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“Everyone has won and all must have prizes,” said the dodo in Alice in Wonderland.

If only it were that simple! The dodo’s statement raises issues of the relationship between
competing, performing, winning and gaining a prize. Of course, generally in sport there is
only one winner and only one gold medal awarded. However in events such as a city
marathon, every finisher receives a medal to acknowledge the achievement of completing
the course. So in that context the dodo is right!

Baron Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the modern Olympic movement, expressed it like this,
“The importance of these Olympiads is not so much to win as to take part...The important
thing in life is not the triumph but the struggle. The essential thing is not to have won but to
have fought well.”

Even in a traditional competition the definition of winning as first place may be too narrow. In
an Olympic final there is only one “winner” in the sense of gold medallist, but there may be a
greater sense of satisfaction for the runner who achieves a personal best and a national
record, or for the runner ranked 20" in the world but who makes the final, than for the
“winner” who finishes first in a performance well short of their best."

One dictionary definition of competition is “a game or race or other contest in which people
try to win.”" The word comes from the Latin com and petere which has the root meaning of
striving together. We will examine both aspects — striving against and striving together.

Competition is the basis of the capitalist economy. There is competition all around us —in
business, in education”, in the job market and in the economy’. This is particularly true in
sport. Former US President, Gerald Ford has said “there are few things more important to a
country's growth and well-being than competitive athletics.”' George Orwell described

»Vii

serious sport as “war minus the shooting™".

It is hard to find a sentence that better sums up the essence of sports competition than the
following description of the school game from Tom Brown’s Schooldays, the novel which had
so much influence on the development of Muscular Christianity in the nineteenth century:
“This is worth living for; the whole sum of schoolboy existence gathered into one straining,
struggling half-hour, a half-hour worth a year of common life.”" Plato, of course, once said
you can learn a lot more about an individual in an hour of play than in a year of conversation.

Sport lives by comparison. If I want to find out how good | am at a sport, | need to compete.
I may think myself invincible as a tennis player on the basis of my school or village
experience; entering my county or state championship may bring me quickly down to earth.

Equally it is by competing at county, state, national and international level that a player
establishes a position in the pecking order. The essence of sport is to put your ability and
skills on the line in competition with another — whether individually or as part of a team.

However, in sport the word “competitive” is also used negatively. The phrase “He is a real
competitor” is often used of a child as a euphemism, meaning that he is bad loser, sulks,
loses his temper and throws down his bat and gloves if he does not win!™



Imagine being marooned alone on a desert island — an island with a state of the art sports
centre — it would be very frustrating. What is the point of a tennis court, balls and a racquet if
there is no one to compete against? In sport we need an opponent!

Competition is therefore part of sport and part of our world but it raises issues for many
Christians. Gary Warner succinctly expresses the problem which Christian sportspeople
face: “There are few Christian athletes who do not struggle with their competitive nature.”™
Elsewhere in the same book Warner says that his experience in sport has convinced him
that as well as athletes, most coaches, parents and fans struggle with their competitiveness.
Moreover, it is an issue on which the church has been relatively silent*.

The dichotomy is well expressed by Shirl Hoffman: “Belting another person around on a
football field may seem an odd way to express your love to him or to the Almighty.”™"
Hoffman quotes several successful sportspeople who believe that having no positive feelings
for one’s opponent is essential to achieving victory. Jimmy Connors’ attitude is typical: “I
don't go out there to love my enemy, | go out there to squash him.”"

A study at Yale indicated that successful competitors tended to view their opponents as
temporary enemies. Those competitors, who tried to maintain an atmosphere of friendliness
towards their opponents, were much less successful in competition®. Hoffman’s catchy
subtitle of his paper, "Can the mind of Christ coexist with the killer instinct?" sums up the
issue.

The tension consists in the perceived lack of compatibility between the performance-based
values of the world of sport and Christian theology based on grace and undeserved favour.
The values of sport teach a person self-reliance and meritocracy; Christianity teaches that
man’s only hope is to be found in God’s love and mercy. The question of whether or not a
Christian can survive in this world of competitive sport is at the heart of our study.

The tension between Christian values and sports values is summed up in the cliché “You are
only as good as your last game”. Sport has a performance based value system. Players get
their identity from playing, being part of the team and performing in a way that the coach and
the spectators will think well of them. Thus the player at the top of their game can easily
become arrogant and base their self-worth on their good performances.

The problem is that the player who kicks the rugby team to victory one week can miss the
vital kicks the next week and lose the game. And what does that do to the player’s self-
worth? If your self-worth is based on what people think of your performance, life will be a
roller coaster.

That tension is well illustrated in two surveys by Christopher Stevenson of the University of
New Brunswick. From his study of 31 elite athletes and the difficulties they experienced as
Christians in the sports culture, Stevenson summarizes the problem: "the normative values
of evangelical Christianity appear to have the potential to be oppositional to the normative
values and expectations of the dominant sport culture.”™ The athletes in the survey loved
their sport, valued the experience but struggled to reconcile the demands and expectations
of the sport with their Christian faith.

Stevenson further identified five areas in which the Christians had problems: "(a) the
importance of winning (b) the importance of social status (c) the relationship with the team
and with the coach (d) the relationship with opponents (e) the expectations that others had of
them as athletes in their surrounding social settings."™"



Stevenson also found a great variation in the behaviour that the Christian athletes found
acceptable, with some having no problem with deliberately hurting an opponent.™ One
Christian athlete called Bob told Stevenson, "I don't find anything wrong with trying to knock
someone into the turf so far that they have to pull him out with a spatula.”™™ Some Christian
players found that the culture of elite sport required them to be willing to do whatever was
necessary to win the game and struggled with the morality of doing this. Many of the
Christian athletes interviewed reported that they regarded various actions, which were
clearly against the rules of the game as normative.

The athletes in the survey, according to Stevenson, dealt with the tension in one of three
ways™™:

- an intensified commitment to the dominant culture of elite competitive sport;

- an accommodation to the sports culture;

- a rejection of the sports culture.

Interestingly Jennifer Beller in her study of 285 college athletes in Christian Liberal Arts
colleges concluded that they had “learned to compartmentalize this [their Christian value
structure] belief structure during sports competition.”™

Stevenson (and Dunn) also interviewed 20 players in a church (ice) hockey league about
“the implicit paradox between the nature of the game and the practice of the Christian
faith.” The analysis revealed three types of player in the league — the consistent Christian
hockey player, the struggling Christian and the nominal Christian. The first category (the
consistent Christian hockey player) seemed to have little difficulty in applying Christian
principles to their sport. The other categories were more ready to follow the norms of the
hockey culture over the norms of Christianity.

In writing up his interview with Jason Robinson, (England rugby player and Christian) a
sports journalist, Paul Kimmage, imagined the team talk before the game: “Put your bodies
on the line. Put your mind on the line! There’s nothing else after this. When that whistle is
gone at the end, there is nothing else! They’re arrogant. They think they’re going to win.
We'll take them down.” The writer then imagines Jason thinking “What about ‘Love thy
neighbour as thyself'? What about ‘Do unto others as you would have others do unto
you!?HXXII

The irony is that Kimmage in his light-hearted, tongue in cheek, article has expressed the
dilemma exactly. The Christian player must put his body on the line and be as competitive
as the rest of the team but, at the same time, love his neighbour. That is the essence of
being a Christian in the cauldron of competitive sport.”"

One of the most systematic studies of the subject was carried out by R Scott Reavely.™"
His aim was to: “construct a Biblical blueprint for thinking about competition by examining
relevant Biblical passages and drawing conclusions that Christians can apply to their
competitive situations.”” He surveys the Biblical material, the views of early church fathers,
looks at some ethical issues and discusses some contemporary aspects of competition
before considering practical implications for Christian competitors.

The conclusions that he reaches are these: “| am convinced that the case against
competition is more compelling than the case for it. | would rather have been convinced
otherwise. | am convinced against my will. Try as | might | cannot make a strong argument
recommending that an individual voluntarily engage in competition”. And “In the final
analysis, competition and Christianity are compatible in that they share some character
qualities...yet they also have some irreconcilable differences...Competition always tends
towards foolish comparison. The tension will exist in every instance. We must be willing to
withdraw at any time if we see our faith being compromised.”"



We shall return to some of Reavely’s arguments later. He feels that the issues which
competition raises for the Christian are “irreconcilable”. We shall argue later that reconciling
the difficulties is not only possible but is the duty and responsibility of the Christian
sportsperson.

Reavely, and he is not the only one,”" seeks to find competition in the Bible. He refers to
competition between husband and wife, a consequence of the fall, Jonathan and David
potentially competing for throne, Jesus and John the Baptist, God and Satan in Job and
Revelation, Christian versus Spiritual powers (Ephesians 6:11-12 and 1 Timothy 6:12) as
well as Wisdom and Folly in Proverbs.

There have been attempts to link Biblical events to sports competition including Nelson
Price’s reference to the temptation of Jesus as the ‘Wilderness Games’ “which showed
Jesus to be a competitor of discernment, diligence and dedication™"".

Others portray Jesus as a sporting superstar: “I firmly believe that if Jesus Christ was sliding
into second base, he would knock the second baseman into left field to break up the double
play. Christ might not throw a spitball but he would play hard within the rules.”™ The film
Elmer Gantry referred to Jesus Christ as “the greatest quarterback who ever lived.” Dave
Dravechy, pitcher for the San Francisco Giants, said: “If | could put Jesus Christ into my
shoes he would be the most aggressive and intense performer on the field. He would win
every time.”™

As we seek a Biblical understanding of sports competition, our view is that none of these
attempts to find competition in the Bible and then apply it to sport help us at all. They seem
to be based on an inadequate view of Biblical interpretation. Reavely’s comment that Paul
never recommends competition™" is true but begs the question: would one have expected
him to pronounce on competitive sport, whether negatively or positively?

The temptation of Jesus and the testing of Job teach us significant spiritual lessons but their
application to sport is much more tenuous. Similarly, speculation as to how Jesus would
have played football or baseball does not take us any further in our quest for a Biblical view
of sports competition.

There have been several studies of the athletic metaphors of the Pauline epistles™" and
attempts have been made to justify sports ministry or develop a theology of sport. However,
when Paul likens the Christian to an athlete in 2 Timothy 2:5, he is no more trying to write a
theology of sport, than is he reflecting theologically on agriculture or war and peace when he
compares the Christian to the farmer and soldier in the adjoining verses. As Hoffman puts it,
“Paul could never have guessed that the metaphor he seized upon to make his point would
have caused so much debate 2000 years later!™"

Part of our problem with competition is that it often seems ugly and negative. The winning at
all costs attitude is prevalent in sport with a motivation based on disrespect for the
opponent.” “Sledging” or verbally abusing opponents during a game is rife in cricket. It is
part of the build-up to a clutch game for coaches to insult each other.”"

Lumpkin and Stoll take the issue further: ”What is the purpose of competition?’ If the answer
is “to win at all costs”, then external intimidation is acceptable. However if the purpose of the
competition is about placing an athlete’s skills against another athlete’s skills, then external
intimidation is unacceptable.” ™ David Light Shields distinguishes between competition
(which is fair) and “decompetition”.”™" We need to face the issue — is winning more
important than the integrity of the sports competition?



There is no clear consensus on whether competition is good, bad or neutral **. RC Sproul
makes a helpful distinction, “Sports are not inherently sinful. People are. We bring sin to
sports.”™ Warner quotes Lou Brock of the St Louis Cardinals, “Competition brings out the
best in any person.™ However when | read this | was reminded of the line in the novel by
Wilkie Collins, which expressed exactly the opposite view, “The essential principle of his
rowing and racing... has taught him to take every advantage of another man that his superior
strength and superior cunning can suggest.”"

Jennifer Beller in her study college athletes noted that “research had established “that
participation in sport...negatively affects moral reasoning and moral development” and
concluded that while competition was neither good nor bad “the emphasis that we place on
the winning to the exclusion of others that negatively affects moral reasoning and moral
development.”™ It is our view that that the problems identified are not intrinsic to
competition but arise more from our sinful human nature and from an unhealthy obsession
with winning.

There have been long debates about whether sport develops character or just reveals it.
Exploiting an opponent’s weakness while protecting your own is part of the game. As we
shall see later, the more important point is our attitude and integrity in the heat of the
competition.

We have seen that Christian sportspeople struggle with competitive situations in sport. The
anecdotal evidence is supported by research studies. Christians do not find it easy to
reconcile the values of their Christian faith with the demands of the world of competitive
sport. We have also reviewed some of the attempts to apply the Bible to competitive sport
and generally found them inadequate.

As we argue that the world of sport is an appropriate arena in which to live out the Christian
life, we need to start with the Bible and begin to apply it to sport. Genesis is a good place to
begin. Genesis contains in the first two chapters a magnificent account of the creation of the
world. “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth ... and God saw all that
he had made and it was very good”. Genesis 1:1, 31. God is the creator of every single
thing in his world, which the story pronounces over and over again “was good”! This writing
is meant to evoke praise and awe! If we understand this, our attitude to God will be
transformed. We will realise that we must worship in all things and at all times.*"

Of course God did not create sport - people did. It wasn’t God who starting kicking a ball
around. God did not create the games we play. Yet it was God who created people and
made them able to run, jump, kick and catch, and with a desire to play and compete. Sport is
simply organized play in which we can use these talents that God has given us™.

God created athletes and gave them the ability to run and jump. But it is important to
remember that God does not love an athlete any more on a day they win than on a day they
lose. If, as an athlete uses their talents, their attitude is above all to please the God who
made them, then God can rejoice in this particular aspect of his creation.

It is true that the world of sport can be a very godless place, but can’t all aspects of life be
like this?*"' As an activity in which we can use the gifts and abilities God has given us, sport
is as valuable and significant as any other human activity. Furthermore, it is absolutely true
that within the world of sport that there are many opportunities for evangelism — which we
should grasp with both hands — but that is not our sole justification for playing sport. Playing
sport is as legitimate as any other human activity.

We have noted how sportpeople often seek their identity in their sports performance. Of
course, the Christian player is inevitably caught up in this to some extent. They care how



their performance pleases others. They suffer the same highs and lows as the rest of the
team. But, the Bible teaches that there is a better approach. The Christian player’s self
worth is not dependent on their sports performance but on the fact that God has made them.

In the Ten Commandments God is very strict in forbidding his people from creating any
images of God (Exodus 20:4). The reason is because Genesis 1:26 has taught us that there
is already an image of God in the world — people! The second commandment in Exodus 20
forbids creating any kind of object, for example a statue, picture or building and making it the
place where we go to please God.

Pleasing God the creator cannot be restricted to a time or place when we stand before a
statue, or an hour when we enter a certain building. Made in God’s image, we are to rule on
his behalf in all of his creation all of the time - 24/7.

What really matters in sport is not the public assessment of our performance but that we are
responsible for pleasing God first and everyone else last! As Christians we should be
playing for an audience of one. It is to please the God who gave us our lives and our ability
to compete, made us in his image to rule on his behalf and under his authority and who
knows our motivations when we play. We are ultimately to play for an audience of one.

Genesis chapter two pinpoints two very specific principles with reference to pleasing God,
which must be applied to our sport. The first is how we use our talents; the second is how we
develop our relationships.

Genesis 2:15 explains that the first way we are to please God is by using our talents, to be at
work in shaping his world for him: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the
Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” This is the work he has called us to do! If
our sporting talents are a gift from God, then it follows that we are to use them to work for
God’s pleasure as we take care of that part of the world called sport. Our talent in sport is for
his pleasure, and Paul elaborates on this in 1 Corinthians 10:31, “so whether you eat or
drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God,” and in Colossians 3:23 where
he writes “whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not
for men.”

The verbs used in verse 15 are “work”, “take care of’ and “cultivate”. We are to have a share
in God’s creativity in cultivating his world. We were made to represent (or image) him in this
by using of our creative gifts as an act of worship, to bring him glory. Think of the
implications of that for our sport.

South African Olympic swimming gold medallist, Penny Heyns, firmly believes this:
“Swimming has in some ways been my ‘classroom’ where God teaches me so much
about his ability and [to have] faith in him. | love the sense of satisfaction that | get
when I've done a swimming workout or race, and know that | gave my whole being and
heart to God in every moment of the swim. It’'s the best worship | can offer him. |
remember once before an important race | was so tired that | just thought, ‘1 am going
to swim up and down and praise the Lord and worship him through my talents’, hoping
that | could just produce a half decent time.”""

Tennis-player Nancy Richey became a Christian late in her career. She found it increasingly
difficult to reconcile her competitive emotions with her new-found Christian faith. "When |
stepped on to the court | felt | was in an isolated area and the Lord was outside of that area.
I knew hating my opponent was not a Christian view." The problem was later solved when
“she learned that tennis was ‘an act of worship’ and that she could worship God by trying to
perfect her strokes on the court.”""



As Christian players recognize that their ability to play sport is a gift from God, they will more
and more want to use those talents to please him — simply because of who he is, the creator
and Lord of the universe and the God who loves them so much. To offer one’s talents and
abilities in this context is an act of worship. Christians should never be ashamed of being
competitive and wanting to do their best provided that their motivation is to please and
honour God rather than for their own praise.

Pleasing God is not judged by what anyone else says about our performance. Indeed, it is
not even about the trophies we might win. It is doing the best we can with our talents that
pleases God.

Coaches sometimes worry about the fact that a particular player has become a Christian,
thinking that they will have lost interest in the game and lost their competitive edge. This is
often based on a misunderstanding of Christianity — often on the part of the player. Dirksen
suggests that two things that can make Christian sportsperson less effective - not
understanqing God’s purpose for their sporting talents, and feeling that sport is no longer so
important.™

Christian players need to understand that “presenting their bodies to God as a living
sacrifice” (Romans 12:1), involves being the best and most committed player that they can
be. No Christian who understands this should ever lose their competitive edge. Faith in
Christ and the way Christians play sport should be a seamless process. To quote one of the
all-time great women basketball players, Nancy Lieberman-Cline, “We wanted to beat
everyone but we weren’t mean. We didn’t curse. We tried to set the right example because
we were representing Christ.”

This attitude is also exemplified by some of the responses, Stevenson received from athletes
who understood that they were competing for God: “| think Christ wants us to give
100%...True worship means giving one’s all” etc."

The Christian player who really understands what it is to use their talents for God'’s glory
should, rather, be the most committed player in the club because they have the fundamental
privilege of doing it for the Lord who gave them those talents.

As Christian sportspeople we must be people who give of our very best in all circumstances,
win, lose or draw. That means not being a quitter" and always trying to get the very best out
of one’s performance. This is what taking care of the world of sport for God actually requires
of us.

The second principle, which we identified in Genesis, concerns our relationships.
Genesis 1:26 makes it clear that we are created by a God who is relational:
Let us make man in our image, in our likeness.

We learn from the Bible that God is Trinity: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. God has
never been lonely, apart from the defining moment in history when he voluntarily gave up his
own Son to die on the cross for our sin. God is a relational and loving God. Humankind is
made in his image and is therefore meant to live in relationship too.

This is why, “It is not good for man to be alone. | will make a helper suitable for him”
Genesis 2:18

The context in Genesis 2 is the marriage of a man to a woman, the most fundamental of
loving relationships. However, the principle of our needing helpful and healthy relationships
extends to all other human scenarios, from those amongst families and friends and
extending to those on the sports field. We are to demonstrate and proclaim God’s image and



presence in all we do and, for us as sports people that must include our sport.

Another way of expressing this dual aspect of being God’s representatives on earth in our
talents and our relationships is Jesus’ summary of the Ten Commandments in the Great
Commandment, where Jesus tells his followers a great challenge. He said, “Love the Lord
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the
first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: Love your neighbour as
yourself.” (Matthew 22:37-39)

Applying the concept of loving one’s neighbour to competitive sport is revolutionary. It
involves loving the team mate who has taken your place in the team, loving the opponent
who has just caught you with a cheap shot behind the officials’ back. It involves loving the
official whose mistake has just cost you the game."™

More work needs to be done on developing team sport as a model of Christian living.
However this is not new as the captain of winning team in Tom Brown’s school attributed the
victory to the fact that “each of us knows and can depend on his next man better — that’s why
we beat ‘em today.”” What an excellent description of loving one’s team mate as oneself!

If Christian sportspeople see opponents, not as the enemy but as neighbours, and moreover
a neighbour whom Jesus tells them to love as themselves, it certainly affects the attitude to
the opponent. It is about treating the opponent in the way that we want to be treated: with
respect. Itis about wanting a fair game, a good contest. It is about wanting the opponent to
push us to perform at our best. People often think that being loving and being competitive is
an “either or” but, in this setting, love means being competitive!

With that understanding perhaps the way to love one’s neighbour is to give them the hardest
tackle one’s body can produce — fairly and within the rules. By doing that one is forcing them
to be the best player they can be. Similarly | need the opponent to nail me when | get the
ball and to play the most brilliant tactical game they can so that | have to take my gifts and
use them to the best of my ability against them. That is to love my opponent in the heat of
the competition. It is wanting the best for your opponent, in order to get the best out of
yourself. It is playing hard but not seeking an unfair advantage. It is as Frank Reich puts it,
“A Christian athlete or businessman has in mind that part of his job is to bring out the best in
his team-mates that surround him.”"

One of Reavely’s arguments against competition is that it hurts relationships. However,
Drew Hyland in his article, Competition and friendship"', not writing from a specifically
Christian perspective, argues that competitive sport has the potential to lead either to conflict
and alienation or to friendship. He notes that we are often “at our most competitive while
playing against a close friend” and that "this greater intensity enhances rather than
diminishes the positive strength of the relationship.""" Going back to the derivation of the
word, he further argues for competition whereby “each participant achieved a level of
excellence that could not have been achieved alone, without the mutual striving, without the
competition.”"

Hyland too sees friendship as a relationship where friends, rather than in his words “not
hassling each other” are always pushing each other to be the best they can be. Thus he
concludes that "the highest version of competition is as friendship" and that "all competitive
play which fails to obtain this highest possibility, that of friendship, must be understood as a
'deficient mode' of play.”™

Two things may confuse us when we consider Jesus’ teaching on loving our neighbour and
apply it to the sports field, particularly with reference to the issue of loving our opponent —
our understanding of ‘love’ and our mental picture of ‘opponent’. So much sport is coached



with the opponent as the enemy. You are not thought to be competitive unless you are
swearing at the opposition all the time.

People often think of love as soft, meaning that we cannot be loving and competitive. If |
love my opposite number does that not mean that | have to let her score? A good example
of this is Reavely’s: “Loving someone | have chosen to outdo certainly puts me in an
awkward situation. To sacrificially love a rival as Christ loved us would require discontinuing
the competition...To show kindness to a competitor almost requires that one call off the
competition.”™

This is the point at which we must challenge Reavely. If he is right Christians need not only
to stop playing sport but also to stop doing business or entering politics as they will be
obliged to allow their opponents to win every time! It is our view that Christian can and must
stay in sport and face the tensions head on. As Warner puts it, “The challenge for the
Christian competitor is to bring a higher quality of competition to the system.”™

That is the crux of the issue we are addressing. Christians are to take God’s world of sport
and regain it for his glory. The world of sport, in Calvin’s phrase should become a “theatre of
God’s glory”™. Christians are to be fully engaged in competitive sport, using their God-given
talents to the full, giving 100% commitment to the contest. At the same time that
commitment is to be given in a spirit of loving one’s neighbour as oneself.

A good example of this attitude is Eric Liddell, whose 1924 Olympic gold medal win became
the subject of the film Chariots of Fire, has been called the most godly man who ever lived.™"
At the same time he was fiercely competitive. When fellow missionary, Kenneth McAll
invited Eric, years after retirement, to go for a jog with him, Eric declined politely saying
“when | run, | run to win. | will never jog, but | will go for a stroll”.*" For Eric there was no
dichotomy between being competitive and being a Christian.

The words attributed to him in Chariots of Fire, “I believe God made me for a purpose
- for China - but when I run | feel his pleasure and to give it up would be to hold him
in contempt. To win is to honour him,”™ show a holy competitiveness in which
Liddell felt at peace using his God-given sporting in worship of God. However, he
never lost his desire to win.

There have been many examples of treating one’s opponent with love in the history of sport.
For example, Eugenio Monte removing the bolt from his own bob and giving it to the UK
team whose bolt had broken in the 1964 Winter Olympics — ultimately sacrificing his own
gold medal chance; or tennis player Nduka Odizor lending an opponent a pair of his grass
court shoes before playing him in a tournament.™

The Christian is to compete with three attitudes — that competitive sport, like everything else
for the Christian should be an act of worship; that we are to love our neighbour (ie our team

mate, opponent and the officials) as ourselves; and that as Christ’s representatives we must
play Christianly. What better arena is there in which to exhibit the love of Christ than sport,

as players love team mates as themselves, as they care for each other and make sacrifices
for each other?

Part of competing Christianly may involve a different attitude to winning. Grant Teall, former
American Football coach, describes the word winning as “the most important in all the
English language.”" With Kipling we need to learn to “meet with triumph and disaster and
treat those two imposters just the same.”™" This also reflects the approach in the school
game in Tom Brown’s schooldays where the reward [“a warm seat by the hall fire and lots of



bottled beer] was promised not for victory but “for him who does his duty in the next half
hour.”*

As Warner suggests Christians must challenge “the insanity of the win-at-all cost ethic” ™
and reclaim the world of sport as part of God’s creation. For so many people the obsession
with the result takes away the enjoyment of the preparation and the contest itself.” This in a
way brings us back to the de Coubertin quote at the beginning wit its emphasis on the
struggle rather than the outcome. We must challenge the Lombardis with their cheap jibes,
“Show me a good loser and | will show you a loser.” Jack Nicklaus was always a gracious
loser — was he a “loser”?

Dean Smith, successful basketball coach at North Carolina, has an interesting perspective
on winning: “Making winning the ultimate goal usually isn't good teaching...Our North
Carolina players seldom heard me or my assistants talk about winning. Winning would be
the by-product of the process.” Smith further explains that because so many things, which
could determine the outcome of a game, were outside a team’s control — how well the
opposition played, bad calls by officials, injuries, bad luck, that equating success with
winning was unsatisfactory. Smith preferred to ask realistic things from his players. “A
player could play hard. He could play unselfishly and do things to help his team mates
succeed. He could play intelligently if we did the job in practice as coaches. We measured
our success by how we did in those areas.”™

Accepting defeat as not the end of the world, and being content if to have given 100% for
God, may be a radical concept. It is also how Christians need to express their Christian faith
amidst the challenges of professional sport.

Over thirty years ago, Frank Deford™" wrote a series of articles in Sports lllustrated in which
he coined the phrase “sportianity”. In a damning indictment of Christians involved in sport,
he suggested that sport had had more impact on religion than vice-versa™". He bemoaned
the lack of Christian voice against dirty play, cheating, racism or any other moral issue in
sport™. To quote John White’s cry from the heart, “Sport is too good to allow it to fade
away without a serious attempt to bring positive change.”™' While we do not have time to
do justice to this point in this chapter, the issue must not be neglected.

As we work to see sports fields of the world become cathedrals to the glory of God™" there
are perhaps four principles, which we need to hold fast to. We need to see our sporting
talents and our relationships with our sports friends as gifts from God to be developed and
given back to him for his glory. Our identity is to be seen as who we are as part of God’s
creation, not dependent on our sports performance. We need too to challenge the traditional
view of winning and losing and see the aim of the competition as applying our talents to the
best of our ability, to the glory of God, regardless of the outcome. Finally we need to see our
responsibility to transform sport to the glory of God.
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