THE MINISTRY OF COACHING
I.  The Joys of Coaching.  I’m a priest and an academic, but I’ve always enjoyed coaching as a kind of alternative form of teaching and ministry.


- When I was in doctoral studies at Oxford, I coached crew for several of the 
undergraduate colleges, so much so that almost every afternoon I was either 
chasing a racing eight up and down the river on a bicycle, shouting at them 
through a megaphone, or sitting in a training boat working on technique.  As I got 
more serious about it, I decided to start reading the available literature, and took 
some coaching courses sponsored by the Amateur Rowing Association of Great 
Britain, until I got my coaching certification.


- The last eight years or so, here at Notre Dame, I have become more and more 
involved in our men’s and women’s boxing programs – I’m the faculty advisor 
and main coach for the women’s club, and one of the assistant coaches (as well as 
a frequent cornerman) for the men, and I work with a lot of beginners privately, as 
a way of keeping in shape and having fun myself. I’ve been boxing myself, on 
and off - mainly as a way of keeping in shape - for 35 years. Here again, I decided 
to make myself more competent, and got myself certified as a coach by USA 
Boxing in 2004.


 - I really love it:  because I’m fascinated by both these sports, so different and yet 
so similar in demanding such a high level of technique, such commitment to 
training, such discipline in competition.  It’s probably also because I’m something 
of a “wannabe”:  I’m not a great athlete naturally, and didn’t play anything at a 
high level in high school or college, yet I love sports as a hobby.  Coaching gets 
me involved in a way I never was as a competitor, and eventually, in both cases, 
has involved me in playing a lot of the sport myself, to teach others.

 - Also, I’ve always thought coaching a sport is really a very special form of 
teaching, and teaching, in theology at least, is always very close to preaching – 
proclaiming a message of transforming faith, in a way that helps people to think 
about the questions faith raises.  Coaching, too, is very close to what I do 
professionally: to work with young people who have never done a physical 
activity before, to try to use words and gestures to teach them the movements and 
coordination involved, to get them into a training routine and motivate them to 
stick with it, to fire them up in a thoughtful and effective way for competition, to 
be with them in the contest itself – all of this, though in a non-academic way, is 
really a dramatic form of what every teacher wants to do.  I’ve learned an 
enormous amount about how to teach well from being a coach.

II. Sport in our Human Culture.  Getting into coaching, when you also care about the human and religious welfare and growth of those you coach, does cause you to think a lot, though, about what all of this means.  Sports are something we do for fun, of course:  but what “fun” really is, and how it’s produced, is very hard to define!
a) A lot has been written about the psychology of sport (including by our own Clark Power!), and the subject is puzzling and fascinating.  We need to exercise, as we know, to keep healthy; but sports are more than exercise.  In many ways, sports reveal to us how we see ourselves, the kind of human beings we desire to be, and they move us – in a stylized, somewhat artificial way, towards that human goal.  There is, I think, a kind of image of the human person enshrined symbolically, iconically, in every sport:  the tennis player, the swimmer, the soccer player all really embody a human ideal, a vision of what a person can be. 

b) All sports, but especially sports with any element of contact in them, are really ritualized aggression:  a way of taking the innate, long-evolved drives to compete with my neighbor for food and space, and turning it from mortal combat into something limited and controllable and ultimately undamaging.  Football, soccer, hockey are forms of battle in the field; boxing and wrestling and the other martial arts are forms of single combat.  But the rules, the equipment, the officials, the time-limits and spatial boundaries, all bring this conflict into a controllable context, with explicit care being taken to prevent personal injury.  A battle becomes a game, a kind of dance; and in the process, the atavistic drives toward domination we all have become focused and sublimated, give us a rush, lead to excitement and enthusiasm but not to serious violence.  At least, that’s true in theory – and it’s what we call “sportsmanship”.
c) The effect of sports:  physical training, exhilaration from exercise;


 - self-confidence, a positive self-image, a commitment to the team;



 - the joy of acquiring what Aristotle and Aquinas would call “virtues” on the 
physical level:  the habitual ability to do a beautiful, difficult and demanding 
thing.  

d)  Coaching:  learning, explaining, encouraging all the moves and strategies a sport 
involves;


 - being a mentor, a patron, a kind of parent – a person who “forms” the young 
person in this particular metaphor of human activity.
III.  Sport and the Christian Life.  Catholic parishes and schools have, since at least the end of the 19th century, promoted sports for young people as an integral part of the life of the community and the personal education of individuals.  We believe it’s good for kids.


- The physical, psychological, developmental, social benefits of sports.


- Images from our tradition:  the CYO basketball team, with a Hail Mary before 
the game begins; our own Bengal Bouts, a benefit for the Missions in Bangla 
Desh;


 - Catholic school programs feature sports as a way of learning respect for others, 
the importance of rules and self-control, comradeship and unselfishness; 
discipline and responsibility.  Especially in inner-city settings today, all these 
values are really essential tools in promoting solid human and Christian social 
values.


 - Behind organized sports and the traditional ideal of “sportsmanship,” there is an 
ethic, a vision of the human person, that seems to fit well with our Christian 
ideal of loving our neighbor as ourselves:  fairness, equality, self-respect, the need 
to acknowledge common rules as taking priority over my own ambitions and 
advantage, willingness to accept correction and direction, commitment to 
cooperation and to working for the common good.  The Christian hope is for our 
salvation by God, through Christ, as a community – as a Church, a “city of God.”  
It is the opposite of individualism.  At a very basic level, all sports – especially 
but not exclusively team sports – help foster that awareness of community.
IV.  Ministry in the Church.  The notion of ministry, too, is obviously a central part of Christian life.


 - Ministry means service:  diakonia, in Greek, is a delegated position in a 

community to carry out some work of importance to the whole community, a 



position of responsible, accountable service.


 - In the Christian tradition, our ideal of service takes Jesus as model:  see Mark 
10.44-45:  “Whoever would be first among you must be the servant of all, for the 
Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a 
ransom for many.”  

 - Authority in the Christian community – the ability to make decisions and to 
lead – is traditionally spoken of as “ministry,” service.  The point is that this is not 
simply an exercise of force, and not based on prestige or triumphant self-interest, 
but is a means of giving to others what we have received, for their good and the 
good of the whole community.

 - In the Christian tradition, this is centered on Jesus, as a way of communicating 
the news of his sacrificial death and his resurrection into glory; Paul says, in II 
Cor, “We preach not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your 
servants for Jesus’ sake.”  (II Cor 4.5) Our acting as servants to one another is, in 
fact, one of the main ways we “preach not ourselves, but Jesus as Lord.”  Our 
witness to Christ’s Lordship is not exclusively, not even mainly, a matter of 
ideas and words, but of how we live, what we live for.

 - Catholics tend to talk about formation, rather than just “education” or even 
catechesis.  What we hope is that our words and actions, especially in dealing 
with young people, have a deeper and more holistic effect on them than simply 
giving them ideas and terminology. We see the ministry of communicating faith, 
of teaching people to follow Jesus, as a gradual, long-term process that involves 
their minds, their prayer, their way of seeing the world and themselves, their 
values and priorities in life.


  - So coaching sports, in the context of a Christian community, is a kind of 
ministry:  we do it for nothing, as a gift, as a way of helping our young people do 
what they want to do and become the people they want to be.  And it becomes a 
ministry to the degree that we see it as part of Christian formation:  helping 
them, by words and by the way we live and act and coach, to understand life and 
human activities from a Christ-centered perspective, and to live that way 
themselves.  As such, it is not the kind of thing that they will pick up immediately 
(any more than they will learn a sport immediately well enough to play it well!), 
but something that they will take on little by little.  Sometimes the witness we 
give to Christ as Lord will be a seed that will only grow to fruition in them much 
later in life, as they get enough experience to reflect on the people who worked 
with them when they were young.  We have to model it, to live it out for them.
V.  Problems in our Sports Culture.  In some ways, to see what ought to be distinctive about coaching sports as a Christian ministry we need to reflect a bit about what seem to be problems with the role of sports in our contemporary culture, and potential dangers for the person who gets involved in coaching.

1) Problems with sports:  exaggerated professionalism, fed by the mass media;



players are heroes, who earn fantastic salaries; young people idolize them;



playing at the junior level, even at the age of 8 or 9, comes to be modeled 
on the way the pros play, and to reflect the motivation and the vision of success or 
failure the pros have.  It’s no longer “just for fun.”  The casual element, the 

pickup game, is fast disappearing.  The element of play seems to be vanishing.  
And our media are making us more and more aware of the physical and 
psychological problems this can cause for young people.


playing at the junior or college level is increasingly seen, at least by 
implication, as preparing potential scholarship athletes and professionals.

     The result:  nothing but professional-level skills and success are taken seriously, by 
many players, coaches and parents.  All that matters is winning:  getting that big 
“W” in your statistics.  People say things like, “Winning isn’t everything, but 
losing is nothing.”  

     Sport then begins to lose its civilizing role, to become sheer aggression once again.

2)  Problems for coaches:  becoming driven mini-professionals, who communicate only 


our drivenness;

living out our own adolescent disappointments.

VI.  The Coach as a Minister of Formation.  

1) Don’t do it if you need to win.  Be able to lose some games, to coach a steadily losing team, and still feel what you’re doing is worth while as service.

2) Have fun with the game; realize it is a game and not life itself.  
3) Be there, humanly, for your athletes:  always ready to respond to a whole variety of their needs, whether it’s advice on how to play or train, or support in some emotional or relational problem.  Be aware of their physical and emotional limits, and respect them.

4) Encourage a Christian attitude and Christian priorities in them:  respect for teammates and opponents, fairness and graciousness in playing by the rules, discipline and commitment to training, a sense of proportion, a desire to fit sports into life and not vice versa.  Help them to develop Christian virtues:  humility, generosity, honesty, sacrifice of oneself.  And in the context of this broader sense of what makes a good person, communicate a deep desire to compete, a deep confidence in themselves, a tenaciousness that refuses to give up or to lapse into self-reproach or self-pity.  Help them to want to win as a noble human achievement - but not to annihilate the enemy.
5)  Model Christian practices for your players:  try to grow in the same virtues; pray with them; let Mass be a regular part of their schedule if possible.  Remind them not to be taken in by the self-promoting and unforgiving spirit so often evident in modern sports culture.
6) Love your players, and model that love for them in the way you live.
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