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Rising senior Jabari Parker has already graced the cover of Sports Illustrated, 
yet, by all accounts, he remains grounded as a player and as a person.
Now, he just wants to spend a summer as a somewhat normal teenager.

By Kevin Sloan

A humble superstar

Summer Camps

CHARLOTTESVILLE, Va. – When 
Jabari Parker finished dinner one night a 
couple of weeks ago in Kalnuas, Lithuania, 
he noticed that some of his teammates left 
some plates on their tables in the dining 
hall. Top-ranked players don’t normally 
clean up after their teammates. Yet USA 
Basketball Under-17 national coach Don 
Showalter watched as Parker gathered up 
all of his dinnerware and all those left by 
his team, put them on a tray and took them 
to the tray depository. 

“I watched him for a few minutes,” 
Showalter said. “He was picking up plates 
and trash off the table that some of the guys 
left and put it all away.”

That’s not something Showalter would 
have necessarily expected from a top-
ranked player, let alone any 17-year-old 
player. But Parker is different. He is pro-
jected as the top recruit coming from this 
year’s group of high-school seniors and 
is arguably the best high-school player in 
the United States. He has gold medals, tro-
phies, and all sorts of expectations upon his 
shoulders. But his life encompasses many 
aspects, not just basketball.

So while the table cleaning may have 
been unexpected, his coach wasn’t sur-
prised at all.

“That’s just the kind of kid he is,” he 
explained. “His mom and dad have done a 
great job raising him. He’s very appreciative of everything 
he has on the court and off. This is a kid who just wants to 
be a good person who can help people out.”

Parker has recently been anointed as the next coming 
of LeBron James. He has size, bulk, can handle the ball and 
can shoot from just about anywhere. He has been profiled 
with a cover story in Sports Illustrated this spring and has 
been the talk of the recruiting scene for some time. And 
he’s just about to enter his senior season in high school.

But as the nation wants to know more about Parker, 
it’s becoming more and more difficult. The attention he 
receives is trying for a 17-year-old. He has been asked 
questions and been the subject of newspaper and maga-
zine articles for several years. He has been in the national 

spotlight but is beginning to realize he just wants to be a 
normal teenager, although according to Showalter, Parker 
is a normal teenager who just happens to be a very good 
basketball player.

“Jabari is a real good friend,” adds Simeon Career 
Academy teammate Jaylon Tate. “He’s a great player and 
everybody knows that. But being around him, he’s a regu-
lar guy. We’re together all the time. 

“Even off the court, we hang out together. Our whole 
team – we’re not just teammates. We’ve grown up togeth-
er. He’s just one of the guys.”

While just being one of the guys, his on-the-court re-
sume is incredibly good for a 17-year-old. He has returned 
from the aforementioned tournament run in Lithuania, 

where the U.S. won the gold medal in the 
U-17 world championship with a 7-0 re-
cord. Parker averaged 12.6 points, shoot-
ing 59 percent and 50 percent from 3-point 
range. A year ago, he led the U-16 national 
team to a gold medal in the FIBA Americas 
U-16 championship, earning tournament 
MVP honors in the process. As a result, 
Parker was awarded the USA Basketball 
male athlete of the year. The previous re-
cipient of that award was NBA star Kevin 
Durant. In previous years, he won the na-
tional freshman of the year award and Ga-
torade player of the year awards.

“I don’t think he thinks about the atten-
tion he gets,” Showalter said. “He doesn’t 
really think about getting the player of the 
year for USA Basketball or the top player 
awards that he’s won. They’re not that big a 
deal to him. He has more important things 
he likes to think about. His parents helped 
him to become very well grounded.”

His father Sonny played six years in 
the NBA. His mother Lola made it clear 
that her children would understand mod-
esty, humility, and an unassuming nature. 
So with all of the accolades her son has re-
ceived over the past couple of years, Parker 
has accepted each with a shy smile. Still, 
Parker has become more and more well 
known and found himself pulled in many 
directions by the expectations of the pub-

lic. Yet he remains humble and modest.
When Sports Illustrated published the cover story on 

Parker in May 2012, the cover caption compared him to a 
young version of James, who recently led the Miami Heat 
to the NBA championship. The magazine termed him “The 
Best Since LeBron.”

“It was good,” he told reporters in a group interview 
at the NBA Player’s Association Top 100 Camp. “You get 
to represent the person I am, my family, my school and my 
religion. It was the best thing to happen to me.”

When questioned about the story’s title, Parker 
shrugged off any comparisons to James.

“That’s a little bit too extreme for me,” he went on, 
“seeing LeBron and how he handled high school and how 

Jabari Parker led the United States’ U-17 team to a gold medal in Lithuania.
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he was the No. 1 pick. I think that’s a little too much. I’m 
thankful (for the comparison) but I wouldn’t consider my-
self the best since LeBron.”

Parker’s life is well documented recently. Not only 
did he appear on the cover of SI, but he was featured in 
an interview with Katie Couric on ABC’s Good Morning 
America. He has been the subject of numerous articles both 
in print and online in recent months.

For that reason, Parker’s parents limited communica-
tion between all outsiders (media, coaches, etc.) for the 
time being. Word is that they wanted the 17-year-old to 
have a normal lifestyle despite his possible future stardom.

What we have learned is that Parker defines himself 
not as a basketball player, but more as a devout member 
of his church and as a good person. The SI 
cover also mentioned his faith being more 
important than any NBA stardom. This is 
what makes Parker unique amongst today’s 
high school basketball stars.

He was brought up as a member of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter 
Day Saints, or more commonly known as 
the Mormon Church, a name derived from 
the Book of Mormon, which is scripture 
written by prophets living in the ancient 
Americas.

According to the mormon.org website, 
the church has 14 million members world-
wide, six million in America. And accord-
ing to pewforum.org, 3 percent of Ameri-
can church members are African American.

With the church based in Salt Lake 
City, an African American in Chicago isn’t 
the stereotypical member of the church. He 
likely will someday be the first African-
American Mormon drafted into the NBA. 
But first, he’s faced with an upcoming 
church-based decision.

When Mormon males are 19, they are 
encouraged by the church to participate in 
a two-year mission far away from home, 
advocating and educating others unfamil-
iar with the Latter-Day Saints, the phi-
losophies and merits of the church. It’s not 
mandatory, but it is encouraged.

Parker’s basketball future could be 
negatively impacted with his mission time-
line soon. If he plays one year of college 
basketball, he would become draft eligible 
just after his freshman year – when he is 
19. And players who go on missions some-
times go two years without even touching 
a basketball.

Parker has not indicated whether he 
will undertake a mission. His mother told 
Couric that he is definitely thinking about it 
and she just told him to “be a good person.”

“I want to go,” Parker told Sports Illustrated. “But I 
have doubts. The NBA is the biggest dream of basketball 
players, and I’m no different.”

Jeff Benedict, the Sports Illustrated writer, told an 
Inside Sports Illustrated podcast that Parker will make a 
good decision whichever route he takes.

“Both parents have enormous amount of trust in their 
son,” he also told host Rick Deitsch. “They trust him to 
make the decision, and it is his decision to make. There 
isn’t a wrong decision. There are two good options. If he 
decides to take two years off and go on the mission, I don’t 
think that’s a bad thing for him. If he decides not to go on 
the mission and go directly into the NBA, that’s not a bad 
decision either.” 

“There is pressure to go,” Benedict also told Couric on 
GMA, “because there’s an expectation to do mission work. 

He feels that, so there’s a bit of a pull.”
For Parker, he will have to decide if his basketball fu-

ture should start when he’s 19 as opposed to 21. In any 
case, he will have huge expectations placed upon him. As 
one of the best high-school players in the nation, he is the 
No. 1 prospect in the class of 2013 by Clark Francis’ Hoop-
Scoop, ESPNU, Rivals.com and Scout.com.

So much of Parker’s life has been documented and is 
becoming folklore within the Chicago basketball circles. 
He was the first freshman to play and start on the varsity 
hoops team at Simeon. Even Derrick Rose had to spend a 
year on the junior varsity. The late, great Ben Wilson also 
did not play on the Simeon varsity. He periodically serves 
as water boy during the JV games after his varsity contests 

are over. He has led his team to three straight state cham-
pionships. He has led two straight USA national teams 
to age-group world championships. He’s in the National 
Honor Society with a 3.7 grade point average. And he’s 
got college coaches all over the country trying to convince 
him to come to their schools. He has “narrowed” his list 
of potential schools to these 10: Brigham Young, DePaul, 
Duke, Florida, Georgetown, Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan 
State, North Carolina and Stanford.

Yet he remains one of the most humble kids Showalter 
has ever coached.

“He’s, without a doubt, the kind of kid who is very 
humble,” said the coach immediately following a 36-point 
victory over France in the tournament in Lithuania. “He 
really doesn’t like all of the attention that he gets. He tries 
to turn it towards his teammates a lot of the time.

“I’ve known him pretty well over the last two seasons. 
I’ve developed a lot of respect for him as both a player 
but even more as a person. The thing I keep coming back 
to is what a well-rounded individual he is. I think he gets 
embarrassed by all of the attention he gets.”

Parker and his U-17 teammates had an opportunity to 
visit with and play with children in a Lithuanian orphanage 
in early July. After spending the afternoon shooting hoops 
and interacting with the orphans, Showalter noticed the ef-
fect it had on Parker.

“A kid like Jabari,” said Showalter, “he’s the type of 
kid who in 10 years I can see him doing something for 
an orphanage because of his experience with these chil-
dren. The effect on Jabari and the team made us realize 

we have so much ability and these children 
have nothing. I see him remembering this 
in some way later on.”

Showalter and Tate agree that Parker 
also makes his teammates better. So many 
times, he is double- or triple-teamed, it 
opens things up for the others. With a 
senior-laden team at Simeon this season, 
Parker has plenty of able teammates who 
can help carry the team. Two of them – Tate 
and Kendrick Nunn – have each achieved 
some sort of national success this summer. 
Tate was also invited to the Top 100 Camp 
for the top high school players in the coun-
try. Nunn also won a gold medal with the 
U17 national team in July.

“Jabari’s become more of a playmaker 
lately,” Tate said. “He was used to being 
the one scoring, but now he gets lots of at-
tention. So he’s gotten good at finding the 
rest of us now. He’s a smart player and he 
knows exactly where we’re all going to be. 
As the point guard, I’m always looking to 
create for him. If they’re keying on him, 
that opens things up for me or Kendrick or 
Kendall (Pollard).

“But he knows that if he gets us the 
ball, the defense is going to have to pay 
more attention to us. And that’s going to 
open things up even more for him.”

But he’s now got time to be a 17-year-
old. He recently returned from Lithuania 
with a gold medal around his neck with 
the rest of the summer to relax and prepare 
for his senior season. (Sonny Parker said 
Jabari probably should not have played on 
his injured heel and announced that Jabari 
would not continue to play on the AAU cir-
cuit this summer.) It gives him time to rest 
his foot, which caused Showalter to hold 
him out of three games as a precaution. 
It gives him time to reconnect with Tate, 
Nunn, Pollard, and the rest of his Simeon 

teammates. It also gives him time to narrow down his list 
of schools, which he’s indicated he’ll decide by the end of 
the summer. And it gives him time to be a kid.

It also gives him time to decompress from all of the 
attention he’s received this summer. Although Showalter 
thinks he’s handling it very well.

“He was very comfortable with all of the attention 
that came from the Sports Illustrated cover story,” said the 
coach. “He’s very comfortable with the player-of-the-year 
stuff. He just doesn’t talk about it as much as a lot of other 
people do. When he’s got some time off, he’s in his room 
playing video games or listening to music on his iPod. He’s 
really just a normal teenaged kid who happens to be a re-
ally good basketball player. I think he said it best in Sports 
Illustrated, when he said that basketball doesn’t define 
him; it’s just something that he plays.”

Jabari Parker is a normal teenager who has graced the cover of Sports Illustrated.


