
O
n Planet
Earth, compe-
tition is an in-
escapable fact of
life. From the

nursery to the nursing home, in
politics, business, school, sports, and
everyday conversation, human beings
compete with one another. We compete
for grades, jobs, social position, friend-
ship, money, and power—and we com-
pete to win in a variety of sports. The
virtues and vices of competition have
been debated for centuries, and even
today, people find experts to support
their conclusions about whether com-
petition is beneficial or detrimental. 
The numerous benefits derived

from athletics have been well docu-
mented—physical skills development,
lessons of virtue, character develop-
ment, self-discipline, teamwork, self-
confidence, cooperation, etc. When
participated in correctly, sports can
provide an enjoyable and beneficial ex-
perience. The joy of collaborating with
other players toward a shared goal, dur-
ing which everyone has to give of him-

self or herself, the camaraderie that de-
velops when people work together, the
deep friendships that result—these
things cannot be explained to someone
who has never been a member of a
team. They must be experienced. 
A majority of Adventist academies

and colleges/universities, at least in the
North American Division, engage in
interschool sports. No doubt their
sponsors and participants believe that
players and fans are receiving a positive
experience from their participation,
and that the program is beneficial to
the institution. 
Unfortunately, there are numerous

problems with sports as practiced in
many educational programs. The stan-
dard model of sports, with its philoso-
phy of “winning at all costs,” “our team

is the greatest,” “nobody re-
members a loser,” “cheating is
wrong only if you get caught,”
and boorish behavior by spec-
tators, combined with unethical

inducements and payments to
players, granting academic credit for

“fluff” courses and work done by oth-
ers so that athletes can retain their eli-
gibility, which one sees in high school,
college, and university programs, must
not be the model for our schools. Ad-
ventist sports programs must adhere to
a higher standard, or they have no ex-
cuse to exist.1

A Looking Glass
While certainly not the norm when

the church’s schools were first estab-
lished, sports have become common-
place today. Church members are influ-
enced by the culture of the general
population in which they live, so it
should not come as a surprise that in
nations that are obsessed with football,
soccer, baseball, and/or hockey, church
members will desire sports programs.
While we say we want our schools to be
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different from other schools, we also
want them to be like other schools.
Quite a dichotomy! 
Sport provides a looking glass into

the souls of individuals and of societies.2

Plato observed that you can discover
more about a person during one hour of
play than a year of conversation.3 Many
sport philosophers suggest that sport is a
suspension of the real—that is, we enter
another world when the whistle blows,
and we exit from it when the last play
ends.4 On the contrary, I believe that
sport is an extension and integral com-
ponent of life itself. We work, we eat, we
shop, we recreate, we worship, we play
sports. These are all part of the fabric of
our lives. 
But for Christians, the motivating

force, the behavior, and the place these
things have in one’s life are all the
same. Some require more energy and
evoke more emotion than others, but
they all should be governed by one
guiding principle—the life and exam-
ple of Jesus Christ. If we are who we say
we are, Adventist—those looking for-
ward to the soon return of our Lord—
then our lives must reflect this keen an-
ticipation, and we should, with the help
of the Holy Spirit, be perfecting our
temperament so that we may more
fully reflect Christ’s character. I do not
think that in the judgment God will
say, “Oh, that unchristian behavior was
just part of a game, so We won’t count
that.” No! Every act and thought will be
taken into consideration. What will be
revealed where the events in our lives
are displayed, including athletic con-
tests? I believe we will long to hit the
erase button for a number of these.
Bad behavior in sports events is in

the news on an almost daily basis. For
instance, there are riots in soccer
matches throughout the world, recruit-
ing violations in college basketball,
brawls breaking out during football
and hockey games, Little League par-
ents beating up coaches and umpires,
and athletes cheating or taking illegal

drugs to enhance their performance.
Fortunately, we rarely have any such
episodes in Adventist sports programs.
Should we feel smug that such actions
don’t usually occur at our sporting
events?

Fundamental Questions
The real questions we should be ask-

ing are more fundamental: What should
Seventh-day Adventist Christian sport be
like? What should motivate our programs?
How should our programs be conducted?
What is their rationale? How do they fit
into the mission of our institutions?
Aristotle defined good character as

the life of right conduct—in relation to
other persons and to one’s self.5 Virtu-
ous behavior and caring about others is
something that is learned and culti-
vated. The church’s prophetic voice has
defined the purpose of Adventist edu-
cation thus: “To restore in man the
image of his Maker, to bring him back
to the perfection in which he was cre-
ated, to promote the development of
body, mind, and soul that the divine
purpose in His creation might be real-
ized—this was to be the work of re-
demption. This is the object of educa-
tion, the great object of life.”6

Most people think that teaching alge-
bra, English, and physical fitness is the
object of education! While these things
are important, as Christian educators,
our task extends far beyond merely en-
suring that students acquire job skills.
“In the highest sense the work of educa-
tion and the work of redemption are
one.”7 “Character building is the most
important work ever entrusted to
human beings . . . . Never was any previ-
ous generation called to meet issues so
momentous; never before were young
men and young women confronted by
perils so great as confront them today.”8

These words were penned around 1900.
Surely their application is even more ur-
gent and compelling today.

Cooperating in Character 
Development
God has ordained three primary in-

stitutions for the development and fos-
tering of moral character—the church,
the home, and the school.9 With regard
to moral reasoning in sport, the church
says little, except to advise that we not
engage in it. In my mind, this is an unre-
alistic stance to take in the modern
world, as sporting events occur every-
where, from small-town parks to huge
stadiums. Sport is ubiquitous in society.
It pervades newspapers, radio, and tele-
vision. Adventists are spectators, fans,
and players. To say that we should be cel -
ibate with regard to sport is unrealistic. 
The second institution for the devel-

opment of character is the home. As I
observe the behavior of young men
and women, I fear that most Adventist
homes offer little advice on moral be-
havior in sports. Watching parents at
games or listening to them talk about
sports contests and then comparing
their behavior with the teachings of
Christ often makes me wonder: How
can anyone who is waiting for the
Lord’s soon return act like that? Oh,
people say, “That’s OK because it’s just
a game.” If that’s true, we are in trou-
ble. Who will train the youth about
moral behavior in this area of life? It
appears that the church’s last hope for
the development of moral behavior in
regard to athletics lies with the school.
If teachers fail in this regard, the same
and worse moral transgressions will be
perpetuated. We must not fall into the
trap of saying, “I’m not paid to teach
character; I’m just the physical educa-
tion teacher/coach.”

Higher Expectations
So what should we expect from

players and spectators at school sport-
ing events and professional games? Of
course, we expect students to strive for
excellence. We want our teams to be the
best they can be and to perform well.
But do our practice sessions look any
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different from those at pub-
lic schools? Do we pray with
our teams? Do we have wor-
ship and read the Bible with
them? Do we talk to our
players about their relation-
ship with Christ? Do we let
them know that their salva-
tion is more important than
victories? Is their behavior
and character becoming
more Christlike? Are we
helping them become better
human beings? Can we say
at the end of a season that
they, and we, have a closer
relationship with God? 
Or . . . do we pace up and

down the sidelines and yell
at the officials when they
make a poor call? Do we
promote rough play and
“pushing the limits” of the rules? Do
our players help the opponents up
when they are knocked down? What do
we do when one of our players com-
mits a flagrant foul? In general, is the
behavior of our coaches, teachers, and
athletes such that we would be happy
to invite Christ to attend our schools’
games?
And what about the spectators?

Generally, this is the area with the
biggest problem. Of course, we want
fans to cheer enthusiastically and have
a good time. But does this occur in a
positive manner? Do the spectators
heckle and throw items onto the field
when the other team scores? Do they
yell at the official when they do not
agree with a call? Do fans respond in
a derogatory manner to an unfair act
by the opposition? Do they attempt to
distract an opponent shooting a free
throw or up at bat? (For suggestions on
dealing with spectators, see the article
by Andrew Adams and Ruth Brand on
page 44 of this issue.)
I dream of the time when opponents

and officials will say: “At Seventh-day

Adventist schools, games are different.
The athletes play hard, but they are re-
ally well-mannered. They never put
down their opponents; they even com-
pliment outstanding plays. The crowd
does not jeer when a player from the vis-
iting team is shooting a free throw. And
even if the official makes a poor call,
they don’t yell at him. It’s really a pleas-
ure to play or to officiate there. They are
good people. Maybe there is something
to their religion.”

How to Change Behavior
Changing the behavior of athletes

and spectators is difficult. After all, for
years they have seen what goes on in
the professional sports on TV. It takes a
dedicated coaching staff, a committed
athletic director, and an administration
consistently working together to bring
about change. Chapels, worship talks,
articles in the school newspaper, and
debriefing after games—all these can
provide reminders of the ideal to which
we aspire. And we must have supervi-
sion at games to remind us when we
forget. The process is called—educa-
tion! 
I have had the responsibility for

subduing unacceptable spectator noise

in our school’s gymnasium.
It is not a popular or pleas-
ant task. In fact, I abhor it.
But I detest the behavior
even more. 
I have wondered at times

if I am living in a fantasy
world with regard to my phi-
losophy of Christian sports
behavior. Is it really possible
to expect this kind of con-
duct? When I have explained
what I think should occur, so
many people say, “Oh, that’s
just the way basketball is
played; you can’t change
that.” If it is not possible to
expect courteous Christian
behavior from players,
coaches, and spectators, then
the only option left is to re-
move varsity sports from our

schools. If they do not contribute to-
ward the development of character and
preparing students and spectators for
Christ’s soon coming, then they have
no place in our institutions. They are
nothing but one of Satan’s clever tools
to distract us from our mission.
In everything we do, the question

must be asked, “Can Christ be in this
activity? Can this be a positive, growing
experience for students, the school, and
for the community?” Each institution
will have to examine this carefully.
The Seventh-day Adventist Health,

Physical Education, Recreation Associ-
ation (SDA-HPERA) supports the in-
clusion of athletics in church schools.
Because sport holds such a prominent
place in our world, we have a responsi-
bility to examine its role and to educate
our youth concerning the proper place
of sport in our lives. What an awesome
responsibility!
The SDA-HPERA, in its document,

Guidelines for Athletics in Seventh-day
Adventist Institutions,10 has articulated
what this professional organization be-
lieves Seventh-day Adventist athletics
should look like. It is not inevitable
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� • Is the spirit of Christ manifest in our
games?

� • Is God glorified by this activity and by
my actions?

� • What impressions are we making on our
players, our school family, and our commu-
nity—and on our opponents?

� • Do others see our players and specta-
tors as people who represent Christ—or do
they see a spirit of antagonism, strife, anger,
backbiting, and self-superiority?

� • Do the school’s sports-related activities
make a positive difference in the lives of our
young people? 

� • Do these programs advance the mission
of our institution?

Significant Questions Relating
to Sports Programs:



that sport resemble what occurs in
popular venues. The next few para-
graphs are taken from the Guidelines to
provide a summary of the thoughts
and principles found therein. 
“There is a Christian model of

sport, and we have not totally fulfilled
the mission of Seventh-day Adventist
education unless we teach this model
to administrators, players, parents, and
spectators” (p. 2).
“Sport can result in a growing, ma-

turing, and self-actualizing experience.
However, Christian ethics must control
sport. We have a responsibility to help
build noble characters in students, to
educate their minds, and to motivate
their spirits to make our society better
by applying core values to real-life situ-
ations. It is far more important to de-
velop the whole person than to win
such a comparatively insignificant
thing as a game. The greatest value of
sport can be its ability to enhance the
character and elevate the ethics of par-
ticipants and spectators” (p. 2).
“The mandate of Seventh-day Ad-

ventist schools is to educate the whole
person academically, spiritually, phy -
sically, and socially . . . . .A liberal edu-
cation helps one become more fully
human and better able to integrate reli-
gious principles into life . . . . There is
no dichotomy between what is secular
and what is sacred.
“Playing a musical instrument, re-

pairing an automobile, playing a game,
or preaching a sermon are all religious
activities. God does not ask us only to
honor Him on the Sabbath but to re-
flect His image everyday in whatever
we do” (p. 2).
“We should weave biblical principles

into all we say and do. We must cooper-
ate with God in our acts of play as well
as in our acts of Christian work” (p. 3).
“A Christian athlete should be a bet-

ter-behaved athlete for being Christian.
While Christians do not necessarily per-
form better or win more games, they are
motivated by different principles and

approach activities differently from non-
Christians. A Christian should be truer
to the spirit of sport and to the fulfilling
of its essence” (p. 3).
“The Christian spectator should

also be better. Christians should be dif-
ferent from typical fans. They should
relate to opponents and officials in the
same way they would wish to be
treated. Christian institutions include
sport to help their graduates partici-
pate better in the culture of their soci-
ety while honoring God” (p. 3).

Mission Statement
“The mission of the

athletic program is to
provide a setting in
which students can
experience the joy
of movement
through the
medium of sport
in a Seventh-day

Adventist, Christ-centered environ-
ment as they engage in activities that
promote the development of the whole
person physically, mentally, spiritually,
emotionally, and socially” (p. 3).

Teacher-Coaches
“The success of the entire athletic

program hinges on the proper selection
of qualified, dedicated, and committed
teacher-coaches. Above all else, the
teacher-coach must be a person who
values and supports the philosophy of
the organization that will mold

young athletes into players
who emulate Christ on
and off the court or
field. Coaches must
teach players by
both word and ex-
ample and must
convince them
that the philoso-
phy of winning at

• At La Sierra University, we consider all athletic opponents as invited
guests and treat them with the courtesy due our friends and guests.

• We show respect for officials and their decisions.  We do not hiss or
boo a player or official.

• We applaud opponents who make good plays or show good sports-
manship. We do not utter abusive or irritating remarks from the sidelines
or bleachers.

• We seek to win by fair, lawful means, according to the spirit of the
rules. We do not attempt to rattle an opposing player, such as a player
preparing to shoot a free throw.

• We follow the Golden Rule.

• We ask every player and fan to do their very best throughout this
event to help us in living up to this code.

Thank you!
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all cost or by sacrificing principle is not
honorable or desirable” (p. 5).
The Guidelines have sections on (1)

Administration: recruiting, Sabbath
travel, and game policy; (2) Teacher-
Coaches: qualifications, responsibili-
ties, and behavior; (3) Student-Ath-
letes: expectations for behavior on and
off the court/field and spiritual growth
opportunities; (4) Spectators: code of
conduct and behavior, education; (5)
Hospitality for the Visiting Team; and
(6) Assessment of the Program. 
Shirl Hoffman, emeritus professor at

the University of North Carolina, has
written an excellent article discussing
steps that Christians might take to
change their approach to sport. He says:
“If sport played by Christians is to have
a distinctive slant—especially sport
sponsored by Christian institutions—it
won’t simply be sport done well or
played without egregious violations of
the sporting code. It will be sport cre-
atively structured and specifically crafted
to express the joy of the faith.”12

It has been said that sportsmanship is
a journey rather than a destination.
Likewise, our job in a Christian school is
to help students advance on their jour-
ney in spiritual living. First, we must
have a personal relationship with God.
We must be closely connected with the
Source in order to be proper role models
and promote Christlike behavior.

Assessing What’s Important
The end of all things is near. Christ is

coming soon. We need to think about it,
we need to pray for it, we need to plan
for it. “There is nothing that the world
needs so much as the manifestation
through humanity of the Saviour’s love.
All heaven is waiting for men and
women through whom God can reveal
the power of Christianity.”13 All that we
do is recorded in heaven. We must ac-
count for all our words and actions in
the judgment. At that time, will it be im-
portant that you had a winning record
or that you won the league champi-

onship? Will God ask you about these
things in the judgment? I think not. He
will ask: “Have you brought your players
closer to Me? Have you taught them how
to be a follower of the Master?” 
Yes, there is a Seventh-day Adventist

philosophy of sport. It’s unique, strin-
gent, and difficult to follow. However,
to create the right climate in our
schools, it is mandatory that it be fol-
lowed. The Guidelines must be studied
and pursued along with a diligent
study of God’s Word and the works of
His messenger as we seek to develop a
deeper understanding of our role in
hastening His soon return.
It is my prayer that coaches will pro-

vide leadership in the task of helping the
church reflect Christ and to reveal His
love through our athletic programs.  �
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