In Search of Perspective on

Competitive Sport

In March 1922 an event took
place that, in retrospect, seems
characteristic of the Adventist
approach to sports. The students
of Emmanuel Missionary College
requested that the faculty allow
them to play volleyball. “The

he Power

lant

The early

. ; ' sports

faculty investigated the correct-

ness of volleyball and decided it CORAdUCted Or
could be played if hidden in back college

of the power plant.”!

Apparently they felt there was CAMpUses
nothing intrinsically wrong with were ()ften
the game; however, they sus-
pected that if it were played in full  7H#1 by
view of the school family and  students
community, some would draw the without

wrong conclusions. In order to
avoid the appearance of evil, the fClCMl[y
games would need to be hidden guz’dance or
from sight. >

The example above is no iso- mvolvement;
lated instance'. l'{ist()ri'cully the Battle Creek
church’s association with sports
has frequently illustrated this Was no
“power plant complex.” Even exceptl'()n.
today the church often finds itself
officially endorsing a prohibitive
stand relating to interscholastic athletics while, at the
same time, allowing infractions of that policy to take place
“behind the power plant,” i.e., in a non-SDA gymnasium,
on a neutral field, or in an unofficially sponsored game.

We seem to feel that rather than giving leadership and
direction to these games, which might be interpreted as
promoting sport, it is better to wash our hands of the
whole affair. As a consequence, our students meet at
rented gymnasiums and use uncertified neighborhood
officials—with mixed results.

To evaluate sport objectively and assess its place in
Adventist education, a number of factors must be consi-
dered. Among these are Ellen White’s counsels; sport and
society; the development of the discipline of physical
education; the training of physical education teachers:
competition; and the relation of sport to Christian ethics.

Ellen G. White’s Counsels

People frequently cite a variety of Spirit of Prophecy
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statements to support their desire to ban sports from SDA
schools. In so doing, they seem to imply that circumstan-
ces today are exactly the same as when Ellen G. White
condemned certain forms of sport at Battle Creek College.

However, Mrs. White was not alone in condemning the
way school sports were conducted in her day; numerous
others, in colleges, government, and elsewhere,
expressed concern because of the brutality, rivalry, and
preoccupation with sport by participants and spectators
alike.

In reading Mrs. White’s counsels relating to sports we
have often failed to consider the circumstances that
prompted her to write. As George Knight has suggested,
Ellen White's educational concepts are not to be viewed
as a “blueprint.”? By her own admission, “the Lord has
not designated any one, special, exact plan in
education.”?

We must always seek to maintain clarity of purpose
amid changing circumstances for

one polar extreme is to rely unthinking on prophetic authority, while
the other is to lean on rationality in an unhealthy manner that allows it
to become an excuse for what we really wanted to do anyway ... to rely
cither on Scripture or rational understanding without the aid of the other
is a fatal misconception. Authoritative revelation and sanctified reason
go hand in hand as we seck to understand God and develop a Christian
educational system.*

Knight offers some suggestions to help us maintain
balance and perspective. First, we should seeck out the
principles of Christian living and Christian education.
Then we must attempt to relate the principles found to
our personal lives and the educational setting in which
we work.®

This process of evaluation and synthesis demands both
a pragmatic understanding of daily realities as well as an
understanding of God's revelation. A
balanced perspective cannot be
achieved by those who understand
Scripture but lack insight into the
world in which we live, or by those
who understand human behavior,
but fail to integrate this knowledge
within the context of God’s ultimate
purpose for humankind.® If Ellen
White were alive today, one could
hypothetically inquire whether she
would give the same counsel regard-
ing sports programs at SDA schools.
There would probably be some dis-
agreement on that point, but as she
herself pointed out, “God wants us to
have common sense, and He wants
us to reason from common sense.
Circumstances alter conditions. Cir-
cumstances change the relation of
things.”” Listed below are some of
the changed circumstances that have
drastically altered the nature of sport
and life since the nineteenth century:

Sport and Society
Sports and their impact on society
have changed dramatically since the

ven today

often finds itself
officially endorsing a
probibitive stand
relating to
interscholastic athletics
while, at the same time,
allowing infractions of
that policy to take place
“bebind the power
Dplant,” out of official
view.

turn of the century. From the late 1800s to the present, we
have seen a remodeling of many roles. One factor that has
dramatically affected sports participation is the basic work
patterns of society.

The Industrial Revolution brought with it a major shift
in population from the country to the city, from the long,
physically taxing workday on farms to a shorter work week
and more leisure. At the same time, the big business of
sports evolved, producing superstars like Reggie Jackson,
Dr. J, and Herschel Walker, household names whose con-
tracts run into the millions of dollars.

Mass media has made sports more accessible to every-
one, to the point where a recent survey revealed that
seven out of ten Americans now read books or magazines
on sports; watch a sporting event or sports news on tele-
vision; read the newspaper sports section; or talk with
friends about sports every day.®

The typical church member is no exception to this rule.
Many Adventists can tell you exactly why the Pistons lost
the basketball world championship or how many points
the Redskins scored in the Super Bowl. Our students are
no strangers to the world of big-time sports.

The Discipline of Physical
Education

Sports had no specific place in the educational curric-
ula prior to the turn of the century. Early educators did
not understand its potential for psychological, psychomo-
tor, cognitive, or affective development. Modern physical
cducation, incorporating athletics and games, did not
develop until well after 1900. In America carly sports
conducted on college campuses were often run by stu-
dents without faculty guidance or involvement; Battle
Creek was no exception.

SDA Physical Education

In Mrs. White’s day we had no pro-
fessionally trained SDA educators to
monitor sports. Today the denomina-
tion has physical education teachers
schooled in the discipline. These
professionals are committed to main-
taining a balanced, Christian perspec-
tive of sports, and in helping young
people achieve lifelong physical
fitness.

the church

Sports Inside and Outside
SDA Schools

Arthur White, former secretary of
the Ellen G. White Estate, noted that
“As the sports program developed in
the schools of the world, it devel-
oped in Battle Creek. We had our
football teams, our baseball teams,
our basketball teams. There was even
some boxing.”® One of the reasons
Ellen White was so concerned with
the issue of sports seems to have
been the fact that she saw no differ-
ences between sports inside and out-
side Adventist education. This charge
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cannot be made against our schools
today. How many SDA colleges or
academies would even allow tackle
football or boxing, let alone place
students in charge of these and other
SpOrts programs?

Sports today in our schools are far
different from those at major universi-
ties, which prepare athletes for pro-
fessional careers in basketball and
football, and where sports are a mul-

Pictureremoved

timillion dollar enterprise annually.

Over the vyears, church leaders,
including Ellen White, have feared
that a secular sports program might
lead students away from the true mis-
sion of Adventist education. How-
ever, as Knight emphasizes:

It is not games and sports that Ellen White
frowned upon, but their abuse . .. the problem
lies not in the doing, but in the overdoing and
misdoing of ball playing in terms of both time
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and complexity of arrangements that lead to
difficulties in personal relationships.10

Graybill summarized Ellen White's
concern about sports as follows:

(1) the expense involved; (2) con-
cern over the way the games were
conducted; (3) the brutalizing ten-
dency in some games; (4) the excess
to which games were carried.!!

SDA physical educators today are
also concerned that students not be



distracted from the mission of
Adventist education by the secular
model of sport. They also deplore the
brutalizing tendency of certain types
of sports, and view with alarm
society’s obsession with sport.

But the worldly model is not the
only way sports can be conducted.
Adventists have an opportunity to
develop a Christian model of sport; a
model that does not divert students’
attention from study; a model that
has as its foundation a saving rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ; that does
not lead to or embrace violence as a
part of the game. Such a model can
incorporate a Christian perspective
and avoid the hypocrisy of the
“power plant complex.”

Competition

Whenever the topic of sports
comes up in Adventist circles, the
issue of competition is certain to be
raised as well. The two subjects seem
inseparably linked in our minds.
However, competition occurs in
many other areas of our church life,
though we rarely hear warnings
about its dangers in connection with
student recruiting, spelling bees,
music festivals, grading policies, or
Ingathering campaigns.

When the issue of competition is
raised, scarcely anyone is neutral.
What one person sees as competi-
tion, another denounces as rivalry,
and a third praises as cooperation.
Many people define competition as
an either-or proposition—if one per-
son wins, everyone else must lose.
There can be only one best score, fas-
test time, or longest jump. This con-
cept of competition rests upon a
“strife for supremacy—to be first, the
best, the most.” 12

Charles Scriven, in his series of
articles, “Of Sport, Competition, and
Society,” correctly portrayed this con-
cept of competition as based on the
evolutionary philosophy of the survi-
val of the fittest.13

Viewing it this way, many Advent-
ists see cooperation as the only
acceptable approach to sport. In
cooperation, rewards are equally
shared by everyone in the group, and
achievement depends upon the
combined effort of all concerned.
Here product is deemphasized, and
process receives the primary focus.

Unfortunately, rather than distin-

guishing between the “essence of
sport and its institutional manifesta-
tion,”'* such people seem to have
concluded that the problems are
inherent in sports.

Sports have often been called a
mirror of society. What does this mir-
ror reflect? Some think that it reflects
the success standard espoused by
Vince Lombardi: "Winning isn’t every-
thing; it's the only thing.” We have
seen in the past, and continue to see
today, the human carnage produced
by this definition of success. Evaluat-
ing the cost of this type of winning in
college sport (phony transcripts, vio-
lence and cheating, illegal drug use)
Rollo May, psychoanalyst, sees a
society whose ethics are ailing. “1t's
an illness that ‘clings to money as the
prop of all goals in life,” that unduly
elevates winning, that makes losers
vile. 13

However, “the competitive coin
has two sides: heads and tails, plus
and minus, assets and liabilities.”1®
While a game, by itself, may be
neutral,
our approach to the game—our attitudes, the
pressures on us from outsiders, the tactics
adopted by coaches, the atmosphere and
cnvironment in which the contest is staged
determines what we carry away from the game.
And the vibes- good or bad—will reverberate
for a long time . . . the pluses and minuses of
competition are not absolute’

Coaches and educators should strike
a balance between an emphasis on
achievement and a more balanced

Adventists bave an
opportunity to develop a
Christian model of sport;

a model that does not
divert students’ attention
Jrom study; a model
that bhas as its
Joundation a saving
relationship with Jesus

Christ; that does not

lead to or embrace
violence as a part of the

game.

approach that encourages participa-
tion suitable for the age group and
stage of athletic development of the
individuals involved. Perhaps the
best philosophy of sport is neither
“winning is everything” nor “just
have fun; how you do doesn’t mat-
ter,” but rather “try your best, the fun
is in the trying.”!®

Winning Isn’t Anything?

Many who have been appalled at the
modern sport ethic with its overem-
phasis on winning, have retreated to
the opposite extreme, maintaining
that winning isn’t anything. Both
views lack balance and perspective.
There is nothing wrong with wanting
to win or to do one’s best, but it is
having to win and justifying anything
in order to do so that causes prob-
lems. Telling students that they
should just play for fun may not
inspire them to do their best.

Sport does not have to be solely
competitive, nor solely cooperative.
It can become either product or pro-
cess oriented, depending on reward
structures, environment, and leader-
ship. Competition and cooperation
can have a potentially symbiotic
relationship.

Physical education teachers can
encourage students to pursue excel-
lence within the context of a process
that is people-oriented and morally
ethical.’ They should help players
learn to think beyond the winning
and losing, to consider the effects of
the game upon their spirit, and to
examine their motives.2? In such an
environment a balance can exist
between individuality and group
cohesiveness, freedom and disci-
pline, cooperation and competition.

This kind of balance will not occur,
however, without the key ingredient
of qualified leadership. This means
well-trained coaches who are Chris-
tian educators, who have examined
their own motives, and who see sport
as one of the many ways to bring stu-
dents from a casual to a purposeful
existence. Coaches are needed who
see the students under their tutelage
not as X’s and O’s but as individuals
who are struggling to understand
who they are and where their poten-
tial lies.

Conclusion
A Christian sports program must
Continued on page 46
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have as its educational base and
mode of daily operation a commit-
ment to each student with a saving
relationship with Jesus Christ. With-
out this objective, we have no justifi-
cation for involvement in sports. The
program must exist to show Adventist
young people that Jesus Christ can be
the Lord of their life in all their pur-
suits, even in the gym or on the play-
ing field.

Where will such a philosophy lead?
It may very likely provide an oppor-
tunity to meet and participate in
games with students from other
schools. In this setting, visiting stu-
dents are exposed to Christianity in
an atmosphere of caring and sharing.
For this to take place, time outside of
the game environment must be pro-
vided for students to develop rela-
tionships with visiting players.

As a result, the pursuit of excel-
lence can occur within a perspective
of care and mutual respect, and stu-
dents will use sport as a tool of per-
sonal Christian growth and Christian
outreach.

The definition of success is critical
to any discussion of sport and com-

petition. If success is defined as win-
ning, then it follows that a win-at-any-
price ethic will ultimately evolve.
Opponents are seen as enemies, and
players commit themselves to the
absolute goal of winning. Success
becomes a “cult” with violence and
human destruction as potential by-
products. This type of “success” has
been demonstrated far too often in
society.

But there is a way to define success
in the world of sport so that Chris-
tians can compete with balance and
perspective. This will require a new
sport ethic that is built from the
ground up; one that places a “pre-
mium on the Christian distinctive-
ness of submitting ends to means,
product to process, quantity to qual-
ity, caring for self to caring for
others.”?!

Competition and cooperation must
be evaluated in the light of the
human consequences that they pro-
duce. Competition can be positive if
it is combined with perspective about
the ultimate object of the participa-
tion and the relative importance of
winning and losing. Sport within a
Christian perspective can become a
stimulating challenge to the minds
and bodies of our young people, “a
mutual quest for excellence in the
face of challenge.”22

A Christian perspective of sport
precludes adherence to the gospel
according to Vince Lombardi, which
defines success as winning. Instead, it
should be built upon Berton Bray-
ley’s “Prayer of a Sportsman,” which
says, “If I should lose, let me stand by
the side of the road and cheer as the
winners go by."23

Sport can and should be played as
an expression of Christian senti-
ment.2* As such it becomes an oppor-
tunity to celebrate one's relationship
with Jesus Christ through movement.
As musicians and artists express
themselves through the medium of
song and sculpture, so Christian ath-
letes can express themselves through
the medium of sport. For, as God has
given the gift of teaching and preach-
ing, of singing and sculpting, He has
just as surely given the gift of running
and jumping, of skipping and
walking.

The challenge before the church
and its educational leaders today is
not to tell our young people to “go
behind the power plant,” but to give
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leadership and direction; to provide
priority and purpose; to acknowledge
that playing fields, gymnasiums, and
pools are laboratories in which posi-
tive changes take place in human
beings. In this way, we will help our
students cultivate their talents and
enable them to encounter another
dimension in their growing relation-
ship with Jesus Christ, the Author of
all human movement.25 a
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