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Speaking ahead of the Tokyo Olympics, some of the world’s top
athletes share how sport has helped them in their Christian faith

Words: Stuart Weir

hen it comes to

worshipping God, most

people picture a church
building. But when Jamaican sprinter
Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce settles on her
blocks in an attempt to win the Olympic
100m title in a few weeks' time, a very
different thought will be going through
her head: “When | run, the first thing |
say is: ‘| hope you are pleased with my
worship,’ for running is my worship.”

Christians have long understood

that worship is not an activity, but
g that we do with our whole
lives. It should not be confined to an
hour on Sun

some

, but something we
engage with constantly. Yet how often

vice referred
morning worsh Similarly, a
quaint, but not uncommon, way of
asking a Christian which church they
attend is: e do you wo
The correct answer to this question
is not Kidlington Baptist Church, but
everywhere, all the time.

In his book, Trie Worshi
{Authentic), Vaughan Roberts argues
that saying you are going to church
to worship is about as silly as saying
that you are off to bed to bre: ra
while. As the notice that Ruth Graham

The word ‘v
worshipper/wc

hip® (including

shipped/worshipping)
occurs more than 200 times in the
Bible. Many of these are what might
be called statements of fact, describing
someone in the act of worshipping
God. While these verses confirm the
importance of worship, they give
us little help in understanding what
worship actually is. A key verse is:
“Therefore, I urge vou, brothers and
sisters, in view of C
your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy
and pleasing to God — this i

and proper worship.” (Romans

). For the sportsperson, the idea of
otfering one’s body as a living s
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From left to right, Christian athletes Shell

has extra meaning. It means playing as
people who have given their bodies to
Jesus Christ.

Worshipping God as a sportsperson
does not mean singing hymns at half-
time. It is a recognition that the body
with which we play sport is part of
God’s creation. It is common to see
a Premier League footballer score a
goal and drop to their knees. Usain
Bolt always used to point to the sky
as part of his preparation for the race.
But when sportspeople make these
gestures, is it superstition or an act of
worship? Many athletes are deeply
ritualistic about their preparations
— putting the right sock on before
the left, walking onto the pitch in a
particular order etc. For some, there
is undoubtedly an element of this,
attempting to get God on their side.
But we should not dismiss all such
gestures as insincere.

GIVING GLORY TO GOD

Worshipping God, however we do it,
should involve more than ritual. If it
is true and sincere, it should have a
formative effect upon the worshipper
and so we would expect all true
worship through sports participation
to play out on the field. We worship
God not simply by praying as we
begin to play but by playing with a
thankful heart, by treating teammates,
opponents and the match officials
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with love and respect, and by abiding
by the rules and the spirit of the
game. Believing that our competing is
worship will also include a sense that
our very playing is a kind of praise, a
giving of glory to God.

Christians athletes express how
they worship God in different ways,
bur the notion of worship as ‘giving
glory to God’ is close to the heart of
what many elite Christian athletes
believe. This typically begins with a
recognition that athletic prowess is a
divine gift. Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce
says: “my talent is a gift from him®,
while the American QOlympic gold
medal-winning shot putter Michelle
Carter affirms: “God has given me this
ability.” The Brazilian footballer and
former FIFA World Player of the Year,
Kaka, says: “my foothall ability is a
gift from God” and Katie Taylor, Irish
World Lightweight boxing champion,
claims: “I believe that it is God who
has given me this talent.”

People of a certain age will
remember the words attributed to Eric
Liddell, 1924 Olympic Gold medallist
in the 400 metres, made famous in
the film Chariots of Fire: “When I run
I feel his pleasure and to give it up
would be to hold him in contempt. To
win is to honour him.” These words
resonate with modern athletes too. Cat
Reddick Whitehill, retired US soccer
international, explains: “A soccer
field is one of my favourite places to
worship. Before the national anthem,
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OUR VERY
PLAYING IS A
KIND OF PRAISE, A
GIVING OF GLORY
TOGOD

pray my performance will bring glory
to God. Then the field becomes my
church and playing to the best of my
ability, a form of praise.”

SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE

Much has been written about the
quasi-religious fervour of sports fans.
Parallels can also be drawn to the
discipline of worship.

We read of Jesus’ commitment to
spend quality time with God: “Very
early in the morning, while it was still
dark, Jesus got up, left the house and
went off to a solitary place, where he
prayed.” (Mark 1:35). In the same
way, athletes sacrifice time for training
and manage their diet, proving there is
a cost to worship.

There are times when we don’t
feel like reading the Bible or going to
church but we do it to express our
love for God. South Africa Olympic
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8 CHRISTIAN
ATHLETES
TO WATCH IN
TOKYO

Kyle Snyder

Wrestling (2016 Olympic champion)
USA

“IGod's] given me His Spirit who
lives inside me so | can live this
way. Any accolades [ acquire in
this life are meaningless, but the
growth | experience spiritually is
what means the most”

Nick Willis

1500m (2016 Olympic bronze medallist
and 2008 Olympic silver medallist)

New Zealand

“Before | embraced my
understanding of God and
actually formed a relationship
with him, my whole motivation
for becoming a great athlete was
to be significant to my peers.
Once | understood who | was in

God, how he created me to love
me for who | am and not for what
| do, that freed me from a lot

of those empty, non-sustaining
motives for doing my sport”

swimmer Penny Heyns sees a parallel

middle of a period of my hardest
training cver. I was so tired that I
thought: I am going to swim up and
down and praise the Lord and worship
him through my talents, hoping that

I could produce a half decent time so

Shelly-Ann
Fraser-Pryce

Athletics 100m (2008 and 2012 Olympic
champion) and 4x100m

Jamaica

“Just to be able to stand on the
start-line and know | am a child of
God makes me feel special”

Faith Kipyegon

Athletics 1500m
(2016 Olympic champion)

Kenya

“l am always going to church.
That is important in my life”

Keni Harrison
Athletics, 100m hurdles
(2019 world champion)

USA

“Without this gift that God has
given me | wouldn't be where [ am
now. Having my faith has enabled
me to get up so many times when
I've fallen in the sport”

that my coach would be satisfied. Even
when I did not hav
was obedient to
calling me to do.”
Jarryd Wallace, disability athletics
1 champion, s

a desire to swim, [
at I thought he was
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Cindy Sember
Athletics 100m hurdles
(4th, 2016 Olympics)

Great Britain

“It has impacted my athletics career
so much; just having my faith and
knowing that God truly is the one
who protects you and watches over
you through each race”

Kirani James
Athletics, 400m

(2012 Olympic champion)
Grenada

“God has blessed me by giving me
the ability to do something that |
love and to have this platform to
show how great he is”

Steven Cardiner
Athletics, 400m
(2019 world champion)

Bahamas

“l thank God every day for all the
blessings | have received”

to spend time with the Lord. He gets
me through all my workouts. When

I am tired and I don’t think my body
can push any more, I have nothing to
do but turn to the Lord and ask for
strength to help me get through that
workout. And that 1s my favourite
form of worship.”

World AthleticsfAlamy



IDENTITY AND SUCCESS

As Christians, we believe our identity
comes from being created in God’s
image and redeemed through Christ. It
is human nature — and arguably more
so for sportspeople — to think that

we need to prove our worth by our
achievements. One Christian Olympian
told me that his approach to the
games was that winning a gold medal
would be everything and nothing —
‘everything’ in that it would take his
career to a new level and ‘nothing®
because he would still be the same
person, win or lose. This perfectly
expresses the tension berween success
and identity for us all.

Nicola McDermott, the first
Australian female high-jumper to clear
two metres, explains: “When your
identity is based on what you do —a
performance-based identity — it will
never satisfy. I found that I could never
jump high enough to be truly satisfied.
But when your identity is based on the
fact that you are loved by God...that
allows me to perform out of joy and
freedom.”

THE GRACE TO LOSE

Losing well is crucial to genuine
worship of God through sport. Felix
Sanchez, 400m hurdler and two-time
Olympic champion says: “You see a
lot of athletes say how blessed they
are when they win and vou don’t hear
it so much when they lose.” He adds:
“Unfortunately they don’t realise that
it is the same grace whether you win
or lose — God just sees you the same.
He’s given us this platform to compete
and whether we win or lose is not
important. It is important that we
demonstrate our faith and make him
proud with the talent he has given us
and give thanks to him.”

Olympic swimmer, Kirsty Balfour,
who went to the 2008 Beijing
Olympics as a serious medal contender,
performed poorly in the heats and
did not even make the semi-finals.

Nicola McDermott became the first Australian woman to clear 2 metres earlier this year. She later

posted on Instagram, “The triumph of surrendering everything, has transformed my jumping to be
full of joy rather than fear - it's changed my entire life! Only God can bring that kind of freedom.”

Speaking of her disappointment, she
says: “My first thought was of people I
had let down, like sponsors, my family,
who had flown out to China to watch
me, and my coach and my teammartes.
All the money and the time that had
been invested in working towards
Beijing was gone.”

Yet as a Christian, in the midst of
the turmoil, Kirsty had a great sense
of God’s presence. The lyrics of the
worship song ‘How great is our God’
kept coming to her mind: “He is the
name above all names and is worthy
to be praised. My heart will sing: how
great 1s our God”.

Kirsty says: “It was amazing to
have that and after what I had been
through, I felt I was standing on the
rock of Jesus. I was able to say: “Yes,
Jesus you are in it. You are here. This
was your will.” I had such assurance
that God still loved me.” As she looks
back at Beijing, the memory is still
painful but she says: “Sometimes when
it goes badly, God gets more glory in
your reaction and in how vou handle it
than in winning a medal,”

PERFORMANCE

Competitive sport can develop, and
reveal, our true character. Sport
is important but it should not be

it

IT IS THE SAME
GRACE WHETHER
YOU WIN OR LOSE
- GOD JUST SEES
YOU THE SAME

all-consuming. QOur identity should
always be determined by who we

are in God, rather than how we are
performing or what we have achieved.
As anticipation builds ahead of the
Tokyo Games, it is encouraging

to know that there are many elite
sportspeople who are seeking to
honour and glorify God and who
long to see the stadiums of the world
become cathedrals to his glory. @

STUART WEIR has been involved in sports
ministry for more than 25 years. He is the
director of Verite Sport (veritesport.org) and
the co-author of In Praise of God: Sport as
Worship in the Practice and Self-Understanding
of Elite Athletes

The postponed 2020 Olympic and Paralympic
Games are due to take place in Tokyo hetween
23 July and 5 September. Tokyo 2020 president
Seiko Hashimoto said she is “100%" certain the
Games will go ahead, despite local resistance.
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