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Love is the most important thing in the world, but baseball is pretty good too.

—Greg, age eight

Pitch while you can. Preach the rest of the time.

—a former professor

Of the great conversations, stories, and questions that have risen out of my past
experience of playing professional baseball, the topic of how faith and sport

relate to one another has been a prime item of inquiry and interest. Evidently, my
story was something of an anomaly. People were always asking, “How does it work
that you’re studying to be a preacher but you’re playing baseball?” It was a question
asked of me by others and a question of personal wrestling, but it perhaps named
questions for all of us in our daily lives of faith. How does God truly come to en-
gage our world? What is expected of those who will follow? For me, it was solidi-
fied, learned, and thankfully heard preached that in the cross, when the gospel is
proclaimed, Christ may come to meet us and pour us out in any place.

During my time attending Luther Seminary, I played a bit more than four
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Hearing again the promise of Christ’s cross sets one free to encounter the world
in all its truth. Competition has its place. It can aid and give joy. It makes for
better care or more successful operation and organization. But like all things it
will be in need of a God who enters in.



seasons of professional baseball, primarily for the Saint Paul Saints of the American
Association independent professional league. It was an amazing experience, a kind
of boyhood dream realized, and a unique opportunity to encounter a community
and slice of life many only imagine. You could say that I made a living out of it, but
I’m always quick to define that the living entailed residing in a 600-square-foot
seminary apartment, earning roughly $1200 per month from baseball five months
of the year, attending class the rest of the time, and essentially mooching off of the
public school teacher income of my astoundingly supportive wife. It was a joy, but
it was also a grind. The pressure was high, the bus rides were grueling, and the cities
and crowds often underwhelming. I got to meet Bill Murray (part-owner of the
Saints). I played with and against former and future major leaguers. Overall I per-
formed fairly well and even hold some club records for wins, innings pitched, and
strikeouts, but I didn’t possess the kind of stuff or enticing physique to move up
the ranks of the higher pro levels. For the record, no, I did not quit to become a
pastor. It was life. It was messy, and it was blessed. Within this experience, God
showed up and worked even in this sporty context to offer life to me and also to
bear light to how God is continuously casting us into the world for others.

Sometimes it seemed that many, believers and nonbelievers alike, had trouble
combining the ideas that I could be a member of a minor league baseball team and
be studying to be a pastor. Apparently the minor league baseball community car-
ries a less than stellar reputation for “clean living.” Often inquisitors carried a
sneaky assumption that I’d either be like a clubhouse exorcist constantly speaking
out against the uncouth living of my assumed-to-be-heathen teammates, or a kind
of monastic guru, self-secluded to a corner of the locker room with no real close re-
lation to the common crowd. Sadly, faith in Christ has been and often continues to
be hijacked by the assertion or perception that this is what a faithful life entails.

Others wanted to discuss the ethics of the game and the nature of intense
competition in relationship to faith. How could I be a vicious competitor, display-
ing aggression and grit and wielding strength to overcome and defeat an opponent,
and still be faithful? Wasn’t this in contradiction with how God wants us to live? I
heard the question, “Did you ever intentionally try to brush back or hit an oppo-
nent with an inside fastball?” Upon hearing my confession, the reply came, “You
did?! What would Jesus say about that?!”

Sometimes, the questions were around the public displays of faith or the su-
perstitious rituals people exhibit in the game. “What about athletes who point to the
sky after a home run or cross themselves before they get in the batter’s box? What’s
going on there? If both teams are pointing to the sky, which side is the ‘sky’ on?”
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As I fielded and fumbled my way through these questions, my personal wres-
tling took on a more vocational tenor. Hearing the call of God to love neighbor,
heal the sick, feed the hungry, care for the widow and the orphan, and preach the
good news, what did playing baseball have to do with any of that? At the heart of all
of these questions was a deeper issue. What does the cross of Christ really mean for
how we live and move and find our being?

COMPETITION HAS ITS PROPER PLACE

This past spring, I remember being in church when the Psalm for the Day was
read. It was Ps 147, and when we came to the following verses, I listened intently.

10 His delight is not in the strength of the horse,
nor his pleasure in the speed of a runner;

11 but the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear him,
in those who hope in his steadfast love.

Perhaps there were other phrases the psalmist might have used to communicate the
same truth. Given Super Bowl Sunday had been only two weeks prior, the psalmist
might have chosen to write, “God’s delight is not in the strength of the Seattle
Seahawks’ defense, nor his pleasure in the quarterback rating of Tom Brady.” (Inci-
dentally, in the weeks leading up to a Super Bowl, I’d like to suggest that Ps
147:10–11 be assigned as mandatory devotional reading before any press conference
or interview in which one or more athletes will inevitably start talking about how
God intends for them to win the game.)

Other brainstormed phrases hit closer to home. “His delight is not in the ve-
locity of a fastball, nor in the power of the cleanup hitter.” This was a painful
thought. I wanted to say, “Dear God, you are missing out if you don’t take pleasure
in a full-count, bases-loaded, knee-buckling curveball for strike three!” After all,
I’m convinced that this is one of God’s greatest gifts in all of creation!

But it might be extended further. God’s delight is not in the intellectual prow-
ess of the student, nor in the virtuosity of the violinist, nor in the aptitude of the ac-
countant, nor in the superior pedagogy of the professor, and dare I say it, not in the
crafty wit of the preacher. This begged me to wonder, is the psalmist really speak-
ing truth? For example, I can think of many circumstances where the strength of a
horse can be put to good use. A strong horse can plow a field or pull a neighbor’s
truck out of the ditch or haul timber needed to build a house (my goodness, even
help build a church!). Strong horses have certainly been used to help many, in-
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of a surgeon, the giftedness of a teacher or preacher—all of
these have their place within the creation, and competition
aids in the development of such gifts



cluding folks who are hungry and in need. Does God not take delight in this kind of
strength?

The truth of the matter is that the strength of a horse, the speed of a runner,
the precision of a surgeon, the giftedness of a teacher or preacher—all of these has
their place within the creation, and competition aids in the development of such
gifts. Competition urges us to be better in this world. It urges us to greater skill
and/or more specialized use and aid.

Not only this, but in competition and sport one can practice and live out
wonderful characteristics of living in God’s grace. Perseverance, hope, bearing and
working with one another, dealing with hardship and failure, acknowledging the
varied gifts of others—these are all learned, taught, experienced, and practiced in
the best of what sport has to offer. Not to mention, it gives great opportunity for
just plain fun, recreation, and exercise—surely good for health and life when en-
gaged responsibly. There’s even biblical support for this. All faithful athletes
should love that the Apostle Paul acknowledges and wields the metaphor of run-
ning a race or training as a boxer in describing how the gospel might be carried in
our lives (1 Cor 9:24–27; Phil 3:12–14). There may be some truth to the line from
the film Chariots of Fire, when the character portraying Scottish sprinter, Eric Lid-
dell, declares, “I believe God created me for a purpose, but he also made me fast.
When I run, I feel His pleasure.”1

And so in this old world, competition, and betterment, and working hard at
skill, and the game of winning and losing can be used and honored greatly. But
there is another truth that breaks forth in the heart of the psalmist, one granted
through the true delight of God.

THE CROSS MEETS COMPETITION

The questions posed to me as a pitching preacher all seemed to center around
ethics, morality, or law. At the questions’ heart was a standard of expectation,
achievement, or necessity to be better, or to be personally responsible for making
sure I and the world around me were clean and without blemish. The story the
psalmist proclaims is of a different nature. It is of a God who has chosen to be made
known, and revealed, and handed over to the world in deep relationship and faith-
fulness. For those who hear the message of Christ and his cross, it is one in which
those in whom God delights confess faith not in one’s own ability or strength, but
in the ability and strength of God’s promises of love, forgiveness, and redemption,
fearful and awesome, faithful and steadfast.

If God is on a cross handing over God’s complete and entire self to you and
the world, God’s true pleasure is not in your achievements, success, power, or sta-
tus. Nor is it in how much we’ve done or how hard we’ve worked on the batting av-
erage or win-loss record, not even in how good we’ve been able to be, how “clean”
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the locker room is, or the purity of the game. Rather God’s pleasure is in those who
have come to believe and trust that God enters to overcome all of our sin in that
place and makes us new for life in the world. God’s true pleasure is not necessarily
in how good we’ve been able to be, but instead in how good God is for us. God de-
lights when we are called, gathered, and led to see, trust, and yes even fear that gift.
In sport then, as a preaching pitcher, and perhaps in any circumstance, this turn is
a bestowal of new life.

CURVEBALLS AND CHRIST

At the end of one of my classes in the spring semester of seminary, I was at the
same time immersed in preparing and gearing up for another long season of at-
tempting to confuse and confound hitters. I must have confessed to my professor
that I had been wrestling with the deficiencies of my summer occupation. Was it a
good and worthy job? Did it serve in preaching or pastoring? While I could see it
provided welcomed fun and leisure for fans, there was also selfishness to it and as-
pects of systems of exploitation, idolatry, and greed (billionaire private owners
stealing money from the public for stadiums to further gorge their already bulging
pockets; athletes being paid ridiculous amounts of money while schoolteachers eke
out a living). As I remember, he just listened at first. Later I received my final exam
back from the class. There was minimal if any critique or feedback on my answers.
Upon it, rather, were scratched these words, “Pitch while you can. Preach the rest
of the time.”

Within that statement I heard something akin to the words attributed to
Martin Luther: “Be a sinner, and sin boldly. But believe and rejoice in Christ all the
more boldly.”2 Words that surely have often been misconstrued to think that Lu-
ther didn’t care about living as God desires, or that the grace of God is a mere
cheap reality used to cover anything we wish. But Luther was articulating the fact
that as long as we live in this old world we will be under the power of sin and death.
No matter how you slice it, no matter what great decisions you make, we will be a
part of sin in this world, and yet the promise of Christ is given to break it and pro-
claim that it will not have the final say.

“Pitch while you can. Preach the rest of the time.” Suddenly competition and
sport was put in its proper place. Sport is indeed useful in some ways for this old
world. It is also not without its sin. So, too, am I. And so, too, are we. We can’t get
away from it, and yet there is a cross that proclaims that this is the very place God
chooses to show up. In this proclamation, new sight gave life. I noticed that the
outfield during batting practice had routinely turned into the confessional booth,
with teammates coming to me with questions about God and faith, tough deci-
sions, and even sin that they were carrying. Suddenly, I increasingly and preva-
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lently encountered the witness of faith in others in that place, teammates and
workers, who shared their trust in God, if only mere mustard seeds. I was freed to
enter deeper into friendship and sharing with fellow believers (one of them a quite
conservative, NASCAR-loving, Assembly-of-God-attending, cowboy southerner,
no less!). And I was once put in the place of proclaiming the gospel to a teammate
when another so-called Christian had told him that he was doomed to hell.

Alongside this, we played, and I pitched. We played hard and competed with
grit and perhaps occasional apathy. Sometimes we won, sometimes we lost. Some-
times destructive emotions and insecurity got the best of my teammates and me.
They sinned, and so did I, but Christ showed up, and here and there the gospel was
preached and heard and provided light and in great and small ways the intimacy
and deep relationship of God took hold.

So what of the other questions of sport and faith? Well, in my experience,
players point toward the sky after hitting a home run mostly with the genuine in-
tent of acknowledging giftedness from God. Some certainly do it also as an attempt
at evangelism or a witness of faith to others. Still others probably just do it for show
or to present a nice image. God knows what they’re up to. A sad reality is that ath-
letes often solely do it, and thus fans only see it, in feats of achievement. Perhaps a
greater testament of faith and God’s power would be to witness a hitter, upon
striking out, walking back to the dugout in frustration and anger, placing his bat
firmly in the bat rack, jamming his helmet into the cubby, going and taking a seat
on the bench, but then briefly closing his eyes as if in a brief prayer for peace and
perseverance, and then gently making the sign of the cross in remembrance of his
gift of baptism in Christ. That seems to me like the heart of one in whom God
would truly take delight.

A teammate of mine once told me he crossed himself before he got in the bat-
ter’s box as a brief prayer for safety and asking to use his gifts to the best of his abil-
ity. He got to the point where he did it nearly a few dozen times a game. At that
point, is it faith, superstition, or habit? Perhaps all of the above. He and I are still
teammates today for a local amateur team, and I’ve noticed that he doesn’t do it
anymore. I asked him about it recently. He said lately he’s gained greater trust in
God’s listening, and so now he only does it prior to the game. He further articu-
lated, “It seemed weird for me to pray to do well in the game. Why would God
want me to do well more than the opponent?” In some ways, perhaps he’s encoun-
tered the cross more deeply.

What about the sinfulness within the game? Did I ever throw inside on pur-
pose to hitters? Of course! It’s a part of commanding the strike zone and disrupting
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the comfort of the batter. If I avoided the inside part of the plate, I’d have never
thrown a single professional pitch. Did I ever try to hit a batter? Rarely. Less than
three or four times actually, and never intending debilitating injury, but only with
the purpose of supporting my teammates and regulating brutish play of oppo-
nents…but yes. What would Jesus think of that? My guess is that he’d think I’m a
sinner in need of his forgiveness and new life.

The reporter asked, “How can you be a preacher and play minor league base-
ball?” I wanted to reply, “How can you be a faithful person and be a journalist?” Je-
sus came and welcomed sinners and ate with them. It seems that those who would
follow might be compelled to do the same. Of course, the wrinkle to confess in do-
ing so is that each of us, faithful or not, is also one of those sinners—all the time, in
every moment, until the old bag of bones is finally good and dead. But thanks be to
God, Christ came to bear the old bag of bones with us and for us. Thus, faithful liv-
ing might be found in being the faithful teammate, entering deeply into the lives of
others, in relationship and compassion, truth and love. It is the recognition that we
are beggars and as we have found food we might tell other beggars where we found
it. It is entering into the giftedness of sport, or life, or whatever vocation or event
with the assurance that it will have its sin, and yet there is gospel seeking to be pro-
claimed and lived there.

10 His delight is not in the strength of the horse,
nor his pleasure in the speed of a runner;

11 but the LORD takes pleasure in those who fear him,
in those who hope in his steadfast love.

Hearing again the promise of Christ’s cross sets one free to encounter the
world in all its truth. Competition has its place. It can aid and give joy. It makes for
better care or more successful operation and organization. But like all things it will
be in need of a God who enters in. Those who trust in that will find that God takes
delight in this word handed over and received. So how shall we follow? How shall
we live and communicate this great promise—a truth in our lives with and for and
alongside others? Well, perhaps the old professor was right. Pitch while you can.
Preach the rest of the time.

CHARLIE RUUD is associate pastor of faith formation and community development at
Normandale Lutheran Church, Edina, Minnesota.
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