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The drive for safety

They sit mentally focused.  Drivers prepare to launch into action in the battle for first place.  Pitted against every opponent, each fraction of a second counts.  Cars sit shimmering in the heat of their idling engines.  All drivers fix on the lights of the starting grid.  Five lights come on in succession.  The lights go out and they’re off!

The air is tense with excitement, fuelled by that nostalgic screeching of high revving engines. Nimbly, drivers negotiate the melee and take front positions, whipping up speed, getting vital heat into the tyres.

A swarm of racing cars stream around the track, oscillating as they strive for mastery. Writhing into the corners, they claw for traction, slithering out of them and piling on the power. Every sense alert, every fibre tense; the car has become an extension of their body, responding to skilful touch. The steering wheel is a computer on a column with every button at their fingertips.

If a driver makes it to Formula One he has reached the summit. Formula One is the apex of all motor-racing; just a small number of seats are available for drivers to fill. Over the years the sport has developed from its primitive and dangerous beginnings. A high level of safety has been achieved. Its global following is surpassed only by World Cup football and the Olympics.

In the beginning, Formula One was a reckless skill practised by many who felt themselves immune from death. A general ambivalence to safety was the order of the day. “Safety was for drivers who weren’t made of the right stuff.”

The power and glory of those golden years had a dark edge. Human tragedy marked every turn. Comparison is often drawn between Battle of Britain pilots and these drivers - the expectation was that some of them would not be coming back. In pursuit of sport the value of human life had been overtaken, drivers becoming as “interchangeable as light bulbs.”
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The death of Jim Clark was a milestone in this mayhem. Clark was legendary; he seemed invincible. During a practice lap in April 1968 he crashed into trees at 160 mph. Chris Amon exclaimed in horror: “If it could happen to Jimmy what chance do the rest of us have!” A spiral of death continued for a few months. In May 1968 it was Mike Spence; Ludovico Scarfiotti followed in June. Then in July Jo Schlessor was killed. “Jo died in flames, after his car had run up a high bank, overturned and exploded.” This was a dark hour; all these men were first rate – and dead.
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Sir Jackie Stewart made a remarkable contribution to motor-racing; he took the world championship three times. When it came to making a dangerous sport safer, Stewart led the way. “People were dying …how could I just do nothing?” His pedigree as a racer was gigantic, but he became the butt of jokes and criticism. An uncompromising stance on safety even generated death threats.  Another driver, Innes Ireland, mocked Jackie with chicken noises while flapping his elbows. Jackie was no coward. Jackie was facing facts. “Imagine an eleven year window…when you lose 57- repeat 57 friends…watching them die in horrific circumstances…I didn’t have to imagine.” It was real.
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                                                                                                                                                The 29th of July 1973 brought one of the most distressing spectacles. Rodger Williamson was competing in the Dutch Grand Prix; in the eighth lap disaster struck. He crashed at 130mph, the car turned over, sliding along in an unfolding sheet of flame, scattering debris as it went. David Purley stopped his car and ran, almost demented, after his friend; unaided, he attempted to turn over the car; sadly the safety facilities failed him. The poor man died needlessly, crying for help while the race continued! That same year a rising star died - Jackie Stewart’s “apprentice” Francois Cevert was virtually cut in half. Cevert had said he wanted one more year and the world championship then he would leave it all behind. Stewart was heart broken. Recalling those days he said “What we have in F1 motor racing today is Heaven. What we had in the late 1960s and the early 1970s was Hell.”

The analogy is alarming! Now we are going to shift up a gear. Put your back into your seat and get focused: This is the drive of your life. We are in a greater race; all of us are speeding onward to Eternity. Every second counts and we must be prepared; life has unexpected dangers, disaster could lie just round the corner. The Bible says we “know not what shall be on the morrow. For what is your life? It is even a vapour that appeareth for a little time and then vanisheth away” (James 4:14). God told a very successful man: “This night thy soul shall be required of thee: then whose shall those things be, that thou hast provided?” (Luke 12:20).

When Jackie Stewart took up his campaign for safety he was disdained. People did not understand the danger; they thought he would ruin the spirit of Formula One. They did not know the compassion that moved him to resist needless deaths; he knew there was a better way. Some people scorn the intrusion of the Gospel; they are sure it will ruin their lives and make them unhappy - wrong! The Lord Jesus said: “I came not to destroy men’s lives, but to save them” (Luke 9:56). Formula One changed dramatically because of safety; it gained a massive global following and became more pleasurable. God’s salvation in this respect is similar – Christ, who provided salvation by His death on the cross, said: “I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly” (John 10:10). 

Niki Lauda said concerning the early years: “You just crossed your fingers and hoped.” Such an attitude was of no benefit, yet men survived; in eternal things such ideas are suicide. “If ye believe not …ye shall die in your sins” (John 8:21).  It is our personal responsibility to get salvation. Salvation means to be saved in this life from the inevitable, eternal consequences of our sins. The Saviour said: “Strive to enter in” (Luke 13:24). Like the drivers, let nothing or no one stand in your way.  To ignore God’s salvation is like disregarding safety; it will end in disaster.  The Bible says concerning those that reject God’s message that they “shall slide in due time: for the day of their calamity is at hand” (Deuteronomy 32:35).  Make salvation number one priority. “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness” (Matthew 6:33).

The death of Gilles Villeneuve was tragic. Accelerating over a blind hill, rubber to the metal, he encountered a slower car as he negotiated the corner.  In the words of an expert, Villeneuve was “left with no-where to go but eternity.” It’s personal and more than a little uncomfortable, but are you brave enough to face the question: “Where would I be if it were me?” Maybe you’re mad enough to try to swerve round it! The question of your soul’s salvation is unpopular - but remember you are risking everything. “What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? Or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Mark 8:36,37).

The most significant death was the death of Aryton Senna at Imola in 1994.  In Niki Lauda’s words: “God took his hand away.” Senna was the greatest man ever in Formula One and his death was catastrophic.  Another driver, Ratzenberger, had died the previous day but he had nothing like the standing of Aryton Senna.  From 1982 to 1994 no driver had been killed and now two were gone and among them the greatest.  Senna’s death brought big 

changes to Formula One safety; as a result no driver has died since.  His death reminds us of a more momentous death with far greater results – the death of Christ.  “Christ died for our sins ... he was buried…he rose again the third day according to the scriptures” (1st Corinthians 15:3, 4).While all must die, the death of Christ has the potential to set me free from sin’s final consequences. Christ’s death can make me safe for eternity. 

Racing reached a stage when one death was too many; no cost was too high to ensure safety. Similarly the Saviour’s death is to prevent us from losing our souls.  God is “longsuffering …not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance” (2nd Peter 3:9). God’s provision is sufficient for all “God our saviour… will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth” (1st Timothy 2:3, 4). Christ paid the ultimate price, He could give no more. “He gave Himself a ransom for all” (1stTimothy 2:6). The salvation He provided is available for all, but we must personally trust Him if we are to benefit from it. “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life” (John 3:16). Danger in F1 can never be totally excluded - God’s safety plan is unique. God’s promise of safety means what it says. “They shall never perish” (John 10:28). Put it to the test!

Concerning safety Gerard Saillant said: “We will never reach zero risk” (Deputy President FIA). 

“With deepest sympathy to the families of all the drivers who lost their lives”
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