
Praise for One Team, One Spirit:  
Inspiration for the Christian Coach

Dr. Jim Pingel has gone off for a triple-double in this great work: One   
Team, One Spirit! Faithfulness. Authenticity. Practicality. It is truly 

authentic! I arrived on the campus of Concordia University Wisconsin 
at the same time as Jim. As a student serving as Sports Information 
Director, I saw his determination and faithfulness firsthand. As a parent 
of a student who was educated in a school administrated by him, I saw 
him live this out authentically. As a pastor and coach who led teams 
that played against Jim’s son, I love the practicality of this book. I wish I 
would have had it in my library back then! What I love most about it is 
that it debunks the great myth of “ball is life.” Dr. Pingel makes it clear 
that life is only in Jesus Christ! 

The format of this devotional book is tremendous! A coach can’t give 
away what he or she doesn’t have. For the devotions to be first for the 
coach, then for the players, captures the beauty of what it means to be 
Christian and coach at the same time. The Christian receives and then 
gives glory to God by serving others. A coach who uses this book as a 
model will show this clearly! Coach receives and then gives. The Lord is 
praised, and the players are blessed! Thanks to Jim for this great work! 
And to God be the glory! In Christ is the victory!

Rev. Dr. Nathan Meador
Senior Pastor and former basketball coach,

St. John Lutheran Church and School, Plymouth, WI
Assistant Coordinator for Stewardship, LCMS Office of National Mission

This book is an excellent resource for coaches who want to reach 
athletes beyond the x’s and o’s. Jim presents a game plan for coach-

es to use with their teams and with their own spiritual preparation for 
coaching. Having a plan for the spiritual growth of our athletes is critical 
to having an eternal impact. I would recommend this book for coaches 
of all levels.

Micah Parker, PhD
Director of Athletics, California Baptist University
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Coach Jim Pingel provides an excellent resource and reminder for all 
coaches who desire to use the platform of athletics for the purpose 

of more than wins. This is a must for a first-year coach and I believe 
could become an annual part of veteran coaches’ preparation and re-
flection to best serve their teams. While professing to not being much of 
a shooter or defender, with compliments including “you reverse the ball 
well” and “you are the best of the top 5 worst players I have coached,” 
Pingel hits a 3 at the buzzer for the win with his book.

Chris Hahn
Headmaster, Prince of Peace Christian School

Little League and Middle School coach

Sports provide innumerable teachable moments. In One Team, One 
Spirit, Jim Pingel has created an inspiring resource for Christian 

coaches, athletes, and leaders. The book meshes faith and sports to 
provide a valuable tool for coaches, regardless of where they are in their 
personal faith walks. Dr. Pingel incorporates lively stories from his years 
as athlete, coach, administrator, father, and fan into forty-five devotions 
organized around the annual sports calendar. An easy, user-friendly read 
in bite-size pieces. Enjoy it yourself and give it to your coaches!

Dr. David Hahn 
Executive Director, Association of Lutheran Secondary Schools 

Head of School Emeritus, Long Island Lutheran Schools

Dr. Pingel’s devotional text is the perfect tool for both rookie and estab-
lished coaches who are looking to purposefully integrate the faith 

into their coaching. The unique structure of the text gives coaches the 
opportunity to reflect before presenting devotions to the team, resulting 
in deeper understanding for both coaches and players. Straightforward, 
honest, and rooted firmly in Scripture, Pingel’s devotions meet coaches 
and players where they are at, regardless of sport, season, or record. I 
strongly recommend this book for any Christian athletic program. 

Mrs. Jenna Roeske
Sheboygan Lutheran High School

English Department Chair
Varsity Dance Team Coach
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This will be an excellent resource for coaches who would like to incor-
porate Christian growth for their team into their coaching plans. Jim 

has always looked for ways to help his athletes become stronger in their 
faith in Jesus. He has a knack of seeing spiritual lessons in the daily ups 
and downs every coach and team experience.  

David Lane
Teacher, Coach, and Director of Servant Life at Mayer Lutheran H. S.

36 years at MLHS, 5 at East Monona Community School—Moorhead, IA
Member of the Minnesota Baseball Coaches 

Hall of Fame—Class of 2016

One Team, One Spirit is an outstanding read, useful for coaches of all 
levels. The author’s presentation of a devotional topic is not only ap-

propriate for coaches but also equips a coach with the necessary tools 
to lead a devotion, regardless of a coach’s religious background.  The 
author’s concept of two scoreboards is an especially powerful message 
to coaches, parents, student-athletes, and administrators.  

Shawn Cassidy
Men’s Basketball Coach

Concordia University Wisconsin

The relationship between coaches and their athletes can be life-chang-
ing. Coaches would like to think they impact athletes in a positive 

manner and help train them for a positive earthly life. Jim has written a 
book that will impact coaches and athletes in their earthly life, but more 
important, it provides a guide for eternal life. The lessons go beyond 
what impact they could have on a team; they show how a team can be 
a witness to the world. All coaches can use the examples in this book to 
create that special relationship with their athletes that extends beyond 
the court or field. This book would be a valuable asset to any coach’s 
library. It is exciting to see someone put together a guide to help Chris-
tian coaches fulfill God’s calling. Everyone who has known Jim knows he 
lives his life being a role model to the people around him. Jim has put 
together this book in a way that describes his life. This book is genuine 
and impactful to all Christians.

Pete Gnan
Director of Athletics

Concordia University Chicago
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Each chapter challenges you to think about who you are as a Christian 
coach, player, parent, or fan, and the message that you want to 

portray to everyone associated with your program. I thoroughly enjoyed 
the transition from fall, winter, and spring sports and how each chapter 
included a devotion or prayer focused on faith development. Whether 
you’re a coach, player, parent, or fan, this book helps to reinforce “What 
Did Jesus Do” by providing suggestions aimed towards the spiritual 
development of Christian leaders on and off the court.

Coach Mike Scheele
Head Coach, Girls Varsity Basketball

Sheboygan Lutheran High School

J im Pingel’s One Team, One Spirit: Inspiration for the Christian Coach is 
the ideal book for one who sees coaching as a ministry. He masterfully 

connects sports analogies with the Christian life in clever, precise devo-
tions which will challenge the coach and enlighten the players who use it. 
His background as student, parent, coach, and administrator in Christian 
schools gives him a unique perspective from which to reflect.

Coach Randy Rogers
Head Men’s Basketball Coach
Concordia University Chicago

There have been countless books written about coaching skills and the 
importance of athletics in shaping people’s lives, as well as books 

on Christian faith and living. What Jim Pingel has done is combine them 
into a resource for Christian coaches, especially those looking to make 
Christ the center of their team culture. Through self-deprecating wit and 
a clear mission-driven narrative, Pingel has designed a practical guide to 
bringing faith to the front and center of every practice, game, and team 
event. Particularly useful are the devotions and prayers to be used by 
teams from grade school through college to practice and play to Christ’s 
glory, not our own. I strongly recommend this work to those who are just 
breaking into coaching, or have been doing it for decades. If one truly 
believes team culture supersedes game-day strategy, then this book will 
help you achieve your goals.

Patrick W. Steele, PhD
Associate Professor of History

Assistant Softball Coach, Concordia University Wisconsin
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Competitive sports programs for school-aged student athletes connect 
kids, parents, and coaches in an evocative and dynamic environ-

ment. Often what is evoked, however, seems far removed from the idea 
of fun and physical fitness, much less the ideal of character building, 
and life-lesson forming potential of athletics. In our culture, the elusive 
pursuit of athletic prowess often fuels aspirations of young athletes, their 
moms and dads, and their coaches in unhelpful and unhealthy ways. It 
does not have to be that way.

Perspective matters. For Christians, the Bible informs our perspectives on 
sportsmanship and fair play; discipline and dedication; team-building 
and goal-setting; and using the gifts God gives us to His glory. Jim Pingel 
loves sports. He also loves kids. Above all, he loves Jesus. As a former 
coach, a Christian educator, and a parent of kids who were a part of 
school teams, Dr. Pingel recognizes the value of competitive athletics 
in helping young people grow in mind, body, and spirit. This thoughtful 
devotional, replete with biblical insight and reference, will become an 
indispensable resource for Christian coaches eager to help their teams 
and athletes to enjoy their sport—and their lives—from the winsome 
perspective of faith in Christ.

Dr. Patrick T. Ferry, MDiv
President, Concordia University Wisconsin and

Concordia University Ann Arbor
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Dedicated to my two favorite student-athletes of all time— 
my son, Josh, and my daughter, Josie.  

May you both always keep the crown of life  
God has awarded you.
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FOREWORD

I’ve always been thankful for the wonderful gift God has given 

us in the game of basketball. Whether watching, playing, cheer-

ing, practicing, or coaching, basketball is a game enjoyed by mil-

lions. I have been truly blessed to be able to play hoops, coach it, 

and experience some of the greatest moments in my life because 

of this game.

 When I was just starting my teaching career, I was given the 

opportunity to coach at the middle school level. I immediately fell 

in love with coaching. Spending time with the players, building re-

lationships, learning and growing, teaching and competing, shar-

ing the wins and the losses—everything about it was exciting to 

me. I moved on to the high school level and was an assistant for 

a number of years under Coach Tom Desotell, one of the most 

respected and successful coaches in the history of Wisconsin high 

school basketball. When God gave me the opportunity to be the 

varsity coach at Sheboygan Area Lutheran High School, I was 

able to build a basketball program where Christ was at the cen-

ter. Believe me, I learned more from my experience there than I 

taught and am so thankful for all of the players, assistants, staff, 

and fans who were there with me to support me throughout sev-

enteen seasons.

During this basketball ride, I have had the best assistant coach 

a guy could have in my wife, Carol. She has been the backbone 

of our family and invaluable to my success as a coach. We are 

blessed with three wonderful children, John, Hannah, and Sam, 

all who participated in sports that provided us with lots of memo-

ries. It was an awesome opportunity for me to be John and Sam’s 

coach for all four years of high school, where they both had many 

successes. Topping it off was Sam’s senior year, when we expe-

rienced an incredible comeback to win the Boys Division 5 State 

Tournament Championship in 2012. I didn’t think it could get any 

better than that, but then we were blessed to be a part of the most 

historic seasons of Wisconsin basketball during Sam’s time as a 
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ii

Badger—winning two Big 10 Tournament titles, taking two trips 

to the Final Four, and making it to the championship game against 

Duke. The night our family sat together at the 2015 NBA Draft 

and I heard my son’s name called as he was selected by the Hous-

ton Rockets in the first round was an incredibly proud moment for 

me. Glory to God!

Throughout these experiences, I believe our faith has helped 

us to stay grounded and to keep everything in perspective. God 

says He has a plan for us and for our future, and believing and 

trusting in His plan has helped our family through all the good 

and bad times. I know as a husband, father, coach, and teacher, 

relying on God to have it all under control has helped me each and 

every step of the way. Being able to lean on my faith and family 

has made coaching so much easier and so much more fun!

Jim Pingel was the Executive Director at Sheboygan Area Lu-

theran High during my coaching years and while our kids were 

students there. The school flourished under his guidance and 

leadership, and I was grateful for his support of our basketball 

program. As a coach himself, he was a good sounding board with 

words of wisdom when needed. Because Jim would never toot 

his own horn, I honestly didn’t realize what a successful coach 

he had been until I read this book. To be selected as High School 

Coach of the Year in Minnesota is quite an honor and a huge ac-

complishment! But more important is that he focused on Christ as 

the head of his program. The girls he coached not only improved 

on the court, but they were better Christian leaders because of 

Coach Pingel’s guidance. His leadership, hard work, and dedica-

tion rubbed off on his players. Jim’s trust in his Savior is evident 

in all that he does.

That trust is the key principal of this book, One Team, One 

Spirit: Inspiration for the Christian Coach. What a great idea to 

have a book like this to serve as a devotional guide to assist coach-

es throughout an entire season. Not only is it a great resource for 

sharing the Gospel with the players, it’s also a helpful tool for 

coaches to grow in their faith. While I was reading it, I kept think-
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ing how I wish I had this when I started at Lutheran High. Coming 

from a public school setting, I wasn’t always comfortable leading 

a prayer or reading a devotion because I had never done it before. 

I’m sure I stumbled many times, and this book would have been 

such a big help to me! A great deal of thought, prayer, time, and 

effort was put into this coach’s manual. I recommend it for every 

coach of any sport as a spiritual guide for preparing for meetings, 

practices, and games. The Christian lessons that we can give to 

our players are of utmost importance. These are the lessons that 

will stick with the student athletes for the rest of their lives, and 

that they, in turn, will pass on to future players of this wonderful 

gift of the game.

Job well done, Coach Pingel!

Todd Dekker 
Father and Former Lutheran High School Basketball Coach
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Lessons Learned from a Basketball Life

Behind every mission is a story—in this case, a basketball sto-
ry. Thus, before you absorb and meditate on the devotions in One 
Team, One Spirit: Inspiration for the Christian Coach, I want to 
provide the background, inspiration, and purpose of this work 
and how I hope it will touch you and make a difference in your 
life.

While not an epic tale like Hoosiers, this book has been in the 
making for more than four decades. God has blessed me as a 
player, coach, fan, and father, and He has taught me many life 
lessons through youth sports, particularly through the game of 
basketball. I wish I could tell you that I hit the game-winning 
shot in a state championship game during my high school years 
or that my kids knocked down a buzzer beater at the end of their 
state championship games. Alas, neither happened. I also wish I 
could give an account of how I coached a team to a state cham-
pionship title. While my team once got close, this goal has gone 
unrealized. Instead, my basketball story, like those of so many of 
you reading this work, is both common and unique, singular and 
multi-faceted, pedestrian and life-changing. Through it all, God 
has used the game of basketball to shape my Christian worldview 
and to equip me as His disciple. As Romans 8:28 declares, “And 
we know that for those who love God all things work together for 
good, for those who are called according to His purpose.” Let me 
tell you the ways.

A Family Affair

Like many of you, my basketball life began as a youth basket-
ball player in the local recreation league. The coach happened to 
be my father, a Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod pastor, and I 
have fond memories of those first days of organized basketball. 
Dad knew a little bit about match-up zone defenses— he knew a 
whole lot more about Jesus and Scripture. Nevertheless, we had 
fun. Even with early elementary school teams, Dad was constant-
ly tinkering with junk defenses, defensive matchups, and scout-
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ing opposing third- and fourth-grade teams. Everyone played 2–3 
zone defense in those days, so when Dad introduced the 3–2 zone 
defense, I thought he was as cutting edge as James Naismith and 
the most ingenious rebel since Martin Luther. Someday, I told my-
self, I want to coach like my Dad and not be afraid to deploy dif-
ferent defensive systems and approach the game with new ideas. 
He instilled confidence in me and made the game both fun and 
interesting.

Blessed with great friends at school and in my neighborhood, 
I constantly played two-on-two and three-on-three basketball in 
driveways all across Sun Prairie, Wisconsin. The first team to 
score 100 points won. When one team reached 50, we would take 
a ten-minute halftime break. We had epic wars and clashes on the 
concrete and simply loved playing the game. Those neighborhood 
games truly brought the purest joy, as far as my playing days go, 
in all my years associated with the game of basketball. Competing 
and playing hard, especially with people I enjoyed being around, 
built deep friendships, trust, and a spirit of camaraderie hard to 
explain to others who have never experienced the delight of team-
work.

Even though I was short and unable to dribble or shoot with any 
prowess, I participated (I use the term liberally) on public school 
teams during my middle school years. The only time I got off the 
bench is when I fell off. Nevertheless, I practiced and competed 
hard every day. I quickly learned that the only thing you really 
could control as a player was your hustle and how hard you played 
on defense. 

During my first year of high school, I made the freshman 
team—the freshman C team, more precisely. Sun Prairie High 
School had three freshman teams and the C team was, as you 
might assume by the letter grade, not so talented. I got to play 
some, but not in real games. Instead, I played during halftime of 
the C team games. We called ourselves the “three-minute crew,” 
for the conference had agreed to the let the bottom five players 
on each freshman team play for three minutes (running clock) at 
halftime (with no officials). We huffed and puffed (it was hard to 
stay in shape when you never played) and hacked anyone (remem-
ber there were no officials) who moved in our general vicinity. 

During my individual meeting with the coach at the end of my 
freshman year of basketball, my coach complimented me on my 
hustle, defensive tenacity, and positive attitude. Gracious and gen-
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erous in his praise (if not playing time), he even wrote these flat-
tering words of encouragement down on a little index card, which 
I still possess to this day. I think he really meant every word he 
said to me. Of course, he did not say the program had great and 
grand plans for me in the future. The coach’s kind words aside, I 
got the sugarcoated message: I was not good enough to play high 
school basketball. And, truthfully, I knew I was not good enough. 
Sports have a unique way of humbling and bringing truth and re-
ality to the surface. I attended a large, public high school with 
physically talented, tall, and strong athletes storming the hall-
ways. With little talent, less height and quickness, and no desire 
to sit on the bench anymore, I made a decision to quit basketball. 
I thought my playing days were over.

Early retirement brought some good news: No longer playing 
high school basketball, I had more time to follow college bas-
ketball. I subscribed to three or four basketball periodicals and 
watched and recorded games on television religiously almost ev-
ery night. At one time, I had more than one hundred taped college 
basketball games, and I rewatched parts of these athletic contests 
almost every night. I loved studying the game. I thought, perhaps, 
I would coach someday.

The very first book I ever read from cover to cover was John 
Feinstein’s enthralling and engrossing portrait of Bobby Knight in 
A Season on the Brink. Ironically, for a LCMS preacher’s kid who 
rarely cussed and never ever threw a chair across a basketball 
court, I absolutely revered Bobby Knight for years after read-
ing Feinstein’s book. His dedicated principles and earnest faith in 
his system and program were compelling and resonated with me. 
Great leaders possess strong convictions, a philosophy, a world-
view, a vision, and a strategic plan on how to live and lead. 

Leadership and Coaching Mentors

In the fall of 1988, I set foot on the campus of Concordia Uni-
versity Wisconsin (Concordia College at the time) determined to 
become a high school basketball coach and social studies teacher, 
in that order. During those first few weeks on campus, I got the 
harebrained idea that the best way to learn the drills, offensive 
and defensive sets, motivational tactics, and how to teach the 
game was to learn and play under a college coach and basketball 
system. Thus, without having played organized, competitive bas-
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ketball since my freshman C team half-time experience, I showed 
up on the first day of practice as a short, out-of-shape white guy 
with no handle, no jump shot, no athleticism, and no clue what it 
took to play college basketball. If Notre Dame had its Rudy, Con-
cordia had its Jimmy.

Then I had to guard someone. In those first weeks of practice, 
I recognized my teammates only by their backside. These former 
high school all-state and all-regional players from around the 
country, now Concordia Falcons, blew by me, through me, and 
over me in almost every drill. They were so quick, strong, and 
athletic that I could not even grab and hold their jerseys to keep 
up. Looking back, I cringe at how bad I must have looked. My 
teammates must have thought I was recovering from a severe 
car accident or disease, anything, because no one this short and 
un-athletic would ever think about playing college basketball. I 
could not defend anyone, and that was the best part of my game! I 
could not dribble past anyone! Moreover, I could not get my shot 
off without getting blocked. I could not score, rebound, or even 
pass without turning the ball over the majority of the time. To 
make matters worse, there was one common denominator during 
scrimmages or cutthroat competitions: The team that had Pingel 
always lost. When Coach Wayne Rasmussen announced which col-
or, or team, you were on for practice—everyone quickly looked 
to see what color shirt I received. If I were a blue, no one else 
wanted to be a blue. If your team lost a scrimmage or competition, 
you ran sprints. Let us just say that I helped some of the guys get 
in great physical condition that season. One lesson I learned that 
first fall of college life is that if you want to play college basket-
ball, you probably need to play high school basketball first.

Did I mention that my teammates hated me? 
I can joke about it today, but the icy glares, hollering, isolation, 

and loneliness I endured from my teammates that season hurt and 
cut deep. Even now, as I reflect as a middle-aged adult, I can still 
feel the loneliness, pain, and trauma of that season. Of course, I 
knew “that for those who love God all things work together for 
good” (Romans 8:28). God did indeed use that painful experience 
and laid it on my heart to make a promise to myself: If I ever got 
the opportunity to coach my own team someday, I would make 
sure that every player knew he or she was a child of God who 
could add value to the team experience. We would go out of our 
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way to welcome and befriend every player on the team, no matter 
how talented.

Adding insult to injury that season, Coach Rasmussen—a great 
coach, pastor, and wonderful Christian man who would later offi-
ciate at my wedding—happened to confuse my name with another 
freshman (who would eventually be one of my roommates), Mark 
Poellot. Whenever Poellot made a mistake, Rasmussen would 
scream “Pingel! Pingel!!!! Come on, Pingel! Pingel, what are you 
doing?! Get your head in the game, Pingel!” Conversely, on the 
rare occasion when I actually executed something well in prac-
tice, Rasmussen would shout out, “Nice job, Poellot! That a way to 
stay after it, Poellot!” I made a mental note to myself: when you 
get your own team someday, spend a little extra cash and get the 
players’ names printed on the back of their practice jerseys.

One day during a Christmas break practice, Coach Rasmussen 
brought the team together at midcourt. He asked every player to 
say something positive about another player. My heart rate sud-
denly increased and I wondered: Who is going to get stuck trying 
to say something nice about the walk-on who makes everyone else 
run? Dan Hueller, our gregarious, fun-loving, live-and-let-live se-
nior center, was that man. The normally verbose Hueller strug-
gled with silence for a moment, and then stated very earnestly, 
“Ping does a good job reversing the ball on the perimeter.” Not ex-
actly Hall of Fame induction speech material, but I’m convinced 
his words were the kindest and sweetest ever spoken on the Con-
cordia Mequon campus. I actually had the nerve to thank him for 
his generous words after practice, and he could not have been 
more gracious: “You do a good job, Ping,” he told me, “and you’re 
actually getting better.” 

While I learned a ton about basketball and coaching that sea-
son, Dan Hueller’s complimentary words are what I remember 
and cherish most. God certainly provided another leadership les-
son for me: Never underestimate the power and long-term impact 
of kind words and specific compliments. Remember to raise the 
praise, encourage one another, and build one another up (1 Thes-
salonians 5:11).

Repeated shoulder dislocations, which forced corrective sur-
gery, and new opportunities (I accepted the Sports Information 
Director position at CUW) led me to end my basketball playing 
days at the start of my sophomore year. Coach Rasmussen gra-
ciously allowed me to observe every practice and learn how to 
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teach the game, motivate players, scout, and coach from the 
bench from an insider’s perspective. His influence and impact on 
my life were significant. Later, when I became a basketball coach, 
I made my own adjustments and innovations to be sure, but most 
of what I did in practice and games in the early years of my coach-
ing career originated from Coach Rasmussen.

I do not like to brag, but Rasmussen once told me that out of 
the five worst basketball players he ever coached, I was the best. 
His dry sense of humor was yet another endearing feature of his 
coaching repertoire. 

Immediately after graduating from CUW, I entered graduate 
school at Marquette University to study early American history. 
During my graduate studies, I also had the opportunity to coach 
the boys JV basketball team at Martin Luther High School in 
Greendale, Wisconsin. Craig Mellendorf, who had been a former 
player and assistant coach under Wayne Rasmussen when I at-
tended CUW, was the head coach at Martin Luther. He generously 
asked my roommate at the time, Jim Juergensen, and I to join his 
staff. We were thrilled for the opportunity. Craig was one of the 
most passionate and intense coaches you could ever know.

Under Craig’s leadership and direction, I learned much about 
creating and developing a program blueprint, getting players to 
focus on nutrition, being relentless in the pursuit of goals and ob-
jectives, and perfecting the art of taping ankles! Craig gave me 
my first opportunity to coach my own team, and I am grateful for 
the trust he placed in me.

In the fall of 1994, having completed graduate school, I accept-
ed a call to teach social studies at Mayer Lutheran High School 
and coach the freshman boys’ basketball team. Due to limited 
gym space, the freshman team had to practice two blocks away 
from the high school in a run-down, rickety “community center” 
gym. Even though the floor was slippery and hard, the rims were 
tight and often had no nets, and the close walls had no padding 
behind the baskets, I absolutely loved coaching my team in the 
community center because the isolation inhibited distractions. 
This first real solo coaching experience became my basketball 
incubator. The challenge profoundly motivated me, and I gained 
invaluable experience organizing and running my own practices, 
dealing with parents, and coaching in a very competitive basket-
ball environment all on my own.
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Out of all the coaches I have ever observed, no one was a bet-
ter motivator of his players than Jack Pallas at Mayer Lutheran. 
Jack truly loved “his kids,” and they knew he did. Every Saturday 
morning during the season, Jack was interviewed on a local sports 
radio show (a big deal at the time in Minnesota). On his way to and 
from his interview, Jack would stop by and visit three or four of 
his players’ homes and their families. His gregarious personality 
and enthusiasm, laugh, and sense of humor endeared him to these 
fine folks. He took time to be with them, and they appreciated it. 
Jack received more free breakfasts and lunches than any other 
person I know. Since his players liked, respected, and trusted him, 
he could challenge and push their competitive will. Watching Jack 
spend so much intentional time with these families impressed me 
and left an indelible mark on how I wanted to lead a program.

Another key leadership lesson I learned by observing Jack was 
the importance of confidence. Jack’s players honestly believed 
they were better than they really were. There were many times 
I watched the opposing team warm up and anticipated a loss by 
twenty-five points only to see our team play way above our talent 
level and pull off the upset. Certainly, Jack knew the limitations 
each of his players possessed, but I never heard him say a nega-
tive word to a kid or tell them what they could not do. He made 
his players feel like excellent high school players, and then per-
form like it too. “I’m not going to tell them they really aren’t this 
good,” Jack told me once with a smile after an upset win. Right 
before the start of every varsity game, Jack would give the team 
the same pronouncement and instruction: “Okay, we’re starting 
out in full-court man-to-man defense!” Most of the teams we com-
peted against were quicker and faster than us, but our players did 
not know it. If Coach Pallas said we could play full-court pressure 
defense, our players believed they could do so too. Jack did not 
rely on scouting reports or informing his players of the caliber 
of the opponent. Whoever we played and no matter the talent gap, 
the confident Mayer Lutheran Crusaders were going to get after 
it and give them everything they had.

Head Coaching Faith Applications

In the fall of 2000, I became the head coach of the Mayer Lu-
theran Crusaders girls’ varsity team. And while I did not know 
this at the time, I had begun a five-year tour of duty that would 
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provide some of the most transformative faith and leadership ex-
periences of my life. God truly had grand plans for me.

People frequently ask me, what are the differences in coaching 
girls and boys? For one, girls smell a whole lot nicer than guys, for 
sure. Second, they give you presents and baked goods for Christ-
mas. Boys do not even think about giving their coach a Christmas 
gift. Third, while guys have a tendency to over-shoot, girls have 
a tendency to over-pass. Generally, you have to constantly exhort 
and discipline girls to take the open shot or shoot when they make 
an aggressive drive to the hoop. Finally, I learned to never cut 
kind and/or popular kids from the team since they always boosted 
student attendance at the games!

Over the next five years, the Mayer Lutheran Crusaders 
achieved a winning record and earned two conference champi-
onships. After having players in the system for four years, we 
went 22–3 and were ranked as high as number two in the state (di-
vision four). In my fifth and final season as a varsity head coach, 
we advanced to the Minnesota State Tournament—an appearance 
no Mayer Lutheran girls’ team had achieved for more than three 
decades. To have been a part of those teams remains a cherished 
memory and honor. Hard as we worked for those accomplish-
ments, however, they are not the experiences that mean the most 
to me today.

Time and space do not allow me to share every special memory, 
event, and relationship that remains embedded in my heart and 
mind from those five special years. Indeed, I replay and reflect on 
those special and specific moments almost daily. The best mem-
ories revolve around the relationships I had with the players and 
managers. Jill, Julie, Kelli, Sara, Christie, Erin, Liz, Jenny, Josi, 
Kristin, Karla, Amber, Rachel, Kristin, Jenny, Cally, Thea, Leah, 
Laurie, Melissa, Amie, Trish, Amanda, Amanda, Erica, Heidi (and 
so many more!) are just names to the reader, but to me they re-
main special young ladies who made a significant impact on my 
life. I loved those girls and their families. I stay in touch with 
many of them through social media, but certainly miss seeing or 
talking to them more often. 

Profoundly grateful for the platform God gave me and wanting 
to be a successful and faithful Christian coach, I focused the May-
er Lutheran Crusaders on two scorecards. Yes, we were surely 
going to compete on the secular scoreboard for conference and 
sectional titles, but I also wanted the girls to see that our program 
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would be invested in spiritual growth and relationships—with each 
other and, most important, with our Savior, Jesus Christ. Since Je-
sus had done all the salvation work on the cross and claimed vic-
tory over sin, death, and the power of the devil, we could not lose 
on this spiritual scorecard. He remained our captain, coach, and 
the Christ! Knowing Jesus meant we were winners every day, and 
being a redeemed sinner and winner changes everything.

Early on in my coaching journey, especially since I inherited a 
team that went 8-16 the season before, I learned that kids crave 
feedback, especially positive feedback. So, after each game, I 
typed a few paragraphs for each player on the team, and gave 
them feedback on how they had been practicing and competing 
in games, their progress on skill development, how they could im-
prove, and their overall attitude and leadership in school. In ad-
dition to the basketball feedback, I included motivational quotes 
and Scripture passages—all personalized to the player’s specific 
faith walk. I prayed that the Holy Spirit would fill their spiritual 
cups. The players had to store all these reports in a red binder 
so they could refer back to them frequently. These reports took 
an incredible amount of time to produce. I often stayed up till 
1:00 a.m. after a game to get these done so I could hand them out 
to the girls the next day. Instant, caring, Christian feedback—on 
paper—was one of the things, I hoped, would set me apart as a 
coach. More important, I wanted the girls to know I cared about 
both their player development and faith development. After all, 
Jesus had already made them winners, and they would hear that 
every day in our program.

Over the next five years, we won often (87–38 overall). Our 
basketball program blossomed because the girls committed and 
dedicated themselves to skill improvement and team excellence. 
More important, we grew in our relationships with one another 
and, especially, with our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 

In addition to the championships and wins, God blessed me in 
more important ways. As the Holy Spirit continued to work on my 
heart, I began to see so many faith applications from my basket-
ball coaching experiences. Many of these faith applications will 
appear in the devotions of this book, but a few coaching moments 
and experiences stand out as seminal moments in my own faith 
journey and indelible faith applications for me yet today.

The most difficult loss I ever experienced was in a sectional 
final game against Christ Household of Faith (CHOF). I believe 
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my poor team preparation during the week prior to the game was 
the reason we lost. I did not properly prime my team for a phys-
ical, no-whistles-blown, playoff game of that magnitude. Today I 
still shudder at how easy and laid back I made our practices in 
the days leading up to that big game. Wanting my players to be 
fresh, healthy, and relaxed, I unintentionally sowed the seeds of 
passiveness and lethargy. Knocked in the teeth by the much more 
physical CHOF team from the opening tip, we never recovered. 
Even after a gallant comeback, we lost 45–40 (I still remember the 
score). Our record was 22–2 going into that game, and I truly be-
lieved God had blessed us with state-caliber talent and potential. 
Humbled, humiliated, and hurt, I felt responsible for the loss. I 
would never have a team so underprepared and play so soft again.

Of course, I did not know it at the time, but the following sea-
son would be my final as a varsity head coach and, as God would 
unpack it, the Mayer Lutheran Crusaders would get a rematch 
game in the playoffs against CHOF. During the year, I purchased 
and wore a CHOF T-shirt twice a week to practice. The girls hat-
ed it, which is why I modeled it. While I told them that I did not 
want them to forget the pain and devastation they felt after last 
year’s playoff loss, the truth is I wore it so that I would not for-
get how inadequately I had prepared my team for the playoffs in 
the previous season. During the week before the sectional playoff 
game with CHOF, I swallowed my whistle and had the girls go to 
war in practice. To prepare for CHOF’s stingy matchup zone, for 
example, I made the girls play five-against-seven. I ordered the 
two extra girls in the simulated matchup zone to incessantly and 
relentlessly foul the ball handler and cutters. My starters were al-
most hacked to death in practice leading up to the rematch game. 
I wanted them plenty toughened up. If they got stripped, turned 
the ball over, or complained about a foul, they did pushups or ran 
sprints by decree of a very Caesar-like and, at the moment, unpop-
ular head coach.

Bloodied, beaten, but mentally and physical fortified and pre-
pared, the girls were plenty tired of hearing about CHOF and see-
ing the CHOF T-shirt modeled by their coach. Displaying tenacity, 
toughness, and confidence, we defeated a talented and experi-
enced CHOF team in the rematch playoff game. Without a doubt, 
it was one of the most satisfying moments for the girls and for 
me as a coach. The next day, the girls made me turn in my CHOF 
T-shirt. I’m told it wasn’t pretty what they did with it in the locker 
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room. We eventually won another playoff game and advanced to 
the state tournament, certainly a highlight for any coach or team. 
While we lost to a great opponent in a well-played game at state, 
we held our heads high and were honored to have represented our 
school at the state tournament for the first time in three decades.

The faith applications of that final season were many. To be 
candid, I thought my 22–3 team had more talent and played bet-
ter defense. In my mind, they were the state-caliber team. Alas, 
life did not go according to my plan, but my 21–8 team did reach 
the promised land of hardwood. God had blessed them with great 
leadership skills, determination, and good timing. Today I reflect 
back on those last two seasons and realize that you never know 
when or where God is going to place you to do His bidding. His 
timing is always perfect. You might work hard and think you de-
serve rewards or the fruits of your labor (like I did for that 22–3 
team), but God has other, better plans in mind for you. He certain-
ly did for me.

One final Christian leadership lesson that God placed on my 
heart during my varsity coaching years is the realization that ev-
ery kid you coach is an intentional gift God has placed in your life. 
I know this sounds Pollyannaish and warm and fuzzy, but I truly 
believed God put every student-athlete on my team and under my 
care for a reason.

This realization, among others, led me to make a decision, in 
only my second year of varsity coaching, to play at least ten girls 
in every game—two or three more players than most conventional 
coaches play. The reasons for making this a part of my coaching 
philosophy were many: (1) Because of my own experience, I had 
a heart for kids who did not receive much, or any, playing time. I 
wanted as many players as possible to get into the game and let 
them feel more direct ownership in the team; (2) If players knew 
they would play, I believed they would practice harder, and this 
reality would make our entire team better; (3) Let’s be honest, 
playing more kids kept more parents happy; (4) We could wear 
teams down playing up-tempo pressure defense and keeping ev-
eryone fresh.

In all honesty, playing ten girls a game might have cost me a 
win or two during the regular season, but the sacrifice was worth 
it to me. As much as I wanted to win, I also wanted more stu-
dent-athletes to have a life-changing experience playing and con-
tributing on an elite, high school basketball team. For me, this 
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was one of the best philosophical decisions I ever made, and I 
have no regrets whatsoever. The girls may or may not remember 
how many games we won or if we captured a conference title, but 
I know each of them cherished the short window of opportunity 
they had to contribute to something special.

Playing more players also fit my Christian worldview and long-
term perspective on athletics. Since all of my players were a part 
of the Body of Christ, why not demonstrate this through playing 
time. Not everyone played equal time, of course, but I worked 
hard and diligently to make sure at least ten girls saw game ac-
tion. Moreover, while we tried to win on the secular scorecard, 
executing well on the faith scorecard—through team prayers, 
devotions, Bible studies, reflections on God’s Word, witnessing 
the faith, and so on—remained the other crucial objective. Our 
program pursued both championships and meaningful relation-
ships—with one another and with Christ.

In the spring of 2000, the Minnesota State High School Associ-
ation recognized me as the Section IV, Class A, Girls Coach of the 
Year, the last year I ever officially coached a high school basket-
ball team. I share this fact not to brag, but to tell you the award 
means little to me today—the plaque is buried somewhere in my 
basement for my kids to throw out someday after I pass away. 
One thing I do cherish, however, is the memory of our JV boys’ 
coach commending me for the award in front of the faculty and 
staff at Mayer Lutheran High School. A basketball junkie and ex-
cellent coach himself, his earnest words of praise remain a warm 
memory, even today. This was yet another reminder of how public 
praise and affirmation remain powerful forces for any leader or 
coach to embrace and employ.

New Players and Team Members to Coach

One of the most difficult moments in my young life was re-
signing as head basketball coach. At an early summer meeting, 
I sobbed in front of my players as I told them I had accepted the 
Call to serve as Executive Director of their school. Leaving the 
head coaching position, with a team loaded with state experience 
and so much talent returning, was truly a gut-wrenching decision. 
Nonetheless, God had asked me to coach a new team, and I felt 
duty-bound to lead the faculty and staff of Mayer Lutheran High 
School.
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For the next fifteen years—five at Mayer Lutheran High School 
and ten at Sheboygan Lutheran High School in Wisconsin—I 
served as one of God’s coaches, an Executive Director, at two out-
standing schools alongside wonderful colleagues in Christ. Along 
the way, I also had the opportunity to coach my son, Joshua, and 
his grade school and youth basketball teams, and watch and work 
out with my daughter, who enjoyed playing the game of basketball 
too.

Coaching helped prepare me for administration and leadership. 
As a coach, you cast a vision, create a plan, work the plan, interact 
with and motivate people, resolve conflicts, prioritize, listen, pay 
attention to detail, follow through, keep your promises, prepare, 
work hard, show resilience after hardship, and realize that you 
cannot please everyone all of the time.

Most important, as a Christian administrator, you joyfully 
embrace the spiritual responsibilities and Christian leadership 
opportunities God provides. You keep the main thing the main 
thing, and encourage your faculty and staff to do the same. You 
constantly look for and make faith applications with almost all 
school experiences, and you encourage your team to do the same 
in their classroom and other co-curriculars. You pursue success 
not only on the secular, academic, and social scorecards, which 
exist in schools and communities to be sure, but also on mission 
fruition and the faith scorecard. Inspired by the Holy Spirit and 
as a disciple of Christ, you coach your entire school community—
administrators, teachers, support staff, parents, students, donors, 
volunteers, and community members. It takes a Christian coach 
and Christian team to influence a village.

Competent Christian coaches in all sports, however, are diffi-
cult to find, especially for the smaller Christian schools and or-
ganizations that lack the personnel and resources. In my experi-
ence, I often found coaches who were either competent but not 
familiar or comfortable with the Christian faith or who were won-
derful men or women of God but not skilled or capable of excel-
lent coaching. Unfortunately, Christian school administrators are 
often forced to hire and choose between competency and mission 
fit. So, at long last, this is where this book comes into focus.
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Why I Wrote This Book

The truth is that there are not a lot of deep, substantive Chris-
tian devotional books for youth coaches. I know this because I 
have looked for years, wanting to give a Christian devotional book 
to the coaches we hired at our Lutheran high schools. Moreover, 
I found most general sporting devotional books to be trite and 
shallow. Perhaps they had one Bible verse and two simple, short 
paragraphs of general exposition. I wanted to write a devotional 
that nurtured and stretched the reader on both the secular side 
of athletics and the faith side of life. This is why you will note 
several Bible passages listed for each devotion: in order to inten-
tionally teach something both on the secular side of sports as well 
as biblical truths and faith applications. One Team, One Spirit: In-
spiration for the Christian Coach is for the following:

• Seasoned and mature Christians who love coaching youth 
sports and want to grow in their faith.

• Christians who coach but are not always sure how to share 
their faith or who feel less confident in sharing or teaching 
the faith with their student-athletes.

• Coaches who may or may not have a strong Christian 
background or familiarity but who love sports and desire to 
grow in their own faith.

• Administrators and athletic directors who hire competent 
coaches but do not have resources to share to encourage 
these coaches in their spiritual development or faith walk.

• Parents, athletes, and fans who simply love sports and their 
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

• Those who love youth sports and Christian life applications 
that can be made from athletics.

As many adults coach multiple sports, or even simply enjoy 
each sport season throughout a typical school year, this book is 
broken up into three seasons—fall, winter, and spring. Within 
each season, you will find fifteen devotions. Each devotion is made 
up of three sections: the main message for the sports enthusiast 
or coach, “A Devotion from the Coach to the Athletes,” and “A 
Prayer for the Athletes.” The first section speaks directly to the 
coach or reader, for his or her own personal and spiritual growth.
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Included are several Bible verses to meditate upon, and each verse 
directly relates to the content of the devotion. Since faith comes 
by hearing the Word of God (Romans 10:17), plenty of Scripture is 
embedded throughout this book. The second section, “A Devotion 
from the Coach to the Athletes,” provides a user-friendly devotion 
that a leader, coach, or parent could read to his or her athletes 
in a team devotional setting. Perhaps you feel confident enough 
in your faith to read this section ahead of time and then talk ex-
temporaneously to your team with your own talking points. That’s 
great! On the other hand, perhaps you would feel more comfort-
able reading the devotion out loud as written, adding anything you 
feel moved to add or that might be pertinent to the devotional 
material. Then this is the devotional book for you too! The third 
section, “A Prayer for the Players,” offers a prayer you can use, 
if you are unsure or uncomfortable leading one on your own, as it 
relates to the topic or devotion. Thorough, substantive, and filled 
with delightful anecdotes and coaching scenarios to stir a sports 
junkie, this book was designed and written for coaches and fans, 
particularly of upper elementary, middle school, high school, and 
even the collegiate level.

Writing One Team, One Spirit was a labor of love. In fact, the 
production of much of this work took place during my son’s senior 
year and my daughter’s freshman year of athletics at Sheboygan 
Lutheran High School. Almost every night, after watching one of 
their games or competitions, I came home with a new idea and 
faith application. God is still using athletics to shape me as his 
instrument and disciple. How about you?

My prayer is that you may grow closer to Jesus, find inspira-
tion in God’s Word, and take the faith applications and Christian 
leadership challenges in these devotions to heart. Time is winding 
down, and your student-athletes are looking to you for leadership. 
They need a coach, a Christian coach, to lead the way, so take a 
time-out to be in God’s Word, where He speaks truth and life to 
you. Draw up a plan. You can’t lose because Jesus has already 
won. Well done, good and faithful coach.
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Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the 
strength of His might. Put on the whole 
armor of God, that you may be able to 
stand against the schemes of the devil. 
For we do not wrestle against flesh and 
blood, but against the rulers, against the 
authorities, against the cosmic powers over 
this present darkness, against the spiritual 
forces of evil in the heavenly places. 
Therefore take up the whole armor of God, 
that you may be able to withstand in the 

evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. Stand therefore, having 
fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of 
righteousness, and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness 
given by the gospel of peace. In all circumstances take up the shield 
of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil 
one; and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which 
is the word of God, praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer 
and supplication. To that end, keep alert with all perseverance, making 
supplication for all the saints. (Ephesians 6:10–18)

FOR THE COACH
Many players love to be on a team because of the apparel, 

shoes, and uniforms. Cool-looking practice gear, finely designed 
warmups, specialty team T-shirts with catchy logos and inspira-
tional quotes, new color-coordinated shoes, sporty backpacks and 
duffel bags, and trendy headbands and sweatpants are often part 
of the privilege and luxury bestowed to each player on a team. 
Certainly, team apparel and shoes often require a considerable 
financial outlay for parents—something coaches need to be cogni-
zant of when determining needs versus wants. To be sure, players 
need shoes, practice jerseys, and uniforms to exist and function 
as a team. In addition, they provide a measure of status. Wearing 
a school’s colors and uniform is a great honor and privilege.

Most important, practice gear, uniforms, warmups, and shoes 
help foster a team identity. This is why so many coaches want to 
see their athletes practicing in club team or school colors—unity 
and identity are almost always at the forefront of such thinking. 
Practice jerseys and uniforms make a statement. What you put on 
and wear says a lot about you as an individual, team, and program.

Practice Gear,  
Shoes, and  
Uniforms— 
Oh My!cph.org
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The Bible tells us that Christians are to put on “the whole ar-
mor of God” in their cosmic duel with sin and Satan. Disciples of 
Christ wear the “belt of truth” and “breastplate of righteousness.” 
Their shoes make way to share the “gospel of peace.” When Satan 
attacks and attempts to pull us away from our Lord, God calls His 
followers to “take up the shield of faith,” put on the “helmet of 
salvation,” and live by “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word 
of God” (Ephesians 6:10–18). Now that is a uniform!

Sadly, too many people today want to look good without actual-
ly putting in the work to be good. Even the best-looking uniforms 
do not help your team win one point, score one goal or touchdown, 
or take one second off your athletes’ times. Looking good is fine, 
but being good is a whole different matter! Even more important, 
we know that as Christians we soil and stain our daily uniforms 
with hypocrisy, sin, and selfish behavior.

The good news is that God, through Jesus’ death and resurrec-
tion, has given you and your players a new uniform and life-sav-
ing spiritual apparel. Your identity and theirs comes from Christ. 
Though our sins were like scarlet, they are now, because of Jesus, 
white as snow (Isaiah 1:18). (This does not mean your uniforms 
have to be white by the way.)

So dress up your athletes in the full armor of God. Make sure 
their shoes take them to church to receive God’s grace. Give them 
devotions and warmups embroidered and pressed with God’s 
Word. Encourage them to live a life that reveals their identity in 
Christ as well as a life that witnesses and shares the Good News 
with others. Help your players not only look good but, by God’s 
grace, be good in Christ.

A DEVOTION FROM THE COACH TO THE ATHLETES

Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD: though your sins are 
like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow. (Isaiah 1:18)

One of the neat things about playing on an athletic team is 
all of the cool athletic gear you get to wear. Whether it is new 
shoes, wristbands or headbands, team T-shirts, backpacks, prac-
tice shorts, warmups, or whatever—it is fun to wear and bear our 
school colors and team name. I hope you know what an honor and 
privilege it is to wear our uniform and colors on game days. There 
are millions of boys and girls around the world who will never ex-
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perience the thrill of wearing any kind of game-day attire. When 
you don our practice gear or put on our uniform, we show people 
that we are a team—that is our identity. We represent and stand 
for something special, so make sure you take care and keep that 
uniform pure and clean!

As Christians, we understand that our sins put us in a uniform 
of filthy rags (Isaiah 64:6 NIV). Jesus, however, purchased new 
spiritual uniforms for us with His own life. He cleaned our filthy 
life uniform and washed away our unrighteousness. He gave us 
a brand new righteous life, a clean heart—a spiritually bleached 
uniform. He made our sins, which were like scarlet, turn white as 
snow (Isaiah 1:18). And God gave us some really cool and crucial 
spiritual gear too—“the belt of truth . . . the breastplate of righ-
teousness . . . shoes for your feet . . . the shield of faith . . . the 
helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word 
of God” (Ephesians 6:10–18). I hope those shoes get you to church 
every week so you can hear the Word of God and remember that 
your sins are forgiven. This full armor of God is an exceptional 
and miraculous spiritual uniform, and it will protect you from sin, 
death, and the power of the devil. You cannot find or purchase the 
full armor of God online or at some specialty store. You have done 
nothing to receive it and can do nothing on your own to get it. You 
and I have received this undeserved uniform of grace, this armor 
of God, because God loves you and wants you on His team both 
now and for all of eternity.

I pray that you wear this special uniform—the full armor of 
God—and wear it well not just this season, but every season for 
the rest of your life.

A PRAYER FOR THE ATHLETES
Dear heavenly Father,

Our identity comes from You. We are redeemed saints—Your sons and 
daughters—thanks be to Jesus. He washed away our filthy rags of sin 
on the cross of Calvary. We give thanks that our sins, which were like 
scarlet, are now white as snow. Empowered by Your grace and the Holy 
Spirit, inspire and strengthen us to wear the full armor of God as our 
daily uniform and give testimony of Your love.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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