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THERE SEEMS TO BE no end zone for 
a leading atheist activist group 
bent on trying to intercept pub-

lic expressions of Christianity.
The latest target for the highly ac-

tive Freedom From Religion Founda-
tion is college football.

The Wisconsin-based organiza-
tion took aim at Clemson coach Dabo 
Swinney in an April 10 letter of com-
plaint to the university, accusing him 
of unconstitutionally promoting the 
Gospel through Bible studies, ser-
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ATHEISTS  AT TACK 
COLLEGE  COACHES
BY CHARLES CHANDLER

C L E M S O N  I N  T H E  S P O T L I G H T

“I am who I am. I’m proud to 
be a Christian, and by being 

a Christian, I’m a Christian in 
everything I do.”

—Clemson football coach Dabo Swinney
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THE INFLUENCE of 
Christianity at Clemson 
goes far beyond the 
football program that is 
under attack by an atheist 
advocacy group.

The university has one 
of the nation’s largest and 
most successfu l chapters 
of the Fellowship of Chris-
tian Athletes. Headed by 
James Trapp, chaplain 
for the football team, 
it’s open to the entire 
student body.

“We’re just as much 
about reaching the person 
in computer lab who hates 
sports,” said campus FCA 
president Davis Powell.

Nearly 1,000 stu-
dents recently gathered 
for the fi nal weekly 
Thursday meeting of the 
school year, worshipping 
together and hearing 

mons, prayers and church visits made 
available to football players.

Given the number of other Chris-
tian coaches in the sport, the attack on 
Swinney could be the start of a broad-
er threat, which has drawn the ire of 
some of the most decorated coaches in 
the history of college football.

“When teachers teach a class, they 
have a right to say whatever they want 
to say, and they might mention their 
religion,” said former Florida State 
coach Bobby Bowden. “Why can’t a 
coach do the same thing? My position 
was to tell the boys about my faith and 
say, ‘Men, it’s your choice, but I don’t 
want you to leave my program not 
knowing about Christ.’”

Lou Holtz, who served as head 
coach at Notre Dame and fi ve other 
schools, spoke passionately about 
the subject during an interview on 
Fox News.

“I’m tired of being bullied by athe-
ists,” Holtz said. “As a football coach, 
I understood that everything we did 
religiously had to be voluntary … [but] 
I absolutely refused to give up my 
faith and say I could no longer prac-
tice my beliefs.

“I love what Ronald Reagan said, 
that we’re one nation under God and 
if we stop [being that], we’ll be a na-
tion gone under.”

FFRF frequently goes to court to 
prevent religious expressions such as 
public prayer and the public display 
of crosses, Bibles and Scripture—all in 
the name of the constitutional rights 
of nonbelievers. The group’s intol-
erant objections also have resulted 
in the religious censorship of high 
school football coaches in North 
Carolina and Ohio this year.

Its complaint letter to Clemson 
urged the school to squelch Swinney 
and team chaplain James Trapp.

“Christian worship seems interwo-
ven into Clemson’s football program,” 
FFRF attorney Patrick Elliott said in 
the letter. “We are concerned that this 
comingling of religion and athletic 
results [is] not from student initia-
tive, but rather from the attitudes 
and unconstitutional behavior of the 

testimonies of students who 
have been touched by God 
through the ministry. 

All of the services are stu-
dent-led and begin promptly 
at 9:19 p.m. to symbolize its 
theme verse of 1 Corinthians 
9:19—“For though I am fr ee 
fr om all men, I have made 
myself a servant to all, that I 
might win the more.” D
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coaching staff .”
In 2012, the FFRF made similar 

claims against outgoing Appalachian 
State coach Jerry Moore. The univer-
sity agreed with the complaint and 
ordered its sports coaches to cease 
such activity (see story on page 20).

Clemson and Swinney are not 
backing down, however. Cathy Sams, 
the university’s chief public aff airs 
offi  cer, said the school would evalu-
ate the complaint, but that Swinney’s 
actions appeared to be constitutional 
and that all player participation in 
religious activities was voluntary.

Swinney, who has a 51-23 record in 
six seasons at Clemson, said he would 
not change.

“I have coached and recruited 
[players from] just about every faith 

and religion that’s out there, or non-
religion, and have never had a prob-
lem with any of it before,” Swinney 
said on a media conference call. “I am 
who I am. I’m proud to be a Christian, 
and by being a Christian, I’m a Chris-
tian in everything I do.

“People [who] know me … know I’m 
a long way from being perfect … but 
I do try to live my life with a positive 
infl uence on those around me. … I’ve 
never been a guy who’s forced any-
thing on anyone. … The reason I’ve had 
success as a coach is because I love my 
players, and I take great pride in hav-
ing relationships with my players.”

College football has a rich evan-
gelical heritage, especially in the 60 
years since the Fellowship of Chris-
tian Athletes was formed.

C H R I S T I A N I T Y  P R O M I N E N T 
O N  C L E M S O N  C A M P U S

Clemson FCA 
president Davis 
Powell addresses 
fellow students 
at a campus 
worship meeting.
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Retired coaching legends such 
as Frank Broyles (Arkansas), 
Tom Osborne (Nebraska), Bill 
McCartney (Colorado), Holtz and 
Bowden not only won big, they 
also influenced many young men to 
follow Jesus.

“I felt like God put me in a posi-
tion to witness to those boys,” said 
Bowden, whose 377 career victories 
are the most by a coach in major 
college football history. “I didn’t 
want any of them to play football for 
me for four years and not know how 
to be saved. 

“I’m not concerned about politi-
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JERRY MOORE coached 
Appalachian State Univer-
sity’s football team to three 
national championships and 
unparalleled success, but 
says he was not informed that 
the school had denounced his 
Christian infl uence on players 
and had curtailed organized 
faith activity in the athletic 
program since his departure.

“I never heard anything 
about that,” Moore said aft er 
Decision informed him of the 
university’s affi  rmative re-
sponse to a Freedom From Reli-
gion Foundation complaint. 

“That bothers me,” he 

C H A M P I O N S H I P  C O A C H  S T U N N E D 
B Y  R E L I G I O U S  D E N U N C I AT I O N

added. “I’m shocked by it.”
The FFRF fi led a letter of 

complaint with the school 
against Moore in November 
2012, three and a half weeks 
before it was announced that 
he wouldn’t return as head 
coach. 

The university later agreed 
with the FFRF’s objections to 
prayers, Bible studies, church 
outings and sermons made 
available to players by Moore.

The school’s general 
counsel affi  rmed in a Febru-
ary 2013 response letter that 
while voluntary, student-initi-
ated prayer or other religious 

practices would be permitted, 
such practices led or invited 
by a coach at a state-fu nded 
university could be viewed 
as coercive and thus had “no 
legitimate place in the univer-
sity’s athletic programs.”

The letter said the univer-
sity’s athletic coaches had 
been instructed to cease such 
activity, but that complaints 
about Moore were moot be-
cause he was no longer coach.

ASU general counsel 
Dayton T. Cole told Deci-
sion he did not review the 
FFRF complaint until after 
Moore’s departure. Cole 
said his office later met with 
members of the athletics 
staff “regarding laws and 
policies that prohibit dis-
crimination on a variety of 
grounds, including religion, 
and provided guidance on 
activities that could be per-
ceived as coercive.”

Moore, 74, is the win-
ningest football coach in 
school history. He had a 
215-87 record in 24 seasons, 
including 10 Southern Confer-
ence titles and consecutive 
national championships in 
the Mountaineers’ NCAA clas-
sifi cation division fr om 2005-
2007. Their 2007 victory over 

major college power Michigan 
is one of the biggest upsets in 
college football history.

The ending of Moore’s ten-
ure was disputed. He said he 
wanted to return for another 
season but wasn’t allowed 
to. Athletic offi  cials said the 
departure had been deter-
mined a year earlier, which 
Moore denies.

Over the years, Moore’s 
Christian outreach to players 
received positive publicity 
fr om local and national media, 
including a Decision feature 
in November 2007. He said he 
never received any complaints 
fr om the university, making 
the revelation of the response 
letter to the FFRF especially 
troubling to him.

“Nobody ever said 
anything to me, and it never 
crossed my mind,” he said. “I 
don’t understand why people 
would complain about this. 
It looks to me like it would 
be something any univer-
sity should be proud of and 
happy about. 

“What good can come out 
of not being able to tell kids 
about faith if you’re trying to 
keep them off  the streets, out 
of trouble and making their 
grades?” D

cal correctness; I’m concerned about 
spiritual correctness. I coached 57 
years, and I still get letters from boys 
I’ve coached over the years. None 
of them mention football. They say, 
‘Coach, I appreciate what you taught 
us.’ That’s what’s important in life—
not football.”

Dal Shealy, a former FCA presi-
dent who lives in Clemson, S.C. and 
who is helping advise Swinney, says 
coaches have a unique opportunity 
to help young men who’ve never had 
male role models or father fi gures in 
their lives.

“Dabo and some of these other 

guys are going to coach hard and 
coach tough, but they’re also going to 
coach character,” Shealy said. “The 
only way to have true character is to 
know and follow Christ.”

Shealy urged believers to faithfully 
stand for biblical values and against 
threats to religious liberties like 
Clemson is facing.

“We’ll lose ground in America 
unless Christian people stand up 
to face the fi ery darts coming our 
way and be strong and courageous 
enough to say, ‘I’m for the Lord,’” he 
said. “Team Jesus needs to rise up.” D
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