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For my parents, Bruce and Vinia Gwinn


INTRODUCTION

Sometimes it’s easier to say what a book is not, as opposed to saying what it actually is. So, let’s start there. What you’re holding in your hand right now is not a book about sports. Nor is it a traditional book about the sports media where I catalogue and detail a career spent covering and writing about the biggest stars in sports and blah, blah, blah, blah.

No, what you’re holding in your hand is something altogether different. This is a book about how virtually the entire sports media have been overrun with liberal activists trying to implement and advance their liberal agenda.

I’ve been watching sports for most of my life. Being that I’ve made a career in sports talk radio, I’ve probably watched a lot more sports than is healthy or advisable. Like many of you, I remember a time when people flocked to sports because they were fun and entertaining, even awe-inspiring at their best, and an escape from the BS and politically correct hysteria of the “real world.”

Political news and commentary were something you didn’t often find in sports, because they were contentious and harsh, a serious business where the burdens of the real world were hung around your neck. Sports were an oasis, a safe zone, that one place where you could shut out all the frustrations and nonsense and seriousness of life and morph into an overgrown, screaming, jumping, foam-finger-waving thirteen-year-old.

Now that former “safe zone” has become a political crazy zone, as broadcasters, writers, and TV personalities who are supposed to be talking about Peyton Manning and Tom Brady, Bryce Harper and Justin Verlander, Dwight Howard and Kevin Love, wax silly on everything from religion and politics to homosexuality, rape, race-baiting, and every other form of progressive nuttiness you can imagine. We’re fast approaching a point where there’s going to be no real difference between Bob Costas and Rachel Maddow. Except one of them is a man. I think.

Not that the sports media’s leftward slouch wasn’t always there. I always knew the sports media were liberal. But their liberalism was tempered by the fact that their primary job was sports, and that’s where they needed to focus their attention. I could deal with the occasional politically correct quip from Bob Costas as long as it was only occasional and the sports-to-politics balance was heavily tilted toward sports.

But nowadays that scale is about as balanced as a tilt-a-whirl. Politics—and the sports media’s desire to advance a political agenda—now determine what stories get covered. Meet, for instance, seventh-round draft pick Michael Sam, an otherwise unremarkable player cut from the final roster of the team that drafted him, not signed onto their practice squad, and yet a headliner in the sports media for months, all because the liberal media have adopted certain sexual practices as worthy of a crusade.

In the spirit of saying what this book is not, I wish to make clear that I have no desire for the sports media to be conservative either. I’m not writing this book because I want to shift their ideology and worldview from liberal to conservative. I’m writing this book because I want the sports media to talk about sports, not politics. In short, I want the sports media to do their job.

But the inescapable fact of the matter is that the sports media, along with the mainstream media, have become just another font of liberal activism. A decade and a half ago, former Emmy Award–winning CBS journalist (and a correspondent for HBO’s Real Sports with Bryant Gumbel) Bernard Goldberg wrote a classic number one New York Times bestseller about American journalism called Bias. Goldberg at the time was a liberal himself, but he was appalled at the casual yet pervasive bias of his mainstream media colleagues who weren’t interested in simply reporting the facts, or even telling the truth, but were focused on advancing a left-wing agenda, often without even thinking about it, so deeply ingrained was their bias. He thought that was unprofessional—and he was right.

In sports, the stakes might be smaller, but in some ways the offense is even worse. Fans have a right to enjoy a game, or a discussion of sports topics, without feeling like they’re being put through a social indoctrination regimen, especially a social indoctrination program that’s run by people whose sole accomplishment in life is that they can remember who hit cleanup for the Big Red Machine in the seventies. (Side note: it was Johnny Bench.) And that’s part of the problem too. Many sports reporters and commentators recognize that they deal in trivialities, and yet they want to make a bigger impact on society, they want to feel more important, they want to inflate their egos by lecturing you, and as a consequence they often do their real jobs not very well. This book is for all of us who find ourselves wanting to shout, “Shut up and give me the box score!”


CHAPTER ONE

LANDING ON TRAYVON

Radio is an industry dominated by white people. In all honesty, it looks an awful lot like a Mumford & Sons concert in there: shaggy beards and ill-fitting jeans mixed with a healthy dose of malnutrition and metrosexuality. You know the types. Yet one day in early 2012, I sat show-prepping in the newsroom, sitting with a black producer and a black intern. Eventually our discussion turned to a story that had dwarfed all other news: Trayvon Martin and George Zimmerman.

The headlines were that the local prosecutors would not charge George Zimmerman with Trayvon Martin’s murder. This greatly upset the producer and the intern. But then our conversation turned to the sports community.

          PRODUCER: I just wish somebody would stand up and do something. Like maybe a Florida team; if they would just make a statement it would bring the kind of attention this deserves.

          INTERN: Oh absolutely. But nobody probably will.

          ME: Why do you want that? How is it the job of a sports team, or a sports league, to get involved in a murder trial?

          PRODUCER: Because this isn’t just a murder trial. This is a racial murder trial.

          ME: So in other words, it’s not about Trayvon Martin, it’s about George Zimmerman?

          PRODUCER: No, it’s not all because of that . . .

          ME: But how many black kids are killed in South Florida every year by other black kids? Probably hundreds. Yet you’re not asking a Florida team to make a stand over any of them. You’re asking a Florida team to make a stand here because of who the murderer is. Not because of the kid who got murdered.

Now, I’m sure you’re asking yourselves: But, Dylan! What the heck are you doing?!? Why bring up Trayvon Martin? I thought this was a book about sports media. Relax, this is a book about sports media. And no, Trayvon Martin’s story should never have been a sports media story. But it was, because sports media, and athletes, made it into a story that had to do with sports.

Trayvon Martin didn’t land on us; we decided to land on Trayvon Martin. And when the liberal sports media land on a topic of which they have virtually no knowledge, and very little understanding, it makes a really bad sound . . . kind of like Nickelback, but racist. Now, I bring up the discussion I had at the radio station for several reasons. First of all, I had a good relationship with this producer; we could be honest with each other, and though our conversation about Trayvon became contentious at times, it didn’t end badly. Second, I want to give him credit for basically predicting the Miami Heat “hoodie photo” that they would release only a couple of months later.

But most of all I want to illustrate the fact that plenty of people in the “social justice”–driven, liberal sports media wanted to land on the Trayvon Martin story in any way they could and found any excuse they could to do it. Similar discussions occurred at radio and television sports desks all over the country despite the fact that this story had absolutely nothing to do with sports.

How do I know this? Because in April 2012, thirteen members of the Miami Heat donned hoodies, just as Trayvon had been wearing when he was shot, for a group photo to show solidarity and put forth the idea that any of them could have been the victim. Then immediately after the “hoodie photo” went viral, the sports media went apoplectic. Michael Wallace, writing in the Miami Heat Index at ESPN.com, applauded the Heat for “standing tall” for Trayvon and explained why the Heat felt they had to do this:

          But this case hits especially close to home for the Heat on several levels. Martin was from Miami Gardens, a community that borders on neighborhoods where Heat players James Jones and Udonis Haslem were raised. . . . In many ways, this was a civic duty for Wade, James and their teammates. . . . Like Wade, LeBron also is the father of two young sons. And also like Wade, LeBron grew up in an impoverished area where young black men were more likely to become fatal statistics than phenoms in the field of sports.1

A civic duty, huh? Funny how this civic duty only kicks in when someone of a lighter complexion pulls the trigger. In August 2013, in that very same Miami Gardens neighborhood, twelve-year-old Tequila Forshee was killed by stray bullets as she sat in her family’s living room having her hair braided.2 An innocent little girl, with her whole life ahead of her, snuffed out like she was nothing by stray bullets fired by some shred of human excrement I sincerely hope is somebody’s prison wife right now. But you’ve never heard of Tequila Forshee before. Why?

Why didn’t this sense of “civic duty” kick in for her? After all, she was from Udonis Haslem and James Jones’s old neighborhood; yet no players “stood tall” for Tequila. No members of the Heat braided their hair for her. Maybe it’s because her killer wasn’t white. In which case, apparently, there’s no point “standing tall.” Make sense? If it does, you’re an idiot.

Michael Wallace is no doubt right when he says that young black men from impoverished areas are far “more likely to become fatal statistics than phenoms in the field of sports.” But what he left out is that they’re far more likely to become fatal statistics at the hands of other black men than they are by idiot, vigilante neighborhood-watch types. The fact is, according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics of the U.S. Department of Justice, about 93 percent of black murder victims are murdered by other blacks; and blacks, who are about 13 percent of the population, commit more than half of all American homicides.3

So is there a crime problem in black America? Yes—and if the Miami Heat or any other players wanted to do something about it, donning hoodies in solidarity with Trayvon was about the least effective thing they could have done.

But for sports media, grandstanding is just fine. Sports columnist David Hyde, in the Sun Sentinel, lamented how “over the past few decades,” before the Heat made their brave stand for Trayvon, “the model of the sports hero shrank.” He continued:

          It didn’t start with Tiger Woods’ refusal to say something—anything—about the lack of black members at certain country clubs or of women at Augusta National. It didn’t start with Michael Jordan’s avoiding political conversations because, as the namesake of the Air Jordan sneaker famously said, “Republicans buy shoes too.” It’s a cultural slide we’ve all participated in—athletes, media and fans—of expecting players only to play great and never to think great like Arthur Ashe, prod great like Muhammad Ali, talk great like Billie Jean King or Martina Navratilova, or challenge in a great way like Jim Brown or Oscar Robertson.4

Maybe we only care about players playing great because that’s the only reason why we watch them. Tom Brady is a phenomenal quarterback. That’s what he does, and that’s what he knows. If I wanted to learn how to read a zone-dog blitz, I’d go to Brady. If I wanted insight on political unrest in Ukraine, or crop production in Malaysia, I’d go to somebody else. It’s not that I don’t expect my athletes to “think great”; I would just prefer they keep those “great” thoughts to themselves, because I don’t watch them for that. Nor is it the shrinking of the “sports hero”; if anything, athletes are more famous and wealthy today than they’ve ever been. What it is (big-word alert) is the compartmentalization of the world. I don’t need a political Muhammad Ali in my life; if I want to watch an anti-American Muslim scream about the injustices perpetrated by America, I can watch MSNBC. I don’t need Billie Jean King to tell me what it’s like to be gay; I have HBO and Modern Family for that. Back when Muhammad Ali and Billie Jean King were around, there were three television stations and five major national newspapers. Now we have cable channels that cover everything from underwater basket-weaving to lesbian biker gangs, and we have podcasts, blogs, satellite radio, terrestrial radio, apps, tweets, and websites with wannabe experts galore. What I want, and what I think most people want, is for their athletes to entertain them with the grace, skill, and power of their sport, and to provide an escape from all the real-world stuff that we have to deal with on a daily basis. Almost every sports fan wants sports to be a politics-free zone, and our job as media isn’t to insert realism into people’s escapism. And sports media should serve the sports fans, not push the commentators’ political agendas, and not push athletes to make political statements (and they’re always pushing in one direction, in case you didn’t notice).

That said, Hyde’s contention that today’s athletes lack political activism is a joke. Michael Jordan, whom Hyde disses for avoiding “political conversations,” was one of Barack Obama’s most significant private campaign donors. In fact, Jordan, along with then–NBA commissioner David Stern, hosted a massive campaign fund-raising dinner for Obama in New York City right before the 2012 election called the “Obama Classic.” The event attracted multiple NBA players, including Kyrie Irving, John Wall, Harrison Barnes, Austin Rivers, and many others. Jordan himself, whose financial support of Obama goes back as far as his Senate run in 2004, has raised and donated millions to Obama. What annoys leftist sports writers like David Hyde is the lack of 1960s– and 1970s–era photo-ops: no raised fists, no burning bras, no public protests. The hoodie photo brought back, for the leftist sport media, the good old days.

But for athletes the “movement” has grown more sophisticated as it has grown more corporate. For many years “the Benjamins” have flown out of athletes’ wallets and into the coffers of leftist politicians in copious amounts. The $5,000-a-plate dinner is the new burning bra. But that, of course, doesn’t make for good copy or commentary of the sort that Benjamin Hochman of the Denver Post could turn out praising LeBron James and the Heat for the hoodie photo:

          Ever since [LeBron] made “take my talents” a punch line, ever since he floundered in NBA Finals news conferences as if he were Captain Queeg, ever since he forgot about his fans and where he came from, basketball’s best player has become a PR nightmare. Your mouth opens when he plays, and your mouth opens when he opens his mouth. But LeBron James did something positive this past week with his public platform.

               The killing has sparked a debate about racial profiling. So James posted a photo on his Twitter account (he has more than 4 million followers). The photo featured the Miami Heat players all wearing sweat shirt hoods over their heads. Using hash tags to provide commentary, James wrote: #WeAreTrayvonMartin #Hoodies #Stereotyped #WeWantJustice.5

In fact, you would have had to look very hard to find any criticism of what the Heat had done. The so-called great fear of the NBA, that its majority fan demographic of suburban whites would be put off by the political stance of its players, mostly urban and black, seemed not to materialize at all. Virtually the entire sports world, fans included, either stood in full-throated support or stayed ambivalent about what the Heat had done in taking the “hoodie photo.” Yet the media, in their zest to reward the Heat for the kind of activism they wanted to see more of, continued to heap on the praise. Jason Whitlock, then of Fox Sports, spoke of “courage” in what the team had done:

          Courage can be every bit as contagious as cowardice. Wade and James spread the courage virus throughout the NBA on Friday. At the formation of Miami’s “Big Three,” James and his defenders claimed the establishment was threatened by young black athletes seizing their power and using it.

               For the first time, I now believe James understands his power. And it wasn’t in forcing NBA executives to come to his hometown, Akron, Ohio, to grovel at his feet, or announcing his relocation to South Beach on national TV or thumbing his nose at Dan Gilbert as he left Cleveland.

               LeBron’s power is in using his platform, when appropriate, to make the establishment stretch beyond its comfort zone when it comes to dealing with the powerless. LeBron’s heart has always been in the right place. Teaming with Wade, a near equal in terms of talent and a big brother in terms of maturity, has moved LeBron’s head where his heart is.6

How much “courage” is truly involved in tweeting out a pic that garners universal praise? On the contrary, something much more courageous came later from Charles Barkley when he announced his agreement with the eventual acquittal of George Zimmerman. That took incredible balls.

Pay close attention to the language Whitlock uses to describe the “power” that LeBron James has, and needs to use, “when appropriate, to make the establishment stretch beyond its comfort zone when it comes to dealing with the powerless [emphasis added].” So this is the role of the best player in the NBA? To make the establishment “stretch” for the “powerless”? Whitlock is, allegedly, a sports writer, but he could just as easily be writing a sports version of Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals. What Whitlock really means is that he wants LeBron and other high-profile black athletes to become activists for leftist political causes.

To the sports media, Nike ads, McDonald’s commercials, appearances at Boys and Girls Clubs, even campaign contributions, are a waste of the power of someone like LeBron James. Don’t believe me? Here’s former NBA player Etan Thomas writing in the Washington Post about the “Obama Classic,” and more specifically about the “wasted power” of Michael Jordan:

          In a recent article on ESPN, LZ Granderson reminds us of Jordan’s infamous “Republicans buy sneakers, too” comment that has become the prime example of the overall tragedy of wasted power [emphasis added]. Jordan reportedly made the comment when declining to endorse black Democrat Harvey Gantt in a North Carolina 1990 Senate race against Jessie Helms (R).

               Jordan had the ability to influence an entire generation of young people especially within the black community. But instead he chose to remain publicly neutral in all matters racial and political. He never capitalized on his potential to mobilize the black community on social issues. Simply put, he never wanted to continue the work of the great Muhammad Ali and Jim Brown, both politically outspoken athletes. As his support for President Obama shows, he might have changed his tune.7

Etan Thomas and his fellow leftists in sports media think it’s not enough for great athletes to inspire kids to work hard and try to excel in sports and in life. No, they should use their wealth and their fame to “mobilize the black community on social issues.” Translation: get them to vote Democrat or get them to the picket lines, and make sure they do and say the right things when they’re there.

When LeBron James left Cleveland for Miami, his former employer Dan Gilbert wrote a childish hit piece attacking him. At the time many black people, including Jesse Jackson and Marc Lamont Hill, a CNN commentator, accused Gilbert of having a “slave master” mentality toward his players, acting as if he “owned” them.8

Gilbert and LeBron have since made up, but the idea that multimillion-dollar black athletes are slaves is a theory as absurd as it is prevalent. Etan Thomas wrote in the Washington Post:

          The [early, apolitical] stance that Jordan’s behavior illustrated was referenced in William Rhoden’s book, “40 Million Dollar Slaves: The Rise, Fall and Redemption of Black Athletes,” in which the author said: “Isolated and alienated from their native networks and increasingly cloistered into new networks as they become corporatized entities, they are excised from their communities as they fulfill their professional responsibilities and disconnected from the networks of people, in many cases predominately African-American, who once comprised their ‘community.’ This leads to a general ignorance of the issues impacting a vast majority of African-Americans across the country.”9

Translation: As black athletes become more successful, they become less “black.” And just as troubling for activists, as black athletes become more successful, the harder they are to control and to manipulate.

To the activists, black athletes should all think alike. They should all think like them. No old plantation slave master could control the thoughts of his slaves, but the new, liberal, “progressive” activists in the sports media think we all, but blacks especially, have to think alike. If you think for yourself, you’re selling out.

The activists’ message to young black athletes is that if they work hard and succeed, they’ll be held in corporate bondage to some billionaire owner who will alienate them from their “community.” What an awesome message! What a way to encourage the kids! Being black is somehow antipathetic to success . . . unless you become politically active in left-wing causes. Then, your “blackness” will be enshrined forever.

What really bothers the likes of William Rhoden and Etan Thomas is not that these athletes are “slaves,” but that they’re not slaves to them. They’re upset that they can’t just pick up the phone and tell Tiger Woods to start spouting whatever leftist drivel they need spouted, to be the “voice” of Jason Whitlock’s “powerless.” That’s why the leftist sports media made their collective O-face after the Miami Heat’s hoodie photo. It had nothing to do with Trayvon Martin. None of it did. To them, it was a symbol that the era of the “forty-million-dollar slave” might be coming to an end; a sign that ultra-successful, PR-savvy black athletes might, just might, be willing to step into political controversy, giving leftists an awesomely powerful weapon to wield against the “establishment.” And it appears that transformation is now well under way, with LeBron James doing commercials promoting Obamacare. Such statements are “safe” too in the sense that while Obamacare or the Trayvon Martin case are politically controversial, any liberal statements from athletes will be applauded by the liberal (including sports) media.

One of the ironies and tragedies of the Trayvon Martin case is that justice and common sense were shot down with him. The “injustice” of Zimmerman’s acquittal was not the result of racism from the establishment, but the result of the establishment’s bending over backward to try and assuage the anger represented by the likes of the Heat. George Zimmerman should never have been charged with murder. He called 911, for God’s sake. How many murderers, other than in a Monty Python movie, The Benny Hill Show, or some kind of bad British comedy skit, actually call the cops?

But if you don’t want to hear this from me (a non-lawyer), then hear it from Alan Dershowitz, a Harvard Law professor with impeccable liberal credentials. Here is some of what he had to say in an interview on CNN’s State of the Union about what went wrong in the Zimmerman trial:

          There was political pressure on the governor, and he appointed somebody [special prosecutor Angela Corey] who had the worst reputation in Florida for overcharging. And she did exactly what she was supposed to do; she overcharged. She charged second-degree murder in a case where there was reasonable doubt written all over it.10

In another appearance, on Mike Huckabee’s show Huckabee on Fox News, Dershowitz detailed how Corey’s behavior even “bordered on criminal conduct.”

          “She submitted an affidavit that was, if not perjurious, completely misleading. She violated all kinds of rules of the profession,” Dershowitz told Huckabee.

               “Halfway through the trial she realized she wasn’t going to get a second degree murder verdict, so she asked for a compromised verdict, for manslaughter. And then, she went even further and said that she was going to charge him with child abuse and felony murder. That was such a stretch that it goes beyond anything professionally responsible. She was among the most irresponsible prosecutors I’ve seen in 50 years of litigating cases, and believe me, I’ve seen good prosecutors, bad prosecutors, but rarely have I seen one as bad as this prosecutor.”11

The “racism” of the Trayvon Martin case had nothing to do with animosity toward blacks; the “racism” was of a legal system going to absurd lengths to prove that it wasn’t racist, bringing a case that should never have been brought.

At the forefront of the mob demanding “justice” for Trayvon Martin were the sports media and more than a few players. The frenzy they and others helped stir up distracted millions of people from the actual facts of the case, encouraged the prosecutor to overreach, and then led to an explosion of outrage on social media after the verdict came down. Roddy White of the Atlanta Falcons tweeted: “All them jurors should go home tonight and kill themselves for letting a grown man get away with killing a kid.”12

James Harrison, then of the Bengals, weighed in: “Think I’ll go pick a fight and get my ass kicked then pull my gun and kill somebody and see if I can get away . . .”13

And Stevie Johnson, then of the Bills, gave us some top-drawer insight as well: “Living in a world where you fight dogs; you could lose everything (Mike Vick) . . . If you kill a black man you’re not guilty! #INjusticeSystem.”14

Of course, we also live in a world where, if you fight dogs, you can get a $100 million contract after serving your time, but point taken, Stevie. Now, none of this was, or should have been, surprising. Twitter has given a voice to unfiltered and instantaneous commentary from anyone and everyone, and sometimes that works out. Sometimes you get awesomeness. Sometimes you get Roddy White. But what was surprising (though maybe it shouldn’t have been) was that even before the verdict, ESPN lifted its long-standing ban on employees expressing political opinions on social media and instead allowed expressions of solidarity with Trayvon Martin.

At first this wasn’t the case. On March 23, 2013, the same day that President Obama said, “If I had a son, he’d look like Trayvon,” ESPN spokesman Josh Krulewitz affirmed that the network would be enforcing its social-media policy against getting involved in politics: “We completely understand the strong feelings involved. Our decision is in keeping with our long-standing policy for ESPN content. There are other avenues for our people to represent issues outside of sports beyond ESPN Twitter feeds.”15

But that didn’t last long. Only two days later, Krulewitz executed an abrupt about-face: “It’s a tragic situation that has led to much thoughtful discussion throughout the company. As a result, in this circumstance, we have decided to allow this particular expression of human sympathy.”16

Translation: Almost everybody at ESPN’s headquarters in Bristol, Connecticut, voted for President Obama, and he’s talking about it. Therefore, it’s cool. This change in policy led to several ESPN employees donning hoodies on their avatars as signs of support. As Benjamin Chance of Breitbart.com reported, not all were pleased by ESPN’s reversal:

          The Poynter Institute, the network’s former Ombudsman, made clear its disappointment in ESPN’s flip-flop: “ESPN’s policy that prohibits its commentators, anchors, reporters and analysts from making personal political statements is a good one because it preserves the individual’s ability to do powerful work that others cannot do. Although we applaud the willingness to wrestle with the social media policy—it should be a living, breathing document—we were disheartened to see ESPN make an exception to the strongly rooted journalism value of independence.”17

So was I, because it confirmed that ESPN has no “strongly rooted journalism value of independence.” It flipped its social-media policy two days after Barack Obama spoke. There’s nothing independent about that. And as for journalistic integrity, ESPN has dozens of current and former lawyers on its payroll who could have explained the hopelessness of bringing George Zimmerman to trial on a second-degree murder charge. Those voices were either silent or ignored. The worldwide leader of sports media approached a legal story as a political issue from the start, because that is how they see the world.

So after the Miami Heat’s hoodie photo broke the proverbial ice and made it cool for athletes to embrace political issues and social causes, athletes started diving into whatever fashionable current event would get them generous play in the liberal media for “taking a stand.” The next flashpoint of silly would be in the NFL.

In late November 2014, shortly after a grand jury in Ferguson, Missouri, decided not to indict white police officer Darren Wilson for fatally shooting a black man named Michael Brown, five members of the St. Louis Rams receiving corps—Tavon Austin, Stedman Bailey, Kenny Britt, Chris Givens, and Jared Cook—showed their solidarity with Brown and those protesting the grand jury’s decision by walking out for opening game introductions in the “hands up, don’t shoot” sign of surrender so famously associated with the case.

The gesture was greeted with a mix of cheers and boos inside the stadium, and outside the confines of the ESPN headquarters in Bristol, Connecticut (where the reaction was euphoric), the national reaction was mixed as well. Immediately, questions started circulating about what kind of discipline the NFL and/or the Rams might hand down to the players.

Instead, the NFL decided to issue its own gesture of surrender. In an email response to Yahoo! Sports, NFL vice president of communications Brian McCarthy said, “We respect and understand the concerns of all individuals who have expressed views on this tragic situation.”18

Rams head coach Jeff Fisher doubled down on the proverbial washing of hands by saying that the players “made the choice to exercise their free speech” and would not be disciplined.19

So, in other words, the same league that punishes players for choreographing end-zone celebrations decided to play the free-speech card on a day when five of its players used an NFL broadcast to slam law enforcement and choreograph what amounted to a show of solidarity with the rioters who had taken advantage of the alleged “injustice” of the Ferguson case to loot and burn private property. In fact, that very day, the Rams hosted dozens of Ferguson business owners,20 or, excuse me, former business owners who had seen their property destroyed by the very people with whom the Rams players had aligned themselves. To the Rams players it was all about race. Charles Barkley, however, had it exactly right when he said that the rioters “aren’t real black people”—at least not ones we should admire—but “scumbags.” He also laid into the liberal media for misreporting the story in Ferguson because of their racial obsessions and discussed how he had actually read the grand jury testimony that to his mind rightly exonerated the police officer.21

The sports media and the NFL, however, were not nearly as thoughtful as Barkley. Indeed, the NFL seemed less worried about the victims of the rioters than about incurring the wrath of angry white hipsters and black radicals and the journalists who love them. For them the issue, allegedly, was free speech.

But the NFL has a funny way of dealing with free speech. In fact, it has a downright nasty habit of only respecting and recognizing speech as free when it’s politically convenient for it to do so, and not respecting the speech it does not wish to hear. Such was the case with the Miami Dolphins player Don Jones.22

Soon after Michael Sam was drafted and images of him kissing his boyfriend were beamed into living rooms all over the country, Jones took to Twitter and decided to weigh in. He did so by tweeting the following: “OMG” and “Horrible.”

A man of few words, clearly. Still, that one word (oh, and the acronym) were enough for Don Jones not only to get fined and suspended, but to have to undergo sensitivity training. But why? What about Don Jones’s right to free speech? The Rams players got in front of more than fifty thousand people in the stadium and God knows how many on televisions nationwide to throw gasoline on the still-smoldering flames of racial dysfunction in America, and we were told that all they had done was exercise their right to free speech.

Don Jones tweeted one negative word to 7,500 Twitter followers and was not only fined but sent to get mentally reprogrammed by liberal activists. Why? Because the rioting activists in Ferguson are a protected species to the liberal sports establishment. While those opposed to homosexuality, or at least the visual of two men kissing, are endangered and marked for figurative extinction.

Same thing with Chris Culliver of the San Francisco 49ers. In an interview right before Super Bowl XLVII, Chris Culliver said that gay players wouldn’t be welcome on the team.

As quoted in Yahoo! Sports:

          “I don’t do the gay guys man,” said Culliver, whose Niners play the Baltimore Ravens on Sunday. “I don’t do that. No, we don’t got no gay people on the team, they gotta get up out of here if they do.

               “Can’t be with that sweet stuff. Nah … can’t be … in the locker room man. Nah.”

               When quizzed by Lange whether any homosexual athletes would need to keep their sexuality a secret in football, Culliver responded: “Yeah, come out 10 years later after that.”23

Now, what you don’t get from the article is the context of the interview and the way the shock-jock interviewer completely led Culliver into making these comments. In fact, what was really outrageous was what the shock jock, Artie Lange, said, not what Culliver said:

          LANGE: Give me an under/over on white chicks this week?

          CULLIVER: White chicks?

          LANGE: How many are you going to (expletive)?

          CULLIVER: None.

          LANGE: None?

          CULLIVER: I can’t (expletive) no white chicks before the Super Bowl.

          LANGE: What about gay guys?

          CULLIVER: I don’t do the gay guys, man. I don’t do that.24

Somehow, in the great liberal hierarchy of values, saying that you’re not into gay guys is worse than treating women as disposable sex toys (actually, it appears that liberals are in favor of that). I’m not saying Culliver doesn’t really believe what he said, but when you ask a player how many white women he’s going to sleep with that week and then immediately follow that up by asking him if he’s been propositioned by any gay guys or would like to have sex with some, well, it gives you an idea of what kind of interview this was. It wasn’t like Culliver offered his opinions unsolicited and just started saying inflammatory things.

On the contrary, the whole interview was inflammatory. Lange clearly led Culliver onto the topic and asked the questions in such a way as to get a reaction, which Culliver gave to him, and in a stunning turn that only liberals can do, Lange afterward cast himself as a high and mighty moral judge tut-tutting about how attitudes like Culliver’s were unfortunately widespread in the NFL.

To try to stem the ensuing media storm, the 49ers quickly issued a statement: “The San Francisco 49ers reject the comments that were made, and have addressed the matter with Chris. There is no place for discrimination within our organization at any level. We have and always will proudly support the LGBT community.”

Culliver issued his own apology. “The derogatory comments I made yesterday were a reflection of thoughts in my head, but they are not how I feel. It has taken me seeing them in print to realize that they are hurtful and ugly. Those discriminating feelings are truly not in my heart. Further, I apologize to those who I have hurt and offended, and I pledge to learn and grow from this experience.”

Learning and growing from the experience really meant learning that he wasn’t allowed to give an honest answer to a ridiculous question. Where was his right to free speech? Nowhere. Who in the liberal sports media stood up for his right to free speech? Nobody. Because, again, the only speech that is free in the NFL, and that is approved by the liberal sports media, is that which conforms to the marching orders of the activists who have made that once-proud league afraid of its own shadow.

Not that the NFL is alone in that regard, obviously. When LeBron James and Derrick Rose donned “I Can’t Breathe” T-shirts in pregame warm-ups in December 2014 to show solidarity with the Eric Garner protestors in New York (Garner had died after a police officer put him in an apparent chokehold in an attempt to arrest him; the officer wasn’t indicted), they presented the NBA with the opportunity to prevent its games from turning into the equivalent of a Berkeley campus rally. But again, the league would disappoint. This time it would be NBA commissioner Adam Silver’s turn to whiff. In an official statement, Silver said: “I respect Derrick Rose and all of our players for voicing their personal views on important issues, but my preference would be for players to abide by our on-court attire rules.”25

What a magical tube of weak sauce that is. Silver would have been better off seal-clapping his applause to the players and getting his own “I Can’t Breathe” tee as opposed to issuing a statement that made him look completely feckless. Commissioners don’t talk about their “preferences” when dealing with players who flagrantly flaunt the league’s strict rules about pregame attire. They mete out punishment. Or at least they used to.

This is the same league that fined Jermaine O’Neal $5,000 for wearing his wristband about one inch too high.26 Yet it does nothing when it comes to players breaking rules to make statements on subjects about eleventy billion times more sensitive than where Mr. O’Neal sports his perspiration protection gear.

I wonder if Adam Silver would have waxed poetic about respecting the players for “voicing their personal views” if a bunch of NBA players had shown up to pregames wearing “I Support Traditional Marriage” shirts? Or something really provocative, like a shirt that said, “I Support the Police”? Based on what happened to Chris Culliver and Don Jones, I don’t think that would have ended well.

Nor did things end well between George Zimmerman and Trayvon Martin.

For what it’s worth, I do blame George Zimmerman for Trayvon Martin’s death. Had he stayed in his car and just waited for the cops instead of turning into Paul Blart on ’roids, then Trayvon Martin would likely still be alive today. I don’t know anyone who really disputes that. Perhaps if the grossly incompetent prosecutor had initially charged Zimmerman with manslaughter instead of second-degree murder, felony murder, child endangerment, the stock market collapse, the breakup of the Osmonds, and the Hindenburg disaster, then maybe Zimmerman would have been convicted—a verdict I would have supported.

But none of that happened, because Florida’s legal and political “establishment” was concerned with shielding itself from charges of racism by placating what it took to be popular opinion. The Trayvon Martin case should never have been a sports story, but once it became one, instead of helping to inform an ill-informed public, the sports media saw a racially charged situation—and lit a match.


CHAPTER TWO

THE SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND SPORT

The state of Arizona has given us many awesome things: the Grand Canyon, Hoover Dam, Barry Goldwater, Wyatt Earp cleaning up Tombstone, and the great tradition of getting completely tanked and floating down a river. Beer, rubber dinghies, and rivers punctuated by large underwater boulders—what could possibly go wrong? But in the winter of 2014, the Grand Canyon State gave the sports world a collective hernia when its legislature had the audacity to pass SB 1062.

Known as the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, the bill was written primarily in response to an incident in 2006 in which Christian photographers in neighboring New Mexico declined to photograph a gay commitment ceremony (gay weddings were not yet legal), citing conflict with their religious beliefs. The gay couple quickly found another photographer but sued the Christian photographers for allegedly violating their civil rights. The Human Rights Commission of New Mexico and the state courts ruled against the photographers, who appealed all the way to the Supreme Court, which in April 2014 declined to hear the case.
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