SUPER SEND-OFF IN FOXBOROUGH
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Thousands rallied at snowy Gillette Stadium yesterday as the Patriots left for their Super Bowl dusl with the
Glants, Tom Brady sald upon arrival in Arizona that ankle trouble will not keep him from playing Sunday. D1

A Patriot answers two callings

With charitable foundation, Watson nﬁf'r'-. a spiritual exam plr
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So much of football relates to Christian life — sacrifice, commitment, discipline,’ said Watson. ‘I know God has a plan for
me. I don't know what it is. After football? Who knows? My grandmother and my father always said

Twould end up as a missionary. Well, I feel lile I am one now.’
BenaMix WatsoX, Patriots tight end

T Watson answers two caHingS
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team that will try to cap its perfect
season with a victory over the New
York Giants in Super Bow] XLII
Sunday in Glendale, Ariz.

Watson's career is approaching
its zenith, vet as he has established
himself as a respected member of
the Patriots, he simultaneously
has answered the call of his faith.
Last week, while his teammates
enjoved a three-day hiatus from
football, Watson formally kicked
off his “One More” Foundation,
created to promote educational
and enrichment opportunities
through charitable programs.

“50 much of football relates to
Christian life — sacrifice, commit-
ment, discipline,” said Watson. =1
know God has a plan for me. I
don't know what it is. After foot-
ball? Who knows? My grandmoth-
er and my father always said |
would end up as a missionary.
Well, I feel like T am one now™

Inquisitive mind

The genesis of that calling
came when he was a child in Rock
Hill, 5.C, as he engaged in bedtime
talks with his mother, Diana,
about her beliefs,

“He'd ask me spiritual ques-
tions he wouldn't ask when the
light was on,” Diana Watson said.
“Questions about Jesus, about
sins, about heaven. He was very
inquisitive. He was looking for an-
aWers”

Because his dad was a pastor,
Watson and his five siblings spent
each summer tagging along to
Christian camps. Benjamin found
himself transfixed by the words of
his father, whom he admired fer-
vently. Once, after the family re-
turned from a retreat with the Fel-
lowship of Christian Athletes
(FCA), Benjamin's friends came
OVer to toss a football. Instead,
they were given a sermon by a sol-
emn T-year-old intent on spread-

ing the word of God.

curt, stening to Benjamin talk,”
Een Watzon said. “He was telling
them how important it was to give
your life to the Lord. 1 was like,
'W{I'W..' H

Faith needs time to grow and
develop, Benjamin was not a per-
fect child. He was too competitive,
a sore loser, something that initial-
Iy concerned Ken Watson, a for-
mer football player at the Univer-
sity of Manvand.

=1 got this oversized toddy bear
at a flea market,” KEen Watson said.
“I brought it home, and every
night before bed, Benjamin would
box with it. Every night, I'd let him
Win.

"0 this one night I didn't let
Een win. | roughed him up pretty
good with that teddy bear. Then |
told him it was time for bed, The
light was ouwt and it was an hour
later, and he was still screaming
for me to bring that teddy bear
back in there 5o he could beat
him.”

Watson recalls a habit of using
bad language, which was quickly
truncated by his mother sticking a
bar of Ivory soap in his mouth, He
teased his zister, Jessica, two vears
behind him, for what she wore,
what she said, even berating her
for the size of her head.

Whea the Warson shildren
dressed for church, greating
friesds with impeccable manners,
Jeasica groaned as her oldest
Brother smilled sweotlhy, pooking
members of the congregation on
the check.

“1 thought he was & Jdemon,”
Jeasicn Witsomn anbl.

As Wiatson grew older and ex-
celled in foothall, his father re-

minded hifm o prolse God o the
midst of s failures el well e hiks
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“1 told him his love for God
shaould be the sume wihen bie was
dropping the ball as when he was
entohing n touchdown,” Ken Wak-
EC TR

Faith i= not something to turnm
amn and off like s faucet, althousgh
sy athletes have been oriiclaed
for doing just that. The reason
BOITIE & have an averdion Do
athletes whao publicly praise
Christ, Ken Wiatsaon said, is that oo-
cndbonally the athletes come off as
inconsistent, cven hypocriticnl.
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weith Gexd, they alao want b o
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o e explained, =1 you are podnt-
ing yvour finger to the sky nnd
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Benjamin Watson proved he was coverworthy as a youngster,
Ken and Diana (above right), instilled strong Christian valu
(below left). In 2000, Benjamin (far right) attended the

praising the Lord after you score a
touchdown, then you get off the
field and you're a bum, well, who
is godng o believe in you "

College an awakening

When Benjamin accepted a
scholarship to Duke to play foot-
ball, his mother worried his values
wiuld be skewed by the adulation
so readily thrust upon sports he-
roes, Watson found college to be
an awakening.

There were templations eveny-
where: co-ed dorms, late nights,
wild parties. Hardly any of his
friends went to church. Even few-
er talked abowt Gosd.

“You grow up a certain way,
and you make decisions within
yvour family,” Watson said. “But
then vou go to college and the de-
cisions become harder, You are
away from home, from the influ-
ence of vour parents, dealing with
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peer pressure. There’s a kot of stuff
that goes on in college.”

He immersed himself in his
feothall expericnce, but the Duke
team was horrible, The team
struggled to a 3-8 mark in 1999,
his freshman season, and the los-
g wore on him.

“I kind of dreaded going to
those pames, to tell vou the truth,”
hiis sister Jessica said. “The players
were always so down.”

Watson transferred to Geongia,
where the temptations were the
same, even greater, but he took his
fathers advice and learned to an-
ticipate troulde long before it cor-
nérid him. He became involved in
FCA and discovered kindred spir-
its.

He earned second-team all
Southeastern Conference honors
a% a genbor and was selected by the
Patriots in the first round of the
2004 ciraft.

Trying rookie season

Expectations were high for the
chiseled tight end, but in the sec-
ond game of his rookie scason,
Watson injured his knee and was
placed on injured reserve. The Pa-
iriots cruised to a 14-2 record
without him and beat Philadel-
phia in Super Bow] XXXTX,

“It was so0 hard,” Watson said,
“First of all, you know how it is
with our team. No one could
kneow. It was almost two vears be-
fore the media realized 1 had suf-
fered a torn ACL, T felt T had to
keep it to myself,

“Somehow you ended up fiesel-
ing like it's your fault, like vou are
holding on to this bad secret, like
vou are letting people down.”

He tried to interact with the
team, but injured players are apart
from the hub of activity, By neces-
gity, the team must focus on who
can help it on the field.
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qnsi.'ng (as a Patriot) with cousin Jemel Ridgenal. Watson's parents
es in their children. Benjamin lined up far right for team Watson :
ground breaking of the church where his father serves as pastor,
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FUTURE SITE OF

ROCK HILL

“The train moves on,” said Wat-
som. “On days like that, when you
are feeling secluded from every-
one ¢lse, you have to remember
that who you ane as a football play-
er does not measure your worth as
a person. What matters is who you
are in Chirist.”

One of the more striking cus-
toms in sports is when opposing
NFL players, who, moments
earlier were trving to annihilate
one another, join hands in the cen-
ter of the field to share a prayer
when the game ends.

*It's a time for us to acknowl-
cdge there is mone to life than foot-
ball, that all the glory should go to
God, not Benjamin Watson, or
anyone else,” Watson said, "“We
thank God for the opportunity to
let us play in the NFL, we thank
him for our physical gifts, and we
pray for the safety of the traveling
team.

“Now, everyone in that huddie
isn't necessarily Christian, just as
everyone outside that huddle is
not necessarily a heathen. We're
all human. We all make mistakes.”

Watson does not preach to his
Patriots teammages like he did
when he spread his message to his
neighborhood pals.

He hopes his actions speak for
him. Watson is the FCA spokesper-
son and donates his time to food
banks, the Salvation Army, Toys
for Tots, and Habitat for Human-
ity. He said his foundation will
help multiple charities, not just
Christian ones.

He still relishes a trip he took
with his father to Jamaica last
April on a mission.

Platform for view

His mother wonders if Watson
will become a pastor when he re-
tires from the NFL.

“He has a platform now™ said
Diana Watson, “if he chooses to
use it

Ken Watson has heard his son
speak many times, The most im-
pressive, he said, was last summer
when Benjamin addressed 800
football players at Northwestern,
his old high school in Bock Hill,

He talked about his long rookie
season, watching the Patriots win
it all without any contribution
from him,

“He told them how he didn't
feel a part of the team, until one
day Tom Brady walked up to him
and said, ‘Ben, we're going to win
you a Super Bowl ring " said Ken
Watson. “The night of the game,
Benjamin stood on the sideline
and was part of the team. Did he

do anything to help them win? No,
bart he was part of something big-
ger than individual glory, just as
God =

Benjamin Watson is healthy for
this Super Bowl. He proved it by
leveling a number of San Diego
E_cﬁﬂ:ﬁs with some bone-crunch-

“I'm watching the final min-
utes of that game, and I'm saying,
‘Lord, please don't let this kid get
hurt, ” Ken Watson said. “He de-
serves this chance. He's come a
long way from the closet.”

Watson feels blessed to have
found his wife, Kirsten, who will
be heavily involved in the “One
More” Foundation, He is grateful
for his parents, who guided him
along his Christian path.

Even Jessica has come around
to believing the “demon” is a man
to be admired. She is an elemens
tary school teacher in Myrtle
Beach, 5.C., and her students quiz
her about her famous football sib-
ling.

“The other day one of them
asked me, *Who is vour favorite
player? ” Jessica said. “T thought
about it for a minuwbe, and 1 said,
You know what? [ guess it would
have to be my brother” "

Jackie MacMullan can be reached
et rerniin e globe, com.
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