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England may have had a late surge in the latest Ashes series, but, asks John King, should any

competing team claim that God is on their side?

Does God really

care

who wins the Ashes?



i preme

MYSELF, I don’t think the Lord God
is much bothered about who wins the
Ashes or the World Cup. Afterall, a
sporting contestis designedly setup to
eliminate interference from non-play-
ers; it is deliberately isolated from the
changes and chances of life in general.
It is a little world of its own with no
more relationship to everyday affairs
than a game of chess or ludo.

Not everybody sees it this way.
Those who think football transcends
the issues of life and death and those
competitors who solicit outside help

or the fingering of a
religious trinket are
looking to God to
beontheirsideinan
enterprise they be-
lieve to be su-

nportan

noless than the erst-
while habit of gen-
erals eg
HindenburgorHaig
—toclaimthat God
was on their side.
History demon-
strates, of course,
that God is not on
anybody’s side.

To set up an arti-
ficial struggle and
then proclaim that

God will back one
contestant rather
than anether is, if

ies just as we do well to shine if we

-an in an examination roomor in build-

ing up 2 business. It is fitting to seek

God’s grace in fulfilling every respon-

sibility in life — and the supreme re-

ility is, of course, the upbring-

ing of children, forwhich no awards or
recognition are forthcoming.

‘We need reminding that we errif we
make too much of trinkets and fame.
The rich fool discovered this. (He
might equally well have beena retired
Test cricketer or an almost forgotten
tennis champion). There are more
important things in life.

There are certainly more important
thingsin life than committing the gross
error of regarding God in instrumental
terms — ie assuming that he can be
coaxed into helping us gain our prede-

termined ends.

by prayer, obeisance, religious gesture.

That is why the sub-heading of a
fascinating new paperback* by Stuart
Weir — “Sportstars’ secrets of suc-
cess’ is slightly tainted. Success, as
Kipling held, is an impostor. Weneed
to keep a weather eye on those who
exalt success over diligence.

The content of the book is, however,
betterthan its sub-title; itis full of good
sound common sense.

Top sportsmen entertain us for
money.. They play to win — partly
because winning pays better than los-
ing. Inevitablz#sport fosters show-
manship and self-seeking. Things be-

Graham Gooch in a prayerful mood

ing what they are, there has been a
tendency for ghetto Christian believ-
ers to lavish adulation on sports and
showbiz personalities where restraint
might have been more appropriate.
When they express their views,

sports people, like showbizpeople, are

no more and no less informed than
their contemporaries who have less
exciting roles in life.

And when Ted Dexter, for example,
is described in The Times as a bom-
again Christian, it does not guarantee
that he will have anything worthwhile
to say on theological issues any more
than his faith guarantees that he will
field a winning side at Trent Bridge or
wherever.

Thispaperback recognisesthatsport,
because itisa bigindustry, is subjectto
corruption. Venal football managers,
‘amateur’ players, professional foulers,
race-horse nobblers, avaricious equip-
ment manufacturers presenta less than
pretty picture. But the institutional
shortcomings are equally apparent.

A generation or two ago the sporting
scene was corruptbecauseit wasflawed

along lines of class. Today the sport-
ing scene is corrupted by, amongst
other things, the big money that has
moved in.

The brand name flashes on team
outfits are the tip of the iceberg, amere
pointer to the price that is paid for
sponsorship and other deals.

We should be foolish to expect it to
beotherwise. Anyinstitutionis flawed;
its affairs are in the hands of fallen
human beings. This is no reason for
repudiating those who kick, bat, run,
ride or jump their way to fame; it is
merely an indication that one has to
keepone’seyesopen
and not expect an-
gelic standards from
sportsmen any more
than we expect them
from actors.

=

Nor ¢ WE eXpec
elderly organisers of
a national game to
bring grounds up to
acceptable standards
when there are strong
incentivestocarry on
in the same old way.

Stuart Weir has

doneusaservice. He
eschews ‘yelping
about God’; he rec-
ognises that sports
champions are hu-
man like the rest of
us; he identifies the
triviality and mis-
guided enthusiasm
that bring sport and
religion into disre-
pute.
He is not quite so
clear about the insti-
tutional and manage-
ment flaws that put
pressure on indi-
vidual performers.

Chestnuts like
‘Should a batsman
walk?’ put in an ap-
pearance. So does Sunday observ-
ance. Urgent concems like the influ-
ence of sponsors and advertisers are
given a fair inspection.

The ground covered ranges from
technical, internal matters such as the
balance of the letter of the law and the
spirit of itin any particular contest, and
the place of sport in the wider scheme
of things.

Whether this paperback will ease
the troubles of Graham Taylor or
Graham Gooch may be doubtful.
Whether it will be read by youngsters
who idolise their heroes and imitate
themin every way may againbe doubt-
ful. But this book deserves to be read.-

It will help us couch-potatoes to see
sportsmen and sportswomen — not
least the (single-sex, regrettably)
Church ofEngland cricketers and foot-
ballers about whom we read in the
church press in a clear light that is
sometimes missing.
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*More Than Champions, by
Stuart Weir (Marshall Pickering
236pp £4.99)
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