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The Church of CrossFit | BY LONNIE TUTUPOLY

DISCUSSED | fitness, church attendance, community, friendship, fellowship, workout

W
hy do you attend church? Too often 
I attend out of habit, out of feeling
like it is my duty. Sure, sometimes I
hear a good sermon that makes me

think or sing a song that moves me, but going to church
is rarely the highlight of my week, or even of my Sab-
bath. It seems that I am not the only one who feels this
way. A lot of people in my age group are leaving church.
Out of all my peers from high school, I can count on my
two hands the number of people who still go to church.
We all grew up in the church, went to academy, had the
same education, and yet on Saturday, they are nowhere to
be found. I think most of them don’t feel any kind of con-
nection to church anymore; it has nothing to offer them.  

I found a “church” that I not only attend on a regular

basis but actually get excited about going to, somewhere
that I can’t help but tell my friends about and invite to
attend. The reason church is in quotes is that we don’t
come to worship or sing, and no one talks at us from a
pulpit. We may lack the “spiritual” aspect of church, but
we have what a lot of churches lack: community. 

If you haven’t heard of CrossFit or have heard that it’s
crazy or unsafe, let me fill you in. CrossFit is the sport 
of fitness. CrossFit gyms have basic equipment (bars,
weights, pull-up rigs, rings, kettlebells, etc.) and some
odd objects, such as ropes for climbing, heavy stones,
tires, and metal sleds for pushing and pulling. 

CrossFit runs in a class setting. Classes are generally
small (three to twelve people), are led by a coach or train-
er, and last only one hour. In that hour, the class is put

CrossFit class
doing a barbell
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through a warm-up, a strength or skill program,
and a workout of the day (WOD), which is
programmed by the coaches. The coach
demonstrates the movements and acts as a per-
sonal trainer to the people in the class. Coaches
make sure everyone is moving efficiently and
safely, scaling movements and workouts to the
participants as needed. 

One of the best parts of CrossFit is that 
literally anyone can do it, because it is based on
movements that our body was made to do.
CrossFit is all about functional movement.
Squats, deadlifts, and presses translate into real-
life movements such as sitting in a chair, picking
up a box, and lifting something over your 
head to put it on a shelf. In CrossFit we practice
these movements so that we can continue mov-
ing efficiently and safely for the rest of our lives. 

Go into almost any CrossFit gym and you
will find people of all ages, sizes, and fitness
levels. You will find teenagers, college students,
pregnant women, and even grandparents. Not
only are these people working out together, but
if you stick around a bit, you’ll notice that they
have relationships—they are like a family. How
can these people who are so different be such a
solid community of support? The answer is
shared ideals and experiences.

Gym church
For me, it all started a little over a year ago, in
my senior year at Andrews University. I was
introduced to CrossFit when some seminary
students, Jeff Tatarchuk, Juan Martinez, and
Justin Knapp, decided to open a CrossFit gym
in Berrien Springs. I had always been into fit-
ness, so when I heard about the gym, I was
stoked to sign up. I was just intending to learn a
new type of exercise and get into better shape,
but it ended up being a lot more than that. Our
coaches loved the sport of CrossFit and saw
how a gym could be used not only to promote
health and fitness but also for building relation-
ships and introducing people to Christ. 

From day one, it was clear that CrossFit was
going to be about more than individual fitness.

We were encouraged to cheer each other on
and push ourselves and our classmates to give
our best and not quit. In other sports, people
cheer the loudest for the person who finishes
first or best. In CrossFit, the loudest cheering is
reserved for the last to finish, the person who
keeps pushing even after everyone else is done.
It’s hard to stay strangers around people who
suffer through a tough workout with you and
cheer you on when you want to quit.

As time went on, CrossFit Berrien began put-
ting on Friday-night programs a couple of times
a month called Faith RX, where people shared 
a meal and some music together, and then had
a bit of a Bible study and time to talk with one
another. It wasn’t in-your-face religious, just a
way to eat and talk with your fellow CrossFit-
ters. Since then, CrossFit Berrien has become 
a place of fellowship and community. The gym
not only has a lot of student and community
members, but it is also doing things in the
Berrien Springs community, such as hosting free
Saturday-morning breakfasts, free intro classes,
and nutrition seminars. The gym’s coaches are
present in their local “secular” community and
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are doing a solid job of sharing Christ without
being in-your-face about it.

Last May, I graduated from Andrews and left
Berrien Springs. Since CrossFit Berrien was 
my only experience with CrossFit, I wasn’t sure
what to expect out in the “real world.” Could
there be a non-Christian gym out there where 
I could fit in and find community? Thankfully,
the answer is yes. It turns out that the world-
wide CrossFit community is a lot like CrossFit
Berrien, even without being Jesus-centered.

My husband Daniel and I moved back to
California after graduation to try and find work.
We checked out two different CrossFit gyms 
in the Sacramento area. Both were good gyms,
but we felt at home right away at CrossFit
Benchmark. We have been at CrossFit Bench-
mark for about nine months. The best part of
my day is when I get to go to the gym. I love
the workouts, but even more, I love my Cross-
Fit community. We actually talk about our lives,
work, family, and our struggles and successes.

We notice when someone is absent from class
for a while, and someone always reaches out 
to them. Quite a few of us even get together
outside of the gym. We are all different, and
yet we find commonality in our shared experi-
ence at the gym. These people, once strangers,
have become my friends, my family. 

The church of welcome
You might be thinking, that’s a great story, but
what does CrossFit have to do with church?
Well, for me, I found what I was missing from
church in CrossFit. I found acceptance, encour-
agement, and a family. I think that the biggest
thing our churches lack today is a sense of
genuine fellowship. Granted, not all churches
are missing this community aspect, but I’m pret-
ty sure there are more of them than we would
like to admit. 

What can we learn from CrossFit about com-
munity? We can learn to be welcoming and
accepting of everyone, especially people who
are different than us. Everyone comes into
CrossFit at different levels of fitness, and
instead of requiring people to be at a certain fit-
ness level to begin with, coaches modify work-
outs and movements to meet people where
they are. In CrossFit, you aren’t allowed to just
coast. You come to train hard and push your-
self, with the encouragement of your coach and
classmates, to become better than you were
before. That is how church should be. When
you come to church, you should be encouraged
to grow stronger and closer in your relationship
with God. Isn’t that what Jesus did? He wel-
comed everyone, especially the outcasts, and
instead of casting judgment on them, he loved
them. Jesus met people where they were, but he
didn’t let them stay there. 

People you know and have a relationship
with are generally better at motivating you than
strangers. In CrossFit, you have to be somewhat
open and vulnerable with your classmates. You
are with these people every day for an hour.
They see you sweat and struggle; they see your
weaknesses and your poor attitude when the
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workout is not going well; they see your disap-
pointment when you fall short of reaching your
goals. It’s not pretty, but it’s real. So often we
go to church dressed in our best clothes and on
our best behavior and don’t get real with peo-
ple, because real is messy. When church mem-
bers ask how your week was, you should feel
comfortable enough to be honest and open
with them. Your fellow church members aren’t
supposed to be strangers; they are supposed 
to be like your family, ready to embrace you
during your struggles and your successes.

In CrossFit, there is an unofficial rule: if you
do CrossFit, you talk about CrossFit. If you
have friends who do CrossFit, you likely know
they do it because they talk about it or post
pictures and articles about it all the time. No
one is paying them to spread the CrossFit mes-
sage; they are doing it because they can’t help
it. The majority of people who do CrossFit are
so passionate about it and love the difference it
has made in their life that they feel compelled
to share it with others. They don’t want to keep
this wonderful thing a secret. They want others
to experience it the same way they have.
Wouldn’t it be neat if people felt that way about
church, about Jesus? It shouldn’t have to take

convincing to get church members to share the
gospel or invite others to church. As a church,
we should be so in love with Christ and our
church community that we literally can’t keep it
to ourselves—we want to invite others so they
can experience what we do. 

If you are part of a CrossFit gym and happen
to drop in at another one, you are most likely
going to feel right at home. Every gym has its
own coaching style and programming, so that
will differ, but what is consistent is the commu-
nity. You won’t feel like a stranger. Church
should be that way. The style of worship might
vary, but the spirit of fellowship should be 
present. Visiting another church should be like
visiting with extended family. 

There is no end point in CrossFit. You can
always be stronger or faster. Fitness is a life-
long pursuit. That’s how our walk with God
should be. There isn’t an end goal, a top spiri-
tual point at which one no longer has to try.
We can always grow spiritually; it is a journey.
Jesus didn’t want us to venture on this journey
alone. The purpose of the church is to help
each other along the way, making sure we
keep striving. The church should be a place of
support, a place to celebrate success and
mourn loss. Having these common ideals can
make the journey bearable.

I want to be part of a church that is more like
CrossFit, a place that offers more than sermons
and songs, that actually offers a community
experiencing Christ together and growing
together. Let’s make our church a place of
relationships, where we can be transparent and
where outsiders feel instantly welcomed and
accepted. I think heaven will be like this, so
why don’t we get started here and now? n
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