
 
Ministry to Collegiate Athletes: Lessons Learned 

 
During my time at the UNT BSM, I often recognized that our ministry didn’t reflect our campus the way 
that it should. There were entire campus populations that we were not engaging at all. Honestly, I made 
excuses and neglected making changes because other Christian organizations were trying to reach those 
populations. While we should celebrate ministries and churches who are reaching those that we aren’t, I 
do not believe that means that we get to check out on a part of the the community God has given us. In 
response to that, I started to evaluate which populations were missing so that we could begin praying 
and strategizing ways to better engage the whole campus. 

One of the main student groups that were completely absent within our ministry was the student 
athlete. Statistically, around 95% of college students (in Texas)1 are not actively engaged in a 
relationship with Jesus, and I have learned that number is even higher with student athletes. I had 
prayed for nine years that the Lord would open up opportunities for me to specifically invest in them. 
Graciously, the Lord provided “persons of peace” (a Christian within the community) with the swim 
team and the women’s basketball team, and they were the open doors I needed. Those relationships 
were essential in helping gain access and navigating these new opportunities.  

I realized very quickly that the athletes were very different than the typical students I was used to 
encountering and serving. They had different schedules, unique restrictions, distinctive expectations 
required of them, and they often felt like people just wanted them for their abilities. I soon learned that 
there are some significant reasons that student athletes are disengaged in churches and campus 
ministries, and even more importantly, unfamiliar with the Gospel. In response to that, I had to throw 
out typical ministry models and structures and literally position myself so that I could learn how to best 
serve them. I found the following things to be extremely helpful: 

• Enter into the opportunity with humility and an eagerness to learn: I recognized that even 
though I had been an athlete from the age of five until I went to college, my experience was 
very different than these athletes. I thought I would understand their world because sports 
had always been a part of my life, so I ignorantly thought their experience would be similar to 
mine. I quickly realized just because I had been an athlete, I had no way to actually 
understand their circumstances. 
 

• Go to them: Because of that, I committed to be around athletes as often as I could.  Which 
meant my schedule would look different and that I needed to learn the “rules and rhythms” 
of their lives. They would not come to me on their own, so I would go to them. 
 

• Be Intentional and Present: Be as present as possible. I attended swim meets and basketball 
games to be supportive and to gain their trust. I raised money so that I could travel to be with 
the teams. I showed up early and stayed late.  I met their teammates, friends, worked to 
build relationships with their coaches, and intentionally met their families. I tried my best to 
check in, remember what they shared, and to follow-up often. Their experience is different 
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than the typical college student, so athletes often find it difficult to build friendships with 
other students. These complexities are heightened because of schedules that are distinctively 
different than their peers. Each athlete has practice twice a day, six days a week, home and 
away games, required study hall and tutoring. The noticeably different daily rhythm (athletes 
are up for practice at 6 am and are in bed by 9 pm) hinder their ability to have friendships 
with anyone that is not on their team. 
 

• Meet on their terms / where they are most comfortable: I asked the athletes to meet with 
me in any way that they would. Sometimes, that meant I got to take them to lunch or we 
would meet up on campus. I would ask where they felt most comfortable to meet and that’s 
where we would go. I knew that expecting them to come to me, would lead to further 
distance. Occasionally it meant that we would meet up in groups; I would go to practice or 
hang out in the coaches’ offices so that I could be where they were. Many of the athletes 
didn’t have cars, and are not permitted to ride in cars with non-athletes (because of 
compliance rules), so considering proximity, convenience, and their comfort was essential. 
 

• Look for opportunities to serve and meet needs: Offer to serve them and asked what they 
need. Don’t go into the relationship with an expectation of what “ministry” will look like. It 
took two years before a Bible study began. I didn’t want my experiences and expectations to 
dictate my involvement with them, so I tried to listen as much as I could to find a way that I 
could get involved. The head basketball coach shared that she wanted her players to be great 
people and not just great players. She saw that they were lacking in leadership skills. I was 
familiar with a leadership training program specifically for athletes, so I offered to get trained 
and to cover the cost for the material. The coach allowed me to do weekly leadership training 
with her team and staff.  Through learning about their needs and trying to help fill a gap, I 
was able to get instant credibility with the players and coaching staff. Once they knew I cared 
about them, I earned the opportunity to care for them and invest in them individually. 
Through this, the coach knew she could trust me and started to send her team to meet with 
me one on one when they needed support. Those meetings allowed me to share the Gospel 
with four girls directly, and they were the ones who helped me start a team Bible study. 
 

• Be patient and flexible: Their time is not their own. Student athletes didn’t get to set their 
schedules; it is always done for them. They have no control of schedule changes, they are 
told where to be and when. In response, I had to be flexible and be willing to adjust to 
coordinate with them. They aren’t flaky, just restricted by the offices and coaching staffs that 
are responsible for them. Patience and understanding are essential. 
 

• Do not ask anything of them until trust has been established: I made sure to not ask 
anything of them until I knew them and had established good individual relationships. The 
athletes were skeptical of me and why I wanted to be around them, so it took time and 
personal investment to gain their trust. Now that trust has been established, I am getting to 
study the Bible with basketball players and the coaching staff. It took over a year to get more 
than one or two athletes consistently involved in ministry or Bible study, and now the ones 



 
who are involved are the greatest publicity. They invite other athletes to come and initiate 
opportunities for me to get to know their teammates. 
 

• Opportunity to model building relationships with non-believers: As the BSM student leaders 
observed the ministry that was forming, many of them expressed excitement and interest in 
getting involved. They came with me to games and meets, invited the athletes to spend time 
with them, and faithfully prayed that the Spirit would move. This enforced an important 
lesson on leadership. Those I lead, watch to see how I am living my life and will reflect me. As 
I became more intentional to share the Gospel with the athletes, my staff and student 
leaders began to be more intentional with sharing the Gospel on campus. Our staff and 
leaders were already sharing the Gospel on campus, but the intentionality greatly increased 
when my evangelism efforts increased.   
 

In short, here are the lessons I’ve learned about engaging a population in my community that is not 
involved in our ministry: 

1. Pray for a “person of peace” to help open doors and establish relationships. 
2. There is a reason they aren’t involved in our ministry.  It’s my responsibility to work to find out 

why. 
3. Do not just assume that I understand their lives and situations because of my own personal 

experience. 
4. To minister to them, I had to get myself around them.  Be where they are.  Proximity and 

presence are necessary. 
5. Intentionally building individual relationships provided opportunities to engage the larger 

population. 
6. As I learned about them, I was able to determine ways that I could serve them and how our 

ministry could best engage them with the Gospel. 
7. Patience and willingness to dedicate time to them was essential. 
8. Do not ask anything of them until you know and invest in them well.  Once they were cared for, 

they became my biggest supporters and searched for ways to serve alongside me. 

 


