
	  
Total Football/Total Church: A Lesson From Dutch 
Football 
Written By: Tyler Helfers 
15 April 2015 
 
In his book, Brilliant Orange: The Neurotic Genius of Dutch Football, David 
Winner weaves together the historical, political, and cultural factors that 
(depending on who you ask) contributed to the rise of total football in the late 
1960s. 
 
Total football is a tactical system in which any outfield player can take over (or 
cover) the position of any other player in order to maintain the on-field 
organizational structure.  It is a system that depends on highly technical, 
physically fit, adaptable players.  And it is a system that the Dutch not only 
created, but expertly used, to transform their amateurish club football system as 
well as their national team.  Using this system, AFC Ajax would go on to win 
numerous titles, including the European and Intercontinental Cup, and the Dutch 
national team would reach the World Cup Final for the first time in 1974. 
 
Brilliant Orange is a fascinating book, whether you are a fan of football (or as we 
call it here in the States, soccer) or not.  It is an interesting study that goes 
beyond football to the transformation of a nation.  Yet, for all that it recounts–the 
history, the people, the stories–there is a quote from the first chapter that 
continues to strike me.  In a conversation with Hubert Smeets regarding Johan 
Cruyff (footballer and major figure in both Dutch sports and national history), the 
journalist says this: 
 

He [Johan Cruyff] made it clear that to achieve something in sports, you 
have to combine individualism with collectivism…The Dutch are at their 
best when we can combine the system with individual creativity. 

 
As I read this in David Winner’s book, I couldn’t help but see the significance of 
this statement for Christians as a whole, but more specifically, those in college 
and in the younger generation: a call to total church. 
 



We live in a culture in which the self is exalted, in which (rugged) individualism is 
ingrained in the very fabric of our nation.  And the church is not immune to this. 
Contemporary worship songs are proliferated with “I”, “Me”, and “My” and are as 
much about one’s self as they are about the glory, majesty, and work of our God. 
We focus on our “personal relationship with God” and have confined our faith to 
the realm of private expression.  We move from church to church, ministry to 
ministry, based on how it meets our personal needs, and we hide our struggles 
and doubts from those around us in the pews.  Though we may acknowledge 
that we belong to something beyond ourselves, it has no real bearing on our 
everyday lives. 
 
While there is a necessary place for the personal component of our faith, we 
must have a robust corporate, communal, or collective component as well.  What 
brought success to Dutch football was the wedding of the individual to the 
collective. Likewise, as Christians, we must recognize that our individualism 
and personal faith are meant to find completion and flourishing within the 
greater body of Christ, the collective whole of those who have been 
redeemed, the church. 
 
How? 
 
By older generations passing on the doctrines of our faith, as well as examples of 
personal piety, corporate worship, and communal engagement to the new 
generation.  In people from different ethnic backgrounds, age categories, and 
socio-economic classes loving and serving one another; bearing each other’s 
burdens, provoking one another to holy living and good deeds, and bringing joy 
and encouragement to one another through the creative expression of our faith. 
There is a beauty and enrichment that can only come through the corporate body 
of Christ gathering together; singing praises to our God, lifting prayers up as a 
community to our high priest, Jesus Christ, and receiving grace from God 
through the proclamation of the Gospel and the administration of the sacraments.  
 
What does this look like in our everyday life? Perhaps this means asking another 
person in your church to read the Bible with you.  Maybe it is getting involved 
with a service team or small group.  It could mean taking a young believer (not 
necessarily young in age, though) under your wing. Or it may simply be asking 



someone else for help, for prayer, for silent support.  There are many 
possibilities, but in order to accomplish this, one must reorient his or her 
life around others; around the community and not merely oneself.  And this 
can be a tough task. 
 
Yet, what is the result? 
Personal growth.  A thriving community bringing glory to God. And a desire to 
love and serve the wider community.  Joy, peace, and contentment. And 
throughout it all, a powerful, persuasive witness is declared to the watching 
world.   
 
Success came to the Dutch by recognizing the importance of both individualism 
and collectivism.  They achieved great things by bringing individuals into a 
structure that allowed them to use their talents for the collective good.  A similar 
call is being issued to your generation; a call to bring together the individual 
and the collective; to recognize your personal faith and, at the same time, your 
identification with the church; to bring growth and change not only in your own 
life, but also in the wider community. A call to total church.   
 
The question is: Will you answer this call? 
 


