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It takes some unique skills to be a great coach. Often it is thought that being a 

great athlete in the sport is a key factor, but that is simply not the case. Just look at the 

coaching performances of Wayne Gretzky and Isiah Thomas. To prove the point that 

athletic prowess is not necessary to be a successful coach in that sport, we should look 

no further than Dubby Holt.  

Dubby Holt began coaching Idaho State University’s track team in the 1940s, 

and they won multiple championships over the years. That isn’t too surprising since 

he had qualified for the U.S. Olympic track team in 1936, but he couldn’t compete 

due to an injury. What is surprising is how ISU tagged Dubby to be the coach of 

different sports during his career at the school. Dubby led the ISU Bengals boxing 

team to two national championships, and he even was the U.S. Olympic team’s 

boxing coach in 1956. Yet Dubby never was a boxer. Most impressive, however, is 

when Dubby Holt coached the ISU Bengals’ swimming team to a 9-win 1-loss season 

record and conference championship win. It’s impressive because Coach Holt had 

never learned how to swim. 

So, clearly, there is something to being a coach that involves more than 

personal accomplishments in that sport. Perhaps quality coaching falls more in line 

with an ability to inspire, to motivate, to set an aspirational vision, and finally to 

follow through with that vision. 
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When Jesus speaks in today’s gospel lesson, it is likely that all of us became a 

bit anguished. You know, adjusting our bodies a little, perhaps to distract us from the 

discomfort we feel upon hearing his words. Jesus wants us to feel that way, because he 

is trying to set the aspirational vision for his mission. He’s doing what coaches do 

when they attempt to get their athletes’ heads in the game. Yet, instead of a sport, this 

is about our role in the Kingdom of God here on earth. It is about getting us focused 

on the task at hand so that we can be productive participants in God’s reign on earth. 

This concept of reading Jesus’ monologue as a locker room speech is quietly 

given away in the opening sentence of the lesson. It says that large crowds were 

“traveling with” Jesus. It could have -- but doesn’t -- say that the large crowds were 

“following” Jesus. You see, “following” Jesus is the language used in the gospels to 

describe what disciples do. Following Jesus means being invested in his ministry. 

“Traveling with” Jesus, as used at the start of today’s lesson, implies merely going 

along for the ride. So Jesus turns around to face the crowd, and he assertively tells 

them, “Get your head in the game! Do you think you this journey with me 

won’t take some sacrifice? Do you think that it comes at no cost? Do you 

think that when you become the hands of my work, that people won’t 

judge you or ridicule you, possibly even those who are closest to you? Do 

you think that doing the work of God’s reign is not going to involve 

questioning your other loyalties; loyalties to your time, to your social 

standing, to the way you earn and spend your money? Do you think that 

following me is going to guarantee your safety in this world, or secure you 

a comfortable life? To follow me is to take up a cross and carry it.” It is not 

a stretch to imagine a portion of the crowd falling away and returning home.  
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And I feel for Jesus. Certainly he loves these people, and he wants to have 

them close to him. But imagine him as a coach faced with two options. First, he could 

coach at the level of the lowest common denominator, meaning that he is not going 

to challenge them to improve their game during the season; they are going to have 

some fun, but nothing productive will be accomplished. In the end they’ll all get their 

participation trophies. Or, second, he can be serious with everyone about the 

demands of the season. How it will take their commitment, their focus, and their drive 

to accomplish their mission together as a team. With this type of coaching, they might 

actually get something done.  

When scripture talks about “the kingdom of God,” too often when we hear 

that phrase and we think about a location, like heaven. You get your participation 

trophy once you’re there, and in the meantime you just go along for the ride. In 

biblical Greek, the phrase “kingdom of God” implies action being done on God’s 

part, not a mere location. That’s why I choose to call it “the reign of God,” because 

God is actively reigning and doing something for the sake of the mission. That 

mission is about the here and now, and it’s best defined by Jesus’ opening monologue 

in Luke’s gospel: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim 

release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 

oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  

The reign of God is about the here and now and what is to come. It is about 

justice for the poor and freedom for the oppressed. The reign of God requires a team 

to be focused and committed to the mission. It’s God’s work, our hands.  
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To be a follower of Jesus -- not just a traveler with Jesus, but a follower of him 

-- is a challenge. It’s a challenge, especially when we think of how even the greatest of 

disciples fall away from it. Peter, for example, was a follower who even left his home 

to be a disciple of Jesus, but even he still fell away. I strive to faithfully follow Jesus, 

but when I’m honest with myself, I admit that I fall away every… single… day. The 

good news, though, is that it is neither about our accomplishments nor how often we 

fall away. The good news is that Jesus is the only one who is able to follow through… 

all the way to the cross. 

That is the good news; that by Christ’s faithfulness we are made right with God 

-- justified -- entirely as a gift of God’s grace. When you hear that proclamation, be 

cautious not to jump into an understanding of grace that is the equivalent of 

“traveling with” Jesus instead of “following” Jesus. The grace of God is not 

dependent upon us, but the nature of any gift is an inherent understanding of 

reciprocity. “Traveling with” Jesus thinks that with this gift-exchange of God’s grace 

there is nothing is expected of the recipients of the grace. This understanding sees the 

gift of grace as completely cut off from any sense of subsequent action or reciprocity 

on our part. It’s like that future day when I will give my daughters their first baseball 

bat. It’s a gift, unconditionally and freely given. The understood reciprocity is that our 

relationship will grow closer, and perhaps they would ask me to teach them how to hit 

a baseball with this bat. A false-understanding of this gift-exchange is if my daughters 

were to think that the giving of the bat is completely cut off from any reciprocity 

whatsoever. So they use to bat to break some windows or pummel each other with it. 

“Hey… the bat was unconditionally given,” they might say.  
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The point is that “traveling with” Jesus instead of “following” Jesus often treats 

God’s grace as permission to get away with anything. Okay... perhaps not to get away 

with anything; we’re more likely to treat God’s grace as permission to get away with 

nothing. Like receiving the baseball bat and before saying thanks they immediately 

take it to a corner of the garage to collect dust. This way of thinking has results: we 

have a greater disconnect from others, from this planet, and from God. It means we 

don’t have to be as concerned about the here and now and the consequences of our 

actions, because no matter what I’m guaranteed to receive my personal participation 

trophy at the end of the season.  This “traveling with” Jesus views grace very selfishly. 

The truth of God’s grace is different. “Following” Jesus reveals a grace that 

opens our eyes to the interconnected relationships already present between us, others, 

this world, and God. When we see grace through the lens of “following” Jesus instead 

of “traveling with” Jesus, we see that the reign of God is taking place here and now, 

through our hands.  

So when you hear Jesus’ words in the gospel lesson today, hear them as a 

coach’s blunt and truthful pep talk to become “followers” of him, not mere “travelers 

with” him. God is on a mission to bring liberating grace to this world here and now. It 

is good news for the poor, for the oppressed, for us all. To be on this team means to 

be focused on the mission, and that comes at a great expense to us. The good news is 

that our coach is faithful to us, and this coach has already fully entered into the great 

expense of the mission. 

I was on a running team when I lived in Columbia, and a few years ago I ran a 

marathon in that city with a handful of other members of my team. I had done pretty 

well for most of the race, but the final miles of the race had rolling hill after rolling 
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hill. These destroyed my legs, and with a couple miles to go I began to walk. Then I 

looked up and saw my team’s coach running toward me. Coach Justin met up with 

me, turned around and placed himself right in front of me, and then he said, “Come 

on. I got you.” He proceeded to pace me up each remaining hill. Mind you, he had 

just finished the marathon himself. Over the course of that mile or two, Coach Justin 

shared some words of motivation to keep me focused. I don’t recall what they were, 

because -- to be honest -- I wanted to muzzle him with one of my sweaty socks. I just 

wanted to fall away and walk to the finish line alone. Before I could act upon that 

impulse, the coach got me to a point where I could see the finish line in the distance, 

and suddenly my pace quickened and I wanted to take off toward that line. Coach 

Justin said, “You’ve got this,” and then he turned around and ran to the next 

teammate behind me to pull them through those final hills.  

That is how I understand Jesus’ words today. We don’t really want to hear 

these words; there are times we’d rather just fall away to walk the course and get our 

participation trophy at the end. But we need to hear these words from Jesus. This is 

Jesus’ blunt pep talk to get us focused on what we are supposed to accomplish. God’s 

liberating grace for this world is a daunting endeavor that comes at great expense to 

us. We are on this team together seeking to be the hands of God’s work. It’s tough! It 

requires all that we have. Following Jesus comes at a great expense! But our coach 

faithfully joins us in the race. Even when we misstep or fall away, he comes to us and 

picks us up again so that we don’t just walk to that finish line. Our coach says, 

“Come, follow me.” And as painful as it might be for us, our team vigorously runs 

behind him in order to accomplish our God-given mission.  

Thanks be to God. Amen. 
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