Secondary School - Football Assembly

 

 

In a few weeks the World Cup kicks off in Germany. For some people this will be one of the most important events of the year; for others it won’t really matter. I suspect however that most people will have a team that they would like to see win or at least do well in their matches.

 

To play for a national team is a great privilege for any footballer. The national team is always made up of the very best players that a country can offer. And the rules about which country you can play for are quite strict. Ryan Giggs might play in England for Manchester United, but he is part of the Wales national team. David Beckham plays for Real Madrid, but he is part of the England squad.

 

One of the things about football is that it can sometimes throw up some surprising results. If for example you got Real Madrid to play a team like Chelsea in a European Cup match, you might expect a close result. If however you got Real Madrid to play, for example a group of trainee priests - well who would you expect to win?

 

It would be quite reasonable I think to expect a professional team like Real Madrid to beat a group of amateurs. However things were a bit different nearly 100 years ago in 1907 when a group of trainee priests from England and Wales accepted the challenge of the then Madrid FC to a game.

 

Since the 1500’s when it was illegal to be a priest in this country, those who wanted to be priests had to train abroad and then smuggle their way into the country. If they got caught they would normally be imprisoned and often executed. Training colleges were set up in places like Rome and also in Valladolid in Spain. Even though the laws have now changed and it’s OK to be a priest, we have still kept some of the foreign colleges open. And it was a group of trainee priests from Valladolid who accepted to play in Madrid.

 

The story goes like this: Madrid FC had been champions of the Spanish League for three successive years in 1905, 1906 and 1907 and they offered a challenge to anyone who thought they could beat them. The team of trainee priests from England and Wales accepted the challenge and, amazingly, went on to beat Real Madrid in a match played on 28th April 1907.

 

The game was watched, by many people, including a man called Mr Santiago Bernabeu, who later became President of Real Madrid. In fact Madrid’s stadium is today called the Bernabeu Stadium.

 

Some fifty years later when Manchester United played Real Madrid in a European Cup match at home, Mr Bernabeu met one of the priests who had beaten his team many years ago. He remarked that it was a very important match that had changed the face of football in Spain as the priests had shown them how football should really be played.

 

Perhaps the trainee priests had been lucky that day in 1907, but perhaps they were well prepared. 

 

Of course, you are not just born a good footballer, you have to develop your skills. Any player today has to commit themselves to lots of training so that they can play well. They also have to realise that they are part of a team who need to work together.

 

I am sure that there is a big difference between a player running up the tunnel onto the pitch on a Saturday afternoon, and a priest heading out of the sacristy to the altar on a Sunday morning. But both have a task to do for which they have been trained and work hard for. The big difference I suppose is that whereas the players do all the work and the crowd watch at a football match, the priest’s job is to encourage those in the crowd to do the work and live as they should as Christians in the world – they don’t just come to Church to watch and be entertained.  Probably most Premier League footballers get paid quite a bit more than priests too I should guess.

 

Interestingly, not many people realise that there is a strong link between football and the Church. A good number of the big football clubs that we know today started off as small church-run youth clubs, and not as big businesses. Clubs like Celtic were all started off as local parish teams. In fact in November last year, Celtic even put up a statue outside their stadium to commemorate the priest who started the team off many years ago.

 

This is a reminder to us that our faith is not just something for Church once a week. It is something that should affect the many different areas of our lives on a daily basis. Spending time doing positive things, nurturing and using the gifts and talents that God has given us will help us develop into well-formed people. We worship God not just with our minds and hearts, but with our bodies too, so that our whole life is offered to him.

 

St Paul tells us in his Letter to the Romans “Think of God’s mercy my brothers [and sisters], and worship him, I beg you, in a way that is worthy of thinking beings, by offering your living bodies as a holy sacrifice, truly pleasing to God. Do not model yourselves on the behaviour of the world around you, but let your behaviour change, modelled by your new minds. This is the only way to discover the will of God and know what is good, what it is that God wants, what is the best thing to do” (Romans 12 1-2)
 

Today let us ask God to make us aware of the person that each of us is. We pray that we will recognise the unity that exists in our lives between body, mind and soul. We also ask that we can learn to look at others as God looks at them too – seeing the value that each person has in His eyes.

 

God does not just judge us simply on how we look, how clever we are or even how good we are at sports like football. Instead He sees each of us a whole person, but also as a unique part of his creation, with those distinctive characteristics and talents that make us who were are.

 

So, let us pray.

 

Father, we thank you this day for the gift of each one of us here; for the skills, gifts and talents you give to us. Help us to see others as you see them – as your children.

 

Help us to understand that we worship you not only with our lips, but by the lives we lead. And that you call us to use our whole being to glorify you in all the circumstances of our lives.

 

May we appreciate our dignity as temples of your Holy Spirit, filled as we are by His power and love. 

 

May we always respect and use our bodies for what is good, our minds for what is noble and true, and our souls to search for you. May we one day find happiness in your heavenly kingdom.

 

We ask this through Christ Jesus our Lord Amen.

 

… and if anyone is interested, the final score in that 1907 football match was Priests 6, Real Madrid 2.

 

Links

 

www.valladolid.org


www.ukpriest.org
http://www.celticcollectorsclub.co.uk/brotherwalfridstatue.htm
http://www.realmadrid.com/portada_eng.htm
http://fifaworldcup.yahoo.com/06/en/
