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To true believers everywhere…

See you in the stands.






Spirituality means a lot of different things to different people. For me it’s your deepest purpose. I do want to know the whys of life. I want to know why we’re here. Where we’re going. Trying to find that deeper purpose. To live it through sports in a very authentic way makes so much sense to me. Having these dreams and goals and aspirations, and waking up and putting in the work, and miracles happening, and all this magic that sports creates, and I’m in the middle of it. I get to live that through sports.

—Tom Brady








Introduction

ONLY 1.6 SECONDS remain in Game Seven of the NBA Finals. Your team is about to inbound the ball. You’re down one. A basket wins the championship.

It’s the Super Bowl. Your team is three yards from the goal line with just enough time to run a final play. You’re down by four. It’s all or nothing.

We’re in extra time at the World Cup. Your team is down a goal, lining up for a corner kick. Everything relies on the foot of a nineteen-year-old striker. The whole world holds their breath.

Your stomach is inside your throat. Your breathing is staggered. You can feel every heartbeat as it races and vibrates through every cell of your body. You look around to see if anyone else feels this way. They do. It’s euphoric and agonizing all at the same time.

You want to cry.

You want to scream.

You want to pray. You invoke God. You make a promise and commit to being better—even though you don’t believe in Him.



You’re in the stadium with 43,607 other fans who feel just like you. They’re Black. They’re White. They’re Asian and Aboriginal and Arab and Israeli and Christian and Jewish and Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, gay, and straight. They are saints and sinners, virtuous and vengeful. They account for every type of human experience. Some have been fans since before you were born. Some are barely old enough to remember this moment.

Outside the stadium, millions more tune in by TV, radio, and live stream. They follow the action in crowded metropolises and tiny rural villages. They’re just like you, hanging on to each second, having surrendered themselves over to something beyond their control and bigger than themselves.

And right now, you are all one.

The clock starts. The ball snaps. The striker kicks.

Time stands still. A singular moment encoded with infinite potential. The grand mystery of human existence captured in a flicker and flare of reality.

Hopes and dreams. Redemption. Deliverance. Heaven and Hell. Curses and miracles. They all await on just the other side of the moment.

It is the moment of truth.

It is revelation.

Sports is religion.

Believe.



I was eleven years old the last time I peed my bed. If I’m being honest, the absolute last thing I would have thought when I woke up that night is that several decades later, this would be the opening scene of a book I would write. But here we are, and somewhere, eleven-year-old Gotham is even more embarrassed than he was back then.

I remember the exact date of the bedwetting, October 25, 1986, not because the incident was so traumatic but because all the events that led up to that indignity were. I was in Tenafly, New Jersey, visiting cousins who were avid New York Mets fans. A few hours earlier, my beloved Boston Red Sox played their Mets in Game Six of the World Series. I was positive that the night was going to be one of the best of my life; not only would my Sox finally be World Series champions, but I would get to taunt my cousins for the rest of the trip as well.

If you know anything about baseball history, you know that that’s not how it worked out.

In the tenth inning, a weak ground ball dribbled between Sox first baseman Bill Buckner’s legs, the game-winning run scored for New York, and I sat frozen in my cousins’ living room staring stunned at the television, utterly demoralized. The “Curse of the Bambino” lived on.

I cried myself to sleep that night, I was so aggrieved. I couldn’t bother to move when I had to use the toilet in the middle of the night. My mother, who had immigrated from India, didn’t understand why I cared so much about all of the Boston teams. But God bless her, she consoled me back to bed and put the sheets in the washing machine before my cousins had one more piece of ammunition with which to make fun of me. When the Sox lost the series in Game Seven two days later, I told Mom I was convinced that the Red Sox—and I—would never know what it was like to win a World Series.

“If that’s true,” she told me, “then are you still going to be a Sox fan?”

I looked at her, puzzled. “Why wouldn’t I be?”



In the years that followed, I began (and have continued) to make annual pilgrimages to Fenway Park, and from each March to October, a Sox cap became a part of my regular uniform. I suppose, looking back now, that I thought that through these little moments of allegiance, I could personally will the Sox out of misery, that my devotion could be the thing that finally led the Sox to the Promised Land. Or maybe I was just afraid of not doing those things, afraid that if I didn’t wear my lucky cap or sit in my lucky seats, and the Sox lost, all of Red Sox Nation would turn toward me and say, “What on earth were you thinking? You blew it!”

How could I live with that type of shame? I couldn’t. And so I repeated the same rituals and the same traditions year after year, including the most important one of all: I hoped.

Even when I moved to New York for college, I kept up the act. Of course I was repulsed by the sacrilegious locals and their affections for the Knicks and the Yankees, but I also knew that it was probably best if those same people didn’t know that I was rooting for their archrivals. So I protested in smaller, more subtle ways than screaming, “The Yankees suck!!” in the middle of the subway. Instead I kept my head down and ordered Samuel Adams Boston Lagers on draft, feeling connected to home even while deep in enemy territory. Silent pride would have to do.

In 2003, years after I’d graduated from college and moved to Los Angeles, I thought it was finally going to happen—the Sox would win it all. We had a stacked team, with star sluggers such as Manny Ramirez and David Ortiz, aka “Big Papi,” and powerhouse pitchers Pedro Martinez and Curt Schilling. One popular shirt at Fenway during that time honored our center fielder, saying, “WWJDD?” (What would Johnny Damon do?) I watched every inning of every game of the American League Championship Series at the famed Santa Monica watering hole Sonny McLean’s, where Massholes congregated and cheered on their teams. So it was there during Game Seven that I watched “Aaron Fucking Boone” and the Yankees rip our hearts out once again (I’m sparing details because… well, I’m hoping you can understand why). I was in my late twenties by then, so I didn’t wet the bed. But that postgame sensation of shame and sadness felt familiar to me, as did the acceptance that we would just have to try again next year. After the season ended, the team produced a slick highlight video. At the end of it, the screen faded to black, and a message appeared. “Still, We Believe,” it read.

“We took the wording straight out of the Catholic canon,” club president Larry Lucchino told Sports Illustrated of the slogan. “It’s not ‘We Still Believe.’ ”

Still, I did believe, even the next year, in 2004, when the Sox found themselves down three games to zero against the Yankees in the ALCS. No other team in baseball history had ever come back from a 3–0 deficit to win a series. Then, in Game Four, the Sox’s Dave Roberts stole second, and Ortiz hit a walk-off home run a few innings later. In Game Five, Ortiz hit another walk-off, this time a line drive in the fourteenth inning. In Game Six, Schilling pitched seven innings with a bloody ankle.

Game Seven was as big a game as I can remember, in any sport. On ESPN’s SportsCenter that night, Dan Patrick told New York superfan and acclaimed director Spike Lee, “When you’re putting a movie together… you can try to write drama, but you can’t write this kind of drama.”

Spike interrupted Dan. “That’s why movies, that stuff is fake,” he said. “That’s why sports is the greatest. Because it can’t be scripted.”

In Tokyo the day before that game, a woman visited an ancient temple when she saw a wall of prayer blocks. These blocks are small, wooden plaques hung at a shrine where, hopefully, some higher powers will acknowledge them. The woman had a block of her own to put on the wall, but before she did, she read some of the others. There were wishes for health and peace. For newlyweds and college graduates. For the suffering and forgotten. Then there was one that read, “May the Red Sox play always at Fenway Park, and may they win the World Series in my lifetime.”

I cannot think of a better prayer than that.

The Red Sox, of course, did win. In that 2004 postseason, they won Game Seven to beat the Yanks, and then they beat the St. Louis Cardinals to win the World Series. After the final out, friends called me from all over New England so we could revel together, and I could hear church bells clanging in the background of their receivers, the celebrations ringing in every corner of New England. I cried when they—when we—won, and for weeks afterward, found myself muttering, “Can you believe it?” to nobody in particular. To this day, I can barely believe it was real.

Viewed one way, the Sox’s victory is a classic sports story, an underdog tale for the ages. But viewed in another, it’s a parable of faith—not just blind faith but rather the type that bonds communities, gives lives meaning, and connects people to something larger than themselves. The Sox World Series, when considered in this light, was not just a baseball game. It was a miracle on par with Moses parting the Red Sea.

Why? Because we Sox fans don’t just root for a baseball team. We convene in something deeper than that, something more visceral and meaningful, something that causes you to say little prayers half a world away, from New York sports bars all the way to Japanese temples.

We are the true believers.

Believers in the Religion of Sports.



One Sunday in 2020, the New England Patriots kicked a field goal early in the first quarter of a regular season game to go ahead 3–0. It wasn’t a particularly important game, nor was it any sort of crazy kick. Everything about it was routine. Watching at home in Los Angeles with my son, whom I’ve trained to be as fanatical about the Patriots as I am, we hardly even acknowledged the three points. Maybe we clapped once or twice, but that was it.

My phone buzzed. It was a text from my mother. “2 a.m. here in Delhi,” it read. “Go Pats.”

My mom, Rita, grew up in India. When she moved to Boston and was raising me, she couldn’t understand why the Patriots, who barely won a game at the time, had such a hold on me and my imagination. But here she was, years later, watching in the middle of the night from across the world, a family connected via football.

That’s the power of sports.

While they often get dismissed as leisure or escapism, it’s not fair to categorize sports as simple distraction. They’re much, much more than that. Sports connect people, from entire countries to my family watching from opposite sides of the couch and the globe. Sports inspire, taking on meanings far beyond the scoreboard. Sports give us a place where we can see dreams come true. They help us heal. They show us how to get the absolute most out of our talents.

Put another way: sports are humanity.

Perhaps it should not be so surprising to me that my mother eventually grasped the power of sports for herself. Spirituality has been one of the constants in my family since long before I was born. I was raised on the frontier of an emerging New Age of spirituality that my father, Deepak Chopra, and his contemporaries forged. As a kid, I meditated. I watched my father speak at conferences. Before we went to bed every night, he told my sister and me, “Who are you? What is your purpose? Do you believe in God? And if so, how are you here to serve her?”

He always said “her.” Every night, that’s what I would think about as I went to sleep, and over breakfast, my dad would ask us, “Did you come up with any answers?”

For the longest time, I never did. My father talked about peak performance, being in the zone, and finding community in thousands of other souls all wishing for the same thing. He experienced those axioms through his faith. I looked for them there but never quite found them, at least not as viscerally as he did. But when I went to Fenway or watched Patriots games with my family, I felt all the same things. Over time, as I stewed over that question at night, I started to realize that through sports, I could speak the same holy language as my father—a different dialect, maybe, but the ideas remained the same.

Instead of the Cathédrale Notre-Dame de Paris, we have Notre Dame Stadium in South Bend, Indiana. Our holy war is FC Barcelona vs. Real Madrid, better known as El Clásico. We make pilgrimages to events like the Daytona 500. A team wins the Final Four and cuts down the net, creating a relic that will be cherished forever. Curses, like the Cubs and the Billy Goat, are created and lifted. Every seventh inning of a baseball game, we sing a hymn.

I could go on and on and on.

Religion, in the classical sense, is in decline. A recent Gallup poll found that for the first time in history, fewer than 50 percent of Americans are members of a church. Americans’ belief in Christianity is down 12 percent in the last decade, and the share of the population that report themselves as being agnostic has risen from 17 percent in 2009 to 26 percent in 2019. In the last thirty years, the number of Americans who say they are not associated with a traditional, established religion has tripled.

But are we all just abandoning belief—full stop? I don’t think so.

Not believing in anything would go against our nature. Consider this: scientists have proposed a so-called God gene, a part of the genetic code found in 90 percent of the population that prompts humans to believe in and seek out spiritual and mystical experiences. In other words, we are all predisposed to believe in something larger than ourselves. Gravitation toward tribes, rituals, and faith is quite literally baked into our DNA.

Here we have a contradiction. On one hand, Americans don’t believe or participate in classical religion as much as they used to. On the other, humans have to believe in something.

It begs the question: What is everybody believing in?

By this point, just a few pages in, I’m guessing that you can already see where I’m going with this.

Sports are our new religion.



I’ve collaborated with many of the greatest athletes in the world: Tom Brady, Kobe Bryant, Serena Williams, LeBron James, and Simone Biles, to name just a few. While I’m working with them, I consider myself a “miner” more than anything, chipping away at their careers, myths, and greatest moments for nuggets of wisdom that can help us all lead better lives.

People always ask me what it’s like to be in the presence of a GOAT like LeBron or Simone. And as much as my projects—like Kobe Bryant’s Muse or Man in the Arena: Tom Brady—do indeed glorify their accomplishments, it’s important to me that I cast light on the underlying vulnerability of the real people behind these extraordinary athletes. These GOATs are not perfect. Tom Brady doesn’t eat kale all the time (but he does eat it a lot more than you and me). They all make mistakes, have regrets, feel darkness, and face challenges. What makes them extraordinary is how they navigate those trials of life, how they channel them into greatness on the field, the court, the pitch, and the mat.

So when I say that I consider myself a miner more than anything, those are the gems for which I’m always on the lookout. How does soccer player Alex Morgan handle the pressure of leading a team that is not only expected to be the best on the pitch but also act as trailblazers off of it? Why did surfer Kelly Slater’s fifth world championship—and not the third, fourth, or even tenth—leave him feeling the most fulfilled? What made a bronze medal the most meaningful of skier Lindsey Vonn’s decorated Olympic career? And how can I—a pretty average Indian-American guy whose own version of the NBA Finals is Sunday morning pickup basketball—use those lessons in my own day-to-day life?

My father taught me that a true spiritual practice is not just a relentless pursuit of an outcome but rather an observance and appreciation of process. So really, the truths that we’ll discuss in this book are practical, prescriptive lessons that can be applied to our daily lives, resulting in a richer, more dynamic human journey. I am, after all, a miner: what follows are some of the prizes that I’ve uncovered over the years, nine chapters focused on nine truths that I’ve learned from a life lived at the nexus of sports and spirituality. They are nine principles that prove that sports are religion.

Like I said, sports have everything a traditional religion does, but they also have something that so many other religions do not. My father also taught me that any religion is just a set of rules and codes and stories that have little meaning—unless they are activated. And no faith is more active than the Religion of Sports, which packages all this wisdom in a way that anybody can understand it: wins, losses, championships, heroes, and underdogs. The Religion of Sports gets its power from being something we can all inherently feel, something with which we all can participate—something with which we all do participate. Sports is the religion where our gods are flawed humans like the rest of us; where anybody, with the right amount of luck and skill, can become a champion; It’s a faith that creates miracles all the time. Sports help us look toward the infinite and believe. In ways both small and large, they help us unlock the riddles of life.

I mean, in every other faith, you have to wait an entire lifetime for salvation. Sports fans experience it with every win, every championship. Or, for Sox fans like me, it takes eighty-six years.

But trust me—it’s worth the wait.






CHAPTER 1 Baptism



All spiritual journeys begin with a moment of divine inspiration…




People are always coming up to me. “Jim, can you remember that goal against West Brom in 1968?” and I say, “No.” But that’s all right because they only want to tell you about what happened to them, anyway. “Well, you had the ball on the halfway line, and I remember that because I was with Charlie, and we’d just got two pies…” and it turns out the real story is about Charlie dropping his pie and what you did wasn’t all that important anyway. I prefer that, really.

—Jimmy Greaves, Tottenham Hotspur star from the 1960s



IF I’M WRITING a book about the Religion of Sports, there’s only one real way for me to start it, right?

Clears throat…

Cracks knuckles…

Tries to imitate that pliability routine Tom Brady taught me…

IN THE BEGINNING…



Everybody has their own story of initiation into any kind of faith, a moment where the whole world comes into focus just a little bit more, where a tribe welcomes them with open arms, and a new journey begins. A Jew’s bar mitzvah. A Christian’s baptism. A Hindu’s upanayana. Many sports fans are born into their faith; in the same way that Muslim parents whisper a prayer into their newborns’ ears, die-hard Michigan fans will take their daughter home from the hospital directly to a room painted maize and blue.

I didn’t have that.

My parents weren’t sports fans. They didn’t have the slightest clue why Americans lived and died with every victory and defeat. Mom and Dad (or Papa, as my sister and I called him) emigrated from India in 1970, the same year they married. My father, Deepak, practiced medicine, which made sense: it was the family trade. His father was a cardiologist and a really good one at that, becoming a lieutenant in the army and the medical adviser to Lord Mountbatten, the British viceroy of India before independence.

But Papa didn’t always want to be a doctor. When he was young, he dreamed of being a storyteller, inspired by his mom, who would stay up late at night with him recounting Indian myths and legends. He loved reading, and once as a teenager, he picked up a Sinclair Lewis story where the hero was a doctor. Dad told me later that he felt like the character in the story was a god, just like the figures from the myths he listened to late at night. He said that he couldn’t believe that everyday people could do such extraordinary things. It was a feeling I would recognize on my own soon enough.

Papa graduated from medical school in Delhi and immediately went to work in the field. The higher-ups assigned him to a small, rural village. Every time it rained, the lights flickered and then shut off. He loved the work and loved being able to help people. But my father is a learner, and he wanted to continue his education by studying Western medicine. So my parents traveled to Sri Lanka, Papa passed his exams there, and the two of them arrived in America shortly thereafter.

It was the height of the Vietnam War, and American hospitals faced a dearth of doctors. They welcomed foreigners with open arms, and that’s how Papa found his way to Plainfield, New Jersey, for an internship. If their journey ended there, I may have wound up a Mets fan like my cousins (God forbid), but luckily, a year later in 1971, my dad started his residency at the Lahey Clinic in Boston. I came along a few years after, and I’m sure everybody in my family assumed that, one day, I would grow up and become a doctor, too.

That, obviously, is not what happened.

Growing up, my memories of my father are that he was always working, earning, and pushing the envelope so that my sister and I could go to private schools and eventually great universities. As it had been for him and his brother growing up, education would be the doorway to a future of unlimited possibilities for us. But as a consequence, I never played catch with my father. We never shot hoops or went to the batting range or drove balls at the local golf club. He didn’t take me to games, and not once while growing up did we sit down and watch the Super Bowl or World Series or a knockout game in the NBA Finals.

I would have to find my faith on my own.



Just as converts to a new religion have their initiation, every child of immigrant parents has their own story of assimilation. How do you feel like you belong? Very quickly, I found my answer in sports. Sports were like a language to me. They were how I learned how to be an American.

As far back as I can recall, I remember traveling around the Boston area and seeing Celtics, Bruins, and Red Sox gear everywhere (the struggling Patriots were sadly a source of shame most of my childhood, but we’ll get to that in a later chapter). I loved all the Boston teams—I still do—but my first love and biggest passion was the Celtics. Can you blame me? These were the days of Larry Bird, Robert Parish, and Kevin McHale. The Celtics were the biggest act in town, one of the best teams of all time. How could a kid not fall in love with that? We would drive to the mall, and I would see huge billboards of Larry Bird selling Converse and think that if I could just get a pair of those sneakers, maybe I would be like everybody else.

At home, I commandeered the TV remote away from the rest of the family to put on the Celtics any chance I could. One time, Bird hit a three, and as I cheered on the couch, the camera cut to the crowd at the old Boston Garden. Papa looked at the screen, puzzled. On the TV, a group of fans screamed, all clad in Larry Bird jerseys.

“Why do their jerseys say ‘Bird’?” Papa asked me. “They are not Larry Bird. Are they pretending to be him?” For him, the idea of a grown man wearing a jersey with another man’s name printed on it was puzzling, if not a little absurd.

I was so relieved that none of my friends had come over to watch with me. “No, Papa,” I said. “They just love him.”

Another time, when I was about six, the Celtics played the Philadelphia 76ers. Back then, Celtics fans’ disdain for the Sixers was second only to their scorn for Magic Johnson and the Los Angeles Lakers. The Sixers had Julius Erving, Moses Malone, and a rookie named Charles Barkley. If you’ve ever heard Barkley complain about how players in the NBA don’t compete against each other like they used to, you can bet that he’s probably remembering those old games against the Celtics. These teams hated each other, and as the two top teams in the East, they always seemed to be on a collision course in the playoffs. Games got chippy. Like, really chippy. Case in point: Once, during an exhibition game, play had to be stopped three different times because of fighting. The Celtics legendary general manager Red Auerbach ran onto the court and up to Malone. “Hit me!” he said. “Go ahead, hit me. I’m not big.”

Luckily for Auerbach and the future of the Celtics dynasty, Malone showed a little restraint that night.

So, when the Sixers visited the Garden that night early in the 1984 season, tensions already ran a little high. I wore my Celtics shirt to school earlier that day (much to Papa’s chagrin) and rushed through dinner, hoping that I could make the game start just a little bit quicker if my green beans disappeared in record time. Finally, tip-off came. I watched as Bird made basket after basket, while grabbing rebound after rebound. Through thirty minutes, he amassed 42 points along with 7 rebounds. He locked down Dr. J on the other end of the floor. Erving had only scored 6 points all game.

Then things went totally off the rails.

Bird and Dr. J got tangled up, and Bird got called for an offensive foul. Bird screamed at the refs. I yelled at the TV at home. Every single person in the Boston Garden booed. Next thing I knew, it was pandemonium. Malone tried to hold back Bird, and it looked like Malone was choking the Celtics star. Pretty soon, Dr. J and Bird exchanged punches, two of the best players in the world in a fistfight during the middle of the game. I couldn’t believe it. It was the Titans fighting the Greek gods for Mount Olympus. Who would win?

And perhaps most confusing as a six-year-old: Who should I root for? I loved Larry Bird, wanted his shoes, wanted to be just like him. But Dr. J looked more like me. He was the one with darker skin like mine, not Larry Bird. I wondered, was my allegiance in the wrong place?

I shoved those thoughts aside pretty quickly. I was a Boston fan. That was my community. It was a community where I was welcome, too. Larry Bird was my guy—was our guy—and it didn’t matter whether he was white or blue or green. Nor did it matter what color I was, either. We all wanted the same thing.

We were all part of the same tribe.



My Celtics fandom only grew from there. I watched every single game I could. I indoctrinated myself into the lore. I learned that the Garden got its signature parquet court pattern because during World War II, when the country faced a wood shortage, the Celtics could only get pieces of red oak broken into a medley of different shapes and pieces. They cobbled together whatever they could. After the war ended, they decided it actually looked all right, and the resulting crisscross pattern is a tradition that’s continued ever since. I learned that the team’s name came from the generations of Irish immigrants in Boston and felt even more connected to the team because of it. If the Irish could get their own team, maybe one day we could have one, too. I checked out books from the library about the great Celtics teams of yesteryear and argued with friends about the greatest teams, acting as if I knew what I was talking about. “McHale is great! But he’s definitely no Bill Russell. Nobody could rebound like number six.” Of course, Russell retired years before I was born.

The Celtics became tied to everything I did—even during after-school playtime.

I’m thinking now of the classic scene in the film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest where Jack Nicholson’s character, R. P. McMurphy, insists on watching the World Series while cooped up in an Oregon psychiatric hospital. Nurse Ratched, played by Louise Fletcher, refuses to bend the rules and turn on the TV, even after McMurphy gets other patients to vote to watch the game with him. McMurphy, steaming mad, sits down on a bench, staring at his own reflection on the turned-off screen, when he launches into what has to be one of the greatest play-by-play calls of all-time. He closes his eyes and creates a world of sports out of thin air.


Koufax kicks… he delivers. It’s up the middle, it’s a base hit! Richardson’s rounding first! He’s going for second! The ball’s in to deep right center! Davidson, over in the corner, cuts the ball off! Here comes the throw. Richardson’s around the dirt! He slides, he’s in there. He’s safe! It’s a double! He’s in there, Martini!

Look at Richardson, he’s on second base. Koufax is in big fucking trouble! Big trouble, baby! All right, here’s Tresh. He’s the next batter! Tresh looks in. Koufax… Koufax gets the sign from Roseboro! He kicks once, he pumps… It’s a strike! Koufax’s curveball is snapping off like a fucking firecracker. Here he comes with the next pitch. Tresh swings! It’s a long fly ball to deep left center! It’s going! It’s gone!…



The patients go nuts, cheering like they’d just won the World Series themselves, and so did I the first time I watched the movie. What I love about that scene is that it captures the part of being a sports fan that is beautifully delusional. Even when we can’t watch sports, we’re drawn to them, wanting to create that sense of familiarity and routine, that feeling that anything can happen—that even the great Sandy Koufax can give up a home run.

That’s a fictional example, but others find peace while visualizing sports as well. In 2011, Japanese astronaut Satoshi Furukawa was part of a mission aboard the International Space Station. In an interview before he was launched to space, he was asked what it was like to finally complete his training. “I used to be a member of a baseball club,” Furukawa said, “and it’s like in prep for a game I have been practicing and training [for], like swinging bats every day…. So finally it’s my chance to go.”

One night, floating above earth, cameras found Furukawa alone in a corner of the space station. He had a baseball in his hand and pitched it down a corridor. Then he pushed himself off the wall, and flying through the air in zero gravity, raced to the other side and picked up a baseball bat before the ball reached there. He took a swing and then was racing back to play the field. Furukawa was playing baseball all by himself, his way of reminding himself of home.

For others, it’s the ballpark that they miss. Barry Rosen worked as an American diplomat in Iran in the late 1970s. When a group of students overran the embassy in 1979, Rosen became one of the fifty-two Americans taken during the Iranian hostage crisis.

Rosen came from Brooklyn, New York. As a kid, he made pilgrimages to Ebbets Field with his father to cheer on Duke Snider and the rest of the Dodgers from the right field bleachers. His mom would pack them a lunch, and the father and son would sit there watching the game, chatting with the people around them, enjoying the afternoon.

When he was taken hostage, the captors beat and threatened Rosen. At one point, they moved him to solitary confinement. They didn’t allow him outside for nearly four months. But there was one part of the day that Rosen always looked forward to: Once a day, he would close his eyes and conjure up Ebbets Field from memory. Some days, his seats would change, and the characters around him would, too. Other times, his father would sit next to him, and they’d unwrap their lunches and chat about the pennant race. He imagined every pitch, every swing of the bat. He would see Dodgers outfielder Carl Furillo fielding line drives off the wall and miraculously firing out the runner at home base. Rosen did this every day, playing entire seasons in his head from his jail cell.

“Baseball,” he told the Los Angeles Times decades later, “kept me sane.”

At least, the idea of it did.

I didn’t need basketball to keep me sane. The stakes were much, much lower for me than they were for Rosen. But I did need sports to keep me busy, and so, nearly every day after school, I would come home and fire shot after shot at the basketball hoop in the front yard. To me, I wasn’t in my driveway. I was at the old Boston Garden shooting underneath the banners. I wasn’t a kid trying to find my place, trying to figure out how I could be American like my friends, Indian like my family, and whether I could be both at once. I was a Celtic. I wrote out every roster in the NBA, and my cousin Bharat and I spent days playing a full season’s worth of made-up games. We would mimic the way the best players in the league shot—turnarounds, free throws, and baby hook shots. We’d try (and fail) to dunk. We’d talk to ourselves the entire time we performed the charade, impersonate the legendary Johnny Most, the Celtics’ ornery play-by-play announcer, envision ourselves in the sold-out Garden, and mimic both the referees and the brutish fans that castigated them—all at the same time.

I’d dribble the ball at the edge of the driveway, talking out of my throat to impersonate the raspy voice of Most. “It’s all coming down to this,” I—or Most—would say. “Tie game and DJ [Dennis Johnson] is bringing it up. This is the Celtics’ last chance….” Bharat would roar like the Garden crowd, and as he moved to set an imaginary pick he would scream, “Let’s go Celtics!” over and over, out of the corner of his mouth. I came off the pick, dished the ball to Bharat. “McHale has it now, and what’s this?” He passed me the ball as I cut toward the hoop. “It’s a give-and-go! DJ is wide open for the layup, and it’s…

“GOOD!”

Bharat and I hugged under the basket. He gave me a postgame interview. Then we consulted our schedule, figured out what game was next, and started it all over again. Miraculously, the game always came down to the final shot when the Celtics had the ball. And if that shot didn’t go in (Danny Ainge was a notoriously streaky shooter), then the referees would huddle and realize that they made a mistake and actually… Wait! What’s this? Upon further review, there’s one second left! The crowd is going crazy. The Celtics have another chance to win the game! Bird for the winner.

The Celtics always won the game.

This type of daydreaming is a central trait for any sports fanatic. I see it now in my son whenever he and his friends fire up the PlayStation and create a Madden franchise or run through a full tournament in FIFA. It’s like our sports fan superpower: When all hope is lost in real life, we simply dream up a new way out. When we’re down two goals in stoppage time, we can always imagine that a miracle could happen, that one goal could follow another until that moment of pure euphoria erupts. It’s one of my favorite parts of watching sports broadcasts on television—seeing how invested fans get in a close game, clasping their hands, dawning rally caps, making deals with some higher power to just help them out on this one game. Who among us hasn’t done this? Why? Because when we close our eyes, we are transported to this new type of place, some mix of hope and meditation.

It’s our way of saying a prayer.



My guide, my shaman if you will, into the mysticism of the Celtics was a man named Alan Rosenfeld. Alan was an entrepreneur, and he owned his own auto glass business and had become friends with my parents. At some point, my dad confided in Alan that I’d become an obsessive Celtics fan. He noted that he didn’t quite understand what was so special about these games or why so much idolatry formed around the players.

“You know,” Alan told him, “my family and I have season tickets. Let me take him to a game.”

When Papa came home and told me what Alan said, I nearly froze. Me? Going to Boston Garden? No. Way.

I scrambled up to my room to check the Celtics schedule. Do you think we’re going to go to the game against the Knicks? The Bulls? Maybe even… the Pistons? (Imagining going to an actual Lakers game was just too much to even fathom.) I tore through my dresser, trying to figure out which pair of green shorts should go with which green shirt. Hat or no hat? Should I make a sign? I stood in front of the mirror and practiced my cheering.

A few weeks later, Papa came home and announced, “Mr. Rosenfeld asked if you can go to the game next week.” And for the next week, I barely slept a night.

The day came, and at school, I became a maniac. In class, I drew scenes of Larry Bird hitting a three, with me watching on from the stands next to Alan. During recess, I bragged to everybody that in just a few hours, I would come face-to-face with the Celtics. I wondered if it could possibly be as special as I was imagining—but of course it could. This was the Garden. These were the Celtics. For a kid, it was like spending a lifetime reading Batman comics and then being offered a tour of the Bat Cave. How could anything be better?

Alan picked me up, and he quizzed me the whole way there: Who was my favorite player? How did I like our chances this year? What did I think about this young kid on the Bulls, Michael Jordan? I said that he seemed like he would be pretty good one day but that the Celtics surely didn’t need to worry about him. We had Larry Legend, after all.

Then it was my turn to quiz Alan. Where were our seats? What type of concessions should I get? How loud was I allowed to cheer? I asked him how many games he had been to, and when he told me that he had been to so many that he lost count, that he’d been to almost every Celtics game of the last decade, that he was at the game where Larry Bird and Dr. J traded blows, it stunned me so much that I couldn’t even stammer a response. One day, I swore to myself, I would be just like him.

And then we were there. It was real. The Boston Garden.

Workers broke ground on the Garden in the late 1920s, the whole project the brainchild of a man named Tex Rickard, who just might be as important as anybody in establishing the American sports system that we know today—although you’ve likely never heard of him. Rickard was a boxing promoter first and foremost, the first man to organize a prizefight that featured a million-dollar purse, and he was the type of colorful character that can only exist in sports. A native Texan, one of his first jobs was to be the marshal of a tiny town in rural Texas. Then he got gold fever, joined the Alaska gold rush, and though he didn’t strike pay dirt, he did find a more lucrative career owning and operating a saloon in the Klondike. Once the gold craze shifted to Nevada, Rickard picked up and moved his operation there. Slowly, he learned the power of effective promotion. Rickard soon took his talents to New York, drumming up interest in boxers, and his business grew and grew. Eventually he needed somewhere to stage his biggest fights, and so he helped organize the construction of the third iteration of Madison Square Garden—the one that is still considered a mecca to this day. That arena was so successful that Rickard convinced several Boston businessmen to build a “Boston Madison Square Garden” as well. Eventually the name would be shortened, and the Boston Garden would be home to the Celtics, Bruins, and all of the greatest spectacles to come to the city. In 1937, workers erected a ski jump ramp inside the arena, selling tickets promising that “Norway has come to Boston!” The very first non-sports event in the brand-new arena in 1929 was a conclave for a traveling British evangelist. When Rickard died later that year, his funeral was attended by more than ten thousand people—and although he was never religious during his life, several tribes claimed him as their own. His final rites were read by, according to Sports Illustrated, “a Baptist clergyman, an Episcopal clergyman, a Catholic lawyer, and a Jewish judge.” Maybe they should have just found a referee to do the honors.

Rickard’s Boston creation didn’t look like the sleek modern arenas that are so pervasive around the world today. It sat in the middle of West End, an otherwise nondescript neighborhood. Cabs swerved outside. A train pulled up on an elevated track directly across from the entrance. Some say this huge building rose like a barn or a factory, but I always thought that it looked like some kind of church. Something like spires rose on either side of the building, connected by a series of huge windows. They could have been stained glass for all I cared. In the middle of it all when I visited that first day, on top of the building, was a giant Budweiser billboard, the Clydesdales running in formation.

Every religion has holy places—temples, shrines, cathedrals. In fact, it seems like building monuments to the sacred is deeply rooted in human nature; in Turkey, archaeologists found ruins of a temple dating back to 10,000 BC. In the Middle Ages, cathedrals might have been built on the outskirts of town, but quickly, buildings would start popping up around them. Often, a city’s center would actually move to surround the church. And if the city had grown so much around it that a larger cathedral was needed, they’d knock down the old one and rebuild something bigger and better on the same holy ground. It’s not unlike the way that downtowns can be revitalized by a new stadium—think Cleveland and Rocket Mortgage FieldHouse—or how the new Yankee Stadium was built right next to the old one.

As we walked closer to Boston’s basketball cathedral that day, I tried to take mental snapshots of everything, Alan guiding me to make sure that I didn’t knock into anything or anyone in my overwhelmed daze. I wasn’t watching where I was going; my eyes were studying the world being revealed all around me. I had seen the Garden so many times on my television. I couldn’t believe any of it was real. Alan broke the trance, and tapped my shoulder. “Smell that?” he said. Something salty, buttery, and delicious wafted toward me. He pointed toward a red and white shack. “That’s Buzzy’s Roast Beef. We’ll go after the game.”

Ah, yes. Communion—that sacred food and drink that you consume to symbolize your faith. For some religions, it’s wine. For others—well, roast beef can prove your devotion just as well.

Everyone, everywhere dressed just like me: green on green on green, shamrocks emblazoned on every piece of clothing imaginable. These were my people. We handed over our tickets, and then we were inside the dark, cramped corridors. Alan led me through the maze, and I tried to memorize the steps to the seats. Soon the route would become second nature—or at least I hoped it would. We worked our way past the concessions until we got to our section, and then there it was: the court, the banners, the Celtics—the actual Celtics!—down there warming up their jumpers.

“Well, what do you think?” Alan asked me.

It was overwhelming—not in a bad way, but in the way where things feel so special, so surreal, that you’re convinced they can’t be true. It was like a jolt running through me, energizing me. I felt it in my stomach. This was somewhere I belonged.

“DJ,” I said. “He’s… right there.” Robert Parish. Kevin McHale. Danny Ainge, Greg Kite, Scott Wedman, Rick Carlisle, Cedric Maxwell, M. L. Carr. And wait a minute, cue the Gregorian chants: Larry Freaking Bird—not even a hundred feet away.

He was about to get a whole lot closer than that.



Alan kept an eye out for me. A few times a year, he drove up to our house, and I’d bound into the backseat. The whole way to the game, we would talk about the team and the league. We’d talk about other Boston teams, too, and in those days, it looked like the Sox might actually finally do it. He asked me if I was playing sports myself, and I said yes. Every summer, I’d go to Red Auerbach basketball camp and the legendary coach would smile for pictures and supervise hordes of kids who thought that this was their tryout to become an NBA player themselves. Whenever I went to camp, I wore my Converse Weapons—the same ones that Bird endorsed. But for some reason, I still couldn’t hit a jumper like #33.

I wore those shoes whenever Alan took me to the Garden as well, and when he came by one afternoon a little earlier than usual, he told me to get ready. He had a surprise for me. So, I grabbed a green shirt, laced up the Converse, and ran outside. A surprise? What could it be? No matter how many times I asked on the ride there, Alan wouldn’t even give me a hint.

Outside, the Garden was quiet. It was still a ways away from tip-off, but Alan marched me to a special entrance. An employee stood outside, guarding the door.

“We’re here for shootaround,” Alan announced.

I had to fight myself to keep from letting out a squeal.

But that wasn’t all. I assumed we’d sit in Alan’s usual seats, watching the Celtics warm up from a safe remove. Then we were led through the underbelly of the Garden, through one nondescript room after another, until there it was: we stood ground level, right on the sideline, and I felt as if I floated when I took my first steps on the parquet court. Here came the Celtics. Parish ran by, even larger in real life than on my TV or up in Alan’s seats. Ainge hit shot after shot. Auerbach watched it all, writing little notes to himself. Alan stood there next to me, beaming. I tried to take mental pictures so I could brag to all my friends at school. Then I realized that something wasn’t right.

Larry Bird was nowhere to be seen.

“Is he hurt?” I asked Alan. I didn’t need to specify who “he” was. Alan knew exactly who He was.

“I don’t think so,” he said, and then I started going through the scenarios in my head. Oh no. There are only eight games left in the season. If we don’t have Larry we might not get the top seed, and if we don’t have home court advantage, then even Larry Bird might not be able to lead us to victory… unless—oh no. No no no. What if he missed the playoffs? Oh no no no no no no.

Remember what I said about sports helping us imagine dream worlds? This was the flip side of that type of dreaming. In my head, this was doomsday.

Then the energy in the whole building shifted. In college, I had a professor who tried to explain Einstein’s Theory of Relativity to our class of liberal arts majors (bear with me here). She asked us to imagine space-time as a trampoline. Something with a lot of mass, like a star, is the equivalent of a bowling ball, she said. Most everything else is like a marble. What happens when you put the bowling ball in the center of the trampoline? All the marbles fall toward the center. The bowling ball literally bends space-time.

The entire time she taught the lesson, I was thinking about that moment in the Garden. I was standing on the sideline when I noticed some movement in the tunnel. Turns out, Larry wasn’t hurt. He was just late. And now, there he was: the most famous man in Boston, the one who everybody wanted to be, and he was jogging right toward me. Everything, at that moment, fell into him. Time bent. Larry was the bowling ball, and everyone else there—me, Alan, even Red Auerbach—was a marble. Maybe that’s why they call players like him “stars.”

Larry walked onto the court, looked around, and then we made eye contact from across the court. He pointed at me—right at me.

“Hey, kid,” he said. “Want to rebound for me?”

I wish I could regale you with all the little details of this shooting session. I wish I remembered how many shots Larry Bird sank, whether I sent balls back to him via a bounce or chest pass. I wish I knew what he said to me when we were done.

To be honest, though, my memory is pretty sparse. I think I blacked out from excitement. In fact, I know I did.

What I do remember was the feeling. I couldn’t have been more excited, shaking probably, but for some reason, the entire experience felt incredibly peaceful. It must have lasted thirty minutes, but it felt like hours. It was only me and Larry Bird, the only two people in the entire world, and it was my job to make sure he got his shots up. It was my job to get him warmed up so that the Celtics could win. Greatness was happening here, and it was my job to facilitate it. A lot of responsibility for a preteen, sure, but I was happy to do it.

When a god gives you a commandment, you listen.

It turns out Alan was not just a season ticket holder. His auto glass store was also a sponsor to the Celtics’ philanthropic foundation, and as part of that, he’d bought this VIP access. If Larry was our god, Alan was the apostle who had made this miracle happen. I’d be forever grateful.

That night, as I was telling my parents about what happened, I remembered the stories my mom used to tell me and my sister as a kid, the legends she shared from India. I remembered Papa telling me of the moment he decided he wanted to go to medical school, reading that short story and feeling like the doctors could perform miracles just like those mythical heroes. Just for a moment, I started to get the first inklings that this whole love affair with the Celtics, and my experience with Larry Bird, might be about a lot more than just basketball.



The best of those Celtics teams, though, came in 1986. Those guys had everything. Four Hall of Famers wore green and white that year: Larry Bird, Robert Parish, Kevin McHale, and Bill Walton. No team had their size—or their depth. They won 67 games, locking up the top seed in the Eastern Conference along the way. I told everyone I knew, “We’re going to win another championship.”

When the playoffs came, my Celtics obsession reached a fever pitch. Homework quickly became an afterthought on game days, and I would rush home to see if Papa came home from work with good news. “Gautama,” he said one day, “Alan is taking you to the first two games of the playoffs.”

My golden ticket entitled me to watch my Celtics play the Chicago Bulls, led by a second-year starter named Michael Jordan. But these weren’t those Bulls teams yet. Coach Phil Jackson would not roam the sidelines for another year. Scottie Pippen still played for Central Arkansas. MJ broke his foot earlier in the year, and coming into the playoffs, he hadn’t played a full game in months. Chicago finished the year 30-52—less than half the amount of wins as Boston.

This, I thought, should be a walk in the park.

The energy in the old Garden always registered as unique, whether preseason or rivalry games. But few things match the intensity of a playoff matchup. Even fewer can match the feeling that reverberates when something more than a championship is on the line—when everybody knows that their team has the chance to go into the record books. That’s what I remember feeling entering the Garden before Game One. The 1986 Celtics could go down as one of the best NBA teams ever. I wouldn’t just be watching a game. I would be witnessing greatness. And there were tens of thousands of others around me who knew the same thing.

Our home team did provide a glimpse of the squad that would go on to win a championship. But little did we know that the most incredible display we would witness would come from the second-year player from Chicago with the flashy sneakers.

Jordan seemed to hang in midair when he played. If Bird seemed to bend the laws of physics, Jordan simply defied them, floating above it all until he got his perfect shot. As an eleven-year-old, I couldn’t understand how he was doing it. I asked Alan if he had ever seen anything like what MJ was doing. “No,” he said. “But it’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

MJ scored 49 points in Game One, but the Celtics still won. I rambled the whole way home. Bird was amazing, and McHale was the best big man in the league. But Jordan? Nobody could do what he could do. I wondered how he could top himself in Game Two.

I didn’t know this at the time—nobody would for several years—but on the off day between games, Celtics guard Danny Ainge golfed with Jordan. MJ was (and is) a serious golfer, and he knew that Ainge liked to swing a club, too. So, before the series started, the Bulls star called Ainge and asked for a recommendation: “Which eighteen should I play in Boston?” Ainge invited MJ to be his guest at Framingham Country Club. When the duo got there, everything that had been going right for Jordan on the basketball court started to go wrong on the links. He missed fairways, caught himself in sand traps, and couldn’t sink a putt to save his life. Ainge clobbered him.
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