Heart to heart …….
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October 30, 2009

Chances are if you drive by MCS on a given weekday evening these days, you will see the lights on in the gym and an array of cars parked all over the campus.  And, for the next four months this will continue unabated.  What’s going on?  Most of you know that “tis the season.”  This means that it is basketball season at Maryville Christian School!   We are currently in the midst of the elementary games, but soon the middle school and later the high school will begin and then the schedule will get jammed packed.  

For many MCS students the new basketball season will bring fun and excitement.  However, we also realize that there is more to this season than just ball games. There are the long practices, the constant travel to away games, the late nights, the late homework, the hot dogs, the popcorn, the injuries, the fatigue, the maddening pace, and the overall stress of trying to hold everything together as the season goes on.  It is so easy in the midst of these full weeks to lose focus of many of our priorities in the athletic department.  So, since basketball is now bearing down upon us, it’s important to pause on the eve of this busy time to consider the important elements of a successful athletic year. What should be our priorities in the crazy weeks ahead?

1. Let’s remember that our athletic program should reflect our mission and honor God in every way.  We all want to win games, but is that the ultimate goal?  In striving to be distinctive, let’s place godly values above everything.  Let’s communicate to our kids that while we are excited to win, we primarily want them to grow closer to Christ and develop godly qualities in their lives.  What does this specifically mean? This means caring about the team more than individual achievements.  This means being an encouragement to your teammates whatever their level of ability.  This means winning and losing graciously.  This means working hard toward a goal and giving your best effort for the sake of the team and not individual glory. This means not being so hung up about playing time. This means honoring your coaches.  And, this means that who you are is so much more important than what you accomplish…..

2. Let’s remember that our testimony is sacred.  Over the course of the next few weeks, the parents, players, and coaches will come in contact with a lot of people we don’t know.  Some will come from public schools and some will come from other Christian schools. When we come in contact with these individuals, what will they take away from their experience with us?  Will our guests be treated with hospitality on this campus?  Will they sense the spirit of the Lord here?  Will our words and actions reflect that we are seeking to follow Christ?  Basketball games are such public events and these days we so often see fans and players who are selfish, unreasonable, and easily angered.   What an opportunity we have to be distinctive!  I have prayed earnestly this fall that when visitors leave our campus they would see that we clearly are different.  And as Jesus said in John 13, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  God has given us the chance to strengthen the testimony of MCS in this community during basketball season. All it would take would be one inappropriate word or one inappropriate incident and our testimony could be harmed in this community. At the same time, this also applies when we go to away games. In these situations, we may find ourselves surrounded by people who don’t know Christ. We may even feel a bit of hostility at times.  Again, we have an excellent opportunity to be a positive witness for Christ in these circumstances.   Because we are Maryville Christian School, the world is constantly looking at us to see if we are truly who we claim to be.  Whether at home or away, let us do all we can to minister to these strangers.  Truly, what would it profit us if we won every game and blew our Christian testimony?

3. Let’s use the basketball season to model an attitude of respect.  The coaches give so much of their heart and soul into their basketball teams, so they deserve our utmost appreciation and respect. There’s no doubt that over the next few weeks, the coaches may make decisions that you don’t agree with, and you may have a real issue with a coach. If this occurs, do all you can to handle these disagreements in a respectful manner. Don’t talk about your issues in front of the kids.  Ask yourself if the issue with a coach is really that big of a deal.  And, if you feel you need to speak to a coach, do it properly in a Matthew 18 fashion. (Don’t speak to others about this, don’t approach a coach on game night, and always speak to the coach privately about your concerns on a day after the game is over.)  Respect also needs to be afforded to officials. Be careful what you say in the stands about the referees during a game.  Our children and visitors from other schools are watching us.  Speaking of visitors, let’s not neglect to be respectful of the fans and players from other schools.  The administration of the MCS athletic department has made a commitment this year to be the best hosts we can be to our visitors.  We want them to see our distinctiveness.   If we all commit ourselves to being respectful, the impact will not be lost on the kids.  They will, in turn, imitate what they see in the adults. 

4. Let’s not forget that the sports program is for the players.  We all want our kids to have fun, learn the importance of team work, and also realize that you can compete and still honor God. But, in the midst of a long, tiring season, it’s easy for the adults to lose sight of what is most important.  Do you put too much pressure to win on your kids?  Do you show disappointment in your kids despite the fact that they have given their best efforts?  As the season goes on, do you find yourself as a fan having a bad attitude toward the coaches or officials?  Do we all recognize that basketball is for the kids and not about us?  Do we remember that the kids get their attitudes about sports and others directly from us? Sometimes we as parents may get upset about something during the course of the season and inadvertently convey this feeling to our kids who may be having no issues at all and are really enjoying the season.  

At the same time, since the program is indeed for the players, let’s do all we can to encourage these kids who are giving so much of themselves during the season.  Let’s strive to accentuate the positives about their efforts and limit our negative comments. Our children need to have our support and encouragement no matter what happens out on the court.  Likewise, let’s also be quick to correct the player’s attitudes if they start to become negative as the weeks go by.  Sometimes players grow discontented with their coaches, teammates or perhaps a lack of playing time. Don’t support this negativity!  When a bad attitude arises, it’s a great opportunity to turn it into a teachable moment when you can show your kids how important it is to be a positive force on a team and how to show respect for coaches and other players.  Also, don’t let them quit!  Due to their immaturity, kids often want to quit when things get tough during a prolonged season.  This is another opportunity to teach our children about the value of “hanging in there” when things get difficult. What a great life lesson for our athletes! 

Each year the MCS basketball season is one of great blessing and also great stress. In the next few months, we will all have some great joy, but also some great disappointments. But, as the long weeks grind on, and the games and practices seem endless, and we all get tired, let’s do all we can to honor Christ and use these experiences to teach our student athletes the lessons that will certainly arise.  The kids will get tired, the kids will get bruises, the kids will come across other players who don’t hold Christian values, the kids may not get to play as much as they want, and the kids may lose some heartbreaking games.  What can we do as the adults in these situations?  I am reminded of something my youth pastor told me many years ago: 

“The measure of a true follower of Christ is not found in how he acts, rather, it is found in how he reacts.”

Tis indeed the season – let’s make it a great season for the athletes!  Why? Because it honors God and …. basketball is really for the kids…..     

