security, and a sense of heightened awareness. 
(Fontana, 2003, p. 121) 
 

Fontana asserts that Hardy’s omission of participation in sports from the list is 

significant. There is room to debate whether athletes experience transcendence though 

participation in sport and thus should be included in this account of religious experiences, 

“but at their clearest they bear comparison with many of those found in the mystical 

literature” (Fontana, p. 127).  

Murphy and White (1978) also dissected the mystical sensations associated with 

sport, where in one case, they interviewed a runner. He/she stated:  
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“The first 30 minutes is for my body…the next 30 minutes is for my soul. In it, I 
come upon my third wind. And then I see myself not as an individual but as part 
of the universe. In it, I can happen upon anything I have ever read or saw or 
experienced. Every fact and instinct and emotion is unlocked and made available 
to me through some mysterious operation in my brain.” (p. 9-10) 
 

The runner here is describing a spiritual experience as a result of running for an extended 

period of time. “Sport is like profound artistic discovery or falling in love or religious 

awakening. Not only are particular attitudes or bodily structures stretched, but the entire 

self is turned over. Such happenings can lead to a fuller life if the athlete surrenders to 

what is happening” (p. 106). 

Acknowledging the similarities, but also moving away from the mystical toward 

the spirituality of sport, Watson (2007) claims that the positive experiences in extreme 

sport are more likely a form of ‘nature mysticism’…they occur in the psyche of the 

athlete and are more accurately understood as flow states, peak experiences, or Zen 

states” (p. 104). Watson defines nature mysticism as “intimately linked to the theological 

idea of pantheism. Pantheism states that God infuses the entire universe, therefore ‘all 

things’, including humans and nature, are inseparable” (p. 105).  Additionally, Watson 

bridges these two realms stating that, “a natural mystical experience may also include a 

supernatural dimension” (p. 105). Watson quotes Higgs (1994) critique of sport as 

religion by claiming, “‘sports belong to the realm of the beautiful, play the natural, and 

religion to the sublime’” (Watson, 2007, p. 106). He also includes von Balthasar (1983) 

who states that, “‘every experience of beauty points to infinity’” and “‘the beautiful 

brings with it self-evidence that enlightens without meditation’” (p. 106). Watson 

highlights “how taking risks in sport, and in turn confronting our personal limitations and 
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sense of mortality, can often lead to self-growth and enhanced sense of being, or as 

athletes often report, ‘feeling fully alive’” (p. 109). He further quotes the mountaineer 

Maurice Herzog, who said, “‘in my worst moments of anguish, I seemed to discover the 

deep significance of existence which ‘til then I had been unaware’” (p. 109). It is in 

works such as these that we can see the relevance of catharsis and flow to understanding 

spirituality in sport. 

Watson states that these “findings suggest that nature and stressful activities 

experienced together, and periods of isolation and sensory deprivation, triggers various 

depths of mystical experience’” (p. 110). Watson’s claim is clear evidence of the 

applicability of the Great Brazos Relay as an event from which to examine these 

connections more deeply. Within this race, athletes are subject to a stressful activity 

including physical endurance and long periods of isolation and darkness. Watson 

references past writings that suggest “engaging in challenging sports can stretch us to our 

physical and mental limits, and may well open the door to self-actualization, character 

development, and spiritual insight” (p. 110).  

 Adding to the spirituality and sport discussion, and from a sport psychologist 

perspective, Nesti (2007) brings to light the relevance of suffering and sacrifice within 

sport. He acknowledges the spiritual dimension of sport in “some accounts from athletes 

referring to the cathartic, or cleansing power of sacrifice and pain” (p. 155). Nesti also 

states “the courageous athlete faces up to challenges, difficulties and pain rather than 

seeking to avoid these moments or experiences. This requires a high degree of self-

knowledge and the capacity to suffer for some higher goal” (p. 158).  
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“Psychologically speaking,” according to Nesti, “it makes little sense to 

knowingly place oneself in an uncertain and potentially painful situation where failure 

and defeat are ever present spectres” (p. 161). In reference to Novak’s foundational 

works (1967, 1994) Nesti “points out that competitive sport inevitably brings with it the 

experience of success and failure…especially in traditional team games, men have been 

fortunate to suffer together through their encounters with defeat and that this has given 

meaning to the claims that sport builds character, spirit and mental resilience” (p. 161). 

Nesti’s specific claim about the suffering of endurance athletes is particularly applicable 

to this thesis, as aspects of suffering are clearly identified in experiences during the Great 

Brazos Relay, leading to greater chances for spiritual experiences and ultimately active 

catharsis. “Mentally and physically exhausted and crushed, it is those with spirit who will 

find it within their selves to hope, and place themselves on the line one more time” (p. 

162).  

Within this concept of suffering, there are opportunities to develop character in 

order to succeed. “For the religious believer, suffering has the potential to be transformed 

into something that connects us with others and is personally redemptive…for the 

Christian athlete this suffering can be meditated through prayer (Watson and Czech, 

2005), contemplation and an acceptance that bearing one’s cross is the path to salvation” 

(Nesti, p. 163). Furthermore, “from an existential psychology perspective these painful 

experiences have the potential to develop the mental attributes and spiritual qualities of 

the athlete like courage and personality, which in turn makes them more likely to succeed 

in terms of sport performance” (p. 165). For a Christian athlete, of whom Nesti is 
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specifically writing about, the ability to address suffering as a catalyst to build character 

and a means to become more Christ-like is of utmost importance. If an athlete perseveres 

and doesn’t give up in the face of that suffering, he or she will develop qualities (such as 

determination) that they can draw from in the future.  

It is, however, Nesti who directly compares spirituality and sport with catharsis. 

Nesti claims “the term ‘catharsis’ was originally used in Platonic thought to describe the 

idea that pain, guilt, and suffering can be healed by theia mania, that is, through a 

divinely inspired cleansing…Plato’s notion of catharsis can provide a possible 

explanation of how this type of mental suffering in sport links to spiritual and 

transcendental ideas” (p. 166). This thesis project parallels Nesti’s thoughts and adds 

empirical data to support this theory. “Within a sporting context this more spiritual notion 

of catharsis can be detected in the lives of athletes who find the strength to continue on to 

glories after terrible misfortune and failure” (p. 166-167). As presented in the results, this 

thesis found that, not only were endurance athletes expressing the suffering attributes, but 

clearly experiencing Platonic theia mania through their running of the Great Brazos 

Relay. 

Spirituality is intrinsically connected with sport. The works of Fontana, Watson, 

and Nesti expound on the central themes found within discussion of sport and spirituality. 

Novak additionally discussed how sport can act as a religion. Athletes train and compete 

much like religious followers in the sense that they experience  

asceticism and dedication to preparation, a sense of respect for the mysteries of  
the body and soul, for powers beyond one’s own control, and by a sense of awe  
for the place and time of competition, comradeship and destiny, and participation  
in the rhythms and tides of nature. (Pengelley, p. 3)  
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Fontana was one of the first to expound on the idea that there is a relationship between a 

mystical experience and sport. Watson further asserts that positive experiences within 

sport are a direct result of nature mysticism because God influences the entire universe. 

He continues to discuss how the effects of high risk, isolation, and sensory deprivation 

can act as catalysts toward a spiritual experience. Finally, Nesti discussed the concept of 

suffering and how it contributes to character development. Through suffering, he directly 

compares spirituality and sport to catharsis.   

 

Literature Relating to Methodologies of the Study 

 In many cases, the study of leisure, catharsis, flow, spirituality, and sport have 

involved the use of qualitative research. According to Denzin (2000), “qualitative 

research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible” (Denzin and Lincoln, p. 4). 

Furthermore, “qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of 

empirical materials – case study; personal experience; introspection; life story; interview; 

artifacts; cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, interactional, and visual 

texts – that describe routine and problematic moments and meaning in individuals’’ 

lives” (p. 5). This thesis employs the use of personal experience, life story, interview, 

case studies, and personal survey for the collection of data, making it a strong qualitative 

research project. 

 Denzin and Lincoln reference Nelson et al. (1992) and his assertion that the 

“choice of research practices depends upon the questions that are asked, and the questions 
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depend on their context” (p. 6). Additionally, Denzin and Lincoln claim that qualitative 

research has not preferenced any methodological practice over another, and there are no 

defined sets of methods to be used. “Qualitative researchers use semiotics, narrative, 

content, discourse, archival and phonemic analysis, even statistics, tables, graphs, and 

numbers” (p. 10). In order to draw the best conclusions from the collection of qualitative 

data, Denzin and others agree that using a variety of methods to collect data are preferred 

and justified. Denzin and Lincoln define qualitative research within the context of 

quantitative research as,  

qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the 
intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the 
situational constraints that shape inquiry…They seek answers to questions that 
stress how social experience is created and given meaning. In contrast, 
quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal 
relationships between variables, not processes. (p. 13) 
 
To further support qualitative research, Denzin and Lincoln believe that 

qualitative researchers can “get closer to the individuals’ point of view…are more likely 

to confront and come up against the constraints of the everyday social world…and 

believe that rich descriptions of the social world are valuable” (p. 16). This is why the 

thesis employed a variety of qualitative techniques to gain a deeper understanding of 

spiritual experiences in sport and to validate the method of data collection. 

 There has been a long history in the shaping of qualitative research used today, 

but “investigators have always defined their work in terms of hopes and values” (p. 18). 

Through a series of academic dialogues qualitative research has come to be shaped by 

theories pertaining to interactionism and naturalistic inquiry; the claim that there is no 
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difference between fieldwork and writing, and the “rethinking of the terms validity, 

generalizability, and reliability” (p. 28). Denzin refers to this process as social realism. 

 Silk (2005) details the beneficial use of qualitative approaches in sport studies that 

are appropriate for this thesis. He states clearly that, “ethnographic research holds much 

promise for the sociology of sport” (p. 68). According to Atkinson and Hammersley 

(1994) “ethnographic approaches claim to represent a uniquely humanistic, interpretive 

approach, as opposed to supposedly ‘scientific’ and ‘positivistic’ positions” (Silk, p. 73), 

making a qualitative, ethnographic approach an excellent way to study the Great Brazos 

Relay. 

In an effort to study the Great Brazos Relay, the methodological approached used 

for in this current thesis involves qualitative research. Mixed methods (qualitative and 

quantitative) research allows the use of a variety of different methods of study to fully 

examine the questions that are asked. This includes personal survey data, case study, and 

interviews. Through these methods, this project “sought answers to questions that stress 

how social experience is created and given meaning” (Denzin and Lincoln, p. 13). 

Specifically, this methodology allows us to examine how the Great Brazos Relay might 

offer insights into the spiritual experiences of athletes while participating in endurance 

exercise, and how those experiences relate to the catharsis, mentality change and the 

concept of flow. In my next chapter, I will particularly highlight the methodology use in 

the thesis project, further demonstrating the usefulness of a mixed-methods approach. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Methodology 
 
 

Participants 
 

There were 84 participants in the 2012 Great Brazos Relay and in 2013, there 

were 112 participants, of which all were eligible to participate in post-race survey and 

interview opportunity. The race participants were predominately students from Baylor 

University, but there were 10 entrants in 2012 and 3 entrants in 2013 who were 

independent of the current Baylor population.  

We obtained 31 completed surveys and conducted 8 in-person interviews in 2012. 

73% of the survey respondents are male and the remaining 27% are female. The ages of 

the participants are predominantly between 18 and 24, and there are three respondents in 

their early 30s. Of the respondents, 19% are freshmen, 24% are sophomores, 29% are 

juniors, and 29% are seniors. In 2013, we obtained 43 completed surveys and conducted 

6 in-person interviews. 62% of the survey respondents are male and the remaining 38% 

are female. The ages of the participants are also predominantly between 18 and 24, and 

there are two respondents in their 30s. Of the respondents, 9% are freshmen, 28% are 

sophomores, 19% are juniors, and 26% are seniors. It can be assumed that many of the 

participants have a belief in God due to the Christian nature of Baylor University; 

however, we must recognize the diversity within the subject pool, and the aim of the 

project was not to collect the actual religious standing of the participants.  
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Procedures 

 Before data collection began, the researchers submitted a completed application to 

the Baylor University Institutional Review Board (IRB) because this research involved 

surveying and interviewing human subjects. This IRB process involved determining the 

purpose of our project, our procedures, and potential risks. Upon receiving IRB approval, 

the Qualtrics survey software was used to develop a survey, which consisted of a series of 

Likert type, ranking type, and open-ended questions pertaining to catharsis, mentality 

change, and the concept of flow. These questions were derived from the understanding of 

the requirements to achieve such experiences found in available academic literature. 

Many of the questions explored the differences in emotional experience at different times 

during the race. All subjects agreed to participate by reading and signing an informed 

consent form prior to taking the online survey. We also conducted in-person interviews in 

order to record personal stories and assess recurring themes. All interviewees verbally 

consented to participate.  

In order to obtain the data, we announced the survey and interview opportunity at 

the pre-race meeting to raise awareness about the study. Reminder fliers were included in 

the race packets handed out to the participants before the race started. Twenty-four hours 

after the Great Brazos Relay, an email was sent out explaining the survey, the interview 

process, and the voluntary nature of the study. The online survey link address was 

attached in the email. A reminder email was sent out to the participants three days after 
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the race providing another opportunity to complete the survey or to participate in an 

interview.  

 Once the participant responded to the link in the email, they were redirected to the 

Qualtrics online survey website where they agreed to the consent page. This page made 

the participants aware that the study was designed to examine meaning association with 

the relay race and cathartic experience during the Great Brazos Relay. Furthermore, the 

participants were informed of the risks and requirements for participating in the study, 

but participation is confidential and voluntary. The survey was available to the 

participants for seven days following the race during which the participants completed 

the survey at their convenience.  

 To analyze the quantitative data, the researchers calculated the means and 

standard deviations for all respondents of the survey (N=31 in 2012 and N=43 in 2013), 

detailing the characteristics of how the participants experienced the Great Brazos Relay 

(see Appendix). Based on this data we reported the frequency of the responses to the 

Likert scale responses, highlighting the findings of our data as they relate to the available 

literature of catharsis, spiritual sport experiences, and flow.  

 Participants interested in giving in-person interviews were invited to reply to the 

email to schedule a time to meet with the researchers. The purpose of the interviews was 

to gain qualitative data pertaining to the experience of the Great Brazos Relay. All 

interviews were scheduled within the week following the race. These in-person 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and cross-referenced for transcription errors. 

These results were entered into NVIVO10 where the responses were coded for themes 
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based on how similarly respondents answered specific questions. All data was then 

compared to themes found in the literature. 

 The mixed methodology used to analyze the Great Brazos Relay data afforded the 

researchers the ability to fully immerse in the experiences of the race participants. A 

combination of qualitative and quantitative research was used to analyze the data 

collected via online surveys and in person interviews. The quantitative methods allowed 

us to put statistical values to common themes experienced by the participants, and the 

qualitative methods allowed us to examine the meaningful human experience of 

participating in an endurance running event. According to Denzin, “qualitative research is 

a situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (p. 4). Collecting and hearing 

first-hand experiences provided depth and personality to the study. In many cases, it was 

as if we were running alongside the participants experiencing the isolation and emotional 

journey as well. In the final chapters of this thesis I will provide the findings and 

conclusions, discussing the stories shared by participants in the Great Brazos Relay and 

detail how these were experiences of active catharsis. 

 

Process 

This thesis explores the cathartic experiences of participants involved in an 

endurance relay running race: the Great Brazos Relay. This research is situated among a 

larger project that explores the overall leisure experiences of race participants 

(McMahan) as well as implements a survey designed to identify muscular Christian 

ideals (Meyer). The focus of this thesis however, identifies and explores active catharsis 
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and what may act as catalysts for such experiences. In order to address these questions, I 

studied themes related to the catharsis, mentality change, sport spirituality, and the 

concept of flow. Because of the personal and exploratory nature of this research, a mixed 

methodology was used. The quantitative and qualitative methods consisted of developing 

research questions based on existent literature, the development of an online survey, and 

the collection of in-person interviews. I decided not to just use quantitative methods 

because of the identifiable benefit of qualitative data to inform this project’s overall 

thesis and because of the personal nature of spiritual experiences of the athletes. 

Qualitative research allows the researcher to seek “answers to questions that stress how 

social experience is created and given meaning” (Denzin and Lincoln, p. 13).  

The examination of the spiritual meaning these experiences offer cemented my 

decision in using the mixed methods approach. Once the data was collected, I used a 

mixed methods approach to identify themes and obtain statistical values within the survey 

and interview answers. This mixed methodology allowed for the examination of how the 

Great Brazos Relay might offer insight into the spiritual experiences of athletes while 

participating in endurance exercise. 

In the process of this project’s literature review, common themes were identified 

that previous theoretical research had related to sport, spirituality, and cathartic 

experience. These themes include the emotional release, mentality change, and the 

concept of flow. These three meta-themes were used to develop a series of survey and 

interview questions.  
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In the quantitative section of the survey, there were a series questions specifically 

asking about emotional release, mentality change, and the concept of flow. The questions 

that focused on the cathartic experiences were primarily related to the release of tension 

and/or the awareness of a new life perspective. In sporting activities, “the body becomes 

the stable and repetitive ground for the mind to do its work” (Hunter and 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 20). Sport experiences have been identified, within the 

literature, as a way for flow experiences to lead to an emotional release and a life 

mentality change. Described as the natural progression of the flow experience, this 

emotional clarity resembles characteristics of catharsis. Likert scale ranking questions 

were developed to evaluate how a runner might exhibit an emotional release. Participants 

can choose one option in answering the survey questions; strongly agree, agree, neither 

agree nor disagree, disagree, and strongly disagree.  Questions such as ‘does the runner 

make verbal exclamations while running or is their emotional release more internal with 

an emptying of emotion and clearing of the head?’ were asked, and the respondent 

selected which of the statements best related to their experience during the race. 

The open-ended questions in the online survey aimed to understand whether or 

not the runner, ‘through these emotional releases, had a change in their overall life 

perspective,’ ‘do they feel better at the end of their run,’ and ‘do they run with the 

purpose to release emotions and to feel better?’ I wanted to assess the differences in an 

athlete’s emotional state before, during, and after a long run. These questions were used 

to determine if there were any flow-like experiences and how those experiences related to 

cathartic experiences and changes in mentality. Additionally, it was intended for the 
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participants to provide answers in their own words regarding specific instances when they 

ran during stressful times, and how the stress changed after the run. I also addressed 

aspects of suffering with open-ended questions about injury, recovery, and the return to 

running. 

The participants were then asked to respond to the statement, ‘my overall life 

mentality changes after a long run.’ When an endurance athlete has an active cathartic 

experience, it was hypothesized that they would describe a varying degree of outlooks 

because each individual pushed through the challenge, suffered, and ultimately succeeded 

in their own unique way. As previously mentioned, Nesti (2007) claimed “mentally and 

physically exhausted and crushed, it is those with spirit who will find it within their 

selves to hope, and place themselves on the line one more time” (Parry, et al., p. 162).  

Finally, the concept of flow has been viewed as a potential catalyst for an 

endurance athlete to have an active cathartic experience. Flow “is a state of experience 

where a person, totally absorbed, feels tremendous amounts of exhilaration, control, and 

enjoyment” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 12). When writing survey questions, 

close attention was paid to address themes pertaining to the concept of flow because 

researchers claim that the flow state can be a precursor to a cathartic experience. It was 

anticipated that many of the participants of the Great Brazos Relay will exhibit signs of 

the flow state, and thus questions were designed to address these assumptions. Ranking 

questions were asked pertaining to the transformation of time and the sense of control. In 

an effort to determine if the runners experience a loss of their awareness of time and if 

they became more/less aware of their surroundings during their run. Questions asked 
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about losing track of time and mileage pertained to this concept of flow developed by 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990).  ‘I run to clear my head’ and ‘after I run I feel content’ are 

examples of questions asked about emotional release experiences. 

Evidence suggests that flow can lead to a cathartic release, but it is the aim of this 

research to discover if through a cathartic release, an athlete will also describe a spiritual 

experience. Researchers such as Nesti and Watson (2007) claim that participation in sport 

may lead to spiritual experiences, in that, “findings suggest that nature and stressful 

activities experienced together, and periods of isolation and sensory deprivation, triggers 

various depths of mystical experience” (Parry, et al., p. 110). Watson’s theoretical 

statements support the aim of this project, in that the conditions inherent to the Great 

Brazos Relay are a fertile setting in which to examine these connections.  

Qualitative research methods were used when collecting the less objective data in 

this project. According to Denzin (2000), “qualitative research involves the studied use 

and collection of a variety of empirical materials – case study; personal experience; 

introspection; life story; interview; artifacts; cultural texts and productions; observational, 

historical, interactional, and visual texts – that describe routine and problematic moments 

and meaning in individuals’ lives” (p. 5). This project employed the use of personal 

experience, life story, interview, previous studies, and personal survey in the collection of 

data. These qualitative techniques were chosen to gain a deeper understanding of spiritual 

experiences in sport. 

During the in-person interviews, a variety of questions pertaining to the thought 

processes the participants, at different times during the race, were asked. Within the Great 
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Brazos Relay, athletes are subject to a stressful activity that includes physical endurance, 

long periods of isolation, and darkness. The race conditions relate to previous theoretical 

suggestions that, “engaging in challenging sports can stretch us to our physical and 

mental limits, and may well open the door to self-actualization, character development, 

and spiritual insight” (Parry, et al., p. 110). Questions were guided in an effort to inquire 

about the variety (if at all) of spiritual experiences as participants met the challenges of 

the race.  Nesti’s (2007) work adds to this by bringing to light notions of suffering and 

sacrifice, and their place within sport. The spiritual dimension of sport is acknowledged 

“in some accounts from athletes referring to the cathartic, or cleansing power of sacrifice 

and pain” (Parry, et al., p. 155). Suffering within sport “has given meaning to the claims 

that sport builds character, spirit and mental resilience” (p. 161). Nesti’s claims are 

applicable to this project because aspects of suffering are clearly identifiable in 

experiences of the Great Brazos Relay. Within this concept of suffering, there are also 

opportunities to develop character in order to succeed. If an athlete perseveres and 

doesn’t give up in the face of suffering, “these painful experiences have potential to 

develop the mental attributes and spiritual qualities of the athlete like courage and 

personality…” (Parry et al., p. 165), which they can draw from in the future. Knowing the 

challenges of this race first hand, I also asked open-ended questions about the feelings the 

participant had when they saw the finish line at the end of the race. Again, qualitative 

methodology was implemented in this study because I anticipated emotional answers, 

which a Likert style scale will not capture, giving insight into cathartic and/or spiritual 

experiences during the race.  



 47 

Within the mixed methods approach, a qualitative collection methodology is an 

ideal approach to study the Great Brazos Relay population because this type of research 

“stresses the socially constructed nature of reality…the researcher seeks answers to 

questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning” (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000, p. 13). Qualitative methodology provided insights into the meaning of the 

race, and information about the spirituality experienced through endurance events. It is 

important to note that the in-person interviews were conducted, but only the online 

survey data, including the Likert type and open-ended questions, is reported in the results. 

After the data was collected, the responses were coded according to the themes 

found in the available literature. A mixed-methods approach was used to analyze the 

survey data and develop and explain the themes, using survey statistics based on the 

Likert scale questions to further understand the experiences of Great Brazos Relay 

participants. More specifically, Qualtrics and Excel were used to get the means and 

percentages of the survey responses. The survey data aimed to display clear evidence 

pertaining to the active cathartic experiences of Great Brazos Relay participants, and lay 

the foundation for future research in this area of sport, spirituality and rewarding life 

experiences through endurance physical activity.  
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Chapter 4 

 
Results 

 
 

As stated in previous chapters, this thesis explores why the athletes compete in 

extreme endurance events and what the runner’s emotional state is before, during, and 

after the event. While much has been written on each topic, we sought to define active 

catharsis as it relates to emotional release, mentality change, spirituality, and flow. At its 

core, active catharsis is the emotional experience a person has while participating in 

extremely strenuous physical activity. This project documented the many personal reports 

of these athletes, which suggests that intense physical activity is a precursor to profound 

emotional (catharsis) and psychological (flow) experiences. This project has identified 

the relationship catharsis and flow share among Great Brazos Relay participant 

experiences.  

Through the analysis of our two year data collection, three meta-themes emerged 

from the survey responses. The themes that identify the runner’s experience of active 

catharsis were 1.) emotional release, 2.) mentality change, and 3.) the concept of flow. 

Through online and in-person responses, it is clear that many of the participants of the 

Great Brazos Relay did experience active catharsis. They described experiences 

demonstrating the positive qualities and results of this new concept indicating that 

through this period of intense physical activity they gained a clear state of mind. 

Furthermore, many of the athletes described having an emotional and spiritual 
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experience, which also indicates active catharsis. I will now explore each of these themes 

individually to better expose the athletes’ experiences.  

 

Catharsis: An Emotional Release 

 Within the survey, seven statements were created to test the participant’s 

experience of catharsis, or what we are describing as an emotional release, during the 

race. More specifically, these questions aimed to compare how the athlete felt 

emotionally before, during, and after the race. The first three questions asked about the 

athlete’s emotional state before the run to assess why one would initially participate in a 

strenuous physical activity. Many participants stated that the act of running provided an 

environment in which they could achieve an emotional release. The statements, “I run to 

clear my head,” “I run to empty my emotions,” and “I run to feel refreshed” was 

mentioned by several of the participants. A strong correlation was recorded within the 

responses to these statements about emotional release.  

 The first two statements directly addressed the cathartic idea of discharging 

emotions. “I run to clear my head” produced a mean response of 3.87 (out of 5) in 2012 

and a mean response of 4.26 (out of 5) in 2013. Similarly, “I run to empty my emotions” 

produced a mean response of 3.58 (out of 5) in 2012 and a mean response of 3.93 (out of 

5) in 2013. The statement, “I run to feel refreshed” produced the strongest response with 

a 34.6% agree and a 19.2% a strongly agree result. Over half of the participants in the 

2012 Great Brazos Relay stated they felt refreshed because of their running. Similarly, in 

2013, over half of the participants associated their running to feelings of refreshment with 
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a 32.8% agree and 31.1% strongly agree result. These results are consistent with themes 

found in the catharsis literature, as Aristotle believed that catharsis helped moderate 

strong emotions, “therefore restoring balance to one’s heart” (Powell, p. 2). In the case of 

this survey statement, over half of the participants in 2012 and 2013 had a sense of 

restoration and refreshment after running indicating an emotional release.  

 Two questions then assessed the athlete’s emotional state during a long run: “I 

express my excitement out loud” and “I have made verbal exclamations while running.” 

In 2012 and 2013 these responses produced means consistent with the idea that many 

athletes have a discharge of emotions while participating in an endurance activity. In 

2012, the mean responses were 3.32 and 3.29 (out of 5) respectively. Then, in 2013, the 

mean responses were 3.26 and 3.23 (out of 5).  

Out of all of the survey responses, the statement “After I run I feel empty” was 

reported with lower than expected results. In 2012, only 5.8% agreed and 1.9% strongly 

agreed with the statement. Likewise, in 2013, only 8.2% agreed and 3.3% strongly agreed 

with this statement about feeling empty. The word empty seemed to have a negative 

connotation to the participants. The long run experience left them feeling content and free 

of negative emotions, but not necessarily void of all emotions. Empty may have implied 

vacant, drained, or hollow, all of which may not contribute to a sense of wellbeing. 

Finally, the participants were asked to respond to two statements assessing their 

emotional state after the run. The researchers wanted to determine how the participants 

changed emotionally from the beginning to the end of the run (if at all). The statement 

“After I run I feel content,” produced results consistent with the catharsis literature, in 
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that “emotional distress, if not expressed, gets stored and can create pressure in the 

system,” and so releasing emotions decreases tension within one’s life (Powell p. 4). The 

release of tension identified in our data suggests participants feel content after a run. In 

2012, 32.7% of the participants agreed and 19.2% of the participants strongly agreed with 

this statement. While in 2013, 49.2% of the participants agreed and 19.7% strongly 

agreed with this statement. In both years, over half of the participants agreed with feeling 

content after a run indicating that the participant did achieve their initial goal of running 

to feel refreshed and clear their emotions. 

Furthermore, two open-ended questions pertaining to emotional release were 

asked in the online survey. The question, “How do you feel emotionally in the middle of 

a long run?” produced powerful responses. One response in 2013 was,  

“Often times I feel desperate and start talking to God to take my mind off the  
pain. I also feel an overwhelming flood of love for others while I run.  I often find  
myself praying for my friends, the guys I disciple, and even the people I randomly  
pass by while on the run. I feel that explosive love The Spirit has for them  
through me. It's so powerful!” 
 

In this case, the participant described the feeling of love and his experience with an 

emotional release and, as a result, a spiritual experience.  

The second question, “What does it feel like when you see the finish line at the 

end of a long race?” produced strong responses from the participants as well. In 2012, 

one participant said, “It feels rejuvenating, and I get a surge of energy that helps me 

finish the race.” In 2013, another participant said, “It is the most glorious feeling in the 

world. Relieving and energizing.” In both cases, the participants felt a sense of emotional 

release upon seeing the finish line. With their “strong emotional expression as well as 
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new realizations” (Powell, p. 1) the participants experienced during the final stages of the 

race, they were able to draw on their inner energy and cross the finish line. 

This evidence presented through the data demonstrates that the emotional release 

of these runners is consistent with the theories of catharsis, where emotional release is a 

central theme. The emotional experience of these runners indicates that catharsis was 

strongly present while the athletes were participating in such a strenuous activity.  

 

Mentality Change 

In addition to the notions of emotional release, the theme of mentality change was 

prominent in the survey responses. These directed questions grew out of the intrinsic 

relationship between spirituality and sport. Within the literature, there were many 

discussions about how sport is “radically religious” (Novak) and that “sports can drive us 

‘godward’” (Pengelley p. 4), as well as how sport experiences can build character and 

change life mentalities. Suffering was also identified as a theme applicable within this 

thesis and the Great Brazos Relay (Nesti 2007). Aspects of suffering are clearly identified 

through experiences during the Great Brazos Relay in which Nesti’s statement “from an 

existential psychology perspective these painful experiences have the potential to develop 

mental attributes and spiritual qualities of the athlete like courage and personality” (p. 

165) can be applied. 

Participants were asked to respond to four statements and answer three open-

ended questions related to a change in their mentality. These questions were created to 

assess how the participant’s mentality changed from the beginning to the end of the run. 
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The beginning statements were categorized into three separate questions, starting with “I 

am frustrated when I run.” We were interested in the change from frustration at the 

beginning of the run to a different mentality at the end of the run. The participants 

responded to this first question with a mean of 3.65 (out of 5) in 2012 and a mean of 3.58 

(out of 5) in 2013. The second beginning statement was “I feel good at the beginning of 

the run.” This statement had a 32.7% agree and 5.8% strongly agree result in 2012. In 

2013 37.7% agreed and 11.5% strongly agreed. Less than half of the participants felt 

good at the beginning of the run.  

In an effort to establish the mentality of the runners at the end of their run, these 

beginning statements were paralleled with a question pertaining to the mentality at the 

end of a run. The statement, “I feel good at the end of a run,” produced a positive result 

with a 30.8% agree and a 26.9% strongly agree response from the 2012 race participants. 

In 2013, there was a 42.6% agreed and a 24.6% strongly agree response from the 

participants. In both years, over half of the participants felt good at the end of the run. 

Additionally, there was an increase in positive responses between the beginning 

statement and the ending statement indicating that many of the participants had a change 

in mentality during their run. Watson (2007) highlighted “how taking risks in sport, and 

in turn confronting our personal limitations and sense of mortality, can often lead to self-

growth and enhanced sense of being, or as athletes often report, ‘feeling fully alive’” 

(109). This idea of feeling fully alive can help explain why so many participants said they 

felt good at the end of their long run.  
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A strong number of the participants also agreed with the second statement, “My 

overall life mentality changes after a long run.” In 2012, 21.2% of the participants agreed 

and 13.5% of the participants strongly agreed with this statement. While in 2013, 34.4% 

of the participants agreed and 16.4% of the participants strongly agreed with this 

statement. Due to the suffering experienced in the Great Brazos Relay, the participants 

experienced some type of mentality change, which is supported by “the claims that sport 

builds character, spirit and mental resilience” (Nesti, p. 161). 

We were mostly interested in the before and after effects of a long run on the 

participant’s mentality change, but in an effort to further inform our data we asked a 

question about the athlete’s mentality during the run. For the statement, “I feel calm when 

I am running” produced a mean of 3.68 (out of 5) in 2012 and a mean of 4.02 (out of 5) 

in 2013. It seems then that mentality change is a gradual and subtle transformation of the 

participants mind, but certainly observable in their experience of their physical activity.  

The first open-ended question regarding mentality change pertained to how the 

participant feels at the beginning of a long run. One participant in 2013 said, “Before any 

run, I pray and ask God to humble me and teach me so much about what he wants me to 

learn.  I always pray for wisdom, humility, and clarity.” In this case, the participant 

clearly believed that during his run he might have an experience with God. According to 

Watson (2007) and Czech (2005) “For the religious believer, suffering has the potential 

to be transformed into something that connects us with others and is personally 

redemptive…for the Christian athlete this suffering can be meditated through prayer, 

contemplation, and an acceptance that bearing one’s cross is the path to salvation” (Nesti, 
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p. 163). This participant’s response parallels Watson and Czech’s findings in that through 

endurance running and suffering the participant wanted to have a redemptive experience, 

which is achieved through praying for wisdom, humility, and clarity. 

Participants were also asked the question, “Have you ever run during a stressful 

time of your life? If so, how did the stress change after your long run?” In 2012, one 

participant said,  

“Yes. Actually, I love running during stressful times. Running always relieves my 
 stress, helps me refocus upon what I need to be focused on and realigns my  
priorities. It reminds me that life is not about those few stressful events, but that  
God wants us to enjoy so much more in life. It helps me find peace and comfort  
and gives me energy to tackle the stressful things.” 
 

This participant “refocused and realigned” their priorities, which can be viewed as a 

mentality change. Additionally, in 2013 a participant said,  

“Before, I usually feel like I am in control of my life, and that I have a stress- 
consumed life. After, I remember that God is in control of my life, and that  
everything I do should glorify him so that there is no need to worry.”  
 

In both cases, not only did the participants have a mentality change, but this mentality 

change was catalyzed by prayer and the acknowledgement of a spiritual experience. 

Again this can be supported by Watson’s suggestion that “nature and stressful activities 

experienced together, and periods of isolation and sensory deprivation, triggers various 

depths of mystical experience” (p. 110).  

 The Great Brazos Relay provided an ideal natural and stressful environment in 

which the participants had the opportunity to draw on spiritual mechanisms to finish the 

race. It was through these spiritual experiences that the participants were prompted to 

have a mentality change, which is consistent with theories pertaining to the relationship 



 56 

between spirituality and sport. In order to reach this higher experience of consciousness, 

the participants needed to have gone through the necessary steps to achieve a flow state, 

which is addressed in the final survey questions. 

 

Flow 

In defining active catharsis, the third theme that emerged in the participant’s 

responses was related to the notions of flow. Sport experiences seem to be catalysts for 

experiencing flow (Watson 2013), and Csikszentmihalyi’s (1976) concept of flow is 

closely related to themes of emotional release and mentality change. It is through flow 

that an athlete can achieve a heightened state of consciousness and experience a spiritual 

aspect of their physical activity.  

For this study, four questions pertaining to the direct experience of flow were 

asked. I focused my questions on the time-space distortion aspect of flow. I was able to 

focus on this specific facet of flow because a positive response from the participants 

would indicate a flow experience. Without meeting the remaining eight requirements 

described by Csikszentmihalyi (1976) a distortion of time and space would be unlikely. 

Many of the participants did respond positively to the statement “I lose track of time 

when I run” with the mean responses of 3.39 (out of 5) in 2012 and 3.33 (out of 5) in 

2013. Also the statement, “I lose track of mileage when I run” produced similar mean 

responses of 3.39 (out of 5) in 2012 and 3.35 (out of 5) in 2013. Transformation of time 

is a common element of flow that is often described by athletes. For this to occur within 

the state of flow, the activity takes full attention. The interest in outside stimuli no longer 
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exists as the athlete loses sense of time. The idea that the participant loses a sense of 

mileage is also indicative of a flow experience. As the participant enters into flow, they 

begin to feel as if the activity is happening without conscious effort. The participants may 

begin to feel effortless in their movements and may feel invincible as they stop counting 

the miles to the finish. When athletes becomes fully immersed in an activity, the 

“physical boundaries of the body have been transcended” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, 

p. 14).  

The second two statements, “I become aware of my surroundings when I run” and 

“I become aware of my mind when I run” produced higher means. The first statement 

with mean responses of 3.81 (out of 5) in 2012 and 3.91 (out of 5) in 2013, and the 

second with mean responses of 4.03 (out of 5) in 2012 and 4.09 (out of 5) in 2013. These 

statements addressed a higher level of experience. The participants were getting in touch 

with themselves and were reaching a higher state of consciousness. 

 Csikszentmihalyi stated “to achieve a flow state, a person must be emotionally 

engaged in the task” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 14) and be concentrating on the 

task at hand. Concentration is important in becoming immersed in and aware of the 

present. “Excellent athletes know how to focus on the figures that really matter and leave 

unnecessary stimuli in the background” (Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi, p. 15). Between 

the two sets of questions pertaining to flow, it is clear that many of the participants were 

transitioning from a state of distraction to a state of flow. It seems that many of the 

participants lost connection with the physical world, lost awareness of time and mileage, 
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but became more connected with their own mind, all of which indicates a flow 

experience. 

 

Conclusion 

Active catharsis is the emotional experience a person has while participating in a 

strenuous physical activity. The Great Brazos Relay provided a case study in which to 

examine the different facets of active catharsis including emotional release, mentality 

change, spiritual experience, and the concept of flow. The themes are apparent in our 

data, and are consistent with the literature. The following response from one participant I 

feel acutely summarizes the findings of this thesis and is encouraging to see the future 

potential to study active catharsis during these types of extreme athletic experiences. 

When asked about the best part of the GBR, they said,  

“My closer connection to God. I was never really close to Him until this weekend.  
The peace and quiet outside gave me time to think and to really reflect. God gave  
me the ability and the determination to run this race. I felt moved to do this and to  
finish it out, regardless of what happened. God played a big role in this race, and I  
am so grateful I did this.” 
 

This participant provides a clear demonstration of what it means to have an emotional 

release, a mentality change, a spiritual experience, and a flow state, all of which indicate 

an active catharsis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 
Conclusion 

 
 

It has been suggested that during strenuous physical activity athletes can 

experience catharsis, have a mentality change, and reach a flow state. Yet beyond these 

experiences, this thesis has argued that there is also a spiritual element involved in 

strenuous physical activity that some theorists have only begun to acknowledge. As Nesti 

(2007) states:  

An athlete must face up to suffering, torments, and failure but that ultimately  
these will make sense only when they are accepted as evidence of a mystical  
dimension…these experiences cannot be fully explained in rational terms and yet 
 are much more than examples of irrational choices. (p. 167) 
 
The questions we asked in our survey aimed at exploring the mind of an athlete 

throughout a strenuous activity. We aimed to determine what about these demanding 

physical events continually draw athletes to participate even though they will suffer. The 

results of the study of the Great Brazos Relay have informed the researchers about the 

athletes overall mental and spiritual experience and added to a growing understanding of 

physically strenuous endurance events. In the context of this particular event it is 

apparent that in order to cope with the physical and emotional exhaustion of prolonged 

physical activity, the athlete experienced a mental state that surpassed that of everyday 

thinking. 

 It is here that we reach the definition of active catharsis. As defined throughout 

this thesis, active catharsis is the emotional experience a person has while participating in 

a strenuous physical activity.  The results of this thesis indicate that active catharsis is 
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observed in extreme endurance athletes. Involved in this experience are notions of 

catharsis, mentality change, spirituality, and flow.  As in the Great Brazos Relay many of 

the athletes experienced a variety of emotional states and many had an emptying of 

emotions. Through this period of a clear state of mind, the athlete had the opportunity to 

transcend further and have a spiritual experience. This thesis ultimately suggests that it is 

during physically strenuous activities, when catharsis, mentality change, spirituality, and 

flow are experienced, that active catharsis is applicable. 

 Breaking the term into its parts, the active aspect of active catharsis comes from 

the concept of flow developed by Csikszentmihalyi (1976, 1988, 1990, 1993, 1999, 

2000). Through the survey questions, it was discovered that many of the participants 

indicated a time-space distortion, full emersion in the activity, and a heightened state of 

consciousness. Transformation of time is a common element of flow that is often 

described by athletes. For this to occur within the state of flow the activity must take full 

attention. The interest in external stimuli no longer exists as the athlete loses sense of 

place and time. The idea that the participant loses a sense of mileage is also indicative of 

a flow experience. As the participant enters into flow, they begin to feel as if the activity 

is happening without conscious effort.  The participants became highly in touch with their 

mind, reaching a higher state of consciousness. It is through this higher state of 

consciousness that the participants lost connection with the physical world, lost 

awareness of time and mileage, and became more connected to the spiritual world, which 

allowed for the second concept of the term. 
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 The reaching of a flow state allowed the participants to experience an emotional 

release, which is where the cathartic aspect of the active catharsis enters. In our study, 

the Great Brazos Relay provides the environment and opportunity for an emotional 

release because in this event athletes are subject to suffering through physical endurance 

and long periods of isolation and darkness. We have been informed by Watson’s (2007) 

claim that “nature and stressful activities experienced together, and periods of isolation 

and sensory deprivation, triggers various depths of mystical experience” (p. 110). The 

Great Brazos Relay is an event that allowed the participants to have this mystical 

experience. These notions of spirituality in sport have helped inform the ideas relating to 

active cathartic experiences. As a result, an athlete’s spiritual experience is one of the 

facets of active catharsis.  

Additionally, in relation to catharsis, many of the participants indicated an 

emotional release during their relay experience. More specifically, these participants 

explained a sense of restoration and refreshment after they finished running. These results 

proved consistent with the themes found in the catharsis literature: the emotional process 

and the cognitive change leads to positive emotional transformations in an individual 

person.   

 

Limitations 

Active catharsis is ultimately a positive experience. It is through this period of 

transcending through the flow state and emptying emotions that the athlete may have a 

spiritual, life changing, experience. In many of the responses pertaining to an overall life 



 62 

mentality change, it is clear that the participants had a gradual and subtle transformation 

of their mind. The participants saw themselves as feeling better after the run, but they 

weren’t necessarily able to connect that good feeling with a mentality change. We 

acknowledge that a mentality change will look different for every participant with some 

experiencing a profound change and apply those changes to other areas of their life after 

the run is long past. Others will have less impactful mentality changes that are not as long 

lasting, but still represent a change in their overall thinking about specific topics; even it 

is only about their ability to participate in such an event. However, many of these 

responses parallel Watson and Czech’s (2005) findings in that through endurance running 

and suffering the participant wants to have a redemptive experience (Nesti, 2007 p. 163).  

It is interesting, that out of all of the survey responses, the statement “After I run I 

feel empty” was reported with lower than expected results. As stated in the results, the 

word empty seemed to have a negative connotation to the participants. Empty may have 

implied vacant, drained, or hollow, all of which may not contribute to a sense of 

wellbeing. Rather than being void of all emotions, the participants indicated that after the 

long run they were free of negative emotions and felt more content. This is considered by 

the researchers a limitation in the study, and future research efforts will take this into 

consideration by changing the wording in asking the questions. Even so, the response to 

this statement provides a more robust perspective on the emotional feeling after a long 

run. Catharsis, defined by Aristotle as “the purging of the spirit of morbid and base ideas 

or emotions” (Powell, p. 1), can be understood to relate to our results in that the 
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emotional release experienced by the participants rid them of negative emotions, but left 

them with positive emotions. 

To address the immediate outcome of an emotional release, we specifically asked 

open-ended questions in the online survey about the participant’s outward expression of 

emotion. However, these statements only addressed an external emotional release. We 

did not include statements related to an internal emotional release. With a wide range of 

personality types, some participants would respond to our expressive statements, while 

others may be more inclined to have a quieter emotional release. Defined as self-talk, this 

“‘can be manifested in verbal or non-verbal ways, in the form of a word, a thought, a 

smile, a frown, etc.’” (Hardy, 2006, p. 82). This too could be considered a limitation in 

the study and, as above, in future efforts we would seek to remedy this by changing our 

approach to asking the questions. 

 

Future Initiatives and Final Thoughts 

In addition to the Great Brazos Relay, the study of active catharsis could be 

expanded and used in a variety of sport settings. Participating in any competitive sport 

“inevitably brings with it the experience of success and failure…especially in traditional 

team games, men have been fortunate to suffer together through their encounters with 

defeat and that this has given meaning to the claims that sport builds character, spirit, and 

mental resilience” (Nesti, 2007, p. 161). Nesti’s claims pertaining to sport and spirituality 

set the stage for the type of experience an athlete must have to achieve an active 

catharsis. Without the themes relating to strenuous physical activity including emotional 
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release, mentality change, spiritual experience, and flow an active catharsis is not 

actualized. It is the aim of this thesis to continue to study these conditions at endurance 

events with a broader population sample size. We would like to conduct a third year of 

data collection of the Great Brazos relay to confirm the validity of the survey as a way to 

understand these concepts. As active catharsis is a term I sought to define in this thesis 

for the first time, expanding the research to larger and more diverse populations will help 

develop a more robust understanding of the definition and what it means to have an 

active cathartic experience.  

This thesis documents a unique and important combination of the theories of 

catharsis and flow in creating a new understanding of endurance athletic experiences as 

they relate to spiritual experiences during participation. Active catharsis is the emotional 

experience a person has while participating in a strenuous activity, and the Great Brazos 

Relay provided an environment in which to observe this type of catharsis. This thesis 

focused on the different facets of active catharsis including emotional release, mentality 

change, spiritual experience, and the concept of flow. The athletes of the Great Brazos 

Relay identified the experience of flow, and through this process they struggled and 

suffered, reaching what others have identified as catharsis. Remarkably, many of the 

athletes transcended past the physical experience and described a transformation of their 

mind. In other words, these athletes did experience active catharsis. 
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APPENDIX 

Summary of Positive Survey Responses 

Statement 2012 Results 

(agree/strongly agree) 

2013 Results 

(agree/strongly agree) 

I run to clear my head 42.3% 63.9% 

I run to empty my emotions 32.7% 52.4% 

I run to feel refreshed 53.8% 63.9% 

After I run I feel empty 92.3% (disagree/strongly 

disagree) 

88.5% (disagree/strongly 

disagree) 

After I run I feel content 51.9% 68.9% 

I express my excitement out 

loud 

28.9% 32.8% 

I have made verbal 

exclamations while running 

32.7% 36.1% 

I feel good at the beginning 

of a run 

38.5% 49.2% 

I feel good at the end of a 

run 

57.7% 67.2% 

My overall life mentality 

changes after I long run 

34.7% 50.8% 
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I feel calm when I am 

running 

42.3% 60.6% 

I run when I am frustrated 40.4% 44.3% 

I lose track of time when I 

run 

28.9% 36% 

I lose track of mileage when 

I run 

30.8% 37.7% 

I become aware of my 

surroundings when I run 

48.1% 52.5% 

I become aware of my mind 

when I run 

52% 60.6% 
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