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Father:
Eric, you are the proud possessor of many gifts… [and] it is your sacred duty to put them to good use.  Running the way you can, strong and true, the mission cannot but gain by your success.

Brother:
What we need now is a Muscular Christian, to make folks sit up and notice!

Father:
Run in God’s name and let the world sit back in wonder.

Since Charles Kingsley coined the term “Muscular Christianity” and Thomas Hughes gave a literary portrait of a Muscular Christian in his novel, Tom Brown’s Schooldays, the fusion of sport and religion has experienced a unique ambivalence.  Like quarreling lovers, Protestant Christianity and sports in America have at times acted in mutually beneficial ways.  At other times, they have been at odds, undermining each other’s goals. 

Co-authors of Muscular Christianity: Evangelical Protestants and the Development of American Sport James Mathisen and Tony Ladd have categorized this peculiar love-hate relationship into three distinct periods.  They argue that there has been an “engagement,” a “disengagement,” and a “reengagement” between evangelical Protestantism and sport since 1850.
  During the periods of harmony between religion and sports fundamental Christians have used athletics as a vehicle for evangelism and social reform.  In turn, sports have benefited from these efforts. 

THE BEGINNING


To fully understand muscular Christianity, it is necessary to find its origins, the sources from which it arose, and the climate in which it was born.    Entering the nineteenth century sports were not looked upon with favor. A “Georgia provincial law, circa 1762” declared “that no public sports or pastimes, [such] as… foot-ball, playing, horse-racing, shooting, hunting or fishing, … [or any] other games, exercises, or pastimes whatsoever, shall be used on the Lord’s day.”
  While a Rhode Island edict stated that, “ if any person or persons in this Colony, shall play or game at Cards, Dice, Tables, Bowls, [or] Billiards… for money…[they] shall pay a fine.”
  Likewise Robert Proud, historian of Pennsylvania, circa 1780, quoted R. Barclay to make his case against sports, “ these games, sports, plays, dancings, comedies do naturally tend to draw men from God’s fear; to make them forget heaven, death, and judgement; [and] to foster lust, vanity, and wantonness.”


These declarations against sports are deeply rooted in Puritan ideals.  Virtues like duty, responsibility, efficiency, and productivity were put in jeopardy by games and athletic competition.  Sports treaded upon these ideals, because all forms of pure entertainment and amusement appeared as a flagrant misappropriation of time and energy.  The mentality of the time was that “people whom God had called, or chosen, to share in the afterlife had a responsibility to labor on his behalf.” 
 Therefore, those who upheld these beliefs viewed sports as a tool of the devil to lure young men and women away from the work of God. Eliot Gorn and Warren Goldstein, record a “much-reprinted article” written by James Hall in 1828 called the “Billiard Table.”  In this article Hall refers to the pool table as a “gay temple of dissipation,” and he asserts that the “walls [surrounding the table] blackened with smoke have witnessed the orgies of many a midnight revel.”

In addition, to the “Protestant work ethic,” the promotion of pietism during the early to mid-nineteenth century also influenced people’s perception of sport.  These crude gatherings frequently included and promoted drinking, gambling, and lewd behavior by participants and spectators.  Consequently, opponents of these vices were antagonistic toward events that fostered such vile conduct.  Individuals like “William Alcott sought to inculcate self-control, character, and moral rectitude in adolescents and young adults as a counter balance to the social dangers uniquely posed by urban society.”
 It seems that the American consensus in the first half of the nineteenth century viewed these so-called dangers as detrimental to the development of youths and society as a whole.   As a result, these strict social mores deterred sports from being played with regularity prior to the Civil War.

CHANGE OF MIND LEADS TO A CHANGE OF HEART


As the nineteenth century progressed, men like Charles Finney, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Henry Ward Beecher, and Dwight L. Moody would come to the forefront and promote athletic competition, as a means to developing virility, mental efficacy, and character.  Ironically, these men would use some of the same arguments for sports that William Alcott had used against it.  “Muscular Christianity” was about to consume American Protestantism, but first it needed a spark.

“Muscular Christianity first manifested itself in English public schools and universities” in the 1850’s.
  This union of athletics, education, and religion emerged from the lives and work of two men,  Charles Kingsley and Thomas Hughes. While “Kingsley gave early expression to the cult of heroic English gentlemen, tempered by manly sports, educated to a fine intellect, and consecrated with devotion to Church and country,” Hughes’s novel Tom Brown’s School Days (1857) illustrated what a muscular Christian man should look like.
  In tandem, Kingsley and Hughes provided the definition of a muscular Christian, which Mathisen and Ladd distill into three parts: 1) a physical man, full of strength and vigor; 2) a moral man, full of integrity and honesty; and 3)  a spiritual man, devoted to and motivated by God.


In addition to these proponents other advocates were arising in America.   In 1858, Harvard alum and minister Thomas Wentworth Higginson, submitted an article to Atlantic Monthly entitled “Saints and Their Bodies.”  “This essay attracted a great deal of attention when it was first published because of the author’s use of moral and theological arguments to defend athletics.”
 He writes:

The great deeds of the world can be more easily done by illiterate men than by sickly ones.  Wisely said Horace Mann, “All through the life of a pure-minded but feeble-bodied man, his path is lined with memory’s gravestones, which mark the spots where noble enterprises perished, for lack of physical vigor to embody them in deeds… Guaranty us against physical degeneracy, and we can risk all other perils—financial crisis, Slavery, Romanism, Mormonism, Border Ruffians, and New York Assassins.


Though a powerful voice, Higginson was not alone in making his claims.  Oliver Wendell Holmes, “the best know physician of his day,” also commented on the moral and physical benefits of exercise, recreation, and sport.
  Holmes “argued for participation in all of those who upheld Victorian values,” and he himself divulged how he delighted in physical activities like rowing on a “sweet June morning.”


“Prior to the mid-nineteenth century most ministers, writers, teachers, and businessmen had discouraged exercise and sports on the grounds that they were immoral, useless, and socially improper.”
  Now, however, something had changed.  It is evident that articulate, influential, and religious men were promoting athletics, and that the general view of sports was changing, but the question remains as to how changing social conditions effected sports and in particular muscular Christianity? 

CONDITIONS AND CULTURE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY
The nineteenth century was one of rapid transition in the areas of economics and industry, demographics, religion, gender roles, and education.  Each of these things set the context for the muscular Christianity movement, and each of these in fact led to the late nineteenth century affiliation of religion and sport.


Economically, the country was booming.  The industrial revolution was in full swing and factories were springing up all over the country.  As a result, the way America did business was changing.  Artisan-apprentice relationships were being exchanged for employer-employee relationships.  Skilled labor was decreasing, while factory jobs were increasing.  At the same time, technology was improving, allowing time-consuming tasks to be done much faster.  All of this caused an alteration in the traditional ways that many Americans worked.  While Master-craftsman worked the whole day through, factory workers began working on shifts of eight to twelve hours per day, leaving them with ample leisure time.  This increase in time created a newfound demand for forms of recreation.  In addition to taverns, pool halls, and fraternal orders, various forms of athletic competitions quickly filled this void.


In regards to demographics, the United States was experiencing rapid change.  Already, the country’s population had begun to shift from rural towns to expanding urban centers.  In addition, by the mid-1800’s immigrants flooded the gates at Ellis Isle.  In fact, fourteen million newcomers entered the United States between  1865 and 1900, causing cities to bulge and the population to soar.  By the turn of the century, seventy-six million people called America home.
  This rise in population in cities all along the East Coast, provided a second component of sports—participants and spectators.  


Socially, the overcrowding of cities combined with the mixing of antagonistic ethnicities often caused violence and social disturbances.  Again, sporting events would meet the need of improving behavior, discipline, and physical exertion—in the hopes that gang-like behavior could be minimized.


Religiously,  the 1800’s experienced great revival.  Men like Charles Finney, Henry Ward Beecher, and Dwight L. Moody would all have a great impact on the religious climate in the 1800’s.  Finney, the oldest of these men and the one responsible for bringing religious revivals from the country to the city, was a large proponent of athletics and he saw it as a means to improving society.  In fact, “ the development of a nationally prominent program of physical education and athletics at Oberlin College was a direct result of Finney’s leadership as president there during the formative years of the muscular Christian movement.”
  

At this same time, shifting theological beliefs did a great deal to advance physical exertion and athletic competition in the late 1800’s.  While Puritans in the early portion of the century believed in pre-destination and pre-millenialism, Protestants in the late 1800’s were much more Arminian in their thinking. This theology, which put greater emphasis on earthly things would also assert a greater responsibility to exercise, nourish, and discipline the human body.  Consequently, Christians, in addition to winning converts, felt a much greater burden to improve society.
  This ‘social Gospel’ would later compel groups like the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) to reach urban youth, not only with the message of salvation but also with the message of social reform.  

Furthermore, the issue of masculine gender roles was also a concern during this period.  As a result of “over-civilization,”  the increase of “inferior” immigrants, and the growing influence of women some men feared the feminization of men.
  President of Harvard, Charles W. Eliot professed, “Effeminacy and luxury are even worse evils than brutality.”
 With this loss of masculinity, real or only perceived, institutions like the Boy Scouts and the YMCA, were established to engender traits of manliness to the next generation.

Finally, in regards to education, growing interest and appreciation for the benefits of physical exercise were being put forth.  “Medical science now tended to assume a connection between ideation and the material world, so that physical health was linked with mental, moral, and spiritual improvement…Taking charge of one’s own physical condition became a prerequisite for a virtuous, self-reliant, spiritually elevated life.  Moral improvements, self mastery, and godliness were invoked in the name of sports.” 
  Sports not only had respectable supporters, but it now had legitimate and required reasons for participation.  With this backdrop of economic, social, religious, and educational renewal, muscular Christianity was steps away from using athletics as a means of evangelism and social reform.  

THE ENGAGEMENT OF MUSCULAR CHRISTIANITY


I feel it my duty to tell you what God has done for me.  I hope you will hear all I have to say.  There are many here who have known me for ten years—have known me when I was fearfully wicked.  Now I am on the Lord’s side…


This is how “Awful” Orville Gardner began his conversion story in an appearance at the Methodist Church on Green Street in New York City in March 1858.  Using his ‘celebrity status,’ Gardner, a renowned prize-fighter, “became one of the first muscular Christians who used sport not only as an arena for character development but also for Christian outreach to change evil to good.” 
  In the late nineteenth century, as sport grew in popularity and in status, it “became an essential element in [many Christians] strategy to reach the world.”

This commitment to reach the world with the message of Jesus Christ was most evident  in the lives of Henry Ward Beecher and Dwight L. Moody. Recognizing the moral erosion of young men in cities, and seeing the potential for harm found in bars, taverns, and gambling halls, Beecher and Moody sought to use the medium of athletics to reach these “lost souls.” “What these men and others shared was a vision of muscular Christianity proclaimed not from the pulpit but from the gymnasium and the playing field.”
  


Yet, differences between these men can also be seen.  In Eyes and Ears, Beecher shared these thoughts:


It seems surprising, while so many young men’s associations are organized, whose main trouble it is to find something, to do, that some Christian association should not undertake this important reformation, and give to the young men of our cities the means of physical vigor and health, separated from temptations to vice.  It would be very gospel.


Beecher’s ideology consisted primarily of social activism and higher education.  He believed that by renewing the mind and removing the vices from the lives of ‘non-believers’ regeneration and salvation would be found.

In comparison, Moody who was personally involved with the evangelistic form of the YMCA, said, “God wants us to go forth and preach the gospel to the whole world.”
  These contrasting emphases embodied the two veins of influence muscular Christians sought to have on society—the salvation of souls and the moral regeneration of society.  While distinct, these aims were complementary.  The salvation of souls aimed to better society, while the improvement of society intended to assist in the conversion of souls.  Overall, it can be said that muscular Christianity used sports as a means to reach society—individually and collectively.

As Beecher continued his work with education, religion, and sport, Moody proceeded to mentor a new generation of muscular Christians.  Three of his proteges were the famous Studd brothers, Charles (C. T.), George (G. B.), and Kyneston (J. E. K.).  All world-class cricketeers, these brothers would follow in the footsteps of “Awful” Gardner, and use their athletic talents as a platform for evangelism.  C. T. would journey to China and become a missionary, while J. E. K. would ultimately travel throughout the United States speaking “at a series of American colleges.”
  

Though only a few months long, J. E. K. Studd’s tour did much for the engagement of Christianity and sports in America.  “Welcomed by college students as an incarnation of the fictional muscular Christian prototype, Tom Brown,” Studd toured twenty colleges in 1885 and led Bible discussions and prayer sessions at each.
 

In addition to the Studd’s, D. L. Moody would also have a great impact on John Mott, Amos Alonzo Stagg, and countless others at the Northfield Conferences.  Beginning in 1885, D. L. Moody organized a conference for college students in Northfield, Massachusetts.  Moody intended these meetings to equip, train, and inspire young men to reach their campuses and the world with the gospel message.  In addition to speakers and Biblical training, every afternoon was filled with sports.  “This practical engagement of religion and sport emerged as muscular Christians proclaimed that ‘ebullient animal spirits of youth were consistent with the most intense Christian zeal.’”
  Emerging from these conferences John Mott founded the Student Volunteer Movement, a collaborative effort to recruit college students from all over the country into foreign missions.
  Meanwhile, Amos Alonzo Stagg would become the “
father of coaching.”

Prior to the 1880’s athletic teams were player led, but as competition became more complex, and honestly more business-like, coaches and managers were implemented.  And “from Stagg’s perspective in 1892, coaching football at Chicago was a call to Christian service in which he could best be used ‘for my Master’s service.’”
  Likewise, in 1892 Stagg spoke on “Christianity on the diamond.”  Asserting muscular Christianity before 2,200 congregates of the Central Presbyterian Church in Rochester, New York,  the bulletin read, “This service is held in the interests of muscular Christianity.”
  It is clear that without possessing any athletic fame himself, Moody’s impact on the muscular Christianity movement was far-reaching.


Unfortunately, Moody’s zeal would not be sustained in the following generation of muscular Christians. As the American church moved from evangelism to activism, the likes of Stagg and Mott, would be drowned out by the roaring waves of secularism rising in the church.  Moreover, when the next great muscular Christian turned his back on muscular Christianity the disengagement of sport and evangelical Christianity would be complete. 

THE DISENGAGEMENT OF MUSCULAR CHRISTIANITY


Entering the twentieth century sports were in vogue.  Professional baseball teams were cropping up in towns all across the country, gymnasiums were being erected in all the major cities, and football was now a fall tradition at most collegiate institutions.  Yet, in the midst of sport’s “Golden Age,”  America began to disregard and reject the traditions of religion.  According to Ladd and Mathisen:

National forces were redefining and marginalizing the place of religious-based teaching and scholarship.  Education was being standardized along increasingly secular lines, and religion within an educational setting was redefined as propaganda.  If muscular Christianity was going to survive and flourish in the twentieth century, especially within educational settings, it would be on terms quite unlike those of the late nineteenth century.

Unfortunately, for the muscular Christianity movement, this secularization of education and sport would not be overcome, and individuals like Amos Alonzo Stagg and James Naismith blended in instead of speaking out for muscular Christianity.   For instance, when Naismith, a former YMCA worker and the inventor of basketball, arrived at the University of Kansas to direct the college chapel and athletic program, he kept his faith to himself.  Letting only his pious example speak for himself, Naismith reserved the public   vocalization of his beliefs for church services.
  

Likewise, the two veins of muscular Christianity, evangelism and social activism, had also diverged.  Accordingly, with social activism gaining favor among churches nationwide, only a remnant of Christians would call themselves evangelical.  And as sports became more professional, more competitive, and more ‘polluted’ by the ‘world,’ these evangelicals turned their back on sports.  It is revealing that in The Fundamentals (1909), which was published to proclaim the traditional and ‘fundamental’ beliefs of evangelical Christians, one of the original muscular Christians’ personal testimony neglects to even mention sports.  In this compilation Charles T. Studd testifies to God’s work in his life, yet he fails to mentions the benefits of athletics or muscular Christianity, though he was a world-class athlete and muscular Christian.
  It seems that as the world, and the American church, rejected evangelicalism in the beginning of the 1900’s, the evangelical church rejected the world of sports.

This can be seen no place better than in the life of Billy Sunday—a professional baseball player in the 1880’s who went on to become the most popular evangelist in the first quarter of the twentieth century.  While strongly advocating Christian manliness and using athletic analogies in his sermons, Sunday had turned against sport by 1893.
  In that year, Sunday drafted an article entitled “Why I Left Professional Baseball.”  In this commentary on his decision to leave the playing field, Sunday listed ten reasons why he had retired.  These include:

2. Because it develops a spirit of jealousy and selfishness; one’s whole desires are for
     personal success regardless of what befalls the other.

4. Because it is better to benefit mankind then amuse them.


9. Because I felt called of God to do His service.


It appears that as Sunday left the field of dreams to enter harvest field of souls, he believed that playing sports and serving God were mutually exclusive.  Consequently, the torchbearer for the next generation of muscular Christians had extinguished the flame.  As a result, Sunday’s rejection of athletics closed the door to God in the athletic arena, a door that would not be cracked until the 1940’s.

ERIC LIDDELL


With this rejection of sports by Sunday, there seems to be a strange sense of irony, within the history of muscular Christianity.  From 1893 to 1935, Billy Sunday toured the United States, and with his virile evangelism and emphasis on Christian manliness, Sunday became the most popular and influential revivalist in the United States.   Yet, his impact came at a time when an opposition stood between religion and sport.  What seems odd is that during this disengagement between sports and evangelical Christianity, the greatest potential voice for “muscular Christianity” remained quiet.  Furthermore, this irony is only magnified by the historical figure of Eric Liddell, whose fame might be the greatest of all muscular Christians because of his portrayal in the 1981 film Chariots of Fire.   

In the 1924 Olympics, Eric Liddell won a gold and a bronze medal, respectively, in the 400-meter and 200-meter sprints.  His Olympic triumphs, however, came only after his disappointing and controversial rejection to run in the 100-meter dash.  Liddell’s reasons for choosing not to run in his best event were purely spiritual.  Like others of his era, Liddell was a Sabbatarian, and as such, he felt it his duty to rest on Sunday as “God intended.”
  Consequently, when the 100-meter dash preliminary heats ran on Sunday, he simply refused to compete.  
 

Bringing together a strong desire for physical and spiritual things, Liddell’s running was an outward expression of devotion to God.  In the movie Chariots of Fire, Liddell is depicted as a man who loved God first and everything else second. Surprisingly accurate, Liddell’s running appeared as an extension of his religion and a means to praise God and share Him with others.   In fact, as the movie depicts, Liddell in reality spent much of his free time sharing his faith with college students and local workers.
  

Further testimonies to Liddell’s physical and spiritual convictions come from his time spent in Paris for the 1924 Olympics and from his prison sentence in China.  Encapsulating the spirit of muscular Christianity, the Sunday following his 400-meter victory, Liddell spoke at the Scots Kirk church to packed house full of athletes, trainers, and coaches.
   His Olympic success gave him the platform to share the gospel with a multitude of spectators who might not have entered a sanctuary otherwise.

Similarly, when officials arrested Liddell for being an “enemy national” in war-torn China during WWII, Liddell made the most of his opportunity to reach the 1,800 other prisoners. “He organized athletic meetings, taught hymns, and ministered from the Word.”
  As David J. Michell, a child who witnessed Liddell at the Weishien camp, recalls, “None of us will ever forget this man who was totally committed to putting God first, a man whose humble life combined muscular Christianity with radiant godliness.”
  Again, Liddell used his athletic platform to reach others with the “good news’ of Jesus Christ.

While Liddell had tremendous potential for furthering the message of Jesus Christ through sports, he evidently chose not to do so. After his athletic fame, Liddell, like Studd before him, journeyed to China as a missionary.  Specific reasons why Liddell failed to promote muscular Christianity during this period are unknown, but James Mathisen has these hypotheses: 1) “[American evangelical Christianity] was worried about other battles [during the 1920’s], and not particularly oriented to a Scotsman who ran fast and loved Jesus;” and 2) “Liddell also seems quite unaware of all the [affairs]” going on in America pertaining to muscular Christianity.
  Consequently, Liddell though arguably the most well known muscular Christian of antiquity, had little effect on the movement during his day.

So the irony stands, that while Sunday and Liddell had great promise as muscular Christians, neither would attempt to advance this cause.  The church would have to wait another twenty years before anyone would volunteer to carry the banner of muscular Christianity and once again undertake the task of fusing religion with sports.

 REENGAGEMENT


As “Protestant fundamentalists, soundly defeated by their more liberal rivals in the…  ‘20s and ‘30s, quietly devised innovative, interdenominational, parachurch forms of ministry,” the enterprise of using sport as a tool for Christian evangelism resurfaced in the 1940’s.
   Like with the first engagement of sports and religion, ministry through sports required full-time ministers and stellar athletes.  Until 1944, this combination had been lacking, but with evangelist Jack Wyrtzen and athlete Gil Dodds the world of ministry and sports were again allied.  Consequently, when these two young men joined forces in 1944, muscular Christianity was reborn.

On April 1, 1944 over 20,000 teens filled the Madison Square Garden to hear Gil Dodds give his testimony concerning his Christian faith.   Invited by Jack Wyrtzen, Dodds was to accompany Wrytzen during his weekly Saturday night youth rally in New York City.
  Wyrtzen, a former insurance salesman and bandleader had “developed youth evangelism rallies around his “Word of Life” radio programs,” and by 1944 was pioneering a new method of reaching out to young adults.
   Wryzten invited this young track star because of his national status—in 1943 Dodds won the Sullivan Award as the top amateur athlete in the nation—and because of his devout faith.  


After appearing with Wryzten in New York, Dodds began a speaking tour that spanned sixteen states.   Over the course of four months Dodds shared his faith and his running with over 50,000 thousand people. So when Dodds completed his seminary training in January 1945, it came as no surprise that he would announce his retirement from competitive running to enter full-time ministry.  Moreover, when Dodds joined the staff of Youth for Christ that same year, it seemed apparent that Christianity longed to reunite with athletics. 


With Dodds addition, Youth for Christ made a conscious effort to use “sports appeal” in reaching the ‘lost’ teenagers of America.  Bob Finley, a former collegiate boxing champion known for his Christian commitment, frequently joined Dodds on the road, and evangelist and fellow Youth for Christ staff member (1945-1947), Billy Graham also used sports as a vehicle for sharing the gospel.  Graham has reflected on his days with Youth for Christ by saying, “We used every modern means [including sports] to catch the attention of the unconverted and then we punched them right between the eyes with the Gospel.”
  Like Wryzten, Graham teamed up with Dodds in 1947, and has continued to bring athletes on his ‘crusades’ over the last five decades.  Thus, as Wryzten reached the youth with “sports appeal,” Graham made effective use of athletes in his ministry to reach all ages.


“The reengagement of evangelical religion and sport was a trial-and-error experiment that occurred over a decade between the early 1940’s and 1952.”
  As a result this “experiment” was still rather unorganized by the beginning of the 1950’s.  Yet, with Youth for Christ’s success, the institutionalization of sports and evangelical religion was coming.


In 1951, Youth for Christ sent a basketball team overseas as a part of an athletic missions trip.  Christened  “Venture for Victory” the following year, the team and its experience in Taiwan led to the creation of two mission organizations: Orient Crusades and Sports Ambassadors.  Of the two, Sport Ambassadors became the prototype for all modern athletically-based evangelistic organizations.
  


In the years following Sports Ambassadors conception, Fellowship of Christian Athletes (1954), and Athletes in Action (1966) joined the sports-ministry scene to create the “Big Three.” Reaching out to high school, college, professional, and Olympic athletes, these organizations have had a far-reaching impact on American athletics and on contemporary evangelism.  For instance, every November the Athletes in Action basketball team tours the country playing pre-season games with Division I colleges.  Likewise, every summer Fellowship of Christian Athletes and Athletes in Action hold Northfield-like conferences for high school and college student-athletes.  In addition to these parachurch organizations, collegiate institutions with evangelical convictions have begun including courses pertaining to sports and religion and ministry in the field of athletics.  In fact, Master’s College in California offers a four-year degree in sports ministry.
 In short, the prevalence of muscular Christianity has surged since the 1950’s.

THE SANCTIFICATION OF SPORTS


Throughout its long and tumultuous history, evangelical Christianity and competitive sports have had various effects on one another.  To examine the overarching effect that evangelicalism has had on sport during the last 150 years, it is necessary to reflect on the big picture.  As muscular Christianity has sought to use sports as a megaphone to proclaim its message, sports has benefited by association.  Since the days when John Wentworth Higginson, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Henry Ward Beecher made educational, moral, and theological arguments for athletics, evangelical Christianity has justified and sanctified sports.  

To begin with, legitimate and intellectual reasons given by the likes of Higginson, Holmes, and Ward, have justified the existence sports.  Prior to their support, sports and other such games were considered a waste of time, lacking any physical, mental, or spiritual benefit.  However, with the prestige these men brought because of their moral merit and positions within the church, scoffers listened, and athletics were justified.

For the same reason that people listened to these men—their positions within the church—sports were sanctified.  Coming out of the Victorian era, it was these godly men who supported athletics as a means to discipline the body and the mind.  Similarly, with their theological arguments for the spiritual benefit of athletic endeavors these men also brought a sense of the spirituality to sports.

Furthermore, as evangelicals used athletics and muscular Christians to promote the gospel of Jesus Christ they also promoted a ‘social gospel.’  Places like the YMCA sought to foster environments where mind, body, and spirit could be trained, equipped, and strengthened.  Correspondingly,  institutions like FCA currently encourage young athletes to avoid drug and alcohol use.  All these organizations promote fair play, hard work, and good sportsmanship—characteristics desirable regardless of religion.

Historically, muscular Christianity played a great role in legitimizing athletics.  Its justification and sanctification of sport laid the groundwork for the “Golden Age” of sport.  Likewise, muscular Christianity has continued to consecrate sports with its affirmations of hard work, fair play, discipline, and respect for fellow competitors. Besides its abstract improvement of sports, it has also spawned numerous role models worthy of admiration and duplication.  It is debatable as to the impact evangelicals have made on the sports in America, but it is certain they should be included in the history of sports in America.  

CONCLUSION

The apostle Paul in his letter to his friend and protégé Timothy states, “For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come.”
 Eric Liddell paraphrased this maxim in Chariots of Fire when he says of his running, “I believe God made me for a purpose, for China [the missionary outpost where he would serve God until his death], but he also made me fast, [and] when I run I feel his pleasure, to give it up would be to hold him in contempt,… to win is to honor Him.”
 Echoing Liddell’s chorus, Gil Dodds stated, “Running is only my hobby.  My mission is teaching the gospel of Jesus Christ.”
  For these and other muscular Christians, victory was and is beyond competition.  They were not satisfied with medals, trophies, or cash rewards. They desired something greater, something more meaningful, something more eternal.  They ran hard after the souls of men and longed to “store up treasures in heaven,” and in the process they helped sanctify sports.
 

Mr. Studd… as soon as ever you have won a soul [for Christ] you won’t care about any of the other things.

Muscular Christianity

David Schrock
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