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EEVE ROBERT BRENNER IS NOT YOU
average rabbi. Your average rabbi's
signature is not on his own line of
basketballs, as Brenner's is. And

even if it were, your average rabbi prol

bly couldn’t keep one of those balls spin-
ning on his fingertip, as Brenner can. But

Y

rage rabbi cin spin the ball. He surely
would never do such a thing in frontof the
congregation. Brenner did. About a de-
cade ago Brenner, performing at the pul-
pit of Temple Emanuel in Cherry Hill,
N.J., spun a basketball before a couple
hundred rather amazed temple goers. No,
he’s not your average rabbi.

Basketball has always been a big part of
the 55-year-old Brenner's life. It was the
favorite game of his youth in the Borough
Park section of Brooklyn, and he has con-
tinued to play as an aduli—from pickup
games in Bethesda, Md., where he now
lives, to New York City to Tel Aviv. To
hear Brenner tell it, he isn't your average
baskethall plaver, either. “If you add up
all the points I've scored, rebounds I've
taken, fouls I've committed, shots and
steals,” he says, “T don’t know anybody
who could put up those kinds of numbers,
unless the: played three times a week
for 30 years like I have,”

Having outdone—at least in his own
mind — Abdul-fabbar, Chamberlain and
Russell, Brenner has recently taken after
another basketball legend: James Nai-
smith. Brenner, too, has founded a bas-
ketball game. It's called Bankshot. 1t's &
radically modified version of the sport,
and it allows wheelchair and able-bodied
athletes ta compete against one another
without giving special allowances to ei-
ther group.

Inspired by his young cousin, Janice
Herman, who was confined to a wheel-
chair after an automobile accident, Bren-
ner came up with Bankshot while living in
Israel in 1981, He wanted to develop a
“ponexclusionary’” basketball contest that
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Reeve Brenner has developed a game that allows the able-bodied

and the disabled to compete on a basis of equality ] by ED MILLER

es, including those with dis-
-ould . He decided
not to alter the configuration of either the
ball or the rim, so he began fooling with
the backboard. He experimented with
cardboard models, bending them to cre-
ate challenging shooting angles. Then he
hired a fabric manufacturer to make fi-
berglass versions of the most interesting
backboards. He lowered the rim to cight
feet from the floor, to better accommo-
air athletes, And he ruled
ing and jumping.

The result is a game that is a mix of bas-
ketball, billiards, miniature golf and even
fine art. Bankshot backboards have been
displayed in New York City'’s Museum of
Modern Art and in the
Art Museum in Jerusalem, Tt
ting, inasmuch as Brenner cites modem
inits Picasso, Kandinsky and Morean
as influences on his designs. With their
odd shapes and bright colors, Brenner's
backboards have a surreal, futuristic look,

like hoop saplings sprung
adioactive soil.
As with some modern

ting used to. The format
imilar o that of minia-
ture golf, with 18 stations
plus a tiebreaker hoop,
all set up in an area about
half the size of a tennis
court, The stations have
uniquely shaped back-
boards that require dif-
ferent types of shots. At
each hoop the shooter
lets fly from three differ-
ent circles on the ground.
A complete circuit usual-
Iy takes about 45 minutes.

The shots start off easi-
Iy enough, with a straight-ahead bank
shot off a conventional backboard at the
first station. Varying points, determined
by distance and difficulty, are scored for
cach shot that goes in, and bonus points
are gained by hitting from all three circles
ven station. In the middle rounds
ackboards get trickier. calling for
wraparound shots and double-backboard
ricochet shots. The game becomes in-
creasingly difficult, culminating in the fi-
nal two “very diabolical” stations, where
points are doubled to a maximum of 20
per station. “Get your points early™ is
Brenner’s advice. At the tiebreaker sta-
tion, which Brenner calls the Black Hole,
a player must bank the ball off two rimless
backboards and into a basket a few feet
s enough o make Michael Jordan
You need a good touch, brains
and a feel for physics,” Brenner says.

A perfect score is 200 points. Brenner,
as well as its Naismith, is
the only plaver known to have reached




that plateau, but he is now semiretired.
“The inventor has got 1o make room for
the players,” he explains.

Bankshot is being played at miniature
golf courses and parks in 65 cities across
the United States and in lstael. The
sport’s first national champion, 16-year-
old Mike Anderson of Monticello, Ind.,
won his crown last September by scoring
185 points. His best score ever is 188, and
he's to become the second Bank-
shooter to reach 200, *Our court has been
open for about three years,” says Mike,

A Bankshot court looks like hasketball's
enchanted forest, as perceived by Picasso.

who practices Bankshot at 3 local amuse-
ment center in his hometown, “It%s out-
doors and only open in the summer, so 1
have to get out right after Memorial Day
cach year to get my touch back.”

While Mike is able-bodied, Brenner

ning sports, and there are not 4 sufficient
number of sports where different levels
can play together.” Not yet. If Brenner
has ay, there will be. In addition o
Bankshot, he has thought up 23 other “to-
tal mix” games. A total-mix sport stresses
dexterity and coordination over strength,
speed and jumping ability. For instance,
Target Ball incorporates a soft ball, a
bunch of deflectors and several targets set
up around a course. There's no citius, al-
fines, fortius about it—you simply hit the
targets with the ball.

Total-mix games have their roots in
Brenner’s spiritual creed, which he terms
“polydor,” from poly, meaning many, and
deny, for doctrine. “Mine isn't a view that
says there’s one way of doing something,”
he says. “My feeling is that different ex-
pressions of theology or theory have vi-
* Brenner’s polydoxical ideas are

and others believe a disabled athlete will
win the mationals in & future year, “The
wheelchair athlete can sit right on each
circle, just as someone who can stand up
would,” says Roy Ovesen, who with his
wife, Jin, owns a Bankshot court in Cen-
terville, Ga. The Ovesens’ court, adjacent
to their minigolf layout, s frequented by
several disabled athletes who wheel up
and pay $2.50 to challenge, and often
beat, their able-bodied friends. “There's
no reason at all they can't compete, as
long as they canshoot.”

Brenner sees Bankshot as a “turm in the
world of sports. The world is full of run-

¥ 1 not just through sports, but
from the pulpit at the Bethesda Jewish
ion, one of the more liberal in
shington, D.C., area.

Brenner's life has long been a polysided
pursuit, a total mix. The son of a monu-
grew up competing in all
good athlete. He played

asketball at Brooklyn's Yeshiva Univer-
sity High School, which was located a few
blocks from Ebbets Field. The school’s
gymnasium had a low ceiling, and this fea-
ture obwviously influenced the future in-
ventor of Bankshot, “Re:
1o put shots off the ceiling,
Schrader, a West Orange, N.J.,

who grew up with Brenner. “That could
be where he got the idea for his game."”

Brenner played hoops at Brooklyn Col-
lege and on a team from CCNY's Baruch
School of Business Administration, He
did graduate work in social psychology at
CCNY and then studied 1o become a rab-
bi at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Insti-
tution of Religion in Manhattan.

Between 1964 and "o6, Brenner was an
Army chaplain in West Germany. He
taught Jewish religious thought and phi-
losophy at St. Vincent College and Semi-
nary in Latrobe, Pa., for two years; lived
in Isracl; and served at other congrega-
tions up and down the East Coast, finally

W landing in Maryland in 1986,

He still plays an occasional game of real
basketball, usually at the Jewish Commu-
ity Center in Rockville, Md. “He's ultra-
tenacious,” says Wayne Pines, a Washing-
ton public relations executive and congre-
gation member who often plays with
Brenner. “And without a question, he's
the best shooter on the court.”

Brenner works out of a Bethesda office
that doubles as Bankshot's national head-
quarters and as his counseling center. On
one wall is a caricature of Brenner dunk-
ing a basketball and shouting. “Poly-
dox. . .. Total mix. ... Bankshot....
Blah, blah, blah.” Brenner loves it.

The Bankshot operation involves a
staft of five who market setups for
$20,000—plus shipping, installation and
other costs, which can add another
$20,000 once landscaping is done. Most
Bankshot buyers are minigolf-course
owners or municipal park departments.

Brenner is, as you might expect, always
dreaming up new things in that cramped
office. His latest grand scheme is to open
a “folk sports” theme park, a family-ori-
ented site that would feature all of his to-
tal-mix games. “I0’s the next step beyond
Disney." he says. Those who know Bren-
ner don't doubt that the park will rise one
day. “His approach is very powerful at
s Ovesen. “He has a very sin-
cere belief in what he's doing.”

“People often think of rabbis as stern
and humorless,” says Breaner. “When
they meet me, they're surprised. I'm the
kind of person who breaks down stereo-
types.” And walls. [

ol Milier lives in Noefolk, V., and is.a staff weii-
er for The Virginian-Pilor.




