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Sports Teams: More than Outreach
AARON FULLER

Let me tell you about what’s happened in my faith community this year. I’ve had
lots of meaningful conversations, from just getting to know people to deep

questions about the realities of their lives and of God and faith. I’ve listened and
counseled those grieving illness and loss of loved ones. I conducted a funeral for
the mother of one of my people who lost a long, hard battle with cancer. We come
together on the weekends as a community, and we have youth who are active two
times every week, and even every day of the week for a four-month stretch during
the year. I watch people young and old take care of each other regularly, and from
time to time, we do service to the community.

Oh, and we won a conference championship too!

For those of you who are utterly confused, I’m talking about the high school
wrestling team where I volunteer my time as a coach. I’ve been involved in the
sport of wrestling since I was four years old, and this has been, is, and will always be
an important part of my life. However, when I talk about my wrestling team and
the wrestling community as a whole, those in the church appreciate it as a tremen-
dous outreach opportunity but nothing more. Wrestling may form community,
but it is not church. But what if it were?

Wrestling is unique among other sports because it is an individual sport and a
team sport simultaneously. The individual is responsible for putting in hours of
training and preparation, both of which require a tremendous amount of commit-
ment and discipline. It is individuals who find themselves out on the competition
mat alone, and the athlete alone experiences the joy of winning or the disappoint-
ment of losing. Yet wrestling is also a team sport, because there are others going
through that same experience, sharing these same emotions. A wrestling team is a
community in which people who individually experience the journey of life come
together to share and to bear that same life in vulnerable and authentic ways. It is
within this community that these young athletes discover what relationship truly is
and who they truly are as human beings. Moreover, they are formed into compas-
sionate, emotionally resilient persons in that process of discovery. In my experi-
ence, the community formed through wrestling has become a community of the
cross, a community in which God is revealed in Christ within the reality of human-
ity for the sake of hope and new life. So much of what we’ve done this past year as a
wrestling team bears the marks of the cruciform community. It is that concrete ex-
perience that gathers us together and sends us out, less fearful and more authentic
in character than before.

As a parish pastor serving two small congregations, I’ve found that my wres-
tling community creates a theological tension for me. It asks the question, “What is
church?” and pushes me to look beyond traditional definitions and to reflect on



the integrity of the community. It forces me to look at my congregations and their
religious practices and ask if who we are and what we do are communicating the
gospel and inviting people into an encounter with Jesus Christ. It pushes me be-
cause I see Jesus in the face of my wrestlers and their families, even when we don’t
say his name or find that definition in Article Seven of the Augsburg Confession. My
wrestling community teaches me that sometimes churches only invite us to say
some words and observe some practices without calling us into deeper relationship
with God and one another. It makes a difference when we do both with conviction
and integrity. That is, we should always know why we are church.

Those who see my presence in the wrestling community as nothing more
than an outreach opportunity ask me, “Why don’t you combine the two; why
don’t you start a ‘wrestling church?’” After much reflection and temptation, my re-
ply is “I can’t.” Merely to combine them would lose that theological tension, and as
a result compromise the integrity of both communities. My wrestling community
would fall prey to religious assimilation and conversion attempts, and the gathered
and sent community around word and sacrament would fall prey to trendiness and
seeing people as a commodity for survival. I think both communities would cease
to be what they are for me: authentic and distinct witnesses of God present and
working in and through the world and its people.

Many people value sports because their story lines and lessons often mirror
those of life. I wonder if we should value the integrity of the sports community be-
cause it has a lesson to teach congregations about the integrity of their identity and
action as church. Sports are valuable not as a marketable ministry that might make
Christianity relevant in popular culture but rather as an accountability partner
in following a God who is present and active in the world through death and resur-
rection.
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