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Catholic Digest

NEW LONDON, Conn. (Catholic Digest) — From batting practice with his father in his
backyard to becoming one of the greatest hitting catchers of all time, baseball always
has played arole in Mike Piazza's life.

And though he perhaps best know for his heroics on the field, Piazza, catcher and
designated hitter for the Oakland Athletics, has become known among his peers and
family for another of his passions — his Catholic faith.

Piazza spoke with Catholic Digest about a new “Champions of Faith” film in which he
appears, his Catholic faith and the life of a 62nd-round draft pick.

Catholic Digest: In thefilm you talk about how we should never listen to the people
who say we're not good enough or strong enough to do something. Did anyonetry
to tell you that you couldn’t makeit asa major-league player?

Mike Piazza: Oh, yeah, I'll never forget when | was 12 or 13 yearsold —which isa
little young asfar as evaluation —[my dad] brought out a scout from, | think, the
[St. Louis] Cardinals. He was a very esteemed and recognized major league scout.
He saw me play, and he said to my dad, “Vince, tell thiskid to go to school.” But
you know, | always like people being honest with me. Y ou may not like what they
haveto say, but it’s better than patronizing you. In away it wasn’t really an insult.
It just gave me morefudl.

Catholic Digest: Asyou worked your way from the 62nd-round draft pick to 1993
National L eague Rookie of the Year, did your Catholic faith play a part in your
progress?

Piazza: No question about it. It was probably the most important thing for me. My
mom, thank God, she kept usfocused on our faith. | just remember everywherel

http://www.catholic.org/printer_friendly.php?d=25329& section=Cathcom (1 of 4)9/13/2007 5:28:59 PM


http://www.catholic.org/

http://lwww.catholic.org/printer_friendly.php?d=25329& section=Cathcom

went, | tried to find alocal church wherel could goto Mass. Oncel started doing
resear ch into the history of the Catholic Church | became more and more proud to
be Catholic. One of thethingswe'retrying to do with the [* Champions of Faith” ]
DVD istotry torefocus Catholicson their faith.

Catholic Digest: Did you find a sense of community among any of the other players
in the film?

Piazza: Yeah, just meeting Mike Sweeney and Jeff Suppan. | played against these
guysfor yearsand really didn’t make that connection. There was a time when |

had to face Jeff Suppan in spring training and he hit me in the elbow [with a
pitch]. | wasreally mad at him. But that’s on the battlefield. It’snot abig deal. The
point isthat afew yearslater | wasinvited to Massin St. Louisand | saw him, and
| was niceto celebrate Masstogether.

Catholic Digest: How areyou ableto live out your faith and attend Mass on the
road?

Piazza: One of thingsthat Ray McKenna [of Catholic Athletesfor Christ] started
was basically trying to inspire Catholicsto continue to attend Mass. In San Diego
last year, we had thisamazing Franciscan friar who would comein and say Mass
for usthere, and | would get everybody I could to attend. | would go around and
I'd say, “Areyou Catholic?” and they'd say, “Uh, yeah,” and I'd say, “All right.

You'regoing to Mass on Sunday.”

Catholic Digest: Being on the road so much, it must be difficult to maintain
balance between work, family and faith. | understand you and your wife recently
had a baby girl?

Piazza: Yeah, we have a beautiful little daughter [born Feb. 2, 2007]. ... | was
holding her with my wifein bed and we just said, “What a gift from God sheis.”
It’sjust purelove, when you’re holding your little baby in your arms.

Catholic Digest: How has having a child changed your life?

Piazza: I1t’sjust continued to help meto evolve asa Christian, asa Catholic, and to
realize how special children are, what atreasurethey are.

Catholic Digest: Do you pray before or during a game? Or do you just find
your self saying, “ Oh God, let me hit a homerun?”

Piazza: You never really pray for victory, you pray that the Lord helpsyou to go
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out and do your best, and to be strong and concentrate and let the chipsfall where
they may. You can’t win every match. You do as much asyou can. Y ou obviously
look for inspiration and guidance and safety, those things.

Catholic Digest: Do you say a particular prayer?

Piazza: | liketo pray the Rosary asmuch asa can. | love the devotion to the holy
mother. | pretty much just stay with the standard Our Fathersand Hail Marys,
but if you really listen to those and dissect them, they’re very beautiful and
inspirational. Then | read prayers of the saints and whatnot.

Catholic Digest: Do you have a favorite saint?

Piazza: Michael, of course. I'm named after him, Michael the archangel. Joseph is
my middle name. [I like] all the saints, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Augustine, St.
Patrick. | love thetradition about the church. | love Benedict too, | think he's
awesome. He'sreally inspirational.

Catholic Digest: Do you see your self asa role model?

Piazza: | hope so. Like most kids, | went through a little rebellious stage in my
teensand | didn’t really know who | was or what | was about. | remember my
mom said to me, “You're old enough now that you don’t haveto go [to M ass].
You’'reaman, you can do what you want.” | just found myself still going and
realizing how much | enjoyed going to Mass and enjoyed going to confession. Well,
| don’t enjoy confession, but | feel better coming out. | want to continue to impress
that upon people, especially young people, especially in thisday and age. It’sso
easy to criticize the church. And we're not trying to preach to say we're perfect.
That’s one thing about being Catholic —werealize we fall down. That’s part of
being human. But we pick ourselves up, and we go to confession, and God’s always
therefor us. No on€e's claiming that everybody who's come through the Catholic
Church isperfect and without fault. But at the end of the day, it'sa great
institution. There snothing else likeit, and I’'m proud to be part of it.

Catholic Digest: The“Champions of Faith” DVD isa great example of the kind of
faith tool that can be made available to young people.

Piazza: Yeah. And it’snot preachy or stoic. It’sjust like, “Hey, thisiswhat I'm all
about, and thisiswhat | enjoy, and thisiswhat I’'m proud of, and you can get the
samejoy, if not more, out of it.” It wasalot of fun. | hopeit continuesto inspire
people. There are alot of people who may have fallen away from their Catholic
faith for whatever reason. [It’s helpful] just totell them, ... “Comeback,” the
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church isalwaysherefor you.” It’svery special, what we have, and we need to
continueto take careof it and not be embarrassed. In thisday and agethereare
people who want to make us feel bad about what we believein.

Catholic Digest: Have you faced that your self?

Piazza: Yeah. What |'ve faced isthat people think that just becauseyou'reabig
league ballplayer and you have a lot of money that you're going to indulge in these
thingsthat people would expect you to — gratuitous materialism and thingslike
that. And I’m not going to say that I’m perfect by any means. When | was
younger, | used to think all these thingswerewhat | wanted, but then | realized
how empty they were.

Catholic Digest: Asyou grew more successful, did you ever have a moment when
you thought, “Thisisit. I'’ve madeit”?

Piazza: Well, | guessmy first day in the big leagues was very special to me. It was
in Wrigley Field in Chicago. It was green. It was September ... the weather was
great. That, to me, wasa really cool moment. But one thing about baseball is, there
are always more hurdlesto jump, there are always more mountainsto climb.
There are never-ending challenges. You never have the game perfected.

Catholic Digest: Sort of like our faith journey in a way.

Piazza: Absolutely. We weretrying to draw that comparison [in the DVD]. You
always haveto keep reaching for it. You always haveto keep putting into it.

Kerry Weber isassociate editor of Catholic Digest.
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