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Who wants to go jump in a frozen lake? No takers. Okay, how about a quick dip in a freezing-cold ocean? Still nobody. Hmmm.

Well, about 1,000 people joined the Coney Island Polar Bear Club for its annual New Year’s Day swim in the Atlantic Ocean in 2010. With so many human popsicles bobbing in 44-degree water, the club president said it was the biggest turnout ever for this New York City tradition!

The Coney Island Polar Bear Club is the oldest winter swimming organization in the United States. Every weekend from November through April, members gather at Coney Island to swim in the Atlantic. Water temperatures start in the low 60s at the beginning of the season, but they have been known to dip down into the mid-30s. The club was founded in 1903 by Bernarr Macfadden, who believed taking a dip in the chilly ocean could keep people healthy.

What’s the Score?

The annual New Year’s Day dip drew quite a crowd. Some came so they could wear a bathing suit and a Russian fur hat at the same time. But the real motivation was to raise money for children with life-threatening illnesses. The 2010 swim brought in about $25,000 to help kids.

Every year on New Year’s Day people talk about making changes for the better. They plan to exercise more, eat healthier foods, and be nicer to their families. Some of these resolutions don’t last long. This New Year’s Day, come up with a plan of how you can make a difference with the talents and gifts God has given you. In Romans 12:7-8, the apostle Paul says everybody has a gift: “If your gift is serving others, serve them well. If you are a teacher, teach well. If your gift is to encourage others, be encouraging. If it is giving, give generously.” With your God-given gifts, you can make a positive impact on the people in your life. And you don’t have to jump into a freezing ocean to do it.

On the Ball

What are your talents? List some here:

Now think of ways you can use those talents to help other people and to honor God.

Coach’s Comment

If your gift is serving others, serve them well. If you are a teacher, teach well. If your gift is to encourage others, be encouraging. If it is giving, give generously. If God has given you leadership ability, take the responsibility seriously. And if you have a gift for showing kindness to others, do it gladly. Romans 12:7-8
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02

The game shouldn’t have been that close. When Nebraska faced Miami in the 1984 Orange Bowl for college football’s national championship, the Cornhuskers entered the game as 10½-point favorites.

But with just seconds on the clock, Nebraska found itself trailing 31–30. The Cornhuskers had just scored with a fourth-and-eight play as quarterback Turner Gill pitched the ball to running back Jeff Smith for a 24-yard touchdown. All Nebraska had to do was kick an extra point to tie the game and end the season as undefeated national champions. (This game occurred before the NCAA played overtime in football.) Instead of going for the tie, Nebraska coach Tom Osborne chose to attempt a two-point conversion to win the game.

With the season on the line, Turner looked to again connect with Jeff. The quarterback rolled to his right and threw a pass into the end zone. But at the last instant, a Miami defensive back tipped the ball away to earn the Hurricanes the victory and the national championship!

What’s the Score?

The high-powered Nebraska offense had averaged 52 points a game en route to building a perfect 12–0 record. At one point during the season, the Cornhuskers managed to score seven touchdowns in just 12 minutes. Miami, on the other hand, had lost its season opener, but then stacked up a 10-game winning streak to make it into the Orange Bowl.

With three of the best football players in the country—Turner Gill, Mike Rozier, and Irving Fryar—Nebraska planned to defeat the Hurricanes with ease. But with Mike injured and Miami playing a great game, things didn’t go as planned.

Has that ever happened to you? You thought you had a sure thing, but then the outcome you expected didn’t happen at all. God wants us to plan and prepare for the future. But as we plan, we should also remember that God controls what happens in our lives. The book of Proverbs reminds us, “No human wisdom or understanding or plan can stand against the LORD.” His plans are best. And his plans never fail!

On the Ball

As you make plans for this year, be sure to include God. Only God walks with you throughout your entire life. Always seek to do his will as you make your plans.

Coach’s Comment

No human wisdom or understanding or plan can stand against the LORD. Proverbs 21:30
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Maybe you’ve seen him in McDonald’s commercials. A short, dark-haired boy with hands that move faster than your eyes can see. Steven Purugganan can stack cups in record speed. In fact, he set the world record in the individual cycle stack in sport stacking at the Greater Cleveland Ohio Sport Stacking Championships on January 3, 2009.

If you haven’t seen this event, a competitor in the cycle stack must begin with 12 cups divided into three stacks. He starts by building pyramids of three, six, and three cups. Then he tears those down and creates two six-cup pyramids. Finally, he rips those apart and forms a 10-cup pyramid with one cup on each side. The last move has the athlete slide those cups down until he ends up the way he started with three stacks of cups.

It probably took you about 25 seconds to read that description of the cycle stack. Steven performed all those moves in 5.93 seconds! (You can see a video of speedy sport stackers like Steven on YouTube or by going to worldsportstackingassociation.org.)

Of course, Steven didn’t always stack perfectly. Sometimes his cups fell down. A rule in sport stacking says an athlete must go back and fix his mistakes or his time doesn’t count. Steven may have been young, but he knew to always fix his fumbles.

What’s the Score?

Wouldn’t it be cool if we could always go back and fix our mistakes? Maybe we’d study harder for that test. Maybe we’d remember to take out the trash like our parents asked. Maybe we wouldn’t say the mean comment to the new kid.

The cool thing about the Christian life is that we can be forgiven for our past mistakes when we ask for God’s forgiveness. That doesn’t mean there won’t be consequences for what we’ve done, but it does mean we don’t have to walk around feeling guilty about our former fumbles. When we do something mean or don’t follow through on a promise, we have the opportunity to go back to the person we wronged and say, “I’m sorry.” The same thing is true about our relationship with Jesus Christ. When we sin, we need to ask him for forgiveness as well. First John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all wickedness.” Isn’t it cool that God promises to always forgive us when we fumble?

On the Ball

Is there a person you need to find to say, “I’m sorry”? Make a plan to ask for forgiveness.

Coach’s Comment

If we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all wickedness. 1 John 1:9
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Think of your most embarrassing moment. Maybe you accidentally called your teacher “Mom.” Perhaps you laughed so hard at a friend’s joke in the lunchroom that milk spurted out of your nose. Or maybe you tripped over your own feet as you were breaking away for the winning goal in a soccer game.

Those are all embarrassing (and the milk thing is a little gross), but probably not a lot of people witnessed your blunder. So can you imagine what it’d be like to be remembered for a mistake you made in front of an entire nation?

During the 1929 Rose Bowl, University of California star Roy Riegels picked up a fumble by Georgia Tech and ran 65 yards in the wrong direction. Instead of running 30 yards into the Golden Bears’ end zone for a touchdown, Roy got turned around and ran the wrong way in front of tens of thousands of people in the stadium and hundreds of thousands listening on the radio. One radio announcer started shouting, “What am I seeing? What’s wrong with me? Am I crazy? Am I crazy? Am I crazy?”

Roy nearly ran into his own end zone, but teammate Benny Lom caught up with Roy and screamed at him to stop. He did—on the three-yard line, where he was quickly tackled. For the rest of his life, he was known as Roy “Wrong Way” Riegels.

What’s the Score?

So what does running the wrong way on a football field have to do with following Jesus Christ? A lot, actually. As you grow up, you might see some of your friends making bad decisions and going the wrong way in life. Maybe they’ll use words they shouldn’t. Maybe their actions will be harmful. As a Christian, you need to care enough to say, “Hey, you’re heading in the wrong direction.”

Benny cared enough for Roy to chase after him and tell him to turn around. That’s exactly what God wants us to do. In the Bible, God commands, “Those who love God must also love their Christian brothers and sisters” (1 John 4:21). Sometimes showing love means standing up to a friend who’s making a bad decision. Always try to be a good “teammate,” and encourage your friends to go the right way.

On the Ball

Do you know a friend who says he or she is a Christian but doesn’t act like one? If so, you may want to tell your friend to get moving in the right direction.

Coach’s Comment

He has given us this command: Those who love God must also love their Christian brothers and sisters. 1 John 4:21
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Can one player win a football game by himself? Probably not. But it certainly felt that way after Texas defeated the University of Southern California (USC) 41–38 in the 2006 BCS National Championship game. Texas quarterback Vince Young ran for 200 yards, passed for 267, and seemed to make every big play when the Longhorns needed it—including the biggest play of the game with 19 seconds on the clock.

Texas trailed the Trojans 38–33, and time was running out. It appeared as if USC would win its 35th game in a row and its third straight national championship when Texas was stuck on the nine-yard line and faced a fourth-and-five play. Vince took the ball and quickly looked for an open receiver. Almost immediately he got pressured from a USC defender on his left. Quickly tucking the ball, Vince sprinted to his right. His long strides took him past a diving defender and into the end zone for a 39–38 lead. Vince added a two-point conversion on the next play to make the final score 41–38.

What’s the Score?

Vince’s heroics capped a stunning Texas comeback. Texas trailed 38–26 with 6:42 left in the fourth quarter. First, Vince ran in a touchdown from 17 yards away with four minutes left. Then he scored the winning touchdown—his third of the game. Justifiably, Vince was voted Most Valuable Player and given a crystal trophy. To many fans, it appeared as if Vince had won the game by himself.

But Vince knew better. He saw how the Texas defense had stopped the talented USC offense twice late in the game. He noticed how hard his offensive linemen and receivers had blocked for him. They deserved credit too.

Everybody can’t be the quarterback. It’s that way in the Christian life as well. Different people have different roles in God’s body. Not everybody receives the same amount of attention and praise. But 1 Corinthians 12:22 tells us, “Some parts of the body that seem weakest and least important are actually the most necessary.” No matter what you do for God’s kingdom—even if you think it goes unnoticed—remember that you’re a vital part of the body.

On the Ball

The Bible says every part of the body is important. If you end up serving behind the scenes, do your best, because you’re a necessary part of God’s body.

Coach’s Comment

There are many parts, but only one body. The eye can never say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” The head can’t say to the feet, “I don’t need you.” In fact, some parts of the body that seem weakest and least important are actually the most necessary. 1 Corinthians 12:20-22

January

06

How much time do you spend playing video games every day? Studies say the average kid spends 49 minutes a day video gaming. That’s about the same amount of time that the average child spends reading each day.

Being balanced is a good thing. But in 2010, David Scherer of Clarksville, Tennessee, got a little out of whack. He spent 55 straight hours with a controller in his hand to set a world record for longest time spent playing a video game.

To David’s credit, he normally wasn’t a couch potato. He set a good example for kids as a swim coach and by staying busy at school and volunteering in his community. In fact, his reason for setting the world record was to raise money for his swim team to have a consistent place to practice. But still, 55 straight hours . . . yikes!

What’s the Score?

Many kids spend too much time playing video games. And if it’s not video games, a lot of other distractions can rob our time. Research shows that some kids spend about seven-and-a-half hours every day watching TV, playing video games, and being on the Internet. That’s more than 52 hours a week, which is more than a full-time job!

It’s important to make the most of your time. The Bible says, “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15-16, ESV). As you think about the things that you do, are there any changes you need to make to your schedule? Do you spend enough time with your friends? Do you help out enough around the house? Are you taking care of your pets? Or do you spend a lot of time by yourself in front of the TV or computer? The good habits you start now by managing your time will really help you as you grow.

On the Ball

Do you need to change how you use your time? Create a plan to make the most of your time. Write down the top three things that you do with your time (don’t count sleeping):

Now write down the top three things that you’d like to do with your time:

Time is a gift from God—use your gift wisely.

Coach’s Comment

Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are evil. Ephesians 5:15-16 (ESV)
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The Harlem Globetrotters are one of the most famous sports teams in the world. In fact, it was on this day in 1927 that the Globetrotters played their first game. The funny thing is, the Globetrotters began in Chicago, not the Harlem area of New York City. Plus, the team wasn’t filled with globetrotters at all—they were athletes from Wendell Phillips High School on the south side of Chicago. Abe Saperstein, who founded the team, just wanted potential audiences to think his squad had traveled the globe.

The Globetrotters got paid $75 for playing their first game in Hinckley, Illinois. They didn’t travel with their own opponent back then like they do today (oh, the poor Washington Generals, who have lost more than 10,000 straight games to the Globetrotters). Instead they drove around the United States and played anybody who’d pay them to come. During their first season, the Globetrotters amassed an impressive record of 101–16.

In 1939, the Harlem Globetrotters started adding silly antics to their games. They’d do fancy ball-handling skills and comedic routines. Fans loved it, but Abe warned the team only to be silly after it had built up a solid lead. Today, the Globetrotters have played in more than 115 countries in front of over 120 million fans.

What’s the Score?

What’s the first word that comes to mind when you think of the Harlem Globetrotters? If you’ve seen the team play, that word is probably fun. The Globetrotters make basketball fun. Sure, they show amazing skill, but their goal is to make everybody smile and have a good time.

Have you ever been to church or hung out with people who didn’t smile? It’s not much fun. It’s okay for Christians to have fun. In fact, God wants us to enjoy life and have fun. Ecclesiastes 8:15 says, “I recommend having fun, because there is nothing better for people in this world than to eat, drink, and enjoy life.” Of course, we also have to work hard and take care of our responsibilities. But with a little creativity, we can make our work fun—just like the Harlem Globetrotters do.

On the Ball

What’s your least favorite thing to do? How can you make that thing more fun? Be creative. It’s good to have fun, to be happy, and to work hard.

Coach’s Comment

I recommend having fun, because there is nothing better for people in this world than to eat, drink, and enjoy life. That way they will experience some happiness along with all the hard work God gives them under the sun. Ecclesiastes 8:15

January
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Hours before the 2009 BCS National Championship game, Florida Gators coaches had a problem: they couldn’t find a bunch of their players. As the Florida coaches began to get worried and angry, they walked past star quarterback Tim Tebow’s hotel room and heard something strange—singing.

Tim, who was born in the Philippines to a missionary family, was never shy about sharing his faith in Jesus Christ. He wore Bible verses on his eye black during college football games and always gave credit to God for his performances. Just hours before the biggest football game of his life, Tim had been reading his Bible and found a passage that he wanted to share with his teammates. He called about 15 players to his room, where he read them Matthew 11:28-29: “Then Jesus said, ‘Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls.’” Soon the room came alive with the players singing praises to God.

What’s the Score?

The Florida Gators went on to win the national championship 24–14 over the Oklahoma Sooners. With the game tied 14–14 to begin the fourth quarter, Tim led the Gators on two scoring drives. First, Florida kicked a field goal with less than 11 minutes to play. Then with 3:07 left in the game, Tim threw a four-yard touchdown pass to David Nelson that wrapped up the victory. Tim ended with 231 passing yards, including two touchdowns and two interceptions. He also rushed for 109 yards.

Tim had an incredible amount of pressure on him to win the national championship. Instead of letting his nerves get the better of him, he gave his worries to God. Through years of trusting God and learning his Word, Tim knew God was big enough to handle anything that happened to him. By trusting in God’s peace, Tim was able to come through with big plays during extremely stressful times.

On the Ball

What makes you worry? Is it schoolwork? tests? doing chores? a big game? Everybody runs into stressful situations. When you’re feeling overwhelmed, be sure to turn to God. He has the strength and can give you the peace to make it through anything.

Coach’s Comment

Jesus said, “Come to me, all of you who are weary and carry heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you. Let me teach you, because I am humble and gentle at heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” Matthew 11:28-29
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Nobody brings the saying “like a hot knife through butter” to life better than Ali Bahcetepe. If you’ve ever heated up a knife and cut into butter or warmed up a scoop and dipped it into ice cream, you know how easily the warm knife or scoop glides through.

Well, Ali wasn’t interested in food. Instead of taking a knife through butter, he took his hands and sliced through concrete blocks.

On January 9, 2009, Ali smashed 888 concrete blocks in one minute. That means he broke nearly 15 of them every second! Fifteen a second! (That fact is so amazing, it’s worth reading twice.)

People who witnessed this feat on a cold morning in Madrid, Spain, said that the Turkish martial-arts expert made it look easy. Dressed in simple white with a black belt around his waist, Ali stared at 1,020 blocks. They were lined up in stacks of 10 on either side of him. His hands were wrapped with tape, and a towel was draped over each stack to protect him from the rough concrete. When the timer began, Ali stepped forward, drove both hands down and crushed the first two stacks of blocks. His hands continued to work like two jackhammers, breaking 20 blocks with every “Hiya!” When one minute had expired, 888 blocks lay in pieces, and Ali had set a new world record.

What’s the Score?

Breaking nearly 900 blocks in one minute is an amazing feat of strength. The Bible contains many stories of people accomplishing phenomenal deeds. Judges 13–16 tells the story of Samson.

Samson ripped apart a lion with his bare hands, killed 1,000 men with the jawbone of a donkey, and carried massive city gates (that probably weighed 1,000 pounds) 38 miles up the side of a mountain. How was he able to do such awesome acts? The Bible is clear—the Spirit of the Lord.

God gave Samson the power to do things nobody had seen before. But when Samson disobeyed God by letting his hair be cut, God’s power left him. However, after he was captured, Samson prayed to God to strengthen him one last time so he could bring down the temple of his enemy’s false god (Judges 16:28). God gave him the strength to topple two huge stone pillars that supported the temple.

On the Ball

God’s power can help you do amazing things. Pray and ask God to give you the power to accomplish things that will honor him.

Coach’s Comment

Samson prayed to the LORD, “Sovereign LORD, remember me again. O God, please strengthen me just one more time.” Judges 16:28
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In automotive sports, the relationship between man and machine is key to success. Bob Davis knew his machine—a 2005 Yamaha snowmobile—well. Bob and his snowmobile set a world record in 2008 when they traveled 12,163 grueling miles from January to March. That’s like driving from Maine to San Diego, California, and back—twice! He started in Maine, went to Quebec and New Brunswick in Canada, and ended up back in Maine.

The former Marine helicopter pilot said the most difficult part of breaking the 60-day snowmobile record was being mentally tough. There were days when he just wanted to rest. But to achieve his goal, Bob knew he had to average 200 miles every single day. He was also aware of the dangers of the trip, so he packed plenty of food, clothing, emergency supplies, fuel, oil, and spare parts.

What’s the Score?

Some of those parts came in handy. At one point, Bob drove through a slushy lake. The water froze and broke his driveshaft. On day 58, his rear suspension spring broke. But Bob said his snowmobile was super-reliable overall. He could trust it to perform every day.

Reliability. It means being trustworthy. Dependable. Think about those three words. Aren’t those the exact characteristics you’d want in a friend? A friend who you can share your secrets with and know they won’t be spread around. A friend who will always be there for you. A friend who sticks by you in good times and bad. Proverbs 20:6 says, “Many will say they are loyal friends, but who can find one who is truly reliable?”

As you look for reliable friends, don’t forget to be a friend like that too. When you are reliable, trustworthy, and dependable, you’re the kind of person people want for a friend.

On the Ball

Do you have a reliable friend? If so, thank God for bringing that person into your life. And remember that Jesus is also that forever friend. He’ll always be with you, and you can trust him with anything or with any problems that come your way.

Coach’s Comment

Many will say they are loyal friends, but who can find one who is truly reliable? Proverbs 20:6
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Some plays in sports become so famous that they’re simply known by a couple of words. In the AFC Championship game on January 11, 1987, Denver Broncos quarterback John Elway led his team on what will forever be known as “The Drive.”

Playing at Cleveland to decide who would go to the Super Bowl, the Broncos found themselves sitting on the two-yard line with five minutes left on the clock and trailing 20–13. In swirling winds and falling temperatures, John led the Broncos on a 15-play drive against the Browns’ tough defense. The right side of John’s uniform was caked with mud, but that didn’t stop him from running for first downs or throwing pinpoint passes. John converted a third-and-18 play with less than two minutes in the game when he rifled a ball to Mark Jackson on Cleveland’s 28-yard line. Then with 31 seconds left, John threw a low fastball to Mark in the end zone for a touchdown!

What’s the Score?

The Broncos continued the momentum from “The Drive” into overtime. They got the ball first and went 60 yards in nine plays to kick a field goal and win the game, 23–20. John Elway and his teammates’ perseverance had paid off in a trip to the Super Bowl.

Perseverance is a big word. Simply put, it’s the power of persistence in pursuit of an objective. (Try saying that 10 times fast!) It didn’t take the Broncos one big play to reach their goal. It took 15 little ones. Perseverance is a process. Second Peter 1:5-7 says, “For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, mutual affection; and to mutual affection, love” (NIV). When you persevere, you can win on the playing field and in your faith.

On the Ball

At the beginning of a new year, it’s good to look at your goals for the next 12 months. What would you like to accomplish? Some goals aren’t easy. You’ll have to go step by step. Write down your goals for different areas of life:

At school, I want to _____.

In my activities, I want to_____.

In my personal life, I want to _____.

In my relationship with God, I want to _____.

Coach’s Comment

For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, mutual affection; and to mutual affection, love. 2 Peter 1:5-7 (NIV)
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“I guarantee it.” People often guarantee that a candy bar will taste fresh or that a television will work a long time without breaking. But guaranteeing a victory in a game where you’re a big underdog . . . nobody would be foolish enough to do that. Yet that’s exactly what New York Jets quarterback Joe Namath did before Super Bowl III.

When the Super Bowl first started, the more experienced National Football League teams dominated the first two games against the new American Football League champions. (The leagues combined in 1970 as the NFL with two conferences—the NFC and the AFC.) But on January 12, 1969, the NFL’s Baltimore Colts were heavily favored against the AFL’s Jets. Before the game, the Colts were called “the greatest football team in history,” while people joked that the Super Bowl would be the Jets’ first professional football game. Joe got tired of the teasing. Three days before the game, a heckler yelled at Joe that the Jets didn’t have a chance. Joe stopped and answered, “We’re gonna win the game. I guarantee it.”

What’s the Score?

The Jets shocked the sporting world by defeating the Colts 16–7 in Super Bowl III. Joe completed 17 of 28 passes for 206 yards and was named the game’s Most Valuable Player.

Although Joe backed up his boast, making promises you can’t keep is dangerous. Had the Jets lost, Joe would’ve looked silly and been ridiculed for years. The Bible warns against making guarantees that you can’t control. James 5:12 says, “Never take an oath, by heaven or earth or anything else. Just say a simple yes or no, so that you will not sin and be condemned.” God wants you to always speak the truth. If you say yes, you need to come through. When you continually do what you say, you’ll gain the trust and respect of the people around you.

On the Ball

Words are powerful. As Christians, we need to watch what we say. Making a promise we can’t keep or boasting about something that doesn’t happen is the same as lying. Can you remember making a promise to someone that you didn’t fulfill? If so, find that person, apologize, and fulfill your word.

Coach’s Comment

Most of all, my brothers and sisters, never take an oath, by heaven or earth or anything else. Just say a simple yes or no, so that you will not sin and be condemned. James 5:12
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The yo-yo is the second oldest toy in the world. Experts believe only the doll was invented first. Before Jesus walked the earth as a child, kids had been playing with yo-yos. But perhaps in all of recorded history there has never been a more gifted “yo-yo-er” than Ben McPhee. In 2010, this talented Australian set a Guinness World Record by keeping 16 yo-yos spinning at the same time!

Ben managed this amazing feat at the London Annual Toy Fair. The old record was nine yo-yos, so Ben nearly doubled the mark. He had yo-yos hanging from hooks, spinning from his fingers, even dangling from his ears and teeth. One of the yo-yo strings actually got caught between his teeth and flossed out an old piece of meat. Just kidding.

What’s the Score?

The yo-yo may be an old toy, but some things haven’t changed. You must still learn the fundamentals to make it work. Yo-yoing takes discipline to master. You have to flick your wrist just right and release the yo-yo at the correct angle. The string must be wound properly. Each twitch of a finger can cause it to do something different. Like any skill, to be a yo-yo master, you have to be disciplined.

Just as Ben practiced for countless hours before setting a yo-yo record, we have to put in a lot of time to be leaders in our Christian faith. The book of Titus describes what a leader in the church should look like. It says he shouldn’t get angry easily and that he should share what he has with others. The apostle Paul also writes that a Christian leader should “live wisely and be just. He must live a devout and disciplined life” (Titus 1:8). Being disciplined is important to God.

On the Ball

What do you think it means to live a disciplined life? Basically, it means you think before you act and don’t let any bad habits control you. Do you have any bad habits? Everybody does. The key is controlling them and not letting them rule your life. Pray to God to help you be disciplined and overcome your bad habits.

Coach’s Comment

He must love what is good. He must live wisely and be just. He must live a devout and disciplined life. Titus 1:8

January

14

Who’s the best professional football team of all time? If you want to start an argument, ask that question at a big family get-together and watch your uncles, cousins, or grandpa go at it.

There have been many excellent football teams over the years, but only one has gone undefeated for an entire season—the 1972 Miami Dolphins. The Dolphins went through the regular season with a perfect 14–0 record. Then they beat the Cleveland Browns and Pittsburgh Steelers in the play-offs. Finally, the Dolphins defeated the Washington Redskins 14–7 in Super Bowl VII to make their record 17–0.

Surprisingly, Miami entered the Super Bowl a three-point underdog to Washington. However, a stingy Redskin defense and an aggressive Dolphin running game helped the Dolphins build a 14–0 lead at halftime. The Redskins’ only touchdown came with 2:07 left in the game when a botched Miami field goal was run back for a score. But 14–7 was as close as Washington would get as the underdog Dolphins completed their perfect season.

What’s the Score?

Having a perfect season is the dream of every NFL team. But it’s not easy to be perfect. You probably feel that way too. You can try to be perfect, but it doesn’t work out. Somebody may do something that causes you to get angry. You lie to your parents to avoid getting in trouble. You think nasty thoughts about a friend who has hurt you.

In the history of the world, only one person has lived perfectly: Jesus Christ. Jesus’ thoughts and actions always reflected God. He knew the right way to handle every situation. When people mistreated him, he had the perfect response. Even though there’s no way we can be perfect, our goal should be to follow Jesus’ example. The apostle Paul, who wrote roughly half of the New Testament, said that he hadn’t reached perfection, but he was going to try really hard to be perfect (Philippians 3:12). That’s a good mind-set to have.

On the Ball

Nobody can be perfect. But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to follow the high standard that Jesus Christ set for us. With Jesus’ help, we can live a life that will be celebrated for years to come.

Coach’s Comment

I don’t mean to say that I have already achieved these things or that I have already reached perfection. But I press on to possess that perfection for which Christ Jesus first possessed me. Philippians 3:12

January

15

Trivia question: What popular children’s toy inspired the name of the biggest single-day sporting event in the United States? Answer: the Super Ball.

It’s true. When the NFL was trying to decide the name of its championship game, Kansas City Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt said the game should be called the “Super Bowl.” He’d recently seen his kids playing with a Super Ball, and he liked the name. Until that point, NFL experts say the game was going to be called “The Big One.” But when Lamar said “Super Bowl,” the name stuck. And it’s a good thing. Can you imagine saying, “Who won the Big One XLV?” That would sound weird. It’s much cooler to say, “Who won Super Bowl 45?” The answer to either question is the Green Bay Packers.

Do you know who won the first Super Bowl? The answer is again . . . the Green Bay Packers. The Packers beat Lamar’s Kansas City Chiefs 35–10. The game was close at halftime as Green Bay entered intermission ahead 14–10. But the Packers scored 21 second-half points to run away with the game.

What’s the Score?

Green Bay easily won the first Super Bowl thanks to the unlikely efforts of Max McGee. Max had caught only four passes all season, yet he caught seven passes for two touchdowns in the Super Bowl. Packers quarterback Bart Starr completed 16 of 23 passes for 250 yards (138 yards just to Max) to be named Most Valuable Player.

Max was an unlikely hero, just like the Super Bowl name came from an unlikely source. The Bible says that God uses things that seem foolish at first: “God chose things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise. And he chose things that are powerless to shame those who are powerful” (1 Corinthians 1:27). Just because you have an idea that you think is silly, don’t be afraid to share it. God can use you to make a difference. Just imagine what would’ve happened if Lamar didn’t share his foolish idea about the Super Bowl. (By the way, Lamar’s kids’ Super Ball was put on display at the Pro Football Hall of Fame.)

On the Ball

Don’t be afraid to say something you believe just because other people may think it’s foolish. God can use a seemingly silly idea to change the world. And he uses people of all ages to do his work.

Coach’s Comment

God chose things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise. And he chose things that are powerless to shame those who are powerful. 1 Corinthians 1:27

January
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Hockey’s penalty shot is one of the most exciting plays in sports. It’s just shooter versus goalie. The puck sits at center ice until the offensive player skates up to control it. Then the goalie comes out from the net to gain a better blocking angle. The skater must continually move toward the net, faking and dekeing as he approaches. Finally, a shot is taken. With the quality of NHL goalies, it’s hard to score on a penalty shot. But at the 2009 All-Star Game, Phoenix Coyotes forward Shane Doan made it look easy as he won the Elimination Shootout competition.

Shane won the competition in the seventh round after displaying a dizzying array of shots and moves. A player was eliminated if the goalie blocked the goal. The finals came down to Shane, Marc Savard of the Boston Bruins, and Colorado Avalanche’s Milan Hejduk. In the last round, Shane scored on a nifty bang-bang move as he slipped the puck between the goalie’s legs. Marc and Milan were both turned away in their attempts.

What’s the Score?

Shane grew up playing hockey in Halkirk, Alberta. Whether it was on a frozen pond, icy field, or community rink, Shane always had a pair of skates on his feet and a hockey stick in his hands. The only thing Shane was more passionate about than hockey was his relationship with Jesus Christ. While Shane was growing up, his parents were the directors of Circle Square Ranch, a Christian summer camp. Shane helped out as a counselor and even as a horsemanship instructor.

When Shane saw some of his friends get into things that went against his beliefs, he stayed close to Jesus. “The thing that it comes down to for me is Jesus loves you,” Shane said. “Jesus loves you exactly the way you are, and he’ll continue to love you no matter what.”

The disciple John put it this way: “This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins” (1 John 4:10). When Shane thought about God’s amazing love and sacrifice, he couldn’t help but love God back and follow him with his life.

On the Ball

Take a moment to think about God’s love for you. “Jesus loves you” sounds like a simple statement, but there’s so much meaning packed into it. Pray and thank God for his love and for the great sacrifice he made for you.

Coach’s Comment

This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins. 1 John 4:10
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Are you ready for some octopush? Okay, that doesn’t have the same ring as “Are you ready for some football?” Maybe that’s why underwater hockey has never caught on big.

When Alan Blake invented underwater hockey in 1954 in Great Britain, he called the sport octopush because eight players worked together on a team to push the puck toward the goal. Of course, the puck was called a squid, and the goal was known as a gulley. Seriously. And you didn’t use a stick; you played with a pusher.

To play underwater hockey, a player needs a mask, a snorkel, flippers, and a glove to protect his or her playing hand from the bottom of the pool. Participants must hold their breaths, dive under the water, and attempt to knock the squid toward their opponent’s gully. Stop laughing; it’s a real sport. In 1976, the British Octopush Association was founded to govern the sport. Today, underwater hockey is played in more than 40 countries and is especially popular in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, the United States, and Canada.

What’s the Score?

Underwater hockey may sound a bit strange, but it takes a lot of strategy and skill to do well. The modern game has six players from each team in the water at a time, and it’s important that somebody’s always underwater battling for the puck. The problem is that most players can hold their breaths for only 15 to 20 seconds at a time, so athletes are always going up to the surface.

Being able to breathe is important in underwater hockey and in life. The Bible talks a lot about breath, especially about the power of God’s breath. When Moses led the Israelites out of captivity in Egypt, they got stuck at the Red Sea. Instead of telling his people to jump in and try to hold their breaths to swim across, God used his breath to part the waters. After Moses and the Israelites passed through the Red Sea, they sang a praise song to God that said, “At the blast of your breath, the waters piled up” (Exodus 15:8).

On the Ball

Read Moses’ song to God in Exodus 15:1-18. Now write your own praise song to God about what he’s done in your life. Maybe you can even write about how God gave you breath.

Coach’s Comment

At the blast of your breath, the waters piled up! The surging waters stood straight like a wall; in the heart of the sea the deep waters became hard. Exodus 15:8
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Most kids learn about Jackie Robinson in school. They know that Jackie was the first African American to sign a major league contract and that he suffered threats and racial taunts. But few people know the story of Willie O’Ree.

Eleven years after Jackie broke the color barrier in baseball, Willie became the first African American to play in the National Hockey League. On this day in 1958, Willie laced up his skates and took the ice for the Boston Bruins in a game against Montreal.

Boston had suffered a number of injuries to its team so they called up Willie from the Quebec Aces to play left wing. Willie, who was known for his fast skating, did his job well filling in for the Bruins. Later, Willie admitted that some fans and opposing players called him names, but he said his Boston teammates always supported him.

What’s the Score?

There wasn’t a lot of fanfare when Willie broke the color barrier in hockey. He was the best player in the Boston farm system, so he got called up to do a job. Interestingly, Willie only had one eye, but he never complained or mentioned it to anybody. Even Boston coach Milt Schmidt didn’t know Willie was partially blind.

Willie was a great example that race and physical limitations shouldn’t determine how a person is viewed. When Jesus looks at all of us, he sees every part of us, including our skin color, as part of his perfect creation. When God’s Son came to earth and died on a cross, he shed his blood for all people. Romans 10:12 tells us, “Jew and Gentile are the same in this respect. They have the same Lord, who gives generously to all who call on him.” Everyone has an equal opportunity to pray and accept Jesus as Savior. He generously gives his love and grace to all people—and we should do the same.

On the Ball

Have you ever seen another child be put down for the color of his or her skin or a physical limitation? Maybe it’s even happened to you. Pray and thank God that he sees all of us as his perfect creation. Then try to be a friend to all kinds of people.

Coach’s Comment

Jew and Gentile are the same in this respect. They have the same Lord, who gives generously to all who call on him. Romans 10:12

January
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To play on an undefeated team is a dream for many athletes. But can you imagine playing for a team that didn’t lose a game for nearly three years? That’s what the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) men’s basketball team did. From January 23, 1971, until January 19, 1974, the team won 88 straight games! The Bruins were so dominant in those days that they won the NCAA championship seven years in a row, from 1967 to 1973. That’s seven consecutive national championships!

 UCLA’s 88-game winning streak came to an end against Notre Dame in a contest the Bruins should have won. UCLA built a 17-point lead in the first half and was ahead 70–59 with 3:30 remaining on the clock. However, the Fighting Irish scored the last 12 points of the game to win 71–70. Dwight Clay nailed a jump shot from the corner to give Notre Dame a one-point lead with 28 seconds left. UCLA got six shots at the basket in the last 21 seconds, but every shot was missed as the Bruins’ amazing winning streak came to an end.

What’s the Score?

Leading by 11 points with less than four minutes in the game, UCLA didn’t expect to lose. But the Bruins got sloppy. They turned over the ball several times and missed their shots. The Bruins didn’t remain diligent until the final buzzer.

As believers in Jesus Christ, we need to stay diligent in following him until the end of our lives. The Bible warns about losing our focus. The apostle John says to be diligent to get the reward that we worked hard to achieve (2 John 1:8). Sometimes, standing up for God and following him will be hard. Being a Christian isn’t always a popular choice. But when we remain diligent in following God, our reward is way better than a championship trophy—it’s living with him forever in heaven.

On the Ball

Don’t get lazy in your Christian faith. Be diligent in following Jesus. Your reward in heaven will be worth it!

Coach’s Comment

Watch out that you do not lose what we have worked so hard to achieve. Be diligent so that you receive your full reward. 2 John 1:8
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Figure skaters make jumping and spinning on a quarter-inch-thick metal blade look effortless. And nobody did it better than Michelle Kwan. Michelle has won more figure-skating titles than anybody in US history. But her first title came on this day in 1996 as she claimed the US Figure Skating Championship in San Jose, California.

Just 15 years old at the time, Michelle skated a nearly flawless long program to win the title. She started the routine with a triple lutz, double toe-loop jump combination. Michelle landed all her triple jumps and showed her artistry with beautiful spiral sequences and blurring spins. Her only mistake came at the end of the program as she did a single axel instead of a double. When the music ended, Michelle laughed at her error and bowed to the adoring crowd. Her scores of mainly 5.8 in the technical areas and 5.9 in presentation easily earned her the championship.

What’s the Score?

During her skating career, Michelle won 42 championships, including nine US titles and five world championships. Her smile, work ethic, and athleticism were characteristics that young skaters around the world wanted to emulate. But the attribute that most came to mind when people talked about Michelle was grace. She was graceful on the ice and demonstrated grace off the ice as well.

Grace is a key word when it comes to our Christian faith. Instead of giving us what we deserve for all our sins, God showed us grace by sending Jesus to earth to pay the penalty. Titus 3:7 reminds us, “Because of his grace he declared us righteous and gave us confidence that we will inherit eternal life.”

Some people remember what grace means by using this acronym: God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. We get to experience the kingdom of heaven even though we deserve hell. There’s nothing we could ever do to earn God’s grace, but he gives it to us freely. We can be confident that we’ll live forever with him.

On the Ball

Memorize this acronym for grace: God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. Remember to thank God for the grace he shows us every day even though we sin. Grace really is an amazing gift.

Coach’s Comment

Because of his grace he declared us righteous and gave us confidence that we will inherit eternal life. Titus 3:7
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Usually tennis is thought of as a gentlemen’s sport, but not when John McEnroe took the court. For 15 years, John was known as the bad boy of professional tennis. He’d complain about calls, yell at fans in the stands, and throw his racket when he made a bad shot. The only thing that could keep up with John’s mouth was his amazing talent. From 1981 to 1984, he finished as the top-ranked player in the world, according to the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP).

Sometimes John’s bad attitude was a problem that even his talent couldn’t overcome. At the 1990 Australian Open, John was disqualified from the tournament for his poor behavior. John was ahead of Mikael Pernfors when the umpire ended the match after citing John for his third unsportsmanlike conduct infraction.

John’s first warning came in the third set when he stared at a lineswoman who made a call in Mikael’s favor. Then in the fourth set, he missed a shot and slammed his racket to the ground. The umpire called him for “racket abuse.” The final straw came when John argued against the racket abuse penalty and then called a tournament official a bad name. According to ATP rules, three infractions demanded an immediate disqualification. The match was given to Mikael.

What’s the Score?

Rarely do you see a professional athlete lose his cool with an official. From a young age, athletes are taught to respect the umpires. But John rarely finished a match without yelling at an umpire. Sometimes John was right. He knew the ball was in when it was called out, and he let his anger about the bad call explode. John won seven Grand Slam tournaments and 104 career singles titles. Yet some experts wonder how good John could’ve been had he been able to control his temper.

The Bible is clear. In Ecclesiastes 7:9, King Solomon (who’s considered one of the wisest people in history) wrote, “Control your temper, for anger labels you a fool.” John’s anger often made him look foolish. Fans would boo his tantrums. Newspapers in Great Britain called him “SuperBrat.” When you play sports or deal with people at school or church or home, do your best to keep your anger under control.

On the Ball

Do you have a problem with anger? Write down a situation that made you angry:

Now pray and ask God to forgive you and to give you the strength and wisdom to handle the situation differently next time.

Coach’s Comment

Control your temper, for anger labels you a fool. Ecclesiastes 7:9

January
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You wouldn’t think an 11-time Winter X Games medalist would be nervous before a competition. But Tanner Hall admitted to reporters that he was a little nervous heading into the 2009 men’s SuperPipe Finals in Aspen, Colorado.

Tanner, who had won a gold medal in the three previous years, knew that year’s event would be a little different because the pipe was bigger. At the 2009 Winter X Games, the SuperPipe was 540 feet long, 22 feet deep, and 75 feet across, with a pitch of 18 degrees. In other words, it was longer, steeper, and more dangerous than the pipe had been in other competitions.

With the athletes going faster and higher, France’s Xavier Bertoni shocked everybody by winning the gold with a score of 93.66. Tanner settled for silver with 92 points. Xavier’s final run clinched the gold as he nailed an alley-oop flat spin 360, a switch 720, and a 1260 in which he spun around three-and-a-half times!

What’s the Score?

Whether it was nerves or just the fact that another skier turned in an amazing performance, Tanner didn’t end up winning a gold medal. He tried his hardest, but maybe his worries kept him from doing his best.

You’ve probably felt nervous before a big game or performance. It’s natural to get butterflies in your stomach every once in a while. But the Bible encourages Christians not to worry. Philippians 4:6 says, “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done.”

When we worry, we tend to focus on our problems and not on God’s power. But through God’s power, we can overcome anything. It’s okay to tell God what we need. Sometimes we need confidence. Sometimes it’s strength or concentration. Whenever you start to worry, remember to turn to God and ask him to help calm your nerves.

On the Ball

The next time you start to feel nervous, remember to pray to God and ask him to help you through the situation. And while you’re praying, praise God for all he’s done for you in the past.

Coach’s Comment

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Philippians 4:6
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By working together, families at St. Mary’s Diocesan School for Girls in South Africa proved they could accomplish anything—including setting a new world record! Beginning on January 23, 2009, St. Mary’s started a 24-hour swim-a-thon to raise money for the school. By the end of those 24 hours, 3,941 people had participated in the relay by swimming one length of the pool.

All those kicks and strokes set a new Guinness World Record for “most people swimming one length in a 24-hour relay.” You didn’t even know there was a world record for that, did you? Not only did St. Mary’s accomplish a huge goal, but they also raised more than 400,000 rand (South African currency). Most of that money went to install heating equipment in the pool, while the rest was saved for other pool-related expenses.

What’s the Score?

Which is harder: five people trading off laps and swimming for 24 hours or nearly 4,000 people swimming one lap each in the same time? The answer is obvious. St. Mary’s came together as a community to easily set a record and to raise a lot of money.

As Christians, we need to have that same “team” attitude. God gives us the strength to make the right decisions and to accomplish big things on earth. When we work together with other believers, we can create a tidal wave of goodness. By speaking with one voice and coming together with one mind, we work as one body. The apostle Paul wrote, “May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ Jesus had, so that with one mind and one voice you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 15:5-6, NIV).

God gave us his Word so we can know him, understand how we should live, and stand up for the truth. When believers all stand up for the same thing, it creates a lot of teamwork. And in God’s eyes, teamwork is a good thing.

On the Ball

Do you see other kids at school or at church accomplishing big things? Is there something that needs to be improved in your neighborhood or school? Whether you’re leading a movement or joining in the process, always look to work as a team.

Coach’s Comment

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ Jesus had, so that with one mind and one voice you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Romans 15:5-6 (NIV)

January
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Scoring in some sports is easier than in others. A final score of 5–3 in a basketball game would be ridiculous because scoring is so simple. But a 2–1 hockey game is normal because getting the puck past a goalie and into the net is difficult. But in 1981, Mike Bossy of the New York Islanders made scoring goals look easy.

On this day in 1981, Mike entered a game against the Quebec Nordiques with 48 goals in the first 49 games of the season. He needed just two goals to notch 50 goals in 50 games—a feat that had only been accomplished by hockey great Maurice “Rocket” Richard during the 1944–45 season. Of course, the Nordiques knew Mike was close to tying the record, so they covered him like a blanket. For the first two periods, Mike rarely saw the puck and never got a shot on goal.

It looked like Mike’s dream of tying the record would end, until he scored a power-play goal with just over four minutes remaining in the game. Minutes later, Mike got a perfect pass from Bryan Trottier and tallied his fiftieth goal of the year, setting off a huge celebration in the Nassau Coliseum.

What’s the Score?

When a lot of players would’ve thought the game was over, Mike Bossy worked extra hard to reach his goal of scoring 50 goals in the first 50 games. Have you ever been in a game when nothing was going right for you? Maybe your team wasn’t passing the ball to you or a really good defender was guarding you. Did you give up or try harder? Mike tried harder. For more than 55 minutes of the hockey game, he didn’t have a chance to score. Then bang-boom, he found the back of the net twice and made history.

The apostle Paul writes in Philippians 3:14, “I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us.” Whether it’s a class at school or playing for a team, you need to try your hardest until the end of the race.

On the Ball

When you always try your best, you honor God. And when you give your best effort to follow Jesus and to live for him, you can accomplish great things. Reaching your goal in living for Jesus might not cause a celebration at the Nassau Coliseum, but it will create a huge party in heaven.

Coach’s Comment

I press on to reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us. Philippians 3:14
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The first Winter Olympics looked a lot different from the Games today. There were no TV cameras. No elaborate productions. On this day in 1924, nearly 260 athletes from 16 nations took part in the opening ceremonies in Chamonix, France, for the first Winter Olympics. Those athletes (247 men and 11 women) competed in 18 different events. Finland and Norway dominated the first Winter Olympics by claiming 28 of the 43 medals awarded.

Compare those numbers to the 2010 Winter Games in Vancouver, British Columbia, where more than 5,500 athletes and officials represented 80 countries. While the numbers have gotten bigger, some things haven’t changed. For example, the United States has always been good in speed skating. In the 1924 Games, American Charlie Jewtraw won the first event by earning top honors in 500-meter speed skating. His gold medal can now be found at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC.

What’s the Score?

Some sporting events just seem to get bigger and bigger. The Winter Olympics had a very humble beginning. In fact, it wasn’t even originally called the “Olympics.” Instead, this event was referred to as “International Winter Sports Week.” Not many people even knew about the competition. Today, millions of people around the world watch the Winter Games.

Jesus Christ had a humble beginning. He was born in a manger and welcomed to the world by shepherds. But the Bible says, “Jesus grew in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and all the people” (Luke 2:52). God’s Son grew bigger and smarter, and his actions pleased God and the people around him.

You may know what it’s like to have a humble beginning. But don’t think for an instant that you can’t grow into something (or somebody) who will be recognized around the world. Follow Jesus’ example by working to improve your mind and body. When you concentrate on the things that are important to God, people will notice.

On the Ball

God often grows something small into something amazing. When you stay humble and follow God, you’ll blossom into something big—for his glory and in his timing.

Coach’s Comment

Jesus grew in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and all the people. Luke 2:52
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Have you ever heard of a flying fish? Well, the people of Port Lincoln, Australia, have taken the idea of a “flying fish” to a ridiculous level. Every year nearly 50,000 people gather in this small fishing town to celebrate the Tunarama Festival. And the highlight? A tuna-tossing competition, of course. To be more specific, it’s the World Champion Tuna Toss.

But don’t think competitors grab a can of StarKist tuna and chuck it into the sea. That would be too easy. Instead these athletes grab slimy fish that weigh between 17 and 22 pounds and see how far they can throw them through the air. The record in this unusual competition was set in 1998 when former Olympic hammer thrower Sean Carlin threw a massive tuna more than 122 feet! Now that’s a flying fish. And this is no fishy fable.

The Tunarama Festival started in 1962 as a way to promote the newly started fishing industry. Today, Australia’s largest tuna cannery is located in Port Lincoln.

What’s the Score?

Throwing a ginormous tuna takes a lot of strength. It also requires a lot of soap, because there’s no way these competitors can smell good after launching a stinky fish into the air. Sean developed his strength by training for the Olympics. He even placed eighth in the hammer throw in the 1992 Summer Olympics in Barcelona.

As Christians, we find our strength in God. First Chronicles 16:11 reminds us to “search for the LORD and for his strength; continually seek him.” God’s strength helps us do the right thing, even if our friends are making poor choices. His strength helps us tell others about Jesus Christ. His strength gives us an inner joy, even when things don’t go perfectly for us. But for most of us, his strength will probably show up in different ways from tuna throwing.

On the Ball

What kind of strength do you need from God? List some areas in which you need help. Maybe it’s to do better in your schoolwork. Perhaps you want to treat people with more kindness. Write down a couple of things, and then pray for God to give you strength in these areas:

Coach’s Comment

Search for the LORD and for his strength; continually seek him. 1 Chronicles 16:11
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Fans can do some pretty crazy stuff to support their favorite athlete or team. Maybe you’ve seen shirtless football fans with painted bodies cheering on their team in freezing weather. Those guys seem ridiculous. But those fans’ actions are nothing compared to a German fan who stabbed a professional tennis player in the back during a match in Germany in 1993.

At the time, Monica Seles was the No. 1–ranked player in the world. She had beaten Germany’s Steffi Graf to take over the top spot. The fan wanted Steffi to be first again, so he rushed from the crowd and stabbed Monica’s back while she was sitting down between games. Monica’s physical injuries didn’t take long to heal, but mentally it took her years to come back. Finally, on January 27, 1996, Monica won the Australian Open—her ninth Grand Slam victory—showing that she had returned to her old form. Monica used pinpoint ground strokes and focused concentration to defeat Anke Huber 6–4, 6–1 in the finals.

What’s the Score?

When Monica claimed the 1996 title, it marked the fourth time that she’d won the Australian Open. But this victory was one of the most memorable because of what she had to overcome.

Overcoming obstacles is nothing new to athletes. All athletes have had to deal with injuries, bumps, and bruises. But Monica had to overcome both physical and mental scars. Sometimes when she sat down between games, she couldn’t help but think about somebody charging her from behind. Tournament organizers even stationed extra people behind her chair to protect her.

Maybe you’ve run into a few bumps or bruises in your life. God doesn’t promise us that everything will go smoothly when we become Christians. But he does promise to walk with us and strengthen us in hard times. First Peter 5:10 says, “After you have suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen you, and he will place you on a firm foundation.” No matter what has happened in your past, you can trust God to help support you. When you stay close to Jesus in difficult times, he will raise you up again.

On the Ball

Bad things can happen in our lives. But even when they do, we need to trust God and let him help us to heal. By God’s strength and with his help, we can be confident that we’ll again walk on a firm foundation.

Coach’s Comment

After you have suffered a little while, he will restore, support, and strengthen you, and he will place you on a firm foundation. 1 Peter 5:10
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The high-flying tricks of the Winter X Games snowmobile freestyle competition take years to master. Without the proper training and practice, a rider could easily end up with a broken bone—or in a wheelchair. Even the names of the tricks sound dangerous. Who’s up for trying a “superman flip,” “backflip no-hander,” or “kiss-of-death”? When you’re riding a 500-pound snowmobile and jumping over 100-foot gaps, you want to know what you’re doing.

Yet Texas native Caleb Moore had only ridden a snowmobile for about a month when he went out and claimed the bronze medal in snowmobile freestyle at the 2010 Winter X Games. And, yes, there were more than three riders in the competition. In fact, 12 of the best riders in the world converged in Aspen, Colorado, for the event. Justin Hoyer won the gold, beating out the 2009 champ, Joe Parsons. Caleb shocked everybody by earning the bronze medal after practicing for just 33 days.

What’s the Score?

Although Caleb was new to riding a snowmobile, he was no stranger to extreme sports. He and his brother Colten were experienced ATV riders. A friend of theirs, veteran snowmobile freestyler Sam Rogers, told the brothers to try snowmobiling. They did.

First, they jumped on fake snow into a pit near their home in Krum, Texas. Then they drove up to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula to train at Evolution Sled Park. The brothers took to the sport like a polar bear to a snow cone. In just over a month, they were ready to compete against the world’s best.

But the truth is, if Sam had never encouraged the Moore brothers to try the sport, their toes may have never touched the snow. Sometimes all it takes is an encouraging word to change a person’s life. God wants us to encourage each other. First Thessalonians 5:11 tells us to “encourage each other and build each other up.” Who knows? Maybe your words will inspire somebody close to you to become a champion.

On the Ball

Do you have a friend with a lot of talent who’s not doing the most she can with it? Maybe you can see an ability in a friend that he hasn’t discovered yet. Write down one friend you want to encourage to try something new: __________________________________________.

Be an encourager in your friends’ lives.

Coach’s Comment

Encourage each other and build each other up, just as you are already doing. 1 Thessalonians 5:11

January

29

Baseball and January go together like hotdogs and chocolate sauce. Yuck! In many parts of the world, it’s way too cold to grab a bat and swing away. Yet on this day in 1936, baseball was on everybody’s mind as the first players in baseball’s Hall of Fame were announced. And what an amazing class it was!

Ty Cobb batted .367 in his career, hit over .400 in three seasons, and won 12 batting titles. Babe Ruth smashed an amazing 714 home runs. His New York Yankees won four World Series. Honus Wagner won eight batting titles and stole 722 bases in his career. Christy Mathewson won 373 games as a pitcher. “Matty,” as his teammates called him, won 37 games during the 1908 season. Walter Johnson was a power pitcher who won 417 games. He amassed 3,508 strikeouts and 110 career shutouts.

What’s the Score?

Although these five athletes were elected to the Hall of Fame in 1936, the actual Baseball Hall of Fame didn’t open in Cooperstown, New York, until 1939. Today, more than 350,000 people visit the National Baseball Hall of Fame every year.

Cooperstown showcases a who’s who of baseball greats. Just look at the statistics for Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, Honus Wagner, Christy Mathewson, and Walter Johnson. They’re staggering! No modern-day pitcher would ever dream of winning 37 games in a season. And Babe not only could crush a ball with his bat, but he also won nearly a hundred games as a pitcher.

Baseball players are judged by what they do on the field. Similarly, we’re judged for what we do with our lives. Jesus said, “The Son of Man will come with his angels in the glory of his Father and will judge all people according to their deeds” (Matthew 16:27). Try to build up some impressive statistics for Jesus Christ. Tell others about Jesus. Show kindness to the people around you. Be a friend to someone who’s lonely. Pick up trash around your school or town. Give some of your money to help the poor. Good works don’t save us, but they do show whose team we’re on.

On the Ball

God doesn’t want us to just sit around. To be a Hall of Famer for Jesus Christ, you need to get in the game. Swing for the fences to help people with the talents you’ve been given. Your actions can make a difference for Christ.

Coach’s Comment

The Son of Man will come with his angels in the glory of his Father and will judge all people according to their deeds. Matthew 16:27

January

30

The Flying Tomato got bruised—fortunately not juiced—at the 2010 Winter X Games. Shaun White, nicknamed “The Flying Tomato” for his red hair and high-flying tricks, took a scary fall in the half-pipe as he tried to land a Double McTwist 1260.

While that may sound like a delicious fast food sandwich, the Double McTwist 1260 was actually one of the most dangerous tricks in snowboarding. Just imagine shooting off the lip of the half-pipe and traveling 20 feet into the air. Then you have to complete two head-over-heels flips and three and a half twists. Oh yeah, don’t forget to land upright, because gravity will be pulling you back to earth.

When Shaun came back to earth in a practice run before the snowboarding finals, he misjudged where he was in the air, slipped, and smacked his head on the icy edge of the pipe. His helmet popped off and flew 15 feet. Fortunately, his head stayed squarely attached to his neck. Just minutes after the wreck, Shaun was back taking another practice run.

What’s the Score?

When Shaun White’s head hit the side of the cement-hard half-pipe, fans wondered if he’d be able to get up. Some thought his chances of competing in the Olympics in a couple of weeks would be dashed. Not only did he walk away from the scary fall, but he also won the Winter X Games gold medal an hour later—his third-straight half-pipe title.

Competing in snowboarding is risky. God doesn’t want us to take unnecessary risks in our lives. We need to use our brains and not put ourselves in danger. But sometimes even when we’re careful, we can find ourselves in scary situations. God promises to never leave us. Isaiah 43:2 says, “When you go through deep waters, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown.” God is there to protect us and walk us through difficult times. Turn to God when you’re injured or nervous about what’s going on around you. He can protect you.

On the Ball

When you find yourself in a slippery situation, don’t forget to pray to God. He’s always close to you and can help direct your steps. Even when you fall down, God can pick you up and give you the strength to keep going.

Coach’s Comment

When you go through deep waters, I will be with you. When you go through rivers of difficulty, you will not drown. When you walk through the fire of oppression, you will not be burned up; the flames will not consume you. Isaiah 43:2

January

31

New sports seem to pop up all the time. At Winter X Games 14 in 2010, a new event was introduced that sounded sort of simple. The Skiing SuperPipe High Air had one goal—jump very, very high. It was sort of like the high jump. But instead of jumping over a bar in running shoes, competitors strapped skis on their feet, zoomed down the half-pipe, and soared as high as they could into the air.

The new event brought a lot of excitement to the superpipe, but nobody was more excited than Peter Olenick. The Aspen, Colorado, native flew 24 feet, 11 inches above the lip of the pipe to win the gold medal. That’s like jumping over a two-story house! Peter’s jump was more than a foot higher than the jump of Canada’s Justin Dorey, who placed second. Kevin Rolland from France earned the bronze medal with a jump of 23 feet, 4 inches.

What’s the Score?

Peter had never won a gold medal at the Winter X Games, even though for seven years the competition took place in his hometown. By concentrating on doing well in an event near his home, Peter was able to share his victory with family and friends.

Before ascending into heaven, Jesus gave his followers some very important instructions. He said the Holy Spirit would come upon them and give them power to be his witnesses “in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). God’s Son said these words in Jerusalem. And if you look at a map, you’ll see that Jesus’ directions encourage his followers to tell others about him close to home and then to spread out.

By focusing on being a light for Jesus in your hometown, you’ll be able to impact the people closest to you. Begin by showing God’s love in your house. Then expand to your neighborhood and school. Finally, what can you do to tell people in your town about Jesus? By following God’s plan for being a witness, you can make a difference for him.

On the Ball

Think of a person close to you who has never prayed to accept Jesus Christ as his or her Savior. Write down that person’s name:__________________________________ . Start praying for that person and ask God to give you the opportunity to share God’s love with him or her. When it comes to being a witness for Jesus, it’s good to start close to home.

Coach’s Comment

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you. And you will be my witnesses, telling people about me everywhere—in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. Acts 1:8
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Officials at the 2009 Asian Open in Japan told pro snowboarder Janna Meyen-Weatherby that she would automatically be placed in the finals. So during early rounds of the competition, she took it easy and waited out bad weather at the bottom of the mountain. But there must have been some confusion. Another rider ran over and told Janna that they were calling her name at the starting gate. She was about to be disqualified. Instead of freaking out, Janna laughed. She quickly gathered her gear and rushed up the lift. She took her run with no practice and reached the finals. A longtime friend marveled at Janna’s calm. Janna admitted that she may have flipped out a few years earlier, but since then Jesus had totally changed her on the inside.

Janna was one of the best female snowboarders. She became a pro as a teenager. Janna was the first woman to win four Winter X gold medals in a row. But no matter how much she won in snowboarding, Janna was always depressed, angry, and bitter—until she gave her life to Jesus. Some of the biggest changes God brought to her life were peace, contentment, and joy. Her friends and fellow pros noticed. Snowboarding magazines even wrote articles about how much Janna had changed, thanks to God.

What’s the Score?

Sometimes it’s easier to understand peace when you look at its opposites. Peace is the quiet when an explosive war ends. Peace is the calm after a raging thunderstorm. Peace is the eye of the hurricane when the ferocious winds rage all around.

That’s the kind of peace God brings us. His peace “exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7). We just need to remember to look for it. Take your eyes off your storms. Don’t focus on the size of your big test or enemy. Don’t look down at potential failure. Instead, read God’s words, and let his peace fill you up.

On the Ball

Trade your troubles for God’s peace. Write down your problems, and put the paper in an envelope. Write Philippians 4:7 and other verses about peace on another piece of paper. Throw away your problem envelope, and keep God’s encouragement instead.

Coach’s Comment

You will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus. Philippians 4:7

February

02

C. J. and Damien Hobgood kicked off the 2006 season surfing head-to-head in the finals of the Globe Sebastian Inlet Pro. The twin brothers traded waves and launched airs. In the end, Damien came out on top, beating his brother for the first time in a pro heat. The difference was $5,000. But even more valuable were the family bragging rights.

C. J. and Damien grew up competing—and fighting—about everything, even the clothes they wore to school. They tried so hard to be different and to establish their own identities. But that wasn’t easy to do because they were identical twins. Early in their surfing careers, magazines mixed up their pictures, and sponsors tried to contract both of them for the price of one.

For a while the brothers tried to keep their distance from each other. But as they secured their spots on the pro tour, they grew closer together and realized how valuable it was to have a brother so near. They also grew in their faith in God and realized that being a twin was a big part of the identities God gave them.

What’s the Score?

We all want to establish our own identities, just like Damien and C.J. did. That might become even more important to you in the next few years. But no matter who you are and what you like to do, your most important identity is found in being God’s child.

The Bible tells us in Galatians 4:6, “Because we are his children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, prompting us to call out, ‘Abba, Father.’” Abba is a word like Daddy. It means we’re tight with God. And it means we’re royalty because God is the King. Let that shape who you are and how you see yourself. No matter what anyone else says, you belong to God and are in line to inherit all his treasures.

On the Ball

Make a list of all the things that make you you. Include everything from unusual freckles and scars to family relations to talents and abilities. Put “God’s son or daughter” right on top of the list.

Coach’s Comment

Because we are his children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, prompting us to call out, “Abba, Father.” Now you are no longer a slave but God’s own child. And since you are his child, God has made you his heir. Galatians 4:6-7

February

03

The New York Giants needed somebody to make a play. On this day in 2008, the Giants trailed the New England Patriots 14–10, with only 2:42 left in Super Bowl LXII. New England had entered the game with a perfect 18–0 record and was trying to make history as the second undefeated team in NFL history. Could the Giants make a comeback?

Giants quarterback Eli Manning started marching his team down the field. With just over a minute left, the Giants faced third-and-five. New England’s defensive line collapsed the pocket quickly, and a Patriot defender grabbed Eli’s jersey. But Eli somehow broke free and flung the ball downfield. Wide receiver David Tyree leaped and grabbed the hanging pass. Patriots safety Rodney Harrison hit David in the air and tried to knock the ball out. But David fell and somehow pinned the ball to the top of his helmet for a first down! It was an unbelievable completion.

Three plays later the Giants scored a touchdown and won the Super Bowl 17–14. Many people called David’s catch the greatest play ever.

What’s the Score?

In Romans 12:9, the Bible tells us to “hold tightly to what is good”—just like David held on to that ball. There was no way he was letting go of that football even when he was hit and battered in the air.

Sometimes it feels like the devil’s tacklers are slamming you to the ground. They do all they can to get you to let go of your grip on God. Your enemy would like nothing more than for you to treat other people badly or to compromise your faith. Sometimes wrong behaviors look tempting. God doesn’t want you to even entertain ideas of sinning; God wants you to hate what is wrong and to hold on to him. Grab on to God like your hands are made of glue. Hold on to your faith like a Super Bowl victory depends on it. That’s your greatest play.

On the Ball

Dive into your playbook, the Bible. Choose and read one whole book of the Bible today.

Coach’s Comment

Don’t just pretend to love others. Really love them. Hate what is wrong. Hold tightly to what is good. Romans 12:9

February

04

Right before Super Bowl XLI, the two opposing coaches took out a full-page ad in USA Today that proclaimed their love for Jesus. Indianapolis Colts coach Tony Dungy and Chicago Bears coach Lovie Smith wanted everybody to know their lives were dedicated to Jesus Christ. Both men were respected for living out their faith on the sidelines. Tony and Lovie both coached with calm, respectful styles. They didn’t scream and swear like many other NFL coaches.

Not only were both men Christians, but they were two of only a handful of African American coaches in the NFL. When Tony’s Colts controlled the game and won 29–17, he became the first African American coach to win a Super Bowl. During the trophy ceremony, Tony told the world, “I’m proud to be the first African American coach to win this. But again, more than anything, Lovie Smith and I are not only African American but also Christian coaches, showing you can do it the Lord’s way. We’re more proud of that.”

What’s the Score?

Should the color of the coaches’ skin have been any big deal at all? No, but it was, because it had taken decades for African Americans to even get the chance to be head coaches in the NFL. The Bible teaches us that God’s love is equal for every person, no matter his or her race or social status. In Jesus, “we have all been baptized into one body by one Spirit, and we all share the same Spirit” (1 Corinthians 12:13). That means we should treat and love all people equally.

Sadly, it wasn’t until about 50 years ago that laws in the United States called for African Americans to be treated equally. Tony and Lovie proved that things are much better now. But there are still many ways that different races don’t trust each other. Look around your church. Is everyone one color? Or are all of God’s children represented? Sometimes we need to make a special effort to reach out and build bridges with different races. When we do, we learn to value each other for what’s inside—like God does.

On the Ball

Look up and read Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech. And look for someone of a different race to talk to or introduce yourself to today.

Coach’s Comment

Some of us are Jews, some are Gentiles, some are slaves, and some are free. But we have all been baptized into one body by one Spirit, and we all share the same Spirit. 1 Corinthians 12:13

February

05

From above it looked more like a military battle than a sporting event. With 600 combatants taking on 600 foes, it was a battle . . . and a game. It was dodgeball. On this day in 2010 at the University of Alberta in Edmonton, Canada, 1,200 students, faculty, and staff gathered for the world’s biggest dodgeball game. Dodgeball was popular at the college, and student groups thought it would be a fun way to bring the community together.

The game pitted Team Green against Team Gold—school colors. When the whistle blew, the bravest players ran full-speed ahead to grab the 400 squishy, red balls in the middle of the court. Other players hung back, just trying to dodge the round, red missiles. After hundreds of throws, catches, dodges, and misses, Matt Flemmer was the only Team Green player left. Then he was nailed, and Gold claimed victory. Everybody won, though. The game blew away San Diego State University’s old world record of 450 people.

What’s the Score?

The great thing about dodgeball is that anybody can play. You just have to avoid getting hit by one of those bouncy, red balls. If you’ve ever taken one to the face, you know you want to do whatever it takes to get out of the way.

In the Bible, the Israelites boasted that they had figured out how to make the ultimate dodge—avoiding death and destruction. But they were wrong. God’s response through Isaiah was that the only way to dodge death was through Jesus, the “precious cornerstone that is safe to build on” (Isaiah 28:16). He is the only foundation worth building our lives on. He is the only way we can dodge spiritual death and find eternal life with God that will never be shaken.

On the Ball

What are you trying to dodge in life? Write those things down on little pieces of paper. Then wad them into balls, and throw them across your room. Commit to building your life only on Jesus.

Coach’s Comment

You boast, “We have struck a bargain to cheat death and have made a deal to dodge the grave. The coming destruction can never touch us, for we have built a strong refuge made of lies and deception.” Therefore, this is what the Sovereign LORD says: “Look! I am placing a foundation stone in Jerusalem, a firm and tested stone. It is a precious cornerstone that is safe to build on. Whoever believes need never be shaken.” Isaiah 28:15-16

February

06

For decades, when people pictured a hockey player, an image of a man’s scarred face and mouth with missing teeth would come to mind. That all changed in 1998 when the Nagano Winter Olympics became the first one to feature women’s ice hockey. Not many women in the world played hockey at the time. There were no pro leagues. This was the biggest competition on the biggest stage for the sport.

And the games lived up to the excitement. In the gold-medal contest, the two best teams and biggest rivals—the United States and Canada—played. In the first period, the goalies kept things scoreless. The Americans broke through with two goals in the second period as Shelley Looney tallied on a power play and Sandra Whyte found the back of the net. The Canadians cut the lead to 2–1 with about four minutes left. But in the end the United States won 3–1. The Americans made it all the way through the Olympics undefeated.

What’s the Score?

The American women were overjoyed. The Canadians were devastated—they’d won every world championship since 1987. But both teams felt good because it was a victory for the sport they loved. The 1998 American and Canadian women’s hockey teams opened doors for girls around the world to play hockey. The sport became much more accessible and accepted after that Olympics.

Jesus opened a door for us in a similar way. Before his death and resurrection, only the high priests could come close to meeting directly with God. The Israelites had to follow lots of strict laws and to make animal sacrifices for their sins. There were many barriers between God and the people. But Jesus did away with all those things. He made a door for us to go directly to God. That’s why the Bible calls him our High Priest (Hebrews 4:14). Because of him, we can “come boldly to the throne of our gracious God” (Hebrews 4:16) and relate to him directly. That’s the most important victory ever!

On the Ball

Go boldly to God’s throne by praying. Thank him that Jesus opened the door for you, and ask him who you can open the door for.

Coach’s Comment

Let us come boldly to the throne of our gracious God. There we will receive his mercy, and we will find grace to help us when we need it most. Hebrews 4:16

February

07

No one would have blamed you for turning off the TV after the third quarter of Super Bowl XXXVI in 2002. The New England Patriots had a 17–3 lead over the St. Louis Rams. The outcome of the game was decided—or was it?

The favored Rams came to life in the fourth quarter. They scored a touchdown about five minutes into the quarter to cut the Patriots’ lead to a touchdown. Late in the game, Rams quarterback Kurt Warner put together an amazing drive that ended in another Rams touchdown. Suddenly the game was tied 17–17 with only 1:30 on the clock.

Would the Patriots play it safe by running out the clock and going for overtime? Nope, they went for the win. With second-year quarterback Tom Brady behind center, New England moved the ball downfield. With six seconds left, Patriots kicker Adam Vinatieri came on for a 48-yard field goal attempt. Patriots fans held their breath as the ball was snapped. Adam sent the ball sailing. He raised his arms immediately. The kick was good! The Patriots were Super Bowl champions.

What’s the Score?

Adam faced a high-pressure kick. His skills were put to the test in that one moment of fame or failure. It’s what he had practiced for his whole life. He was ready to make it count.

Your faith will be tested in similar big moments when success or failure is on the line. Maybe it will be an opportunity to go on a mission trip or to change a life by making friends with someone who really needs one. Maybe it will be resisting a temptation to do drugs or to get into a relationship that pulls you away from God. First Peter 1:7 says, “These trials will show that your faith is genuine.” These challenges are like fire to gold—it makes it more pure. Whenever you feel the heat in life, remember that God is using these circumstances to refine your character and to make you more like him. Be ready, and make the most of your big moments.

On the Ball

Practice now for tests that will come later. What will you do when

• someone offers you drugs?

• a friend tries to show you pornography?

• friends pressure you to lie to your parents?

Coach’s Comment

These trials will show that your faith is genuine. It is being tested as fire tests and purifies gold—though your faith is far more precious than mere gold. So when your faith remains strong through many trials, it will bring you much praise and glory and honor on the day when Jesus Christ is revealed to the whole world. 1 Peter 1:7

February

08

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Lindsey Vonn was the American poster girl for the 2010 Winter Olympics. No American had ever won the women’s downhill race. Lindsey was expected to do that and more. She carried the nation’s hopes for multiple gold medals in several races. But two weeks before the Vancouver Games, Lindsey crashed and badly injured her right shin. She couldn’t even put her ski boot on, so how could she recover in time to compete?

Lindsey tried to rest and heal, but the hype was huge. Her face appeared all over the news. The media swarmed. All of it tested Lindsey’s patience and endurance. Bad weather worked in her favor as the women’s downhill was postponed several times. Every day counted toward healing and improved her chances of competing.

On race day, Lindsey stood ready in the starting gate. American Julia Mancuso had just posted an excellent run, and Lindsey knew she had to go all out to win. She skied aggressively. Her leg hurt, and she came close to losing control on the last big jump. But Lindsey crossed the finish line more than a half-second faster than anyone else. She won the gold and burst into tears of relief and joy! It was an epic Olympic accomplishment.

What’s the Score?

Skiing in pain was not how Lindsey had planned her Olympics. Her injury was a big, unexpected obstacle. But she pressed through, and reaching her goal made it all worthwhile.

God doesn’t promise that we will always win the gold in life, but he does promise that if we “patiently endure testing and temptation,” we will “receive the crown of life” (James 1:12). It’s an excellent reminder that God works in the middle of our struggles. He uses those struggles to teach us and help us grow stronger. God doesn’t promise to take away all our problems or pain while we’re here on earth. But he does promise an eternal reward that makes it all worthwhile in the end. Hang on to that hope when you feel beat up by life.

On the Ball

Draw a picture of your struggles in life as a ski race. Put yourself on skis speeding over them with God’s help.

Coach’s Comment

God blesses those who patiently endure testing and temptation. Afterward they will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him. James 1:12

February

09

The two British teens wanted a challenge. For Rob Gauntlett and James Hooper, that meant something extreme. After graduating from high school, the two set out on a 26,000-mile journey from the North Pole to the South Pole. They planned to start north of Greenland, then ski and dogsled on thin ice. They wanted to bike through North and South America and finish by sailing into Antarctica.

What experience did Rob and James have? Not much. They had climbed Mount Everest before—with little experience, preparation, or funding. So they went into this trek the same way: little preparation or funding and no experience with dogsledding or sailing. But they had each other. And whether it was stupid or adventurous, that’s all they seemed to need.

Rob and James came near death a couple of times. Rob fell through the ice once. The whole journey was tough, but the two made it to the South Pole. After reaching the South Pole, they arrived in Sydney, Australia, 409 days after they started. They had looked death in the face and explored a huge portion of the earth. Plus, they inspired millions who watched along the way.

What’s the Score?

Rob and James didn’t back down from a challenge. Long ago in Old Testament times, two other friends wanted to go for a seemingly impossible challenge. The Israelites were close to the Promised Land, so they sent spies to scope it out. Most of the spies came back and reported that it was too scary, too wild, and too hard to go there. But that’s not the way Joshua and Caleb saw it. They said, “The land we traveled through and explored is a wonderful land!” Joshua and Caleb knew that if the people trusted God, they would experience a more amazing life than they could imagine. The Israelites’ faith was adventurous. They knew God would deliver what he promised. And they knew any risks in obeying him would pay off with blessings.

On the Ball

What do you feel God is calling you to do? Where have you been scared to follow him? Complete this list.

Risks/Hard Parts:     Rewards/Good Parts:

Coach’s Comment

They said to all the people of Israel, “The land we traveled through and explored is a wonderful land! And if the LORD is pleased with us, he will bring us safely into that land and give it to us. It is a rich land flowing with milk and honey.” Numbers 14:7-8

February

10

Think of some of your favorite things to do in the snow. Maybe you thought of skiing, sledding, or making a snow fort. Snow is most fun when you can play in it. That’s what students at Michigan Tech thought, so they used snow for the ultimate group project—with a twist. On this day in 2006, college students, faculty, kids, and others from Houghton, Michigan, got together to break some snow records.

The winter warriors—3,745 of them—waged the world’s biggest snowball fight. Talk about a blizzard of snowballs! And if anyone needed any ammunition inspiration, all that person had to do was look over at the world’s largest snowball, which was 21 feet high and three inches around! Once everybody was good and tired of throwing snowballs, 3,784 people flopped down to make snow angels at one time—also the most ever.

Students organized everything at Michigan Tech’s Sherman Field, but they pulled in the whole community as well. They all had to work together to make these chilly records happen, and every person counted—literally.

What’s the Score?

Do you sit on the sidelines at school, church, or home? Or are you willing to jump in and be part of making something good happen? Don’t just sit back and watch. Get involved. Really live. Be unified with others.

The Bible tells us that we need to be “agreeing wholeheartedly with each other, loving one another, and working together with one mind and purpose” (Philippians 2:2). That’s true of God’s work and of doing good around us. It takes everyone, and that includes you. So go for it. Raise your hand. Sign up. Volunteer. You’ll be surprised how much fun it can be. After all, lots of things in life are more fun together, including snowball fights.

On the Ball

Get involved. Sign up to serve others at church or school. Or do you have your own idea? Ask some friends to help, and then get going. Fill in this sentence with an idea. “Now is the time for me to ______________________________.”

Coach’s Comment

Make me truly happy by agreeing wholeheartedly with each other, loving one another, and working together with one mind and purpose. Philippians 2:2

February

11

The idea seemed ridiculous. A bobsled team from Jamaica? It’s a tropical island! People laughed. No snow ever fell on the small Caribbean nation. But that didn’t stop Jamaica from sending a bobsled team to the 1988 Winter Olympics in Calgary, Canada.

The team started training in Jamaica and began practicing on ice tracks a few months before the Olympics. They were strong athletes, and their fast starts were impressive. By the time they reached Calgary, the Jamaicans were steadily improving. They were a crowd favorite because they were the ultimate underdogs and had such positive attitudes. The Olympics ended for the Jamaican four-man sled team when they crashed—going 75 miles per hour. All of the men were okay, and they eventually got up and walked the rest of the track to the finish line.

The Jamaicans were serious about wanting to win. They returned to the Olympics in 1992 but didn’t do well. Then in the 1994 Games, Jamaica finished a respectable 14th—ahead of teams from the United States, Russia, and France. The Jamaicans may not have won any medals, but they won over the world.

What’s the Score?

How do you handle criticism? What’s your response when people laugh at you? It’s natural to want to run away, retaliate, and throw insults back, but 1 Peter 3:9 tells us not to. Instead, God wants us to “pay them back with a blessing.” That’s exactly what the Jamaican bobsled team ended up doing. Their positive attitudes and hard work brought joy to sports fans and won over their critics.

It is hard not to “retaliate with insults when people insult you.” But God has promised that he will bless you for it. Ask him for his strength to bless back with kind words or respectful actions. And stay focused on your goal . . . no matter what critics may say.

On the Ball

Write down an insult or criticism you feel like giving someone who has put you down. Then turn the paper over and write words or actions that can bless that person instead.

Coach’s Comment

Don’t repay evil for evil. Don’t retaliate with insults when people insult you. Instead, pay them back with a blessing. That is what God has called you to do, and he will bless you for it. 1 Peter 3:9

February

12

Canadian ice skaters and Australian sailors make sense. People living around all that ice or water have the opportunity to get good at those sports. But how do you explain a luger from India or cross-country skiers from Algeria and Ethiopia? They make you say, “Huh? Where did those guys come from?”

The Winter Olympics can be filled with dreamers who defy the odds. They’re committed and brave. And they get the coolest nicknames. Eddie the Eagle (real name Eddie Edwards) was Great Britain’s first-ever ski jumper in 1988. Kwame Nkrumah-Acheampong was called “The Snow Leopard” in 2010. This slalom skier was Ghana’s first-ever winter Olympian. No, there is no snow in the African nation of Ghana. And there are hardly any swimming pools in Equatorial Guinea where Eric the Eel was from. You can read about him on August 28.

Athletes like these might have been total underdogs from underdog countries, but they were serious about their sports. They came to compete—even if they knew they wouldn’t win. They gave their all to represent their countries and to open doors for others to go through. And these athletes have often endeared themselves to the crowd, because they tried—hard. Their faith in what could happen inspires us all.

What’s the Score?

Psalm 37:4 tells us, “Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you your heart’s desires.” That’s one cool verse. But it doesn’t mean we’ll always get anything we want. The key is to first delight in the Lord. When we pursue him and commit ourselves to him, God shapes our hearts and desires. He brings them in line with his desires for us. As we follow God’s purposes and plans for our lives, our hearts’ desires become unstoppable.

Don’t be afraid to dream big. Love and live for God with all your strength. Put your faith in what can happen through him.

On the Ball

Dream big. List a few large accomplishments you want to achieve in life.

1.

2.

3.

Coach’s Comment

Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you your heart’s desires. Psalm 37:4

February

13

Canadians Jamie Salé and David Pelletier entered the pairs figure-skating finals of the 2002 Winter Olympics in second place. The leaders were Russia’s Elena Berezhnaya and Anton Sikharulidze, but Anton stumbled during the performance. When Jamie and David skated a beautiful, flawless routine, the crowd in Salt Lake City, Utah, roared. The commentators proclaimed victory for the Canadians. They had clearly outskated the competition.

But when the judges’ scores were announced, nobody could believe their ears. The Russians had won. The crowd booed. The commentators were horrified. David and Jamie were heartbroken. The next day, newspapers proclaimed, “Robbed!” And skating officials launched an investigation.

It didn’t take long to uncover the truth. A French judge confessed that she had been ordered to give the victory to the Russians. The competition was fixed. So the decision was made to give the Canadian pair gold medals, too.

What’s the Score?

God was not happy about judges cheating in the Olympics. How can we tell? The Bible is clear about God’s view of injustice. “I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and wrongdoing,” he says. Justice is righting a wrong, often for those who can’t do it themselves. Many Bible verses tell us to work for justice, especially for people who are weak or who are being taken advantage of. Zechariah 7:9-10 tells us, “Judge fairly, and show mercy and kindness to one another. Do not oppress widows, orphans, foreigners, and the poor.”

That applies to the Olympics and to our everyday lives. We should try to help other people when we see them being mistreated or cheated. What if no one would have called for a closer look into the ice-skating competition? What if no one stands up against that bully in your class or helps the single mother on your block? Join God in making things right.

On the Ball

Fill in the blanks in this statement. “I know ____________________ is being mistreated. I can ______________________________ to help.” Talk to your parents about helping too.

Coach’s Comment

I, the LORD, love justice; I hate robbery and wrongdoing. In my faithfulness I will reward my people and make an everlasting covenant with them. Isaiah 61:8 (NIV)

February

14

John Wooden is remembered as one of the best college basketball coaches of all time. But his family remembers him for something else. For years, John wrote a special letter once a month. He tied it with a ribbon and placed it on a stack. He had nowhere to send these letters because they were to his wife, Nell, who had died in 1985. Coach, as everyone called him, said he missed telling her things. The letters were an expression of the undying love they had shared while Nell was alive.

John was a basketball icon, mostly for his coaching success at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). His record there was 627 wins and only 147 losses. He led UCLA to 10 NCAA championships in 12 years during the 1960s and ’70s. But John was also a hero and an inspiration off the court. He loved God deeply, and he taught his players integrity and values as well as ball-handling skills. He passed along his famous Pyramid of Success, which was built on virtues such as skill, enthusiasm, industriousness, patience, and faith.

John’s favorite Bible passage was 1 Corinthians 13, also known as the love chapter. “Faith, hope, and love” guided his relationships with his wife and with his players. When John died in 2010 at the age of 99, everyone knew he was excited to be reunited with his true loves in heaven: Jesus and his wife, Nell.

What’s the Score?

John’s unending love for his wife proved that “love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance” (1 Corinthians 13:7). It’s sad, but love doesn’t always last in our world. Too many marriages and relationships break apart too often.

John and Nell’s love was a great example of committed love. It’s also a beautiful reflection of God’s love for us. The Woodens didn’t let anything tear apart their love. God won’t let anything change his love for us. He wants that nonstop, unconditional love of his to flow through us to other people, too. Marriage is still off in the future for you, but you’re never too young to commit to receiving and sharing God’s perfect love.

On the Ball

Write a letter to a parent, a brother or sister, or a longtime good friend. Let that person know you love him or her and appreciate who he or she is in your life.

Coach’s Comment

Love never gives up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance. 1 Corinthians 13:7

February
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The third time wasn’t a charm. The twentieth time was—at least it was for Dale Earnhardt at the Daytona 500. Dale was considered by many to be the best NASCAR driver of all time. But NASCAR’s great prize kept eluding him during his amazing career.

The Daytona 500 is kind of like the Super Bowl of NASCAR. It’s called “The Great American Race,” and it is the biggest, richest, and most prestigious event in car racing. When Dale pulled up to the starting line in 1998, the Daytona 500 was the only race he had never won. He’d tried for 19 years! He’d come close. He had dominated many Daytonas but had lost in lots of different ways, including a flipped car, a blown tire on the last lap, and a final-lap pass.

Finally, 1998 was Dale’s year. His No. 3 car ran in the lead for 107 of the 200 laps and was in first for the last 60 laps. He even held off a furious charge by Bobby Labonte and Jeremy Mayfield at the end. Finally, Dale had made it into the winner’s circle at the Daytona 500.

What’s the Score?

What have you been working on for a long time but can’t seem to accomplish? What hangs over your head and won’t go away? What makes you cry out to God, “How long must I struggle with anguish in my soul, with sorrow in my heart every day?” (Okay, maybe you wouldn’t say it exactly like that.)

It can be easy to give up when we struggle for a long time. But when we stay patient and persistent, we give God a chance to work. Waiting is tough. But it doesn’t mean being lazy; we need to stay active. Keep working toward your goal. Keep trying. Instead of sitting around thinking about quitting, try these ideas from Psalm 13:5-6: Trust in God’s unfailing love; celebrate because God has saved you; and sing to the Lord because he is good.

On the Ball

Sing your favorite worship song to God and pray, “Lord, it’s been so long that ________ just won’t seem to happen. Please help me to trust you with it.”

Coach’s Comment

How long must I struggle with anguish in my soul, with sorrow in my heart every day? How long will my enemy have the upper hand? Psalm 13:2

February
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If you’re looking for real horsepower, try the sport of skijoring. It’s like cross-country skiing, but you get pulled by a horse. In 1928, skijoring made it into the Winter Olympics in St. Moritz, Switzerland, as a demonstration sport. It never made it back into the Games, but it’s still pretty cool.

The word skijoring literally means “ski driving.” But you can think of it as water skiing behind a horse on snow. You attach yourself to a harness, and a horse pulls you through the snow on skis. The sport started in Scandinavia using reindeer, then spread to Europe as an easy way for farmers to get around their land in winter.

People still skijor in Europe, and some want to bring it back to the Olympics. If you live in a cold, snowy climate, don’t be surprised if you see someone speeding by behind a horse or a dog. You can impress your friends by saying, “Hey, check it out—skijoring.”

What’s the Score?

In Bible times and even in more recent history, horses meant power. If your king had an army of horses, you could conquer and rule other nations. So the psalmist was making a big statement when he said God wasn’t impressed with the strength of horses or humans. Instead, “the LORD’s delight is in those who fear him, those who put their hope in his unfailing love” (Psalm 147:11).

God’s priority is on his love, and he wants that to be No. 1 for us, too. Where is your trust? Is it in your stuff: your money, toys, or gadgets? Could you give up all those things? There’s nothing necessarily wrong with having cool stuff (horses included), but it is wrong to rely on things instead of on God. Make sure the harness of your priorities is connected to the one and only true God.

On the Ball

What’s your most favorite game, gadget, or thing? Go without it for a day or—even better—a week. Talk to God when you feel like picking it up.

Coach’s Comment

He takes no pleasure in the strength of a horse or in human might. No, the LORD’s delight is in those who fear him, those who put their hope in his unfailing love. Psalm 147:10-11

February
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Nothing felt right as Dan Jansen started the 500-meter speed-skating competition at the 1988 Calgary Olympics. His legs were weak. His mind was numb. His heart was broken. His closest sister, Jane, had died just a few hours earlier of leukemia.

Dan’s sister loved speed skating and loved watching him compete. For Jane, he tried to clear his brain and skate for gold. Dan exploded out of the starting blocks but lost his balance on the first turn. He fell, slid, and crashed into the wall. He buried his face in his hands.

The Olympics seemed cursed for Dan. Although he had won numerous championships and set world records, he crashed again in the 1992 Winter Games and again in his first race in the 1994 Olympics. He had one race left: the 1,000 meters. On the last lap, he slipped but kept his balance. Dan crossed the finish line with a new world record and a gold medal—finally! It would never erase the grief of losing his sister, but he had finally fulfilled his dream. Dan skated a victory lap with his baby daughter in his arms. He had named her Jane . . . after his sister.

What’s the Score?

Dan discovered that grief can overwhelm our hearts, minds, and bodies. Losing someone we love is sad, and it can make us feel helpless and even hopeless. There’s a normal process of missing our loved ones that we have to go through to heal. God understands that. He knows the pain of death and loss—he watched his own Son die on a cross for the sins of the world.

Staying close to God during times of grief won’t magically make our pain go away, but God will bring us comfort and hope. King David knew that. He wrote, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me” (Psalm 23:4, NASB). No matter how badly you hurt, keep turning to God and to the people around you for help.

On the Ball

Write to God about someone you love who has died or moved far away. Be totally honest and tell God how you miss that person. If you have a friend who lost a loved one, hang out with him or her. Say you’re sorry and ask if he or she wants to talk about it. You don’t have to know what to say; just listen.

Coach’s Comment

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. Psalm 23:4 (NASB)

February
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Kelly Clark boosted higher out of the half-pipe than any other woman at the 2002 Winter Olympics, and she grabbed the United States’ first women’s snowboarding gold medal ever. It was the highlight of a year in which Kelly won every competition she entered, including the Winter X Games. She was 18 and had reached all her life goals. Not long after that . . . she was totally empty and unhappy. She was ready to quit snowboarding. She didn’t even know if she wanted to live. That’s when Kelly met Jesus Christ.

Kelly returned to the Olympics in Torino in 2006 and in Vancouver in 2010. Both times she rocked praise music over the loudspeakers during her runs. And there was that sticker, right on the nose of her board for the whole world to see. It said, “Jesus, I cannot hide my love.”

There were no gold repeats for Kelly. She finished fourth in 2006 and claimed a bronze medal in 2010. Was she disappointed? Sure. Kelly was a tough competitor and one of the best in the world. But she was much more satisfied with life because of her relationship with God, no matter what color medal she won.

What’s the Score?

A professional snowboard is prime real estate. It’s where pros put stickers of their sponsors who pay them big bucks. The stickers are marks of their identities and loyalties. That’s why Kelly’s board was the perfect place for her to announce her love and devotion to Jesus.

The apostle Paul might have done that if he snowboarded. He said, “I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ” (Romans 1:16). He couldn’t help but tell people about all Jesus had done for him and what Jesus could do for them, too. How about you? You might have a different way to reach out to others than Paul or Kelly. That’s the way talking about Jesus should be—you don’t have to memorize somebody else’s speech. Just be natural, talking about how Jesus works in your life.

On the Ball

What’s your thing: sports, music, art, debate, Scouts? Think of three ways you can show and share your love for Jesus in natural ways.

1.

2.

3.

Coach’s Comment

I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, saving everyone who believes—the Jew first and also the Gentile. Romans 1:16

February
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NASCAR drivers often fight bumper to bumper for position in a race. But at the 1979 Daytona 500, they ended up fighting with their fists. As Cale Yarborough dropped inside to try to pass Donnie Allison on the final lap, Donnie wasn’t going to let Cale through. The cars bumped, and Cale’s wheels ran off the track. He swung out of control, and both cars swerved into the wall, crashed, and slid into the infield. Donnie’s brother, Bobby, drove up to check on the two, and that’s when a fight broke out.

These three racers had already been involved in a spinout earlier in the day. This one cost Cale and Donnie the race. Tempers flared. Cale blamed the Allison brothers for double-teaming him. They denied it. Cale hit Bobby with his helmet, and the three started wrestling and punching in the mud.

Meanwhile, Richard Petty was a half-lap behind when the crash happened. He hadn’t won anything for 45 races, and his doctors had told him not to drive in this race because he had recently had surgery. But Richard ended up coming away with a victory.

What’s the Score?

The big Daytona fight got a lot of attention, but it didn’t get any of the racers involved what they wanted—first place. No matter whose fault it truly was, the fight showed what was in the racers’ hearts. James’s words fit well: “You are jealous of what others have, but you can’t get it, so you fight and wage war to take it away from them” (James 4:2).

If we let our jealousy and pride drive us, we’re scheming and waging war in our hearts. It’s the same as fighting even if we don’t throw punches. How can we avoid it? Ask God for what you want instead of getting jealous. You can trust his good plans for you. When we ask God for something and trust him to know what’s best for us, we can relax and not fight others for it. That helps us avoid crashing. After all, even second place is better than not finishing at all—Cale would surely agree.

On the Ball

What or who are you jealous of? Write it down. Tape it on a toy car. And drive it off your deck. Pray as you do, and consider it a symbol of your getting rid of your jealousy.

Coach’s Comment

You want what you don’t have, so you scheme and kill to get it. You are jealous of what others have, but you can’t get it, so you fight and wage war to take it away from them. Yet you don’t have what you want because you don’t ask God for it. James 4:2

February
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Short-track speed skating is known for its fast crashes. But no crash is more famous than the one that occurred in the 1,000-meter finals at the 2002 Winter Olympics. Australia’s Steven Bradbury knew he didn’t have much of a chance for the gold medal against Apolo Ohno, Ahn Hyn-Soo, Li Jiajun, and Mathieu Turcotte. Australia had never won a gold medal in the Winter Olympics, and it didn’t look like that would change.

Steven was in last place coming into the final turn—not last place by a hair, but last place by a lot. Apolo and the other three racers powered into the sharp turn. One of them lost control. Suddenly, all four racers in front of Steven skidded across the ice like bowling pins. The Aussie cruised through the wreckage and crossed the finish line first. He threw his arms up, half in celebration and half in disbelief. Steven’s strategy had paid off. He knew he wasn’t the fastest skater. This was his third Olympics, but he had never given up on his golden dreams. His hard work paid off with a big surprise.

What’s the Score?

When God said, “The silver is mine, and the gold is mine” (Haggai 2:8), he was talking about his power over the whole world, not Olympic medals. But the statement still fits. God has control over the whole world. He can see everything that will happen; we can’t. That’s why we need to trust God and to keep pursuing him no matter how bad things look in front of us.

Just as in Steven’s race, sometimes the unexpected happens. No one expected him to win—Steven didn’t expect himself to win! But his faithfulness put him in a position to claim the gold. Don’t give up. Keep going after God and obeying his commands. Be ready to seize the victory whenever it opens up in front of you.

On the Ball

What do you get tired of doing for God? Obeying your parents? Being kind to your brother or sister? Not listening to raunchy popular songs? Don’t give up! Stay committed to living for God and serving him.

Coach’s Comment

The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. Haggai 2:8

February
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What do you call an expo center in Sofia, Bulgaria, lined with 360 identical tables and chess games? A world record! But not for the most people playing chess at once (you can read about that on October 21). On this day in 2009, Kiril Georgiev played 360 people at once! This Bulgarian chess master earned a spot in the Guinness World Records for playing the most simultaneous games of chess by one individual.

How did he do it? All of Kiril’s opponents sat at tables. It was slow going, but Kiril walked from game to game. He played for more than 14 hours and walked more than 12 miles in the process! Who says chess isn’t good exercise? Kiril averaged three moves an hour.

Before you think you can gather 361 of your closest friends and beat the record, there are a lot of official requirements. Maybe the hardest is that a record breaker must win at least 80 percent of the games. Kiril’s final score was 284 wins, 6 losses, and 70 ties. The guy had serious brain power!

What’s the Score?

Do you get bored with a game of chess after half an hour? Kiril must have been tempted to hurry up and get the record finished. But he remained patient and made sure all 360 games counted.

We live much of our lives in the fast lane, quickly going from one thing to another. But we can learn a lesson from chess. It’s a slow game. You have to think about what you’re doing and look several moves ahead. One wrong move and you’re done. “Haste makes mistakes,” Proverbs 19:2 says. So chess players are careful not to make hasty moves.

The Bible tells us we also make mistakes in life when we get in too big a hurry without seeking knowledge first. Have you ever rushed in and made a mess of a situation because you didn’t know everything you needed to? Stay patient. Learn from people who know more than you. And trust God to guide you with his perfect timing.

On the Ball

Practice slowing down. Try working a 1,000-piece jigsaw puzzle. Maybe your family can set it up on a table and solve it together slowly. It’s good practice to focus on taking things one step at a time.

Coach’s Comment

Enthusiasm without knowledge is no good; haste makes mistakes. Proverbs 19:2

February

22

Do you like squash? No, not the vegetable—the sport. Never heard of it? It’s similar to racquetball. The main differences are a smaller court, a longer racquet, and a less bouncy ball. The name squash is a reference to the squashable ball.

Did you know the longest winning streak in the history of college sports comes from squash? In February 2010, Trinity College won its 12th straight national championship. That’s impressive, but this is even more impressive: The win was the Trinity Bantams’ 224th team victory in a row. The last time Trinity lost was February 22, 1998—that’s more than 12 years without feeling the sting of defeat.

It all started when the college president asked the coach what it would take to compete with the bigger Ivy League schools. Coach Paul Assaiante said he would need to recruit players from other countries where squash was more popular. So he did. Trinity has had players from every continent except Antarctica. The teams looked like a miniature United Nations, with players from Pakistan, India, Sweden, England, Colombia, and more. Paul helped his guys from all over the world unite to form strong teams—strong enough that no one seemed to be able to beat them.

What’s the Score?

The Trinity College teams are a good example of what God’s Kingdom will be like one day when “the LORD will be king over all the earth” (Zechariah 14:9). There will be people from every nation, speaking every language, and getting along with everyone else. In fact, the church around the world should already be like that. Even though we have different customs, languages, and ways of worshiping God, we should respect and help each other as much as we can. After all, we are all on the same team.

At the same time, we need to remember that there are also people all around us from different cultures and countries who need to know Jesus. How can we tell them about Christ if we don’t know them? Start today to make friends with kids from different races and nationalities in your community.

On the Ball

Talk to your parents or pastor about ways you can connect with and help international families in your area.

Coach’s Comment

The LORD will be king over all the earth. On that day there will be one LORD—his name alone will be worshiped. Zechariah 14:9

February
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Dean Potter wanted to fly. For years, he had been one of the best and most respected rock climbers in the world. Heights didn’t scare him. But he had also been fascinated by flying. So in 2009, Dean climbed up the Eiger, a famous mountain in Switzerland. He put on a special suit and walked to the edge of a rock that stuck out like a diving board. Then he jumped.

Dean fell about 600 feet. Then his special wingsuit caught the air, and Dean started flying. To get an idea of what the wingsuit looked like, picture a flying squirrel. The suit had extra fabric wings under the arms and between the legs. Almost three minutes later, Dean pulled a parachute and landed near a small Swiss town. He was 9,000 feet lower and four miles away from where he started! It was the longest human free-fall flight ever made.

What’s the Score?

Was Dean crazy? Some would say so. Other people in the world had tried using wingsuits. Some had died trying. It was an incredibly risky activity. But Dean believed in following his passions. And seeing him fly is an amazing picture of how God’s strength can fill us and keep us soaring.

Have you ever watched an eagle fly? It’s an effortless glide through the sky. Isaiah told us that’s how God’s strength is. He wrote, “Those who trust in the LORD will find new strength. They will soar high on wings like eagles. They will run and not grow weary. They will walk and not faint” (Isaiah 40:31). Are you weary? Do you feel like fainting in your spiritual life? Turn your heart to God and let him lift you back up.

On the Ball

Watch for some big birds soaring. You might have hawks or pelicans living near you. Worship God with prayer and singing as you see them glide gracefully through the skies. Picture God filling your spiritual wings the same way.

Coach’s Comment

Those who trust in the LORD will find new strength. They will soar high on wings like eagles. They will run and not grow weary. They will walk and not faint. Isaiah 40:31

February
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Tim Howard knew it was time. He had earned the job as the starting goalkeeper for the New York/New Jersey MetroStars going into the 2001 MLS season. But before the season began, he had to get something out. At the preseason media day, Tim announced that he had Tourette’s syndrome. Tourette’s is a disorder of the nervous system that causes the body to twitch or tic on its own.

Tim had dealt with Tourette’s since he was a kid, but he had never gone public with his physical struggles. He knew there would be more attention on him as a starter. Plus, Tim had grown a lot in his relationship with Christ. He saw how both soccer and Tourette’s were gifts. They gave him chances to glorify God and to help kids and other people. Getting his secret out was a relief.

What’s the Score?

Tourette’s never held Tim back in soccer. His career proved it. He went on to play in the powerful English Premier League, first with Manchester United, then with Everton. Tim also became the starting keeper for the US National Team. He was a strong leader and one of the top goalies in the world. And he never quit telling people about his Tourette’s or his God.

Tim didn’t know how people would respond when he first opened up about Tourette’s. Most were supportive. But some members of the media made fun of him. No matter what reactions he received, Tim lived out the words of the apostle Paul: “That’s why I take pleasure in my weaknesses, and in the insults, hardships, persecutions, and troubles that I suffer for Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Corinthians 12:10).

What frustrates you? Does something hold you back? Maybe it has fancy medical letters, such as ADD. Or maybe you’re small or big for your age. It might take some work, but God can help you overcome any challenge you face.

On the Ball

Don’t run away from your problem. Pick a hard challenge, and attack it. Make a plan to accomplish it with your parents’ help. Don’t count it a failure if you struggle. Keep going for it and repeating 2 Corinthians 12:10.

Coach’s Comment

That’s why I take pleasure in my weaknesses, and in the insults, hardships, persecutions, and troubles that I suffer for Christ. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 2 Corinthians 12:10

February

25

Michael Kettman was 13 when he found out that the record for spinning basketballs at one time was seven. Seven? he thought. I can beat that. A year later he set a new record by spinning 10. And he was only getting started. In 1999, Michael raised the world record to 28 basketballs spun at one time!

That’s so many balls that Michael had to be creative about where to spin them. He held on his lap a special rack made of plastic pipe. Michael slapped one ball at a time to get it spinning on the tip of a ballpoint pen. Then he placed it on a nail head on the plastic rack. His biggest challenge was getting all the balls spinning before the first ones slowed down and fell off. He had about 90 seconds to get all 28 balls spinning. The last ones spun on Michael’s fingertips. The balls didn’t spin long—but long enough to make the record official.

What’s the Score?

Michael was a master basketball spinner, but he could only keep everything going for a short time. Sometimes our lives can feel like we’re trying to keep a whole collection of balls spinning—and it all quickly gets out of control. When that happens, we need to let the balls fall and recognize that God is in control. Getting worried and upset will only stress us out. God gives us a better way to deal with life. He says, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

That means we need to be quiet and trust him. We should set aside our problems and projects for a little while and rest in him. Reading the Bible can remind us of who God is. So can going for a walk through his creation as you talk or sing to him. Try it, and remember that God can keep your world from spinning out of control.

On the Ball

Take some time to be still with God. Find a special place where you won’t be distracted, maybe a park or a tree fort. You might even set down a basketball outside to remind you to put aside whatever’s bothering you. Then breathe deeply, and read God’s Word.

Coach’s Comment

Be still, and know that I am God! I will be honored by every nation. I will be honored throughout the world. Psalm 46:10

February
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Diane Van Deren had been running for 12 days when she crossed the finish line of the Yukon Arctic Ultramarathon on this day in 2009. She had run 430 miles in the dead of winter. Temperatures were negative 30 degrees. But that wasn’t the worst part. On the 11th day, Diane broke through the ice and fell shoulder deep into icy water. Her boots froze to her feet. Still, Diane was the first and only woman to complete the race.

Had Diane lost her mind to want to run races like the Yukon Ultramarathon? Well, only a part of it. Doctors removed a racquetball-size part of Diane’s brain to help her terrible epileptic seizures. The surgery got rid of the seizures, but Diane also lost a lot of her memory and organization skills. But for some reason, Diane could also run for hours without stopping. Her lack of memory helped, too, because she literally couldn’t remember how long or how far she had gone. Running was Diane’s therapy. In a race like the Yukon, she got plenty of it.

What’s the Score?

Diane’s lack of memory helped her run, but it was a big challenge in life. She chose to put her limitations behind her and make the most of what they enabled her to do.

Most of us won’t have part of our brain removed, but a bigger part of us has been removed by Christ—our sin. Paul told us to forget the past and look forward to what lies ahead (Philippians 3:13). Why? “To reach the end of the race and receive the heavenly prize for which God, through Christ Jesus, is calling us” (Philippians 3:14). We all have something we need to overcome. Sometimes challenges in one part of our lives can be strengths in another part of it. Look ahead to God’s finish line, and keep running for it.

On the Ball

Run 430 miles, and see how you feel. Just kidding. But take a short run around your neighborhood. Pray as you go, and let God clear your head of any troubles that are bothering you.

Coach’s Comment

I have not achieved [perfection], but I focus on this one thing: Forgetting the past and looking forward to what lies ahead. Philippians 3:13

February

27

Lhakpa Ri may be the easiest 23,000-foot mountain in the world to climb. But that’s like saying tigers are the gentlest of the big cats to wrestle. You can still easily get bitten.

Yet in 2004, Erik Weihenmayer thought Lhakpa Ri was the perfect place to lead a group of six blind Tibetan teenagers on their first mountain-climbing expedition. Oh, and you’ve heard the expression “the blind leading the blind”? Erik was blind too. But that hadn’t stopped him from climbing some of the world’s tallest mountains, including Mount Everest, which is Lhakpa Ri’s neighbor. Blind people were treated as outcasts in Tibet. One of the young climbers had been sold as a slave by his parents. He later escaped and lived on the streets. Erik’s goal was to give these kids an opportunity to build their confidence and achieve something great.

Each blind climber had a sighted escort and would hold on to his or her guide’s trekking pole or backpack or listen to a bell. Each guide gave lots of verbal instructions, too, to help the teens avoid rocks or holes on the rugged terrain. The climbers could tell they were extremely high by the sound of falling rock. The negative 30-degree temperatures reminded them, too. The group didn’t reach the top of Lhakpa Ri, but they did make it to Everest’s Advanced Base Camp. At 21,000 feet, it was the highest altitude ever reached by blind teens or kids.

What’s the Score?

Talk about faith. The Tibetan teens trusted their lives to their guides and leaders in a hostile environment that was tough climbing even for people who could see. That’s the kind of faith God wants us to have. The Bible describes it this way: “Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us assurance about things we cannot see” (Hebrews 11:1).

We can’t see God, but we can trust him. We can’t tell what will happen in the future, but we can trust that what God promised will be true. Until then, we can listen for God’s guidance and keep climbing even when we can’t see the way. One day we’ll see it all clearly. For now we need to trust like our lives depend on it . . . which they do.

On the Ball

Make a list of things you know are real even though you can’t see them. Here’s a freebie to get you started: gravity.

Coach’s Comment

Faith is the confidence that what we hope for will actually happen; it gives us assurance about things we cannot see. Hebrews 11:1

February

28

If Canada’s road to Olympic hockey gold were paved with ice, it needed a Zamboni—because it was anything but smooth. The Canadian men were the favorites at the 2010 Vancouver Games on their home turf. But they lost to the United States and placed sixth in the early rounds. That meant Canada would have to get past tough teams from Germany, Slovakia, and Russia to reach the gold-medal game.

The Canadians were discouraged. Other Canadian athletes had lost in events they were favored to win. It felt like the honor of the entire country rested on the men’s hockey team. But there was hope. The Canadians won three straight games to reach the gold-medal contest.

The American team wasn’t supposed to be that good, but they remained undefeated all the way to the finals. With 24.4 seconds left in regulation, the Americans showed their grit by tying the score 2–2 and forcing overtime. Canada had given up a 2–0 lead, and it seemed that the United States had the momentum. Suddenly the failures, doubts, and mistakes all came rushing in. But seven minutes into overtime, Sidney Crosby whipped a quick shot past the American goalie. The hockey-crazy nation of Canada had its gold medal—the nation’s first hockey gold medal won on its home soil. One act erased all the disappointments, frustrations, and questions.

What’s the Score?

With one act, Sidney Crosby brought hockey redemption for Canada. All that mattered were the gold medals around the Canadian heroes’ necks.

The death and resurrection of Jesus gives us our miracle moment, and it’s far, far greater than a sports medal. The apostle Paul wrote, “Christ’s one act of righteousness brings a right relationship with God and new life for everyone” (Romans 5:18). All our mistakes and sins are forgotten when we accept his forgiveness. Our sins are removed forever as far as the east is from the west (Psalm 103:12). A gold medal can be lost, stolen, or melted. Nothing can ever take away the gift of new life that Jesus gives.

On the Ball

Build a pile of rocks or marshmallows outside. With one big swing, knock it down. Thank God that Jesus destroyed all your sin in his one act of righteousness on the cross.

Coach’s Comment

Adam’s one sin brings condemnation for everyone, but Christ’s one act of righteousness brings a right relationship with God and new life for everyone. Romans 5:18
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