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Preface

TOMORROW, even as I write these words, I hope to travel over to the Orioles’ Stadium at Camden Yard, brand new and now the most pleasant stadium in America, to watch the Baltimore Orioles struggle for first place against the Toronto Blue Jays. My wife and youngest daughter, now nearly 20, will be with me. We will lean back in the shiny new seats and, looking down on the closecut green under the soft light, bite into Italian sausages (so smothered in green peppers that the buns will fall apart), and we will yell for the Orioles. The yelling will begin with the loud “O” that the fans shout during the national anthem at the beginning of the line “O! Say does that star-spangled banner yet . . .” And we will be depressed afterwards, walking through the parking lot, if the O’s don’t win.

I am glad that two of our three children share my love of the three great American public liturgies: baseball, basketball, and football. (The youngest is a sophomore at Duke. She argues against all comers that her class is responsible for the two recent back-to-back national championships of the Duke Blue Devils, otherwise, why didn’t they win before?) And I am grateful that my wife Karen, who is not quite a believer in the myths of sport, still pretends to accept my explanation that I could not attend to household duties during the year spent writing this book because of “research,” even though all she actually saw me doing was watching television. A great wife.

Thanks are due, too, to Jed Lyons of the University Press of America for keeping this book in print and for inviting me, on this reprinting, to make some revisions and additions to update it. Luckily, two very good interns, Matthew Baldwin and Robert Lakind, took charge of inserting new numbers and other factual details throughout the text.

It seems almost impossible to me that 16 World Series have come and gone since the first edition went to press. From that long span of years, I cherish my good memories from Notre Dame football, especially in 1988 . . . the Washington Redskins in many great playoff games . . . Duke and Syracuse in NCAA basketball tournaments . . . the Orioles and the Dodgers (who, despite being now so far away, are still my first love) . . . Still . . . still, how can it be that so many seasons have slipped away, baseball, to football, to basketball? How can time taken all together dissolve like that, when each moment of suspense seemed like eternity? In the heat of a game, one lives in an eternal now, the way everything will be forever. Intimations of eternal life break into consciousness: all action overflowing, cupped up, compressed as one, everything in highest concentration.

I can still hear, years ago, my mother calling me from across the field, “Dinnertime!” when I knew it couldn’t be, we had just started, and all consciousness of time had disappeared into now. I remember bafflement, the cool air blowing through my sweaty shirt, as I stood there, interrupted, on the patchy vacant lot that had just been paradise.

Eternity, the theologians say, is not extended time but altogether different, a different sphere of being, all-gathered-up simultaneity, presence, now. Those who have experienced contemplation—in prayer, play, the theater, painting, holding one’s own infant in one’s arms and, yes, in sports—have already tasted it. We will know, at least, what to look for when we die.

So where did the last years go? Where did they all go? Portions of them, at least, were spent in play-eternity, getting the hang of it, so to speak. I think I can say, as a veteran, I like it, and won’t object at all to more of it, in the presence of the Most Beloved.

God is a sports fan. Certainly He is, if He likes to see humans straining to their utmost to be the best He made them, making moments of imperishable beauty. Sports have to be among His glories. I do not pretend to speak for Him but, looking everywhere for signs, I am often reminded of Him, not least by deeds of excellence and beauty. And so I think He must be, yes, an Artist Who sees and approves of what He’s made. So exquisitely, for the pleasure of the rest of us.

A word of thanks, too, to Midge Decter, the editor who first encouraged me and saw me through this book. And to Norman Podhoretz, Philip Rieff (who laid a finger alongside his nose broken, he recalled with pride, playing stickball in the streets), and other highly esteemed intellectuals who, far from laughing when I told them of the book on sports I’d just begun in 1975, offered their enthusiasm and a few “war stories” of their own.

Indeed, since those days, serious books on sports have multiplied enormously, academic departments of sports have flourished, new academic journals of sports have appeared, and new writers in the field, far from feeling fear of being alone, as I did, will fear instead that there is too much to master before they can begin to type. Even the new Dictionary of Theology and Society, I am happy to report, plans to include an article on the theology of sport.

Over the years several professional athletes have written to tell me that some pages of this book helped to explain to them their own intuitions. Inspired by this book, the producers of NFL films made one of the best documentary films on football I have ever seen, Autumn Ritual. (In it, you can even see a much younger, thinner, brasher me, interviewed on videotape soon after the book appeared, although the final production was not finished until 1986.) More recently, the former basketball star, Casey Jones, producing a film to mark the hundredth anniversary of the founding of basketball, came to tape an interview about the game we both love so much, he as a great player, I only as a fan. Since mostly an author works in solitude, hardly ever seeing the people for whom he writes, these meetings with real live readers have brought me much encouragement.

Best of all, perhaps, the team physician of the Notre Dame football team, Dr. Jim Moriarity, passed out copies of this book to members of the national championship squad of 1988. There are few patches of this earth that I love as much as the campus of Notre Dame, where I had the pleasure of holding the W. Harold and Martha Welch Chair in American Studies during the autumns of 1987 and 1988. (Naturally, I chose to be on campus for two football seasons rather than one continuous year.) Some great athletes were moved aside that year so that younger men could play; the seniors took it with admirable grace and their sacrifice, I think, welded a winning unity.

This connection explains, perhaps, why I was able to obtain tickets for a later Notre Dame-Colorado Orange Bowl game, an account of which I wrote for Forbes and, with permission, herewith reprint below. I add, as well, an article I did for The Washingtonian on “Why Washington Needs Baseball.” These remain two of my favorite short pieces on sports.

I also debated long and hard about whether to omit in this edition the chapter featuring Howard Cosell, but have decided in the end that for my generation Humble Howard added so much enjoyment to ABC’s “Monday Night Football,” then a new institution, that a small token of gratitude was in order. Besides, rereading these few pages filled me with pleasant nostalgia. More than anyone else, Howard (whom I’ve never met, except once across a lobby) challenged me to prove that football is more than just mere entertainment, means more to us than entertainment, elates or depresses us more than entertainment, affects us more deeply. Entertainment is what occurs at halftime, when you get up to go to the bathroom or to buy a hotdog. Entertainment is what you see on television above the bar in a hotel far from home when no one is paying attention. Football is what makes the men around the same bar silent, reverent, elated or despondent on Monday nights as the last quarter brings on the game’s climactic moments. Howard, whether he knew it or not, was presiding over something important and usually, despite himself, he broadcasted it in a voice that gave it its due importance, with just the right touch of self-mocking pomposity. (If you ever happen to see this, Howard, thanks.)

And to the readers of this revised edition: my thanks to you, too, for keeping this little labor of love in print. Life is much better to us than we deserve. In this book the joy of struggling to get the sentences just so was driven by the struggles of the athletes I got to watch, from however far a distance (up in the stands sometimes, more often before the luminous glow in our family room). Even the recollection brings delight.

MICHAEL NOVAK

June 5, 1992


Introduction: Faith Seeks Understanding

THE TOWN in Pennsylvania where I grew up has some of the loveliest baseball diamonds of any city in the nation. Each summer, twenty-four teams from as far away as New Orleans, Boston, Brooklyn, and Baltimore arrive in town: eighteen-year-olds, playing before a score of big league scouts, scoop grounders out of the infield dust, throw sharply, hit the white ball across the cut green grass. Down at the ancient Point Stadium, near the stone bridge where the flood of ’89 backed up and swirled backward on the city, Babe Ruth once lined a home run that was still rising in the night air when it cleared the wall over the huge, blocked yellow “415” in right center, near the scoreboard. Al Kaline played there. Just after he pitched a one-hitter, I once got Joe Torre’s autograph in the Dairy Dell, and marveled at his Brooklynese.

I must have been six when I first heard the name “Brooklyn Dodgers.” Dodge ball? Dodge the police? Dodging traffic? I imagined risks, tricks, zany errors. I didn’t know then the Dodgers’ reputation, only that the Johnstown Johnnies in those balmy days had a class-C farm club for them. They played in the Middle Atlantic League, where scores like 16–9 were ordinary. As I grew older, names like Pee Wee Reese and Pete Reiser filtered through the distance. My father told me Ducky Medwick played in Johnstown before he went to Brooklyn; Joe Cronin, too.

In 1946 my family moved 60 miles across the Laurel Mountains. We lived in McKeesport, a trolley ride from Forbes Field. Suddenly, the next summer, I could see the Dodgers. How proud I was that they hired Jackie Robinson. The Dodgers meant not only victory to me and heartbreak, but goodness; they were a cut above ordinary human life. I saw Jackie steal home on two different occasions, bluffing the steal so credibly for three or four attempts before he actually stole it that he had me and all the black folks and half the white folks laughing out loud at the bafflement of Pirate pitchers. “Night games,” a steelworker told me in the bleachers, “can’t even see the spook. Uniform, is all. Go! ya goddamn ghost!” I also saw him dive through the air to knock down a line drive behind first base, shove himself up off the ground in a marine pushup, and throw underneath his body to nail Ralph Kiner a step from the bag. Jackie Robinson was a magician, a performer, and in his person took the images I had had of blacks as Step’n’fetchits, spoofs, and put-on artists and tied them to athletic excellence. His grace, power, cunning, and deception were to me distinctly black; the man’s fluidity stays with my memory still, as silken as a Georgia accent, as nightlike as the humid air.

So, in 1973, in my fortieth year, I am riding on the 5:29 from my job in Manhattan to my home on Long Island, one of 90 million workers weary with the Monday blues. It is early in September, my birthday is half a week away. The Scotch is swaying restlessly in my paper cup. Suddenly, I remember. Monday night: television. The Dodgers are at Montreal. My spirits lift. Tonight there is a treat.

That hot September night, the Dodgers lost. I was three days shy of forty, and their loss depressed me. I didn’t even know, in advance, six of the nine players on the team—young guys, far away in Los Angeles, and in this busy summer of my life beyond the range of my perception. The Dodgers had been winning; they lost in the ninth. Saturday and Sunday they had blown an important series to Cincinnati. They were going to blow first place, lose the pennant—and later in the month that’s exactly what they did. I was angry at the Dodgers: blowing it.

My wife lives in some other world at such times of private suffering. I sat there vacantly.

How could I be forty years old and still care what happens to the Dodgers? How could I have thrown away three hours of an evaporating life, watching a ritual, an inferior dance, a competition without a socially redeeming point? About the age of forty, almost everything about one’s life comes into question. There is so little time to grasp and hold, it slides through fingers like the sand. It seems important, now, to concentrate. And so I asked myself: Is it time for sports to be discarded? Is it time to put away the things of childhood?

Quietly, I knew the answer. What I had just seen was somehow more important than my other work, was deeper in my being than most of what I did, spoke to me of beauty, excellence, imagination, and animal vitality—was true in a way few things in life are true. My love for sports was deeper than any theory that I had. The reality is better than its intellectual defense.

So I knew I had an obligation to work on this book.

I love sports, and I want to bequeath that love to my children—to that stranger with the mitt who is ten, and the two girls who are eight and three. It seems a precious gift to give. But why? Why do I love sports? How can I. explain it to myself, let alone to others, especially to those who are skeptical unbelievers?

Sports is, somehow, a religion. You either see or you don’t see what the excitement is. I wish wives were not so often unbelievers; but, then, many of the male sex are agnostic, too. Often I feel sorry for them. I smart, as well, under their transmitted belief in their own superiority.

James Wechsler expressed on New Year’s 1974 my own sentiments: “The country seems divided between those caught up in the frenzy and those who could not care less. In many places, the latter must feel like aliens.” Wechsler himself was at a New Year’s party, serious and contemplative, and when he asked his hosts if he could slip into the study to watch the end of the Notre Dame–Alabama game, he felt a cold condescension circle out from the others and noticed the “fatalistic expression” on the countenance of his wife. The conversation had been intelligent and somber: the state of the nation, Watergate, etc. Wechsler had felt the contest sliding by, unwatched. Heroically, he had not referred to it, wondering all the while how anybody could be so insensitive as to schedule dinner during the hours of such a game. His secret desire voiced, the others turned on him. A journalist snapped: “It’s the most American thing you can do!” Wechsler knew what he meant by that: “How could an allegedly mature man squander time watching pros claw at each other for pay, or give a damn whether Notre Dame beats Alabama?”

But it is so important whether Notre Dame beats Alabama. Can’t unbelievers understand?

The accusation made against Wechsler is a prejudice all believers live under: “To love sports is to love the lowest common denominator, to be lower-class, adolescent, patriotic in a corny way.” The intellectual thing, the liberal thing, the mature thing is to set sports aside.

This severe prejudice is not usually fatal, not at least to persons of goodwill; but it is evidence of insufficiently developed perception. The basic reality of all human life is play, games, sport; these are the realities from which the basic metaphors for all that is important in the rest of life are drawn. Work, politics, and history are the illusory, misleading, false world. Being, beauty, truth, excellence, transcendence—these words, grown in the soil of play, wither in the sand of work. Art, prayer, worship, love, civilization: these thrive in the field of play. Play belongs to the Kingdom of Ends, work to the Kingdom of Means. Barbarians play in order to work; the civilized work in order to play.

The severe Puritan bias of America leads us to undervalue sports. America took root in Protestant culture, and as de Tocquevílle noted in 1836, Americans did not play, had no sports, centered their lives in work. As America has grown more Catholic, more Jewish, more various, the world of play has acquired intellectual traditions here. The nation needs a post-Protestant understanding of itself. At the heart of its rejuvenation may lie sports.

When John F. Kennedy wished to underline the seriousness of some impending decision, he made certain that the news media showed pictures of him playing touch football or walking on the beach. The most important things are in the hands of God, so to speak, and the appropriate human attitude is to enjoy the combat.

When Richard M. Nixon wished to underline the seriousness of some impending decision, he made sure the news media learned that he was staying up all night, asking for a fresh supply of yellow legal pads, sending out for cottage cheese and catsup. The most important crises, so to speak, require that God’s suffering servants suffer. The appropriate human attitude is seriousness, suffering, self-discipline. Nixon talked about sports but played little. Sports were part of his work; he made them lessons in morality, rather than in liberty and joy.

To care about the Notre Dame–Alabama game during an evening of discussion is—take your pick—A sign of grace? Machismo? Regression? Humanism?

Faith in sports, I have discovered, seeks understanding. I cannot forever split my life in two, half in love with sports, half in love with serious thought. Life seeks unity. This book is an attempt by a believer to explore his belief, to find some useful words for it, to give his head reasons for what his heart already knows. Next New Year’s Day, again, I will watch three football games. But why? Why is sports a good love, worthy of the best men have to give it?

Other believers know how hard it is to put in words what they so deeply and obscurely know. They have also argued with their wives and friends, and even in their own heads. All around this land there is a faith without an explanation, a love without a rationale. This book is written to fill a void among the faithful.

It is also written for unbelievers. Perhaps they will gain a larger, ecumenical understanding of those who partake of religions not their own. Perhaps they will learn, vicariously, even if the gift of faith is not given them, what others feel and love.

An unbeliever might think that anyone who has seen one football game has seen them all, and that anyone who has seen a hundred, or a thousand, games has seen everything there is to see in them. I know it isn’t true, but I have to ask myself, “What grabs me? Why do I keep coming back?”

I hope the reader enjoys bringing experience into consciousness. This book is not complete if only the author searches memory; the readers must join the game as well. When a sentence hits the mark, let the reader call a strike; when it misses, let the reader hit the corner I was aiming at. Putting things in words is a sport as difficult as any other. I would be happy if this little essay gets others playing it with excellence.

There is not much competition in the field at present. Most books about sports are hagiography, “lives of the saints,” hero worship. Other books debunk sports, exposing their corruptions and pretensions. Still others are social science ideologies and theories. In philosophy, a book by Paul Weiss, The Philosophy of Sports, stands virtually alone. Considering the importance of sports to humankind—considering the eminence of stadia and gyms and playing fields on university campuses, comparing the size of the sports section to any other in the paper—our intellectual negligence is inexcusable. Only prejudice, or unbelief, can account for it.

What “grabs” so many millions? What is the secret power of attraction? How can we care so much?

I concentrate on baseball, football, and basketball because these are the three sports I love best, a holy trinity. They are also the three that seem to be most powerful in our nation’s consciousness. All three were invented in the last hundred years or so. Despite some debts to other games in other lands, all three were invented in America, for Americans. Of the hundreds of sports that might have grown up here, these are the ones that have captured the imagination, energies, and hard work of many millions. What sort of religions are they?

I can’t say I follow every game with passion. But I am always aware of the Dodgers’ fate; it is on some track parallel to mine. And likewise the fate of Notre Dame, the Knicks, the jets. When they are up, I am up; when they lose, I must learn to tolerate defeat. Many hours of comfort, peace, wisdom, community, and courage these mythic clubs have given me! A belief in miracles (the Franco Harris catch in the last six seconds of a game given up as lost to the Raiders in the playoffs of 1972). A sense of continuity. Respect for the brilliant fairness—and unfairness—of the Fates.

Sports is part of my religion, like Christianity, or “Western civilization,” or poetry, or politics. Philosophers speak of “language games”; their games do not satisfy parts of the human spirit which football reaches. Not that football satisfies everything. It doesn’t offer much guidance in how to understand a woman. The emotions it dramatizes, deeper and more mystical than doubters will ever understand, are not the most complex. They are, however, basic, and often starved for notice. “Of armaments and men I sing,” Vergil wrote. If war is the teacher men have turned to in order to learn teamwork, discipline, coolness under fire, respect for contingency and fate, football is my moral equivalent of war.

Say, if you like, that men ought to be less primitive, less violent, less mesmerized by pain and injury. Say, if you like, that football dramatizes what is worst in the human breast and ought, like pornography, to be refused public benediction. Football makes conscious to me part of what I am. And what football says about me, and about millions of others like me, is not half so ugly as it is beautiful. Seeing myself reflected in the dance, the agony and the ritual of a heated contest, I am at peace.

So, sitting there that Monday night in September, three days before my fortieth birthday, I watched what I had watched hundreds of times. What gripped me to the set for three hours of a rapidly passing life? It was not novelty. It was some mythic form, some mystic struggle, which the drama of baseball in a million variations game by game portrays. Like football, baseball is a game of aesthetic form, a ritual elaborating some music of the human spirit. Done well, it is as satisfying as a symphony, as moving as Swan Lake or Madame Butterfly. People who respond aesthetically to sports are sane. Those who do not may be teachable.

There is no substitute for the squeak of sneakers on the court and the sound of the ball slipping through the cords. No words are as adequate as the cool sheen of a baseball fresh from its paper wrapper, tossed to the pitcher at the height of the last game of the World Series. No analysis does justice to the instantaneous decision of a quarterback, trapped on his goal line in the waning seconds of a game, to snap the pigskin toward a blurred target at his distant 30-yard line. To talk about sports without recreating their drama, feel, and excitement would render one worthy of death by continuous committee meetings, from which fate God spare us all.

Sports are bursts of dust, squeaky wood, infield grass, collisions at second base, an explosive tackle—they are vivid, concrete, swift, and fun. If this book is to mirror the reality of sports, it must be vivid and concrete; it must be tense with action, switch from scene to scene as swiftly as a television camera. The sections I have called “Sportsreel” may help to do that.

The writer should enjoy it with the reader, and perhaps a little more. In all my life I have loved few things as much as sports, found few as faithful and as satisfying. To linger over a book on sports is, for a philosopher, almost too much pleasure; for a theologian, sinful. But delicious.

MICHAEL NOVAK



Part One





ONE NATION UNDER SPORTS

“Next to religion, baseball has furnished a greater impact on American life than any other institution.”

—HERBERT HOOVER

“Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball.”

—JACQUES BARZUN



IN THE STUDY of civil religions, our thinkers have too much neglected sports. It is the fashion, nowadays, to swing out wildly at all established institutions, including sports. It is true that sports often tell us a great deal about a people—but almost as tea leaves tell us about the future. Much depends on how we read the leaves.

Sports are an almost universal language binding our diverse nation, especially its men, together. Not all our citizens have the gift of faith. The religion, even so, is an ample one, and it allows great freedom for diverse experiences, diverse interpretations, and mutual dissents. Our sports are liturgies—but do not have dogmatic creeds. There is no long bill of doctrines all of us recite. We bring the hungers of our spirits, and many of them, not all, are filled—filled with a beauty, excellence, and grace few other institutions now afford. Our sports need to be reformed—Ecclesia semper reformanda. Let not too much be claimed for them. But what they do so superbly needs our thanks, our watchfulness, our intellect, and our acerbic love.


[image: Image]

1

Homeric Deeds

ON SUNDAY, October 25, 1970, clouds of drizzle lift from San Francisco Bay. Against the gray horizon, white buildings burst into light. Gulls dip and rise on the undulating air. Fifty-four thousand fans stream from their shimmering automobiles toward the gates of the Oakland–Alameda County Coliseum. They cannot know they will witness a legend being born.

The air smells of soaked grass and warming sun, of shiny-slick programs fresh with ink, new angora sweaters, popcorn, beer, cigars, plastic raincoats, coffee, peanut shells, mustard, hot dogs, the alkaline of new concrete. An uncertain day, brisk, windy, fresh: Indian summer, after a week of rain.

Down on the green oval floor of the amphitheater, George Frederick Blanda, forty-three years old, takes the new Spalding football and sets his fingers on its strings, cocks the ball behind the longish gray hair around his ears, and snaps it forward in a slightly wobbly spiral. He spits, digs his cleats at the drying turf, receives the pigskin back at groin level, grips it, pulls it back, snaps. The spiral sings true as an arrow feathered through the air. The football slaps his partner’s hands, comes back. Blanda likes the sting of it, likes the blood warming in his arm, likes the calisthenics, likes the work and sweat, likes the combat.

The Pittsburgh Steelers are a big team, rough, without finesse or explosive power. In the mud, they will try to halt the Oakland Raiders cold, pummel them, weary them, and with brute force push across enough points to win. Oakland is an electric team, counting on surprise and suddenness; above all, on Daryle Lamonica’s ability to hit the mark on swiftly conceived passes far downfield. Sun is good for Oakland; mud for Pittsburgh.

As October 25 began, George Blanda was just another professional, older, wiser, a minor legend because of his longevity. He had played ball amost a decade longer than many of his peers. (Sid Luckman said when he retired that no quarterback should play past the age of thirty-one.) Blanda had often played brilliantly, but he had been the subject of only two national stories, both minor, both in the Sporting News, one in 1956 when he was suffering daily insults under owner-coach George Halas of the Chicago Bears, and one in 1964 when he starred with the struggling Houston Oilers. After October 25, 1970, George Blanda suddenly became the most sought-after news copy in sports; and yet that is merely an accident of recognition. What is significant is what he did, and how his deeds—and Fate—lifted him into a realm apart, excited the imagination, touched some central strand in the texture of myth that surrounds accomplishment in football.

Tens of thousands of passes are thrown every year, thousands of games are played in grammar schools, high schools, colleges, and professional stadia; all the routines are thoroughly known. Occasionally, however, often enough to stir the heart, a player or a team executes a play so beautifully, achieves such classic perfection, that it is as though they cease for a moment to be pedestrian and leap into a realm of precision as lovely as a statue of Praxiteles. Athletic achievement, like the achievements of the heroes and the gods of Greece, is the momentary attainment of perfect form—as though there were, hidden away from mortal eyes, a perfect way to execute a play, and suddenly a player or a team has found it and sneaked a demonstration down to earth. A great play is a revelation. The curtains of ordinary life part, and perfection flashes for an instant before the eye.

True lovers of sport respond to beauty. And beauty, as James Joyce once defined it, is the light that shines from form: the naked simplicity in things. Those who are starting out in sports can seldom respond to beauty; to excitement and pageantry, perhaps, but not to beauty. Too much novelty confronts them; they can’t discern the form. For them, a game is a gibberish of actions, incoherent, meaningless. That one team has to get the ball over the other’s goal, that they understand. And they can understand suspense—that there are two minutes left to play, and the losing team has the ball for a last try, and the signals are being called. . . .

If you have not played the game, you may not recognize how difficult it is to launch a successful play, how much more difficult to sustain a series of successful plays without mistake. But even if you do not understand the game, a willing suspension of skepticism in the closing minutes of a hard-fought contest communicates, at least, a sense of dramatic resolution. Will is pitted against will; skill against skill; one team emerges the victor. The drama—beginning, middle, end—is resolved.

So on October 25, 1970, a coin is flipped in full view of the spectators in the center of the field (after having previously been tossed for the coaches underneath the stands). The coin toss is a ritual of Fate, the unseen god of sports events. Fate presides over sports, as over life. The turf of the Oakland-Alameda County Coliseum is soaked, but the sun is drying it: signs of favor, signs of doom. Sea gulls swoop against the clouds; ducks honk in the air. The wind blows in basketfuls, from time to time, through the Golden Gate Bridge less than 7 miles away.

George Blanda pulls at his black jersey; he observes this ritual for his 261st professional game with some dispassion. His career, his wife, Betty Blanda, says, is Death and Resurrection, again and again. A senior in college in 1949 before some of his new teammates were born, he has played with football greats of the past, like Steve Van Buren and Sid Luckman, whom some of his teammates never saw in action. He was being called “Old George” in 1960. Once, in 1965, George Blanda engineered 38 points in a single afternoon against Kansas City; he didn’t even enter the game until the second half, and started out trailing 17–0. He passed for five touchdowns and won 38–36. His career is governed by Fate, beyond his control. He has never had a serious injury. He has had great days, amassed records, been overlooked.

The Coliseum—that hackneyed name from ancient Rome—is a grim oval, new, not yet rich with memories. The Oakland Raiders are a business organization created, and extremely tightly run, with the sole purpose of producing winning football. The Oakland record for 1970 stands at 2–2–1 (two wins, two losses, one tie)—a disgrace. The players have something like pregnancy jitters; they are nervous, some are gray and pokerfaced—many wear their “game faces.” Sixty minutes of action is all they will be allowed, no more than a half-dozen plays for some of them, and in every moment each will be expected to play perfectly. The teams line up. Sacred time begins.

Daryle Lamonica, the premier Oakland passer, throws to Raymond Chester for a 37-yard touchdown. The sun stays out. The field has drained well, the fleet and mobile Oakland team uses good footing methodically. The slower, heavier, tougher Pittsburgh Steelers aim their attack at the passer. Lamonica is hit hard; in the crunching fall, a nerve is pinched. Lamonica has to leave the game.

Heavy John Madden, puffing up and down the sidelines, hesitates between sending in young Ken Stabler, his number two quarterback, and George Blanda. He chooses the veteran. Lamonica is so good and so reliable, and young Kenny Stabler so promising, that for four years Blanda has thrown the ball, on the average, only thirty times a year. Behind the bench Blanda licks the tips of his fingers, throws a last practice toss, feels the pigskin curl sharply off his fingertips, lifts his helmet, and jams it over his bushy gray hair and ears. Jogging out to the huddle, Blanda likes the tang of Indian summer in the air. The hills of the western Pennsylvania mining town where he was born have already turned a stunning scarlet and yellow. The University of Kentucky, where, naïve and totally unknowing about the outside world, he had ended up his college days, was more than half a continent and more than half his lifetime away. He bent over in the huddle, surrounded by ten hulking Raiders, and called a play.

Play begins at the Pittsburgh 35-yard line. At the center of the black-clad Oakland line the ball is snapped into Blanda’s hands, he backs up rhythmically, fakes, throws. The fleet, smooth Raymond Chester is in the open; the ball is there. Touchdown! Even as the fans are leaping to their feet, a yellow flag flutters to the field. The play is nullified; Oakland, holding. Moments later, Pittsburgh scores to tie the game. Fate is only testing faith.

The Pittsburgh defense remains keyed on the Oakland quarterback. The Steelers abandon caution and on every pass send extra men crashing through the line to knock Blanda down. Blanda loves the challenge. He sets up Warren Wells against a single defender, pulls a fake on that defender, and sets Wells free. Later he sets up Raymond Chester against another defensive back. One after the other, only minutes apart, Wells and Chester run with fluid simplicity, fake, gain a step, look up, and there arrives the perfectly feathered spiral just within their reach—touchdowns of 44 and 19 yards. Between the touchdowns, Blanda puts his toe into the ball and lifts it, turning, through the goalposts 27 yards away. By the end of the afternoon, throwing only twelve times, Blanda has hit his streaking targets seven times, thrice for touchdowns. Oakland wins.

Blanda’s past weighs heavily with evidence of skill. So on October 25, 1970, it isn’t statistics that impress. It is precision, beauty, reliability. And, perhaps more than that, unaccountable public surprise. For Blanda’s good performance is routine; after twenty-one years, he expects no fuss. Repetition, however, is beginning to affect public consciousness. Called upon suddenly, the man delivers. With stubborn, directive grace. As he crouches in the huddle, one can sense intelligence at work. Mind commands, body obeys. So do ten other men, a team.

The situations in which destiny places him soon become more trying, more impossible. Struggle is the classic form of human life: the voyages of Ulysses, the trials of Hercules, the great deeds of defenders and attackers at the siege of Troy, Pilgrim’s Progress, the trials of a platoon of soldiers in Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead. The hero is placed in a situation foredooming him to failure, and just as he succeeds new obstacles arise. The hero’s enemies determine to defeat him. His friends may, or may not, fail him. His body is afflicted. There are countless reasons to be embittered, to cry out against injustice, to allow self-pity to demand release. Against the odds, the hero concentrates. He seeks the single open pathway through the maze. Thus the exaltation, when out of the labyrinth of failure a man suddenly breaks clear, “runs for daylight” as the cliché puts it, scores a sudden touchdown. It is a victory of Light over Darkness. An almost Persian imagination of reality.

But a single football game is not a final drama. It has a beginning, a middle, and an end, yet in a larger sense is inconclusive. It is a single battle in a year’s campaign, and in the warfare of a man’s career—or of a team’s existence—it is a unit in a long series of campaigns. Perhaps that is why some find the games of sports “meaningless”—next week, they say, it starts again. (Is not life itself meaningless? Its purpose, at least, is not transparent.) One Sunday’s game is replaced by another. Over the years they blend together. In human life, repetition is a universal law. In a single lifetime, how many times do a reader’s eyes move back and forth, cover to cover, following the straight lines of a book? How many books do we read in a lifetime? Each book has been given form. Each is different. In memory they blur.

So October 25 is followed by November 1. Winter is coming to Kansas City. Around old Municipal Stadium, darkness seems to gather early. Kansas City was the American Football League representative in the first Super Bowl; Oakland went to the second. They are bitter rivals. Oilman Lamar Hunt started his team as the Dallas “Texans,” and from the beginning his organization hated George Blanda and the Houston Oilers. Now in Kansas City—where at first Hunt wanted to keep right on calling them the “Texans”—they hate George Blanda and the Oakland Raiders. The first period score is 0–0.

One of the two or three coolest passers in football at the time was Len Dawson of the Chiefs, and Otis Taylor, his favorite target, was one of the silkiest receivers. Before the second period is minutes old, Dawson hits Taylor for 56 yards, and a moment later the fullback scores. Then Lamonica counters with a short pass to Raymond Chester and, in the third quarter, with yet another: 14-7, Oakland. Jan Stenerud kicks his special instep floater, end-over-end, and the Chief close to 14–10.

With 5:14 left in the game, Otis Taylor bumps Kent McCloughan to the ground in a struggle for position and dances alone, tall and slender, as a soft pass floats into his hands: 17–14, Kansas City.

With 1:08 left, Kansas City has the ball on the Oakland 40-yard line. The Chiefs have one chance to gain 11 yards, and then, if that fails, to call on blond Stenerud for a clinching field goal, or else to punt. Use up the clock, take the ball deeper into Oakland territory—the strategy is simple. Kansas City sends its best receivers into pass formation. Dawson fades back deceptively and then races downfield and gets past his target: 11 yards. That should clinch the game. Ben Davidson, the moody Oakland giant, is so frustrated that he throws himself late at Dawson’s prone body. Unthinkingly, the Chiefs blaze, fists swing, at least eight Chiefs try to get at Davidson. Otis Taylor is outraged by the assault upon his quarterback. Emotions churn in Taylor in the quietest of times; even after the melee has begun to calm, he focuses on Davidson with rage and runs at him with fists circling in the air.

Taylor is ejected from the game. Oakland is penalized 15 yards. The ball is moved to the Oakland 14.

And then erupts a furious argument about rules and facts. Back and forth go the officials. Gestures in football are not restrained. Arms wave; lips yield transparent expletives. Watching national television, millions wait for chaos to be dissipated—and strain, too, to see, for winter twilight is falling on the Great Plain, staved off by struggling stadium lights.

The Raiders argue that since Taylor was banished from the game, the Chiefs must also be assessed a penalty. The two penalties then offset each other. The play should be nullified and the ball moved back to the Oakland 40. The Kansas City crowd dares the referee to move the ball from its resting place near the Oakland goal.

Finally, the officials realize they must move the ball, all the way back to the original line of scrimmage. Boos bay across the Plains. In the gloom, a running play goes nowhere. The Chiefs punt, driving Oakland back to their own 20 with only 40 seconds left. Daryle Lamonica hurries his team, and passes to Fred Biletnikoff for 33 yards to the Kansas City 47. There are 23 seconds left; the Raiders can only take a single time-out.

A million viewers know the classic moves: (1) Throw at least two short passes, toward the out-of-bounds lines, to stop the clock; (2) save one time-out to be sure Blanda can come in to try a field goal for the tie. The Raiders would like to move at least to the 30; a successful kick from the 47 is improbable.

Lamonica sets up. When he finally finds Biletnikoff in the gray and hanging air, the lanky receiver can gain a mere 4 yards and can’t get out of bounds. A Kansas City player lies twitching on the ground; he is not seriously hurt but, luckily for Oakland, the pain makes him neglect to hurry off the field. The clock is stopped: 12 seconds remain. Lamonica racks his brain, stoops in the huddle. Again, he tries to find Wells and Biletnikoff. He looks. He can only find Chester, short. Two paltry yards.

The ball is not in the center of the field; it rests on the grass to the right. Lamonica kneels at the 48, where the ball will be centered back to him. He will twist it so the laces face the goal, and hold it to the tee with his index finger. In red and white, Buck Buchanan, six-foot-seven, glowers across the line a few yards away; the kick will have to rise over Buchanan’s charging, outstretched hands. Blanda measures two steps back from Lamonica, concentrates upon the space where the ball will be, on the feeling his leg should have if he swings it with the correct force. The white goalposts half a field away look like pencils. Blanda has already told Coach Madden: “No problem. We’ve got it.”

The ball is snapped, twirled, and Blanda starts stepping forward instinctively, before Lamonica has placed the pigskin at the proper angle—no delay to benefit Buchanan. By the time the sound of toe on leather floats to the broadcasting booth, the trajectory of the ball is crystal clear: “It’s good. It’s good. It is good. George Blanda has kicked a 48-yard field goal. . . . Holy Toledo! Holy Toledo!” Three seconds show on the clock.

And then November 1 becomes November 8. George Blanda has never played on a team that beat the Cleveland Browns. Out in Oakland, the radio announcer for station KNEW has developed a series of spots called “The Perils of George Blanda.” Taped replays of Blanda’s feats are introduced by futuristic music and a voice intones, as it were, from the netherworld: “Can George do it again? Tune in and hear: Can George Blanda do it again?” For six Sundays in a row, Blanda will perform a “miracle.” So now it is not only athletic myths as old as the Greeks that George Blanda, stoic and fatalist, evokes but picaresque adventures of the American frontier, of Hollywood, of damsels in distress and knights confronted with a thousand obstacles. The tall stories of Texas and the Canadian northwest, Gold Rush days, and the age of the golden West. There are villains, ritual settings, overpowering obstacles, the almost tangible signals of intervening Fate. And there is a hero cut from the ancient mold: tough, strong, cunning, enduring, lacking all self-pity. He is not a celebrity; he does not seek headlines; he is solid and ornery and true; he does his job. His six brothers and four sisters back in Youngwood, Pennsylvania, like his aged mother, are said to be as hale and tough as he. Three of his brothers are said to be better football players. Injured only once in twenty-one years of play, Blanda puts it less than straight: “You can’t hurt a Polack.” In the luggage of the Slavs is Fate. Fate gives and takes away: Death and Resurrection, again, again.

November 8 is muggy and humid in Oakland. And it doesn’t look like a day for miracles. Even Blanda makes mistakes, as though to prove his stars are in no especially favorable conjunction. The game opens well enough. The Raiders lead the orange-helmeted Cleveland Browns 13–0. They relax. Suddenly the score is 17–13, Browns. Blanda has never beaten the Browns, and it seems the jinx will be continued. He has twice in his life been roughed up by Browns tacklers. He doesn’t like that team.

With 10:05 to play, Ron Snidow hits Daryle Lamonica so hard that the doctors who gather around the latter’s limp, throbbing left arm fear that the ligaments of his shoulder have been torn from the bone. With 8:17 to play, Blanda gets his first chance at the ball. Three straight completed passes. Then he throws an interception; a curse of Fate, an evil omen, a stroke of helplessness. Cleveland once again contains the Oakland offense. And moves the ball close enough to kick a field goal: 20–13, with 4:11 left. So Blanda, watching from the bench, gathers strength for what the press will call Miracle III.

Blanda’s pass to Warren Wells, cutting to the center of the field, carries from the Oakland 31 to the Cleveland 38. Then orange helmets collide with silver, and Blanda is pushed down into the muck at the 48—loss of 10. Chester is covered on the next play, so Blanda, as he is again falling into the mud, under Cleveland shirts and muscles, throws short to Biletnikoff. Coach Madden talks to Blanda, who is down on one knee trying to get his heaving breath under control. Madden wants a running play. Blanda wants to pass for the distance. The coach concedes.

Blanda runs slowly out to his teammates, testing the mud. Rubbing his hands, he calls their favorite pass play, 99-in-Y-in. Chester breaks down the middle. Wells goes for the cornerback one-on-one. Blanda warns Wells to look for the ball low and fast, because an interception would mean the game. Wells has a bruised shoulder, but as Chester clears the center, Wells cuts, looks, bends, scoops the speeding ball into the solid wall of his stomach to stop its momentum, and falls across the goal line. Blanda kicks the point: 20–20. He goes to the bench, sucks on the oxygen mask, rests.

That would have been enough, at 1:39. But Oakland intercepts a Cleveland pass. No time-outs are left. Blanda has the ball on the Cleveland 46 with seven seconds to go, fourth down. Lamonica, hurt, cannot hold the ball; Stabler comes in, his jersey fresh and clean, as Blanda walks back to a spot 52 yards from the goalpost. He says later: “I knew I was going to kick it. I’m thinking, just do it like you always do. . . . I’m going over the fundamentals of kicking in my mind. Hell, I know I’ve got this field goal. I know I’ve finally got the Cleveland Browns right where I want them. . . .”

In bars and homes and college dormitories, they are listening to broadcaster Bill King: “Waiting for the snap . . . fourth down . . . here it is . . . snap! spotted down! It’s kicked. That’s got a chance! That is—good. It’s good! Holy Toledo! Holy Toledo! This place has gone wild. Wheeeeee-U! I don’t believe it! I do not believe it! There are three seconds left in the game. If you can hear me, this place has gone wild . . . The Oakland Raiders 23! . . . the Cleveland Browns . . . 20. George Blanda has just been elected King of the World! I don’t believe it! Holy Toledo! It went 53 . . . 52 yards! . . .”

It is George Blanda’s 251st field goal. The touchdown before it was his 228th. “You know, John,” he tells Madden later, rubbing ice on the back of his 43-year-old neck, “that wasn’t my longest field goal. I got a 55-yarder once in Houston.”

By this time, the national press begins sending extra staff to Oakland. The phones are ringing.

On November 15, 1970, the plane carries the Raiders over the snowy peaks and purple valleys to Denver. Blanda is playing poker. “It comes from my childhood,” he says of his coolness, his love of difficulties. “Hell, first thing you wanted to do was escape the mines and that image of being a drunken, stupid, dirty Polish miner. So you’d concentrate hard as you could, so you could grow up and do something different. . . . I had six brothers and four sisters . . . you get all these hands reaching for the eggs at breakfast. If you’re slow you don’t eat. . . .” He gives some perspective on Youngwood, where many men went away all week to work on their knees in the pitch-black corridors of the mines, coming home only on weekends. “We had a warm house,” Blanda says, “and we had food, but if my old man made more than $2,000 it was one hell of a year. I didn’t even know we were poor for a hell of a long time.”

In the Denver game, the young Broncos are shocking Oakland 19–17 with only 4:01 on the stadium clock. Madden calls for Blanda, who somehow already has his helmet on, as if he knew. Madden does not usually call on him, except for kicking. Stabler is preferred. But who can resist the tides of Fate?

The fans throw snowballs at the field. They boo. They have been drinking, in order to keep warm and in order to drink.

Hewritt Dixon, the big black fullback, is hit before he can control a swing pass; he almost loses it and is thrown for a loss. Then Blanda misses Wells. So he calls long to George Sherman on the 99-in-Y-in. Blanda fixes his eyes on one defender’s eyes for two seconds, holding him transfixed. (After the game, he admits that Blanda froze him.) The defender closest to Sherman can’t cover him alone. The air is mountain cold. The leather slips into Sherman’s hands: 27 yards. The clock reads 2:47. Blanda in his old man’s strut advances, shouts, takes the snap between his center’s tight silver pants, backs up, bumps Hewritt Dixon accidentally, is forced to retreat, throws the ball by memory and concentration to an empty place short of where Warren Wells is supposed to be. Wells, alert, races to the spot, snatches the falling ball and twists to the Denver 20. Blanda, on the ground, never saw him catch it, but knew he would.

Then Blanda calls Biletnikoff’s number. The rush is hard; Biletnikoff is covered. Rising from the hard ground, Blanda ruminates. He decides, and in the huddle calls exactly the same play. He feels the familiar leather hit his fingers, backs up six steps, spins the ball forward in a smart spiral, and places it a yard in front of Biletnikoff, who is a yard in front of his defender. Biletnikoff reaches forward, holds it, and needs only one stride to score. Blanda has taken less than two minutes to move his ten players 80 yards. For 58 minutes, the Broncos had held Oakland; now they could not. Six passes, four completions. 24–19, Oakland.

Miracle V may be told in simpler terms. Daryle Lamonica did most of the work. Early in the season at San Diego, Blanda had missed an easy field goal and lost the game. Now San Diego is at Oakland, and with 4:35 to play the score is 17–17. Lamonica has the ball and starts using up the clock. Trapped on third down, his receivers covered, Lamonica ducks under a rusher’s padded arm and runs from the 41 to the 27. The league lead is at stake. Kansas City will be tied with Oakland if Oakland fails to win. Lamonica keeps his backs running the ball, using up the clock. Some fans hope he hasn’t forgotten how little time is left, hope there is no mistake on the stadium clock. Finally, with only seven seconds left, Lamonica calls timeout. Blanda trots across the chalk lines, calmly finds the spot on which he wants the ball held, on the 16, and rhythmically swings his foot through the pigskin, sending it hurtling between the thin white bars toward the crowd. Another last-second victory. It has become routine.

They go on that way. In the postseason All-Star game, Blanda kicks another in front of New York fans. In 1971, the following season, at least two similar dramas arise out of the unpredictable patterns each game takes. On Halloween, losing 20–10 to Kansas City with 8:38 to play, Coach Madden calls Blanda off the bench with the ball at the Oakland 34. In 37 seconds, Blanda has passed to Chester, then to Biletnikoff, for a touchdown. Oakland gets the ball next time on the Chiefs’ 45. Blanda fools the Chiefs by not passing, handing off to Highsmith up the middle for 26 yards. The Chiefs stop Oakland at the goal line with fourth down coming up. Blanda wants to run. Madden says kick. The angle is very bad—too close, off to the side. Blanda argues, shrugs, trots back, kicks, and ties the game at 20–20, to keep Oakland in first place. It is his 1,609th point, more than any other player has ever scored.

Later in the year, Kansas City keeps the Raiders out of the playoffs by beating them 16–14 in the Midwest. Losing 10–0, the Raiders call on Blanda before the first half is over. He outscores Kansas City from then on, 14–6, but it isn’t enough. He misses a 47-yard field goal. Another attempt is blocked. Huge Buck Buchanan flings the 44-year-old to the ground in a great bear hug and knocks Blanda out. Blanda finally stirs, rises slowly, shakes his head, is helped off. The miracles don’t happen as they did in 1970. The games don’t fall into the same close patterns every week, and when they do, Blanda doesn’t win them all.

To be at the right place at the right time—all the truisms leap to mind. To keep cool, to handle hundreds of details and call exactly the plays that work, to fight one’s way through opposition to do what one wills to do, against odds, against probabilities—these are to practice a very high art, to achieve a few moments of beauty that will delight the memory of those who watched, or listened, or read, for all their lives. What we mean by “legend” is what we mean by “art”: the reaching of a form, a perfection, which ordinarily the flesh masks, a form eternal in its beauty. It is as though muscle and nerves and spirit and comrades were working together as flawlessly as God once imagined human beings might.

NOTE

Sources include “George Blanda Is Alive and Kicking,” Time; “A Kick in Time,” Newsweek; and Tex Maule’s “Let George Do It—and He Does,” Sports Illustrated, all dated November 23, 1970; B. Bruns, “Tale of Two Quarterbacks,” Life, Dec. 4, 1970; George Blanda with Jack Olsen, “I Keep Getting My Kicks,” “A Decade of Revenge,” and “That Impossible Season,” Sports Illustrated, July 19, July 26, and August 2, 1971; and Wells Twombly, Blanda: Alive and Kicking (New York-Avon, 1973).
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The Natural Religion

THE SAGA of George Blanda had further games to run. Yet its elements already exhibit the ways in which sports are a religion.

A sport is not a religion in the same way that Methodism, Presbyterianism, or Catholicism is a religion. But these are not the only kinds of religion. There are secular religions, civil religions. The United States of America has sacred documents to guide and to inspire it: The Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, Washington’s Farewell Address, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, and other solemn presidential documents. The President of the United States is spoken to with respect, is expected to exert “moral leadership”; and when he walks among crowds, hands reach out to touch his garments. Citizens are expected to die for the nation, and our flag symbolizes vivid memories, from Fort Sumter to Iwo Jima, from the Indian Wars to Normandy: memories that moved hard-hats in New York to break up a march that was “desecrating” the flag. Citizens regard the American way of life as though it were somehow chosen by God, special, uniquely important to the history of the human race. “Love it or leave it,” the guardians of orthodoxy say. Those on the left, who do not like the old-time patriotism, have a new kind: they evince unusual outrage when this nation is less than fully just, free, compassionate, or good—in short, when it is like all the other nations of human history. America should be better. Why?

The institutions of the state generate a civil religion; so do the institutions of sport. The ancient Olympic games used to be both festivals in honor of the gods and festivals in honor of the state—and that has been the classical position of sports ever since. The ceremonies of sports overlap those of the state on one side, and those of the churches on the other. At the Super Bowl in 1970, clouds of military jets flew in formation, American flags and patriotic bunting flapped in the wind, ceremonies honored prisoners of war, clergymen solemnly prayed, thousands sang the national anthem. Going to a stadium is half like going to a political rally, half like going to church. Even today, the Olympics are constructed around high ceremonies, rituals, and symbols. The Olympics are not barebones athletic events, but religion and politics as well.

Most men and women don’t separate the sections of their mind. They honor their country, go to church, and also enjoy sports. All parts of their lives meld together.

Nor am I indulging in metaphor when I say that nearly every writer about sports lapses into watery religious metaphor. So do writers on politics and sex. Larry Merchant says television treated the Super Bowl “as though it were a solemn high mass.” Words like sacred, devotion, faith, ritual, immortality, and love figure often in the language of sports. Cries like “You gotta believe!” and “life and death” and “sacrifice” are frequently heard.

But that is not what I mean. I am arguing a considerably stronger point. I am saying that sports flow outward into action from a deep natural impulse that is radically religious: an impulse of freedom, respect for ritual limits, a zest for symbolic meaning, and a longing for perfection. The athlete may of course be pagan, but sports are, as it were, natural religions. There are many ways to express this radical impulse: by the asceticism and dedication of preparation; by a sense of respect for the mysteries of one’s own body and soul, and for powers not in one’s own control; by a sense of awe for the place and time of competition; by a sense of fate; by a felt sense of comradeship and destiny; by a sense of participation in the rhythms and tides of nature itself.

Sports, in the second place, are organized and dramatized in a religious way. Not only do the origins of sports, like the origins of drama, lie in religious celebrations; not only are the rituals, vestments, and tremor of anticipation involved in sports events like those of religions. Even in our own secular age and for quite sophisticated and agnostic persons, the rituals of sports really work. They do serve a religious function: they feed a deep human hunger, place humans in touch with certain dimly perceived features of human life within this cosmos, and provide an experience of at least a pagan sense of godliness.

Among the godward signs in contemporary life, sports may be the single most powerful manifestation. I don’t mean that participation in sports, as athlete or fan, makes one a believer in “God,” under whatever concept, image, experience, or drive to which one attaches the name. Rather, sports drive one in some dark and generic sense “godward.” In the language of Paul Tillich, sports are manifestations of concern, of will and intellect and passion. In fidelity to that concern, one submits oneself to great bodily dangers, even to the danger of death. Symbolically, too, to lose is a kind of death.

Sports are not the highest form of religion. They do not exclude other forms. Jews, Christians, and others will want to put sports in second place, within a scheme of greater ultimacy. It is quite natural and normal to envisage human life and responsibilities as falling within schedules of ultimacy. Each “world” can be ultimate of its own kind, yet subsumed within a larger circle. The family is a good in itself, not derivative from the state. It is “ultimate” in its responsibilities. Yet the individual has claims against the family. So does the common good. A sport, like the family, can be in its own sphere an ultimate concern and a good in itself, while yet being subject to other and greater claims on the part of individuals and the common good.

For some, it may require a kind of conversion to grasp the religiousness at the heart of sports. Our society has become secular, and personal advancement
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