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Overview
The Bible makes little mention of sport. But in the absence of any direct biblical reference, this paper seeks to construct a theology of sport and Christian involvement under three areas of reflection. First we discuss the original goodness of creation, including sport. Secondly, we explore the corruption of creation and sport. Thirdly, we examine the restoration of creation and sport through Christian mission. Finally, we outline the main Christian sporting organisations in NZ.

Paul does use sporting metaphors from the Greek culture to illustrate Christian endeavour, but apart from 1 Tim 4:8 which seems to imply a positive role for physical activity, he makes no judgement. So discussing sport from a theological viewpoint requires us to reflect on principles rather than explicit teaching. We will do this with three dimensions of the gospel.

1. The original goodness of creation and the essential goodness of sport

The Genesis account speaks of a world of unimaginable beauty and goodness. Integral to this is the notion of physicality. From the beginning then, it is clear that physicality and physical expression, like the rest of creation, is essentially good. With the physical and the spiritual intimately entwined, there was no sense of a dualism between these two dimensions of life.

Essential to creation is the principle of image bearing for all of humanity. Among other things this means we are created to be relational beings, like our triune God. Sport is a wonderful context in which to express this relationality, especially in team endeavours. We are also designed to be creative. Like God himself, we human beings have been given the ability and freedom to create within the natural order, and sport is just one example of our creative expression. 
Essential to human existence, then, is the ability and desire to express ourselves physically through all manner of physical activities, including sport. 

Other dynamics essential to sport also find their roots in creation. Differing roles within a team can be compared to the roles taken on by Adam and Eve. While it is clear that negative notions of competitiveness developed after the fall, a desire to please God with effort, sacrifice and love are implied in the narrative. The health benefits of sport are also integral to created humanity, especially in today’s context where we are confronted with the problems, including obesity, of sedentary lifestyles.

2. The Fall of creation and sport

The Fall saw the corruption of all that God had created, including the physical order. The primary relationship with God was ruptured, the psychological unity and balance of the individual person was broken, human community was shattered, our relationship to the created order was distorted, and all of creation, including the physical, was infected by the virus of evil. One of the most devastating distortions of God’s intention for human physicality is seen in personal conflict and war.

Like all the other dimensions of creation, sport has been touched by the effects of sin. In many instances it has become a monster. Adam and Eve's attempts at lying to justify their own situation are reflected in cheating. The expectation of ongoing contention and discord that runs through the remainder of Genesis 1-11 is mirrored in over-competitiveness. 

A glance at the sporting scene today reflects this corruption -- in particular in cheating, and especially in the use of performance-enhancing drugs. Other issues include materialism; pride; the idolisation of sporting stars; the association of sex, alcohol, drugs and violence with sportspeople; the distortion of the place of sport in society; excessive nationalism/tribalism; and self-absorption.

Sport, like the rest of creation, is a realm in which Satan is alive and well. It is an arena for his dominance and distortion. 
3. The redemption of creation and sport through Christian mission

God’s response to the Fall and the corruption of his creation was not to separate himself from it. Instead he entered the fallen world as a physical human being, experiencing life on earth as God’s Son. Moreover, he died and rose again to redeem his creation. 

Jesus described his mission in terms of the reign of God. He used a range of metaphors indicating his desire for the people of the Kingdom to invade every area, bringing salvation and transformation. He spoke of mustard seeds, yeast, salt and light. Such images present a vision for God’s people. Having come to recognise Jesus as Saviour and Lord, and being filled with his Spirit and power, we go into the world as God’s agents to bring about this redemption. 

At the heart of the mission is the making of disciples, that is, the conversion of the lost and the discipleship of the found. Traditionally, this has involved programmes of evangelism to attract unbelievers. But the call to “go and make disciples” and the images we have just mentioned suggest another dimension of mission: Christians infiltrating society and going about their vocational call, drawing people to God through attitude, word and deed. Called and gifted Christians, then, will work in every area of life, including the sports world, to make Christ known. 

While the goal must remain uncompromisingly the conversion of the lost, the mission cannot be limited to a verbal sharing of the message. It will include whole lives being filled with the Spirit and making Jesus known. In the sporting context this can be achieved not only through chaplaincy but also through playing, administering, coaching and supporting. In all these areas, Christians can interact relationally to make Christ known. 

Sport is one of the best entry points in New Zealand for effective incarnational mission because it is so important to New Zealand culture and identity. Names like the All Blacks, Peter Snell, Sarah Ulmer and now Nick Willis are Kiwi icons and role models. 

So it makes sense that God, who wants to redeem every person in the land, is raising up a movement in the area of sports. This is not new, of course. It stands in continuity with many witnesses of past years, including Michael Jones. Today, some Christians are being called not to lead churches but to be leaders in the sporting realm through whom God is invading the dominion of darkness. Critical here is the issue of call and gift and the prioritisation of the Kingdom of God. These people will see themselves not merely as players and coaches, but as ministers who bring God’s love to the lost. It is essential where such people emerge that the church broaden its understanding of mission and support these people prayerfully, financially and practically.

The Christians in this realm will live according the ethics and principles of the gospel. In practical terms this means showing love and refusing to fall prey to the many sins that blight contemporary sport, including the ones already mentioned. Such people will embody a strong work ethic along with a determination to retain their Christian edge in their relationships, attitudes, behaviour and personal devotional lives. 

Significant to this vision are those Christians who are elite sportspeople. They are in a unique position to influence with the esteem they have been afforded through leadership roles, through speaking opportunities and through the media. Another important group are those who lead in coaching and administration. The Christian community must gather around such people and encourage them, support them and build them up in their ministries. 
Christian sports ministries in New Zealand

These include: 

· Soccer Plus NZ – an organisation communicating the reality of Jesus Christ into the New Zealand soccer environment. <www.soccerplusnz.co.nz>

· Ignite Sport - an initiative of Youth for Christ for high school-aged young people to develop as athletes and as individuals.

· Athletes in Action New Zealand – an organisation developing athletic influencers into Christ-centred leaders. <www.aianz.org>

· Wyners NZ – a soccer academy founded by Wynton Rufer and based in Auckland, which promotes excellence and serves youth soccer throughout New Zealand. < www.wynrs.co.nz>
· Christian Surfers –a Christian presence and witness in the NZ surfing community. <www.christiansurfers.org.nz>

· Quantum Sport – developing the core/heart of sports. <www.quantumsport.com>

· NZCFA --the NZ Christian Football Association – an Auckland-based Christian soccer league. www.nzcfa.co.nz
Recently the Christian Sports Network (CSN) was formed in NZ for the purpose of bringing together Christian sports ministries and people in this country to share information, communicate, co-ordinate and co-operate. An early initiative of CSN has been to affiliate itself with the International Sports Coalition (ISC). This coalition has the potential to provide a structure that can help unify sports ministries in New Zealand and allow other aspects of sports ministry to develop. The objective of ISC is to help different spheres of sporting interest interact with each other. Ten strategic programmes have been established: 
 

· Strategic Regional Coalition (SRC), whose role is to link the various sports interests within New Zealand with similar groups around the world to share ideas, resources and strategies.

· Ace Strategic Conference (ASC) – a quadrennial global conference held in the year before the Olympics.

· International Sports Leadership Training (ISLT) – a training institute formed to train people in sports ethics, management and outreach.
· Proclamation by Sports People (PSP) – working with sports people to help them to share their faith. 

· Serving the People of Sport (SPS) – focusing on the discipleship of those athletes who are walking with God. 

· Strategic Sports Partnership (SSP) – dedicated to training and supporting individuals and groups who are collaborating together around sport. 

· Major Sports Event Partnership (MSEP) – focusing on major global sporting events such as the Soccer World Cup as an opportunity for outreach strategies and resources to serve the church. 

· Major Sports Events Host Partnership (MSEHP) – aiming to transfer knowledge and experience gained from doing outreach in a host city during a major event.

· Church Sports (CS) -- empowering the local church with resources to understand how to bring transformation to and through the world of sport

· Global Community Games (GCG): A series of events such as KidsGames which use sport to impact communities.

Conclusion 

The Christian Sports Network presents an exciting vision to Christians with a passion, call and gifting for sport to be Christ's ambassadors in the sports world. One of the challenges for us in sports ministry in New Zealand is to implement the different strategies of ISC here and to encourage greater unity among the current sports ministries and people. (Refer to the calls to action.) 

A full version of this document, including footnotes and additional references, is available at www.csn.org.nz

Calls to action

1. Inform the Church of the importance of sport in New Zealand and of the need for Christians with a passion, call and gifting to be salt and light in this area. SPARC research claims that 92 percent of our children are involved in sport in some way.

2. Gather Christian sports people, local churches with a sports focus, and Christian sports ministries into the Christian Sports Network (CSN NZ) 

3. Continue to research and develop resources on Christianity and sport, to supply to sports people and sports ministries. 

4. Appoint leaders for the ten ISC (International Sports Coalition) strategies, to form a leadership group within CSN. 
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� Refer to website http://www.sportsoutreach.org/ for a full description of the Ten Strategies.
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