
        
            
                
            
        

    








© 2012 by Ted Kluck
Published by Bethany House Publishers
11400 Hampshire Avenue South
Bloomington, Minnesota 55438
www.bethanyhouse.com
Bethany House Publishers is a division of
Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan
www.bakerpublishinggroup.com
Ebook edition created 2012
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photocopy, recording—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.
ISBN 978-1-4412-6122-9
Unless otherwise identified, Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com
Scripture quotations identified ESV are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. ESV Text Edition: 2007
The Internet addresses, email addresses, and phone numbers in this book are accurate at the time of publication. They are provided as a resource. Baker Publishing Group does not endorse them or vouch for their content or permanence.
Cover design by Dan Pitts
 Cover photo: AFP/Getty Images
Author is represented by Wolgemuth & Associates





For my sons, Tristan and Maxim. May we always shoot baskets together.
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Introduction

An Open Letter to the Reader: What Does All of This Say About Us?


Dear Reader,
Let me be the first to acknowledge the weirdness that lies in writing a book about a man who, as I type this, is playing his sixth significant game of NBA basketball (tonight versus the hapless New Orleans Hornets). When I hit “upload” on this manuscript, I will have spent more days typing about Jeremy Lin than Jeremy Lin will have spent doing the thing about which I am writing.
I’m writing from a basement in Nebraska, where I am on assignment doing research for another book, and was pressed into emergency Jeremy Lin action by an editor who called and said, “Do you think you can get me a Jeremy Lin book in three weeks?” Similar calls, no doubt, are being placed all over publishing. Even in Franklin, Nebraska (population 971), they’ve heard of him. When the evangelical/reformed blogosphere got wind that his favorite book was a John Piper title, it blew up in exultation. “Finally, a thoughtful one!” was the unintended subtext of many of the early fawning articles.
All of that to say, what may be most interesting about Jeremy Lin—New York Knickerbocker and cultural object—is what the Jeremy Lin infatuation says about us. This is true of most cultural objects. In the 1960s and ’70s, liking Muhammad Ali (or Joe Frazier, conversely) said a lot about a particular fan’s worldview. By now, a full week and a half in, here are a few things we know about Jeremy Lin:
 
	He is Asian-American.
	He went to Harvard. And graduated.
	He toiled in the National Basketball Developmental League (NBDL), which is the only non-romanticized minor league in sports (besides arena football). There may in fact be nothing more depressing in professional sports than minor league basketball.
	He was released by two NBA clubs (the Golden State Warriors, Lin’s favorite childhood team, and the Houston Rockets) before catching on with the Knicks.
	He crashed on his older brother’s couch (or teammate Landry Fields’s couch, depending on conflicting couch-related reports) before finally signing a real contract with the Knicks.
	That contract will pay him in the neighborhood of $877,000 (give or take) per year.
	That’s the league minimum.
	He’s twenty-three years old.
	He has (now) had two consecutive Sports Illustrated covers.
	He scored 136 points in his first five starts—all wins.
	He’s been the only thing big enough to have rescued us from a winter of ESPN features on Tim Tebow, the lantern-jawed, clean-cut NFL quarterback and Great American Hero to whom Lin is being (unfairly, I think) compared (more on that later).

These are all things you know already if you have turned on a computer or a television over the course of the last nine days. The fact that we live in a world where we’re making a book-worthy superstar out of a man after nine days of work speaks volumes about us and is proof of the fact that we live in a crazy world in need of a Redeemer. We also know this:
 
	Jesus Christ, the Redeemer, has received lots of airtime in Tim Tebow interviews, and He is the one who gives and takes away athletic careers. Right now He has given one to Jeremy Lin. We’re all enjoying it tremendously.
	Jeremy Lin has vocally proclaimed a belief in that Redeemer, and it’s my job to write a little more deeply about that vocal belief. It’s a job I’m excited about, as there is nothing in life—even basketball, superstardom, or the ultimate rags-to-riches story—that can touch the glorious grace of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Jeremy Lin’s nine-day (and counting) run of NBA stardom is why I’m typing and why you’re reading. There are many things he can (and should) be for us, and a few that he can’t and shouldn’t. He shouldn’t be an idol. As great, smart, interesting, and capable as he is, he will disappoint us, as all idols eventually disappoint. He shouldn’t be a fount for our theology—even though he shows signs of depth and maturity there too. He shouldn’t even be a symbol for anything in particular, even though if his career somehow freakishly ends tonight he has already shifted paradigms about what people who look/act like Jeremy Lin can/should be.

Aside: As I type this, Lin is losing his first game as a cultural icon. He was photographed with a film director, Spike Lee, who is lately more famous for sitting courtside at Madison Square Garden than he is for making films. Lee was already wearing a piece of swag that will be available soon at a website near you (a Jeremy Lin Palo Alto High School jersey). Lin went for 26 points and 5 assists in an 89–85 loss.

What Lin can and should be is a kid who joyfully plays his game with heart and passion. He can and should be someone who livens up an interview room with his candor and thoughtfulness—a candor and thoughtfulness that hasn’t yet been veneered and lacquered beyond recognition by PR executives or greedy media-savvy parents or an agenda that extends beyond being thankful for an amazing opportunity to compete. One thing we enjoy about Lin is his newness. Perhaps in some small way it’s a reminder that Jesus makes all things new, even in a world (sports) where it’s easy to feel like we have seen and experienced it all already. A world where “meh” and ironic detachment are kings.
I’m a white, male nonfiction author, which is just about the most boring thing someone can be these days. So I don’t find specific, personal inspiration in Lin’s Asian-ness. Nor am I even a rabid fan of a particular NBA team. Lin’s particular brand of genius is in the fun he appears to be having. It makes me want to go into the driveway and shoot baskets, which may be the highest compliment you can pay an athlete.
A word regarding format: My publisher has given me all of three weeks and 15,000 words (give or take) to tell the Lin story. That said, there won’t be coverage of every game, and the games that I do cover may be out of order, as I’m choosing to look at Lin conceptually, rather than chronologically. Which is another way to say I won’t be “telling the whole Lin story,” as it were. If you want 275 pages of quotes like “Jeremy was a hard-working student and a real humble third-grader” and “Jeremy has been an inspiration to Asian-Americans everywhere over the last two weeks,” I would suggest going elsewhere.
Watching the Knicks, and waiting for this deal, is like watching the stock market. I have a few shares of Jeremy Lin, Inc., and while I wait for my publisher to have the requisite fifty-five committee meetings necessary to approve a project, I’m praying Lin doesn’t sprain an ankle or have a horrendous shooting night. Time is of the essence. I’m breaking the cardinal rule of publishing (and pro sports, for that matter), which is “Don’t begin work without a contract.” Rod Tidwell would be ashamed of me.
By the time this ebook hits the online shelves, you will be either still thinking about Lin or mostly done thinking about him, having journeyed on to the next Tweet or the next YouTube sensation. I’m inviting you, either way, to give him some thought with me. There is more to Lin than can be captured in catchy headlines and two-minute sound bites. By this point we will have used his image to sell beer, big trucks, jerseys, hot dogs, and maybe even this book. I think we owe it to him to give him a moment or two more of our thoughts.
Yours, in sports and in Christ,
 Ted Kluck
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 A Cultural Oddity

Jeremy Lin and Shifting Racial Paradigms (or What Kind of NBA Superstar Will Jeremy Lin Be?)


We’re each other’s friends.

—Celtics center Bill Russell, following the last of his NBA titles in 1969


There is high school basketball footage of Jeremy Lin in which he looks not unlike all high school basketball players, i.e., skinny and unremarkable. He is the farthest possible thing from “man child” or “freak of nature.” LeBron James he isn’t. He isn’t plying his trade in some gritty inner-city gymnasium, nor is he performing in front of a gym full of college scouts at a shoe-company-sponsored summer tournament. In the same video package there is an interview with a high school coach who implies that discrimination may have played a role in Lin’s lack of recruitment. That if he were “another race” he may not have had to walk on, sans scholarship, at Harvard.
What that coach is saying without coming out and saying it is that we expect professional basketball to be played by tall, tattooed black men who either didn’t go to college or, if they did, didn’t stay there very long. The fact of the matter is that college is usually a very brief stepping-stone on the way to the NBA for basketball’s elite. The number of college graduates playing in the NBA is woefully low. The number of Asian-Americans playing in the NBA is, currently, one. The last Harvard graduate to play in the NBA played in an era (the 1950s) when canvas Converse All-Stars were worn by NBA players rather than worn ironically by emaciated hipsters in Brooklyn.
“Jeremy Lin is a good player,” Tweeted boxer Floyd Mayweather, “but all the hype is because he’s Asian. Black players do what he does every night and don’t get the same praise.” Granted, Mayweather is a boxer, so he’s expected to be some kind of an idiot. (And he’s proven this assumption correct time and time again.) If what Mayweather said were really true, NBA teams would be calling up new black NBDL point guards every week and expecting similar results. What Lin has done is noteworthy because of what it is, not just because he doesn’t look the part.
“This is beyond anything I could have ever imagined,” says the high school coach. I am inclined to believe him. “This is a miracle from God, is how I would describe it,” says Lin in another interview clip. “He knows it’s a gift . . . and it keeps him grounded,” explains a pastor.
The New York Knicks website landing page featured a screen-filling image of Lin with the words “Join the Linsanity! Follow the Knicks!”
The list of big-name players signed or drafted by New York who have failed to capture the imaginations of fans or the New York media is longer than I have room for in this project. It includes but is not limited to players like New York’s own Stephon Marbury and current Knicks Amare Stoudamire and Carmelo Anthony.
While taking nothing away from those players, their greatest flaw is that in word and in appearance, they are basically like everyone else in the NBA. Perhaps the most unique thing about Lin isn’t his Asian-ness or even the fact that he went to Harvard. It’s the fact that he had other options. Harvard economics grads usually go on to buy and sell people. They become rich by conventional, non-basketball means. Lin is perhaps most interesting because he chose to pursue basketball, which was in many ways, at least on paper, the least sensible of his options.

Aside: You can by a T-shirt on eBay that features a graphic of a Chinese takeout box with the words “That’s My Linja!” on it.

It will be Lin’s job to do what is essential but also often impossible in today’s NBA—bringing together the disparate parts that make up an NBA roster. By the time this book hits your e-reader, we’ll hopefully be done being awed by the fact that Lin went to Harvard and is Asian-American. His job, if he’s still playing at a high level, will be much more difficult—getting the most out of Anthony and Stoudamire, and doing so in a league where individual compensation is closely tied to individual statistical production. It’s a league where Stoudamire can be considered a star even though he is often a defensive liability and usually does very little to create shots for his teammates.
What remains to be seen is whether Lin is the one great player around whom NBA championships are built—like Tim Duncan, young Shaq, Kobe, Magic, Bird, and Jordan. Or, more likely, if Lin is one of the one or two elite role players also necessary for a title run—guys like James Worthy, Horace Grant, Joe Dumars, and Tony Parker, who complement the marquee player. These are players who aren’t obsessed about their stat sheet and do whatever it takes to win.
What’s so interesting about these Knicks is that we don’t yet know what role Lin will fill, because let’s face it, he really didn’t exist a few weeks ago. And what’s more, we don’t know what role Stoudamire and Carmelo Anthony (injured, thus far, except for the breakout Nets game) will fill on the suddenly Lin-led Knicks. They formerly sat atop the star-system pecking order, but now that Lin is the toast of New York, it will be interesting to see how they fall into place and if they’re able to accept new roles.
In his great book Life on the Run, former Knick Bill Bradley says, “I believe that basketball, when a certain level of unselfish team play is realized, can serve as a kind of metaphor for ultimate cooperation. It is a sport where success, as symbolized by the championship, requires that the dictates of community prevail over selfish personal impulses. . . . Statistics—such as points, rebounds, and assists per game—can never explain the remarkable interaction that takes place on a successful pro team.”
Of course, Lin is being measured, mainly, by his statistics. He’s being lauded for the 38-point effort against Kobe Bryant and the Lakers, mostly, as well as the potential for the kind of team greatness and cohesion that has eluded the Knicks since the Oakley/Starks/Ewing era. We’ll get a glimpse of whether or not there’s “remarkable interaction” as the season wears on and the Knicks, with Lin, struggle. Sports, at this level, no longer builds character, it reveals it.
“You have to watch the games,” says ESPN columnist Bill Simmons in The Book of Basketball. “You have to pay attention. You cannot be seduced by stats and numbers.” It is in the games where Jeremy Lin is most interesting, and it’s in watching the games where the quest for Knick chemistry will or won’t be revealed. The smallness of the rosters, the ridiculousness of the salaries, and the emotional ebb and flow are, to me, what makes NBA basketball so compelling.
“The point,” Bradley writes in Life on the Run, “is not how well the individual does, but if the team wins.”
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 New York Knicks vs. Dallas Mavericks

February 19, 2012


Once you become aware that the main business you are here for is to know God, most of life’s problems fall into place of their own accord.

—J. I. Packer, Knowing God


“Lin didn’t Tebow before the game,” explains my buddy Caleb, as we pick up the ABC telecast. “I was waiting to see if he would.” “Tebowing”—in other words, kneeling and praying—is now a verb. The fact that Lin doesn’t “Tebow” is, to me, one of the most endearing things about him. As Lin is being gushed about by the general public, he’s also in the process of being ushered onto the front row of the Evangelical Superstar Bandwagon. This can be one of our culture’s creepiest and most confusing bandwagons, where the gospel and commercialism intersect. Part of me mourns the fact that he’s going there, even though I’m in the process of trying to usher it in (see: dilemmas, moral).
In the first quarter Lin makes a subtle stutter step to create his own 20-footer. “He’s a very cerebral player,” explains the network talking head. Lin is, of course, cerebral. He’s Harvard cerebral (a perfect score on the math portion of the SAT as a freshman in high school), but he’s also basketball cerebral. But I would argue that it’s not the “cerebral” that people are loving about Jeremy Lin. It’s the incongruity of an Asian guy who plays like a black guy. Noticing this shouldn’t make us uncomfortable—in fact, such observations are a fact of life in team sports, where racial tension is often much less tense than it is in the rest of society. Lin’s game, and even his vernacular in interviews, is tinged with black influence, as is the whole of the NBA product. It’s an indelible part of the marketing of the league, and it’s what makes white kids in cornfields pretend to be black guys on their driveway courts (I was, for some reason, “Chocolate Thunder” Daryl Dawkins and then later Indiana Pacer Waymon Tisdale). Black players like Bill Russell, Elgin Baylor, and Wilt Chamberlain brought explosiveness to the NBA in the late 50s and early 60s, and the league, for the most part, has never looked back.
On court, the Knicks spread the floor for Lin, and he has the freedom to slash to the hoop. And slash he does. He has been the object of racial epithets since high school, through college, and, one would assume, in the NBA. But perhaps more telling, racially, is how surprised everyone is that he’s actually good.
Lin says that the racial comments are something he’s gotten used to as an imperfect part of the game, and it’s a chance to be salt and light. “It’s a good opportunity to reflect the grace of God when you don’t say anything back, or when you’re really respectful in return,” he told interviewer Timothy Dalrymple in 2010. “That says something powerful.” But Lin is far from a choir boy, and anything but soft on the court. In the same interview he described himself as “naturally competitive and cocky.”
“It’s hard to maintain efficiency, consistency, and energy every single night because the schedule is so brutal,” Lin explains in an interview before the Mavs game. “I’m on the scouting report now, so teams are going to figure out how to guard me.”
Lin is being guarded by Jason Terry. The Garden crowd oohs and ahhs nearly every time he touches the ball. When he dribbles behind his back the crowd surges. Again when he attempts a three-ball with Jason Terry in his face (miss).
When Lin stutter-drives to the hoop for a layup, the crowd roars. The atmosphere in Madison Square Garden is different than in most NBA buildings—even for a nationally televised Sunday afternoon game. There’s a sort of sameness from one NBA building to the next in the post-old-arenas-with-character era (see: Chicago Stadium, The Boston Garden, Market Square Arena, The Philadelphia Spectrum, and even that old building where the Milwaukee Bucks used to play that had the low ceiling). Same tinny music. Same slightly detached crowd full of corporate types in the lower arena and diehards up above. Same mostly empty seats (if you live in Cleveland or Detroit). Today’s Garden crowd feels like a college crowd, in the best possible way.
Opposing defenses still appear surprised when he creates off the dribble, as though they’re saying to themselves, “He’s Asian; he’s not supposed to play like that.” Non-black players are supposed to be “gritty, cerebral, or hardworking.” We got this paradigm from guys like Larry Bird and John Stockton, who were both legendary, but the stylistic opposite of high-flying and flashy. We also got it from guys like Will Perdue and Chris Dudley, who were patently uncool. Lin, like Stevie Nash, is somewhere in the middle. Lin chest bumps with teammates after a three-pointer forces a Dallas time-out. He waggles a tongue after hitting a floater in the lane. If he has anything approaching a signature move, a week and a half in, it’s this. Here’s hoping he doesn’t go all the way and get a neck tattoo.

Aside: This afternoon a low-level ESPN employee will be fired and a regional talking head will be given a thirty-day suspension for using the figure of speech “chink in his armor” in conjunction with a Jeremy Lin article. The phrase caused a mild uproar. ESPN knows who pays its bills, and it isn’t regional talking heads.

Lin played in the Vegas summer league with the Mavs, when he went undrafted out of Harvard. It causes one to ask, “What is it about today’s Lin that is different from the summer-league Lin?” Why is he now gashing defenses and scoring almost at will? Or stated another way, what did the Knicks see that the Mavs didn’t?
The answer is, in part, confidence. Even though he doesn’t exhibit the “typical” NBA symptoms of “swagger”—excessive trash talking, chest thumping, and stare-downs of opposing players—he is clearly playing like someone who thinks he belongs on the court.
“The Knicks’ point guard position was a disaster until this guy got his opportunity,” explains analyst Hubie Brown. Lin knocks down a three-ball from the corner. “He has outstanding peripheral vision . . . and he can finish. Big guys love his game because of the lob passes on the money.”
Lin almost never leaves the floor, and if his early games are any indication, he’ll play nearly every minute of this one. He ends the first quarter with a floater from the paint. It falls, and the home crowd goes berserk. He has 10 points and 3 assists by the end of the first quarter, contributing to the Knicks 32–20 lead.
The Mavericks make a 9–2 run to open the second quarter with Lin on the bench. Lin, in his first seven starts, has scored more points (229) and dished more assists (86) than Magic Johnson (129, 49), Isaiah Thomas (172, 45), and John Stockton (68, 75).
He returns and immediately finds Amare Stoudamire underneath the basket for an easy dunk. His next trip down he air-balls a three-pointer.
“He’s a professional athlete now,” says Lin’s high school coach in a mid-game interview. The interviewer says that Lin described himself as “arrogant and selfish” until his junior year of high school. “I think he’s too hard on himself,” the coach explains.
However, it’s Lin’s ability to admit to sin in his heart that makes him a different, and more interesting, public figure than Tebow. Perhaps Lin’s struggles over the last two years have given him a level of inner reflection that wouldn’t be possible for a player like Tebow, who has had a charmed athletic life (again, more on that later, but it seems semi-impossible to talk about Lin without talking about Tebow).
“There’s a re-energized atmosphere here at Madison Square Garden,” says broadcaster Mike Tirico. Lin is the reason for that re-energizing. The Mavs game represents the second “good” team Lin has faced in his run as a Knick. By midway through the third quarter, the Knicks are down by 10. If football is a game that turns on violent collisions and emotion, basketball is a study in interpersonal combinations and interactions. The Knick offense seems to visibly stagnate with Lin on the bench.
In the NBA, good teams tend to adopt the personalities of their key players. The Stockton/Malone–era Jazz were tough and workmanlike. The Jordan-era Bulls were subservient to Jordan himself, who willed them to win and win often. The Bad Boy–era Pistons were dirty and combative like their leader, Isaiah Thomas. Before Lin, the Knicks were a team with good players (Stoudamire, Anthony) but no personality. Lin has given them, for the moment and while times are good, a personality—likeable, joyful, and energetic.
With nine minutes remaining in the game, the Knicks have pulled to within a basket. Lin dishes to Steve Novak in the corner, who knocks down a three-pointer to give the Knicks the lead. The Garden explodes. The ubiquitous Spike Lee wears a Jeremy Lin Harvard jersey. He leaps out of his courtside seat and pumps a fist in the air. Lin’s assist may represent the best of the racial/social conscience that Lee strives for in his films—an Asian guy dishing to an awkward white guy (Novak) on a team full of black stars. After Novak hits the three-ball, he makes the Aaron Rodgers title-belt move. It is, like most white celebrations, painfully awkward, but in this case still endearing.
Lin finishes with 28 points and 14 assists, a career high, and the Knicks vanquish their second quality opponent during the Lin era.
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 Jeremy Lin in the Context of Tim Tebow

Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Let perseverance finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

James 1:2–4


Lots of writers and fans have compared Jeremy Lin to Tim Tebow—Broncos quarterback, Great American, and famous evangelical. I think they couldn’t be more different if they tried.
In many ways it looks and feels like Tebow was born and bred from the cradle to be a professional football player and media darling. He was the subject of an ESPN documentary creepily titled “The Chosen One” while still a high school student. He was a nationally sought-after recruit who went to college at a jock factory (Florida), where he routinely played in front of huge crowds and was on television nearly every week of his life. He was a first-round draft choice, guaranteed to sell season tickets and jerseys if not exactly guaranteed to succeed on the field. He was nothing if not on message about his Christianity via eye black and predictable postgame interviews.
Tebow has also, for the most part, been a statistical failure at his professional sport. He’s completing passes at a 47 percent clip, which puts him in the neighborhood of known quarterback failures like Ryan Leaf (48.4 percent), and which has made him the subject of a recent Gentleman’s Quarterly feature titled “The Year of Magical Stinking.” But Denver’s proximity to one of our country’s New Jerusalems (Colorado Springs), a rabid evangelical fan base, and some miraculous field goals by Matt Prater, have all helped keep Tebow at the forefront of public opinion. Especially Christian public opinion.

Aside: I once wrote something similar about Tebow in a Christianity Today piece and had every homeschool mom in the country wanting to punch me in the face. Hell hath no fury like a Christianity Today comments section.

What Lin and Tebow have in common is their work ethic and the way they actually play their games. They both play with great joy. I’ve always argued that by far the most interesting thing about Tebow is what he does on the field. Off the field he is, in many ways, the worst kind of boring and predictable. Off the field, he’s a subpar entertainer (and that’s the point of all this, right?), but on the field, he’s a signature performer, even in spite of the statistical mediocrity. If you’ve heard one Tebow interview, you’ve heard them all, because he’s more or less been giving the same speech since adolescence. Lin looks and feels a little more genuine and off-the-cuff in the interview room. But they both play the game with passion and exuberance.
Still, Tebow’s excessive, um, Tebowing made him a lightning rod for attention last season. It even got him mocked, in game, by a few opposing Detroit Lions, setting off a mini uproar in Christendom. I, regretfully, felt compelled to blog about it even though I knew it was going to create a day’s worth of abuse for me. Why? Because for some reason I found Tebow way too interesting not to blog about. He had become a great barometer by which to measure evangelical attitudes. Think about it. If I blogged about a Christian leader like John Piper or Mark Driscoll, a good two-thirds of my audience probably wouldn’t care on a given day. But Tebow has been on real (non-kooky, non-religious) television nearly every day of his life starting from his freshman year at Florida. When he retires he will inevitably run for office or be the Evangelical Talking Head called upon by networks whenever an Evangelical Talking Head is necessary.
In my blog post I said that it was okay for the Lions to make fun of Tebow’s excessive Tebowing. I explained that they weren’t making fun of God at all, and that they all basically respect Tebow as a player, but what they were making fun of was the “celebration” itself. Much like they would make fun of a Terrell Owens or Chad Ochocinco celebration. I would categorize the various responses I received as follows:
Why don’t you stop piling on Tebow like the rest of “the Culture”? This is a response along the lines of “all media is liberal and evil.” I’ll agree that Tebow has been a polarizing figure, but I don’t know that being a Heisman Trophy winner, the most celebrated player in college history, and drafted in the first round while making millions of dollars playing football, making millions more in endorsements, and being semi-deified by most of Christian culture qualifies as “the culture piling on.” Most people would sign up for that kind of “persecution” immediately.
Tebow is standing up for Christ. This is maybe the trickiest argument to analyze because it implies assigning a level of risk to what Tebow is doing. Is it risky for Tebow to quote “Stand Up for Christ” in this context? Does it cost him anything, or is it just part of a brand that has worked for him? Hear this: I have absolutely no doubt that Tebow’s faith is sincere. I’m not questioning that at all. I love his abstinence and pro-life stances. I just think we should tread lightly on the martyrdom issue. Tebow isn’t the first Christian athlete; he’s just the first one who’s been this good and this consistently public about it.
But if just one person accepts Jesus because of Tebow, isn’t it worth it? I get this one too, truly, but I believe that it’s the Holy Spirit who does the work of drawing us to Christ, which takes the pressure off Tebow in this area. The gospel involves a fundamental understanding that we have sick, sinful hearts in need of a Redeemer, and that Christ is that Redeemer—defeating sin and death on the cross. If God somehow uses Tebow to communicate that glorious grace, then there is cause for rejoicing over the one person. But I’m glad I’m not the one deciding how He is or isn’t using Tebow (see: sovereignty). I’m the one watching football and enjoying the show.
Why don’t you stop being mean and let our boys have their heroes? This is one of the strongest arguments, I think, because it involves kids and their interaction with football, and the last thing I’d want to do is ruin that. I have no problem letting your boys (which I assume means Christian boys) have their heroes. My boys have heroes too . . . although I’m not mandating that Tebow be their hero just because he kneels in the end zone. Tebow would make a fine football hero for a kid, but so would Calvin Johnson or Patrick Willis or Aaron Rodgers. And if my kid ever makes a show of kneeling in the end zone after a touchdown in his pee-wee league I will go berserk, and not in a good way.
But there were also a number of anti-Tebow comments as well: If Tebow is kneeling after touchdowns, and if he’s so thankful, why isn’t he kneeling after incompletions and interceptions? Good question. For that matter, why isn’t he kneeling after he hands off to Willis McGahee for a three-yard gain?
Tebow should tone it down and just play football. This one speaks for itself and tends to resonate with those evangelicals who are more of the “it feels weird for humility to involve multiple documentaries and praying in front of stadiums” persuasion.


In a way we all dream that nothing bad will ever happen in our own stories, which has been, in many ways, the Tebow story. But that’s not usually the case. And because he was not immediately handed what he wanted, the Lin story has an added dimension. Lin was unwanted, in a basketball sense, out of high school, and unwanted again out of college. Most of us can relate to feeling unwanted, confused, and alone in our despair. Lin articulates this well.
“There were nights last year that I was actually just reduced to tears,” Lin explains to ESPN interviewer Rachel Nichols. “I felt like I had the ability to do it. Even the beginning of this year getting waived twice . . . I didn’t know what was going to happen. Do I go to the D-League? Do I go to Europe?”
She asks him about his breakout game versus the New Jersey Nets. It’s the game that put Lin on the map.





4


 New York Knicks vs. New Jersey Nets

February 4, 2012


Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge him, and HE will make straight your paths.

—Proverbs 3:5–7 ESV


This verse appears on Lin’s pre-fame YouTube page, at the end of a video called “How to Get Into Harvard” that is winsome and likeable in its unfunniness. The fact that it got made at all speaks to the fact that Lin was once just a college kid with a YouTube account and a video camera, screwing around with his friends. This is my favorite thing about him and the thing I hope he doesn’t lose.
What’s tricky about a verse like this is that we tend to think that if we “acknowledge” God, He will immediately start hooking us up with whatever it is that we want. This is a common, unintended fallacy in the Christian Athlete Narrative. Leaning on our own understanding, usually, is what gets us into a place like Harvard, and can contribute to our athletic success.
“Toney Douglas is a better shooter, a better scorer, and a better player,” explains commentator Mike Breen as Jeremy Lin, somewhat nervously, checks in at the scorer’s table and enters his first significant game as a New York Knick. He’d logged a few minutes in the Knicks’ previous game against Boston, but coach Mike D’Antoni had gone with Douglas in the second half.
Breen later states that Lin “doesn’t have a chance” defensively against Nets point guard Deron Williams, but later takes the comment back when Lin contests a shot.
He drives for a layup in the second quarter, and then at the other end steals the ball and hits an outlet pass to Douglas. He later finds Jared Jeffries with a bounce pass on a pick-and-roll. “He sees the floor well,” says Breen. On the other end, Lin pulls down a rebound. He seems to be playing at a different speed than the other nine players on the court, who, in true NBA fashion, may be pacing themselves. He finishes the half with 6 points and 4 assists.
Lin misses a lot of open jumpers early in the second half, but perhaps most important, he’s taking them. He’s not afraid to pull the trigger when an opportunity presents itself. He’s not playing like a D-League call-up just looking to assimilate and stay out of the way.
“Jeremy Lin right now looks absolutely spent,” says Breen, right before Lin drives to the basket, scores, and draws a foul to end the third quarter. He’s eclipsed his season high in minutes, with 21. He does look exhausted, gasping for breath at the free-throw line. For the first time, the Garden crowd chants “Jeremy.”
Despite his fatigue, he drives and finds Jared Jeffries and Amare Stoudamire in the fourth quarter. He hits a pull-up 15-footer for his 17th point in the fourth quarter.
“This is the Jeremy Lin show here in Madison Square Garden!” Breen exclaims as the crowd comes alive after Lin hits a reverse layup. “But if the Knicks lose this game, it’ll be long forgotten, except for the Lin family.” The Knicks cling to a tenuous 92–86 lead as Kanye West’s track “Power” plays over the arena PA system. “I’m livin’ in that 21st century, doin’ something mean to it, do it better than anybody you ever seen do it,” West raps. Lin drives, sinks a reverse layup (again), and draws yet another foul. He seems to be drawing on an unlimited reserve of creative energy.
“The Knick players can’t stop smiling, and even laughing,” Breen points out. When the final buzzer sounds, the scoreboard reads 99–92, Knicks. “A magical night for Jeremy Lin.”
“I’m just thankful to God for this opportunity, to come out and play for this team and get a win,” he tells an interviewer, post-game.


“I said I’m gonna go back and play this game just as aggressive,” he tells Nichols of his recent success. “Last year I was trying to fit in . . . to not make mistakes. This year, I said I’m gonna make sure I do it my way. If I go down, I’m gonna go down fighting.”
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 I Did It My Way

No Fear of Man


In God I trust and am not afraid. What can man do to me?

—Psalm 56:11


But more, much more than this, I did it my way.

—Sinatra


Jeremy Lin said the following, in a recorded testimony at a church in June of 2011:
When Paul wrote in Philippians to press on for an upward prize, he was living for that, and it made his life meaningful (Philippians 3:15). And I realized I had to learn to do the same. I had to learn to stop chasing the perishable prizes of this earth, I had to stop chasing personal glory, I had to learn how to give my best effort to God and trust him with the results. I have to learn to have enough faith to trust in his grace and to trust in his sovereign and perfect plan. I had to submit my will, my desires, my dreams—give it all up to God and say, “Look, I am going to give my best effort, go on the court and play every day for you, and I’m going to let you take care of the rest.” This is something I struggle with every day. . . . Playing for great stats is nice, but that satisfaction—that happiness—is only from game to game. It’s temporary.
What’s interesting about this, among other things, is that it was one of those random, under-the-radar church appearances by a fringe D-Leaguer/call-up that went largely unnoticed by everybody until about two weeks ago when Google was blowing up with searches for Jeremy Lin videos. It came at a time when Lin was, I’m sure, flattered to be asked to speak and thankful for the extra little bit of money it provided him.

Aside: According to The Post Game, a Yahoo Sports blog, Jeremy Lin’s No. 17 jersey is the NBA’s top online seller since February 4. Knicks merchandise sales are No.1 overall in the NBA since Lin’s breakthrough game. The Knicks have raised average ticket prices by 27 percent since Lin scored 25 points off the bench against New Jersey.

Now, I’m sure Lin’s agent’s assistant’s celly is blowing up with requests for Lin to give keynote talks for tens of thousands of dollars at big Christian conferences like The Gospel Coalition or Together For the Gospel, on the main stage in front of a life-sized picture of Matt Chandler’s next book and right before Lecrae descends from the rafters to rap a new version of “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Such is the nature of evangelical fame.
We’re lucky to have this pre-fame version of Lin’s testimony. It’s significant that he says, “I had to learn to stop chasing the perishable prizes of this earth, and I had to stop chasing personal glory” before he actually had the perishable prizes and personal glory. Understandably, famous Christians usually get asked to speak and give testimonies after they’ve become famous and after they’ve already gotten what they’re insisting they don’t want. It’s easy to say you don’t want something if you already have it.

Aside: As I type this, I’m in the process of receiving texts from my own agent, telling me that there are two other major Christian publishers doing Jeremy Lin biographies at the same time I’m doing this Jeremy Lin book. I text the following to my agent: “Help me to not feel nauseated by this.” I know I’m becoming a part of the very same Christian Athlete Business that I’ve always bent over backward to distance myself from. The business where evangelicals fall all over themselves to make a buck/name off of the latest kid who scores 30 points and says the word “God” in a postgame interview. At face value there seems to be no “downside” to these relationships, which keep the shelves full of quickly written but semi-shallow Christian jock bios and keep kids’ heads full of dreams. I’m worried a little for Lin. He’s going to get a one-way ticket to the weird world of Christian publishing and media where “message” has been sharing a bed with “profitability” and “marketing” for so long that they’re common-law married. The fact that I’m a part of this world, and have been for a while, freaks me out. Lord, help me to write a Jeremy Lin book that is valuable, and Lord help me to write a Jeremy Lin book that does right by the gospel first, and then does right by Jeremy Lin.

Ironic, given the last aside, that I’m writing a chapter titled “No Fear of Man.” The fact of the matter is that I’m fearful of a project like this, for a lot of reasons. But Lin’s fearless play is an inspiration to me, and should be an inspiration to fans. Journalists will bend over backward to find reasons for Lin’s pluck and courage, but I would assert that it stems from his understanding of the gospel and the sovereignty of God. There’s a difference between intellectually assenting to God’s sovereignty and feeling it in one’s heart—and I would assert that Lin’s play is evidence of the latter level of communion with God. And I would argue that it was Lin’s early disappointments that brought him there.
In Psalm 51:17, David writes: “My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise.” David learned that it was through his confession of sin, repentance, and a brokenness of spirit that he drew near to God. And perhaps Jeremy Lin learned, on those long developmental league bus rides, that communion with God far transcended NBA dreams or individual glory.
Lin says that his favorite verses are Romans 5:3–5: “Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us.”
Maybe it’s proof of my own spiritual immaturity, but I have a hard time hearing a verse like that from somebody who hasn’t suffered. Maybe it’s because Lin has been on the outside looking in—and for a time was denied access to a dream—that I can hear this from him and genuinely be glad for his success. He has been called into offices, at least twice, and been told that he’s been released. He has packed up his gear. He has gone undrafted. He has gone without a scholarship.
Ironically, now that Lin has “the perishable prizes of this earth” as well as “personal glory,” he may need our prayers more than ever. And if the Knicks showdown with the Miami Heat is any indication, perhaps the pressure is getting to him.
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 New York Knicks vs. Miami Heat

February 23, 2012


Everything is safe which we commit to Him, and nothing is really safe which is not so committed.

—A. W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God


Jeremy Lin scrimmaged the varsity tonight. The Heat are like the Ivan Drago of NBA basketball. Outfitted in sleek, shiny black uniforms, they look like basketball-playing bodybuilders compared to Lin and the Knicks. They look bigger, faster, stronger, longer, and meaner. They all but brought Jeremy Lin to midcourt before the game and said, “I must break you.”
I knew when Lebron drove the basketball right into Lin’s chest in the first quarter, that Lin had jumped into the proverbial deep end of the pool. There is an “Oh my, what have I done?” look in his eyes.
We know that his impact on the Knicks has transcended his own eye-popping numbers. With Lin on the court, the Knicks have shot 48.3 percent as a team; with him on the bench, they’ve shot just over 33 percent. The Knicks have scored 81 points more than their opponents with Lin on the court, and 17 fewer than their opponents without him. Going into the Heat game, Lin is 8–2 as a starter, averaging 23.8 points per game and hitting 50 percent of his field goals. (On the flip side, he’s also racked up 59 turnovers in 10 starts—the most since turnovers became an official statistic.)
Lin stated, before the game, that he’s “just got to stay aggressive” against Lebron James. Easier said than done. The Heat boast the league’s best record (26–7), and they’ve had a few games in which to compile a scouting report on Lin, which must have read something like, “Maintain constant pressure, cut off the swing pass, and make him go to his left.”
Miami hits the accelerator early in the first quarter. The phrase “It’s a playoff atmosphere” is overused in sports, but it’s true tonight. Actually, the atmosphere in Miami is more like a rumble in a dark alley somewhere. Bron Bron, Bosh, and D-Wade look mad. They look like they want to reassert their place at the top of the league’s pantheon of stars. It looks personal.
At 7:19 of the first quarter, Lin looks completely gassed. He’s been an offensive non-factor thus far, facing double teams and turning the ball over, as Lebron seems to cover the entire width of the court in a stride or two. Lin misses a pull-up jumper and ends the first quarter with 0 points and 3 turnovers. He’s on the bench with a towel over his head to start the second quarter.
I’m rooting for Lin in this game if only so that the making of a new rivalry emerges—a rivalry that Lin will need to remain relevant. As I’ve mentioned before, the NBA is a league of individual stars (for better or worse), and those stars have always had foils. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar had Dave Cowens. Jordan had Isaiah Thomas. Magic had Larry. For Lin to become and stay transcendent, he’ll need to prove that he can hang in these championship fights.
If there’s a bright spot for the Knicks, it’s that backup point guard Baron Davis shows signs of life in his minutes, and the hope is that he’ll be able to provide some much-needed rest for Lin as the season progresses.
Though Lin has only 2 points and 6 turnovers in the first half, he keeps the dribble alive and keeps attacking the rim.
“The guy showed fortitude, faith, and toughness to keep banging on doors,” says Heat coach Eric Spoelstra of Lin’s emergence, in an interview.
“They [Heat] are one of the best pick-and-roll defenders,” Knicks coach Mike D’Antoni said after the game. “They come at you real quick. The first time you see it, the speed is overwhelming and I think it took [Jeremy] a while to adjust. He didn’t have the legs, it looked like. He played last night, and it happens. He’ll use it as a learning experience. Our whole team will. We played arguably the best team in the NBA, and it set a bar that we have to get up to.”
Lin said afterward that he couldn’t remember another game where it was hard just to dribble the ball. He said the Heat did a good job of forcing him left, which the book says is a weakness of his, and not letting him make the swing pass to disrupt the Heat’s defensive rotations. He said the next time he faces the Heat he’ll try to make them work harder and make sure his passes jump-start the Knicks’ offense better and are directed exactly where they need to go.
While he was addressing a media room of around fifty reporters after the game, Lin said he wasn’t going to use the back-to-back fatigue as an excuse. Instead, he gave a lot of credit to the Heat’s speed and athleticism on defense. He said the next step would be to review the game tape and see where he can improve.
“They did a great job of making me uncomfortable,” said Lin, who mentioned that playing consistently well has been his toughest challenge recently. “We’re a no-excuse team, so fatigue doesn’t really matter. Everyone’s tired at this point. Everyone has a sixty-six-game schedule, so we’ve just got to look at film and get better. I think that’s going to be exciting because this team is young in terms of players coming in and coming back. Obviously as a point guard, I have to make sure that I’m learning.”
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 Basketball and Gospel

God and the Christian Athlete; God and the Christian Fan


Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his immense patience as an example for those who would believe in him and receive eternal life. Now to the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.

—1 Timothy 1:15–17


I know that without Thee I can do nothing, that everything with which I shall be concerned, however harmless in itself, may prove an occasion of sin or folly, unless I am kept by Thy power. Hold Thou me up and I shall be safe.

—“Morning Needs,” from The Valley of Vision


Basketball, and sports in general, is nothing if not proof of the idea that everything can prove to be an occasion for “sin or folly.” Lin’s ascension to stardom in New York, as fun and inspirational as it has been, is shaded by the reality that if Lin gets hurt, hits a cold streak, or just plain wears down, he will be largely forgotten and/or outright hated. Much has been written about the “hostility” of the New York media market, but I would argue that all fans and indeed all people are born this way.
The doctrine of inherited and total depravity is all over scripture: All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). The human heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick (Jeremiah 17:9). The natural man is dead in trespasses and sin (Ephesians 2:1). By nature, we pass our days in malice and envy, hated by others and hating on another (Titus 3:3). We are inclined toward evil (Genesis 6:5).
We see this each day in sports. We see it in our inclinations and reactions as fans, and we see it in the players themselves, even our heroes. It’s just a small example, but Michael Jordan proved his “imperfection” when he used his Hall of Fame speech as a public forum for airing all of his grudges and professional dirty laundry. As beautiful and near-perfect as he was on the court, he has disappointed many people off it. Charles Barkley proves his imperfection each time he goes on television and talks out loud.
It’s a great paradox: While Jeremy Lin is the best and most inspirational of players right now, he is also, at the same time, the worst of sinners as Paul was when he wrote his letter to Timothy. As I am, as I sit and type this. And while there’s much common grace and much to enjoy about the Lin narrative, the most important and hopeful thing about Lin is that he is in a right relationship with Jesus Christ.
It’s a hard thing for Christian fans to hear. We want to think of our heroes as perfect (see: Tebow Worship) because we want to think of ourselves as having the potential for perfection inside us. Professional sports, we think, provide a context in which we can see perfection, but they’re also a context in which we see the depravity that lives in all of our hearts—a depravity that can only be made right by the work of Christ on the cross. As A. W. Tozer says in The Pursuit of God, we can’t rend the veil of sin ourselves. “God must do everything for us. Our part is to yield and trust. We must confess, forsake, repudiate the self-life, and then reckon it crucified.”
What we often lose in the Christian Athlete Narrative are these gospel essentials. We often get a picture of God that stops with “Bestower of Talent” but fails to include “Righteous Judge.” The truth, if Scripture is to be believed, is that our sins will either be atoned for on the cross or paid for in hell. When we confess, repent, and ask God to forgive our sins, Scripture says that “he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). In light of the dark stain of our sin, this seems too easy, and on one hand it is. But often our tremendous pride keeps us from crying out to God for help in this fashion—like the thief on the cross cried out, and was saved, in the final moments of his life. There is glorious comfort and freedom from guilt in this gospel truth, and that truth is at the heart of the humility that propels Jeremy Lin.
One of Lin’s biggest influences has been a book called Humility by pastor and author C. J. Mahaney. “Humility,” Mahaney writes, “is honestly assessing ourselves in light of God’s holiness, and our sinfulness.” That is to say, it’s more than the tried and true “deflecting praise in the interview room” (though this is important in its own way), it’s more than a Bible verse scribbled on a uniform, and it’s more than a cursory point at the sky after a touchdown or a basket. It’s a true, honest, confessional state of the heart.
“When you’re called to be a Christian,” said Lin in a 2010 interview with Timothy Dalrymple, “you’re automatically called to be different from everyone else.” Lin’s story and background, certainly, make him different from the rest of the NBA. But so do his conduct and his humility. “If we really understand the gospel,” Lin said, “we will be humble. We should be humble, and understand that everything that is good comes from God.”
It’s also the understanding that everything that comes from God is good—and this includes difficult stints in the NBDL as much as it includes starring for the Knicks. It has all been a part of God’s plan for Jeremy Lin. The inspiration for us, as fans, may well be in this part of the Lin narrative—the idea that the “downs” are as important as the “ups.” We all want to think that God will one day turn us into Kurt Warner or Tim Tebow, but the fact remains that it’s the gospel of Jesus Christ that redeems those men from their sins and grants eternal life, and it is their faith in that gospel that is the most compelling thing about them. While winning titles, giving interviews, and having evangelicals clawing all over themselves to read your book is a temporary thrill, it pales in light of eternity.
“The other reason that athletic success can be humbling is because, even after you win a state championship, it’s not as fulfilling as you had thought it would be,” Lin says in the same interview. “That’s humbling, too, and it says something about the way we chase after materialistic and worldly things.”
Lin’s tribute to his parents in this interview also has application for us, as fans and parents. In this clip he’s speaking from his dorm room at Harvard, wearing a crimson Harvard sweatshirt, seated in front of a computer monitor with what appears to be two gaming controllers sitting atop it. He looks incredibly young. He is, in the clip, the epitome of wide-eyed. (Letting reporters into your dorm room is something you do before you’re actually famous, or before you really think it can happen.)
“When we talk about basketball, they [Lin’s parents] don’t necessarily talk, always, about whether we won or how many points I scored,” Lin said. “I think they do a great job of teaching me about playing in a godly manner. There will be times when I have a great individual performance but lose my temper . . . and that’s what they’ll talk to me about. I just think that the way they see the game and the way they judge my behavior on the court is more valuable to me than anything else they could do.”
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 Jeremy Lin Then and Now

vs. John Wall, NBA Summer League; vs. Kobe Bryant, February 10, 2012


So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.

—1 Corinthians 10:31


I’ve always struggled with this verse in the context of sports. What does it mean to do everything for the glory of God when in sports if I do something well, I get the glory? And what’s more, I really like the glory? Most of us (myself included), as athletes, aren’t well enough acquainted with actual glory for it to even be an issue, but we can easily ask the question of our own careers—whether it’s writing, teaching, sales, medicine, or ministry.
For me, maybe the most interesting piece of Lin film in circulation is a tape of his NBA Summer League showdown with the number one overall draft pick, John Wall.
Last year I logged more minutes watching Summer League action on NBA.com than I logged during the entirety of the NBA playoffs. NBA Summer League games may be the one and only truly “free” product available anywhere in the universe, as it comes without all of the junk that usually accompanies an NBA telecast including, but not limited to commercials, showboating, JumboTrons, hip-hop, and Charles Barkley. It’s basketball for people who just like watching basketball.
The games are streamed live on the website, or sometimes they’re archived . . . but honestly, what difference does it make? The games themselves also don’t “matter” in the traditional sense, but then again, neither does most of the NBA regular season (see: the Los Angeles Clippers circa most of their life as a franchise). You could argue that they matter more because rookies are fighting for a roster spot and probably play harder than they might otherwise.
There is one camera angle and little to no play-by-play or color commentary. The games happen in a gym, not an arena. There are no banal halftime or postgame interviews in which a tall athlete stands next to a short reporter and says things like “We just really came together as a team” or “We did what we had to do” or “It is what it is.” This is refreshing. During time-outs there’s no music, no dancing girls, and no advertising. You see what the camera sees, which is usually a kid mopping the floor, the scoreboard, or somebody shooting free throws. There are no crowd shots of Spike Lee or Jack Nicholson or the woman from Desperate Housewives who was married to the guy from the Spurs.
In the Lin/Wall tape, the teams are playing in what looks like a practice gym in Las Vegas in front of a small crowd. Shoe squeaks are the loudest sounds on the tape. Lin steals a pass in front of Wall and then streaks down the court for a dunk.
“He’s gonna be an NBA crowd favorite,” says a commentator, prophetically.
Lin contests John Wall’s shots, forcing misses defensively. He was fresh off leading Harvard to their best season in school history, winning the Cousy Award given to the nation’s best point guard, but then going undrafted in the NBA’s annual televised celebration of garish purple suits and crying mothers.
He jukes Wall and drives confidently to the hoop for a layup. The video shows what Lin has shown in his first few Knick games—a fearlessness and lack of regard for the hype of the players around him.
“You can tell he’s athletic, and he has a little bit of swagger,” says the commentator. Lin pops a mid-range jumper for his tenth point off the bench. A few possessions later he pump-fakes Wall, steps to his right, and knocks down a three-ball. Wall was the SEC Player of the Year as a freshman, the Yahoo Sports National Player of the Year, and a consensus All-American. Yet on the tape he seems more tentative and less confident than the undrafted Lin.
Lin crosses Wall over, misses a floater, and then grabs his own rebound, ending up tied up with Wall.
“If that would have dropped, these fans would have gone crazy,” says the talking head. “They wanna see Lin slay the monster!”
“Wall’s ego doesn’t like you cheering for the opponent,” he says.
This is the performance, people say, that won Lin an NBA contract.


The performance that turned Lin into a household name may well have been the 38 he dropped on the Los Angeles Lakers. The Lakers were represented, in this case, by the NBA’s uber villain, Kobe Bryant.
“Who is this kid?” Bryant said before the game, feigning ignorance regarding Lin. “I don’t really know what you guys are talking about. What’s the big deal?” This is the Bryant of designer clothes, sunglasses in buildings, out-of-court settlements, and a pervasive “I’ve been here and done this before” attitude.
“There’s too much attention coming my way,” Lin says in a pregame interview. “What’s happening right now is a lot bigger than just one person. That’s what I wish we’d start to talk about more.” The thing that strikes me, about these early interviews, is how young Lin looks. He looks like a kid. And he kind of sounds like one. He hasn’t yet perfected the mumbly, detached, NBA affectation of being completely annoyed with and disinterested in the media.
In the first half he hits runners in the paint, he knocks down open jumpers, and he screams at the crowd with his mouth open. They scream back. This is exactly how you dream it if you’re the kind of person who dreams of such things (I am).
In the second quarter he spins around Derek Fisher like Derek Fisher is an inanimate object for his 18th point. “He’s really enjoying himself,” says Hubie Brown. No kidding.
“He plays like Steve Nash and John Stockton,” says Magic Johnson at halftime. “This guy is for real . . . for real. The Lakers should be double teaming him on every pick-and-roll to contain him.” That comment will come back to haunt Lin later, as teams will begin to do exactly that.
His 29th point comes on a jump shot from the corner in the fourth, after which the Lakers take a time-out and Lin runs to the bench, chest-bumping with teammates. There are black guys in the crowd wearing homemade Jeremy Lin masks over their faces. Surreal doesn’t begin to describe it. A few minutes later he sticks a sick two-pointer in the face of a confused-looking Pau Gasol. Shortly thereafter, a three-ball—on which nobody rotates out to cover him, opting instead to just stand there and wait for him to cool off—sends the crowd into a frenzy and the Lakers into another time-out.
Later, Lin steals and dishes to Shumpert in a fourth quarter that isn’t even close. Kobe was no slouch, scoring 31 in a losing effort, but the night belonged to Lin, who finished with 38.
“It’s been great for basketball and New York,” says Brown.
Starting with Kobe’s disrespect (intended or unintended), the table was set for this kind of show, at home, and this kind of story. Lin and the Knicks responded.
“This is it right here,” Lin says after the game. “I’m just thankful to God. This is my dream playing out.” Not many people get to actually live their dreams the way they’ve dreamed them. It’s a weighty responsibility.
Lin seems genuinely disarmed when a reporter asks if “Kobe knows who you are now?” He’s wearing a Knicks hoodie . . . hair still wet from the shower. He pauses for a minute to consider his answer.
“He helped me up off the floor one time today . . . so maybe he knows who I am.”
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 The NBA All-Star Weekend Is an Overproduced Gong Show

I’m surprised people are still talking about [makes air quotes] Linsanity.

—Jeremy Lin, at an All-Star Weekend press conference


“Nothing says NBA basketball like Nicki Minaj and a bunch of shirtless dancers in glitter pants,” I tell my wife as we watch the pregame “introductions” of both All-Star squads. As Minaj sings, a seizure-inducing pastiche of neon lights, fake smoke, and awkwardly gyrating players fills the screen. The players emerge from some sort of an under-stage area, bathed in backlight, as the tinny hip-hop music plays in the background. Lebron James grins from ear to ear as he leads his team out of the tunnel. The knock on Lebron James is that while he’s the most long, athletic, talented player in the league, he lacks a killer instinct. He seems relatively happy to make his hundreds of millions, smile, lead the league in scoring, be semi-boring, and not win titles. The knock on Kobe Bryant is the opposite—he’s so competitive and killer that he lacks a normal, winsome, marketable personality. It remains to be seen where Lin will fall on this spectrum. And it also remains to be seen whether Lin will have the Madison Avenue staying power necessary to transcend basketball, as Kobe and Lebron have both failed (Kobe more than Lebron) to do.
Minaj’s song seems to last forever. Somewhere Red Auerbach is turning over in his grave as the whole thing seems like one of MTV’s tacky award shows. Indeed, All-Star Weekend is usually marked by an unsavory news story containing at least one but sometimes all of the following: a B-grade hip-hop star, an exotic dancer, drugs, guns, and a Kardashian.
On Friday Lin participates in the Rising Stars All-Star Game as a late addition. The format of the game is that each of TNT’s two studio analysts (if you’ve watched the program you know that I use the word analyst loosely), Shaquille O’Neal and Charles Barkley, drafted rookie and first-year players to populate their respective rosters. Lin is one of what seems like a half-dozen point guards on the Team Shaq roster. He starts the game with two other point guards—the Timberwolves Ricky Rubio and the Pistons Brandon Knight.
There are stylistic similarities between Rubio and Lin—both seem to joyfully attack the game of basketball. They both seem refreshingly out of place in an NBA era marked by comic-book physiques and prison tats. Rubio—bearded and constantly sporting an impish grin—may be taking it to a new level in the joy department. He reminds you of the guy who lived on your dorm floor in college who was a little disheveled but always up for a good time. Alley-oops and behind-the-back passes are plentiful. Rubio is a natural showman, and it’s hard to root against him.
Lin throws up an early alley-oop to Clipper star Blake Griffin, and then sits down almost immediately. There seems to be a tacit understanding that Lin will spend most of his All-Star experience resting his legs. The All-Star break has also provided ample time for people inside and outside of basketball to weigh in on Lin’s long-term viability as a prospect.
One of the only basketball columnists I read consistently is Charley Rosen, whose career has taken him from the classroom (an English professor) through the bowels of minor league basketball (CBA head-coaching stints) to the NBA (a former Phil Jackson assistant) and now into journalism. He’s an interesting character, but also an astute judge of talent:
“Overall, Lin’s performances in the four games he has started—against the Lakers, Wizards, Jazz, and Nets—have been inspirational,” Rosen writes on HoopsHype.com. In so doing, he has rescued both the Knicks season and D’Antoni’s job (for the time being).
“However, just as the league has caught up with Rubio (by muscling him and forcing him to shoot under pressure), adjustments will undoubtedly be made to counter Lin. His right hand will be overplayed, he’ll have to prove that he’s a consistent long-range shooter, bigs will position themselves to protect both sides of the hoop when he drives, he will be attacked by shoot-first point guards, and his screen/roll defense will also be explored.
“Even so, Jeremy Lin has the skills, the basketball IQ, and the opportunity to eventually become a perennial All-Star.”
After the All-Star break, the Knicks open with a 120–103 victory over the Cleveland Cavaliers on February 29. The game is noteworthy for a few reasons. Namely, that Lin goes 19 and 13, and turns the ball over only once in a head-to-head showdown with Cavs point guard Kyrie Irving, who stole the Rising Stars spotlight from Lin. The league seems saturated with talented young point guards, and Irving may be the best newcomer of the group.
“Coming off the Miami game, my focus was to maintain aggressiveness and take care of the ball,” Lin said, prophetically, before the game.
“We need Jeremy—he’s got a lot going on right now, but we got his back and we support him,” says Carmelo Anthony after the Cavs game.
It was still only Lin’s tenth meaningful game.
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 New York Knicks vs. Boston Celtics

March 4, 2012


It’s strange to see all those huge men playing a kids’ game.

—my wife, Kristin


Another game, another battle of marquee point guards. Celtics point guard Rajon Rondo is reportedly in the process of being dangled as trade bait by GM Danny Ainge for reasons (depending on who’s talking) ranging from “He has no jump shot” to “He’s a locker room cancer.” Ainge is in the process of refuting those rumors, saying that the team isn’t “actively” shopping Rondo.
Foreshadowing: There will be a signature, career-defining point guard performance today, but it won’t come from Jeremy Lin.
After picking up two quick first-quarter fouls, Lin sits for the remainder of the quarter and begins the second on the bench while Baron Davis leads the Knicks’ offense in the arena that Lin used to frequent as a fan while at Harvard. Harvard, incidentally, has produced four NBA players in its history, as opposed to eight U.S. presidents. Harvard’s president, Drew Gilpin Faust, met Lin in the tunnel before the game, and Lin’s college coach, Tommy Amaker, sits courtside. The pressure appears to be getting to Lin. He throws two sloppy outlet passes in the second quarter, resulting in two more turnovers, prompting former Knick coach and current ABC commentator Hubie Brown to say, “His passing has been a foot too long in the transition game.”
“Do you get the sense that he’s trying too hard?” chimes in Mike Tirico.
Of Lin’s lack of minutes, Brown says, “The main thing is to win games and save your guys, physically.”
Lin hits an off-balance shot in the second quarter to notch his first points of the game. He’ll follow that with a beautiful lob to Iman Shumpert for his first assist. But Davis, a former All-Star, leads the team with four assists, and the offense looks more comfortable with him on the floor.
“There’s a lot of joy in the way the entire Knick team has played,” says Tirico of Lin’s improbable run. Former benchwarmer Steve Novak’s ascension has mirrored Lin’s. He’s become a key contributor, along with Shumpert. The Knicks seem to be well on their way to implementing the “marquee-sidekick-sidekick-role players” championship model—though it still remains to be seen who the “marquee” ingredient is in the equation. At halftime, Lin has 4 turnovers and 3 fouls, while Rajon Rondo has 7 points and 7 assists.
At halftime the Knicks lead 56–51. Carmelo Anthony leads the team with 12 points and Amare Stoudamire has 10.
“I’m impressed with the Knicks,” says Magic Johnson at halftime. “They’re a team on the same page. . . . They have great chemistry, and I see guys high-fiving each other. Baron Davis came in and did a great job getting everybody involved.”
“I like the fact that ’Melo is fitting in,” adds Chris Broussard, talking about the fact that Carmelo’s happiness and motivation will go a long way toward ensuring the viability of the Knicks’ resurgence. It’s no secret that Lin has captivated the New York media, but the potential for team success has the Knick fan base buzzing. The team hasn’t won a title since ’73, and it’s been over a decade since they’ve won a playoff series. “I like the fact that it’s not just the Jeremy Lin show,” Broussard adds.
The Celtics appear to have gone to great lengths to ensure that it wouldn’t be the Jeremy Lin show. They’re bracketing Lin—taking away the pick-and-roll and proving that they studied the Miami Heat game tape closely. They’re forcing him into bad shots and bad passes. Teams have a full archive of film on Lin now, and many are facing him for a second time.
Meanwhile, Rondo is attacking Lin like an animal and putting on a clinic. He notches his 10th assist on a beautiful wraparound pass in the third quarter, and is well on his way to a triple-double. Rondo has 7 assists in the third quarter alone, as the Celtics outscore the Knicks 29–9. ’Melo and Stoudamire have completely disappeared, along with the rest of the Knick offense.
Lin (6 points, 6 turnovers) opens the fourth quarter on the bench, while Steve Novak, who is shooting 4–7 from beyond the arc, keeps the Knicks in the game. Baron Davis finds ’Melo for his first bucket since the first half. And while he’s still not playing any defense, Amare Stoudamire hits two free throws with 4:03 left in the game—his first points of the second half. For the Knicks to be for real, their stars can’t disappear for long stretches like this.
The end of the fourth quarter will provide an example of everything good about NBA basketball, as well as the day’s first sighting of the “real” Jeremy Lin. On back-to-back plays in the fourth quarter, Lin provides a beautiful, signature “hustle” play by turning the ball over, getting it back, and then driving down the lane for a gutty layup. On his drive, he protects the ball like an NFL fullback might while plowing through a defensive line. And then, on the very next trip down, he knocks down a three-ball from the corner.
Then Carmelo Anthony and Paul Pierce take over. Anthony will sink the next three Knick baskets, giving them a 101–100 lead with 36 seconds left. After a pair of Steve Novak free throws, the Celtic captain hits a long, leaning three-pointer to tie the game at 103.
In overtime, Rondo takes over. He finds Ray Allen on the wing for a three-pointer, and then leads a fast break after a Lin miss, dropping the ball to a trailing Allen for the layup that would provide the dagger. He played a part in every Celtic point in overtime, collecting 5 points, 5 rebounds, and 2 assists, and driving his total stat line to 18 points, 20 assists, and a career-high 17 rebounds. “He’s the smartest player I’ve ever been around,” said Celtics coach Doc Rivers after the game. “He’s a brilliant player like that.”
Never underestimate the NBA’s ability to deliver a signature “knockout” performance. Lin has been on the business end of a couple of these now—first the Heat game, and now this one. It’s the kind of game where Lin’s opponents (this time Rondo) essentially say, “Yeah, about that excessive attention you’ve been receiving . . . this is why I’m a marquee NBA point guard.”

Aside: New Jersey Nets point guard Deron Williams will explode for 57 points in a win over Charlotte later this evening.

Because of the way it highlights individual performances, the NBA is tailor-made for this kind of thing, and it’s part of what makes the NBA great. As much as I love Jeremy Lin, I also loved seeing Paul Pierce, KG, and Rondo reassert themselves. When great athletes play up to their potential, we all win.
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 On Making All Things New and Our Responsibility to Jeremy Lin

Perhaps what was most enjoyable about Lin when he burst onto the scene is that for a moment he was absolutely new. As cool as it is, the Tom Brady “overlooked-in-the-draft” narrative is now old. It’s become a part of Brady Folklore. And as amazing as he is on the field, he’s a little robotic in the interview room. Ditto for the “I was carrying grocery bags at Hy-Vee before I became a Super Bowl Champion” Kurt Warner narrative. Tim Tebow has been in front of a camera since he was old enough to drive a car. We can now say his lines before he does.
Even Lin, a whole ten games into his career as I write this section, seems to be losing his newness. There was, to me, a growing self-consciousness in his All-Star Weekend press conference. Perhaps it was the cream-colored Standard NBA Issue Pimp Suit or just a level of fatigue that can’t help but show through. Granted, part of being famous is talking about how not into fame you are, but still.
“If I ever make it to the NBA for more than, like, a ten-day contract,” Lin said in the Harvard dorm room YouTube interview, “I’d like to write an autobiography and talk about my faith.” I hope Lin gets to write that book someday and, as the rare intellectual athlete, he doesn’t need guys like me to do it for him. That’s a sports book that I would pay good money to read.

Aside: A couple of days before my deadline, Lin and the Knicks are on a three-game losing streak: In addition to the Boston loss (115–111 OT), they lost at Dallas, 95–85, in a game they were never really “in” and at San Antonio, 118–105. Lin looked human in both games, as evidenced by the ESPN.com postgame report, which read, “Fading fast is the feel-good glow of Linsanity: New York has lost six of nine and has only stumbled since Jeremy Lin and Carmelo Anthony were reunited just before the All-Star game.” The Knicks are 2–5 with Anthony back in the lineup, perhaps proving another odd NBA theorem, which is that sometimes teams actually get better when they lose or otherwise take away a great player. Carmelo Anthony is probably the Knicks’ best pure player, but the Knicks may be better without him.

We don’t know what Jeremy Lin will become. He may never play another game in the NBA or go on to play for a decade and win six NBA titles. He might spray champagne in locker rooms, kiss trophies, wear championship T-shirts, and be immortalized in slow-motion highlight packages, or he could be coaching high school basketball in two years. More than likely it will be something in between. Because we know that Lin is in Christ, and Christ is in Lin, the Lord will finish the good work He began in Jeremy Lin. This, alone, is cause for celebration. Just like the Lord will finish the good work he began in us, if we are in Him.
My hope is that he wins those titles, if only to provide some much-needed perspective on what it means to win titles. But based on what we know about sports, the odds are long against that happening. If he’s anything like us (and I believe he is), he’ll win some, he’ll lose some. He may find and lose love. He’ll one day have children and then spend many years worrying about those children.
So how does an understanding of God’s sovereignty change us as athletes? As fans? We’re seeing glimpses of it in Jeremy Lin. One, we can work joyfully, with no fear of man—no fear of the media, the fans, or even coaches who can sometimes fill our athletic experiences with anxiety. Two, we can rest easy in the knowledge that God knows the number of games that Jeremy Lin plays, he knows the number of titles that the Knicks will or won’t win, and in that, he’s more concerned with Jeremy Lin’s holiness and sanctification than with the other two things.
Through the floor in my office I can hear my kids playing one-on-one on our basement hoop. One of them is pretending to be Jeremy Lin. This, as I mentioned in the intro, is the athlete’s highest compliment. And as long as children pretend to be him, in their driveways, he’ll always mean something to us.
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From avid sports fans to casual culture-watchers, it seems no one can
et enough of Jeremy Lin. He captured the attention of the nation in just
 few weeks' time as he went from unknown underdog to rescuer of the
woebegone New York Knicks. Everything from his race (Asian-American)
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