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Retired football great and Hall of Fame quarterback, Steve Young (picture), said, “I think everybody should huddle 

about every 30 seconds, kind of see how things are going. You know, ‘here’s our next plan.’”  

  The football huddle – it’s a sanctuary in the midst of pandemonium. It’s a place to evaluate, take stock, make a new 

plan – to believe in that plan and deliver. There’s nothing like a football huddle in any other sport. Not in hockey, 

basketball, soccer or tennis. Sure, in baseball, there’s a meeting on the mound but normally that involves just two 

players, the pitcher and catcher. Usually, it’s a stall tactic, to give the relief pitcher time to warm up.  

  Yet, in football, the huddle is vital. It’s where the quarterback becomes the field general, meeting with his peers, who in 

that moment can often tell whether he has the goods to deliver them from crisis or not.  

  It’s football season, the 2nd week of the regular NFL season. Currently, the Packers are…well, let’s not talk about that.  

  The game of football has been part of America since the 1860’s with its founding in New England. Football isn’t just 

entertaining, it can be a source of important life lessons. Even for Christians, it can give us insights about our team, our 

huddle – our church. So this morning we want to use football to teach us about local church community – Huddle Up! A 

wonderful example of community is the huddle.  

  Did you know that the huddle hasn’t always been a part of football? It was created by a quarterback, who just happened 

to be deaf. Football caught on so quickly in America that about every college on the East Coast started a team, even 

schools for the disabled. One of the first was Galludet University in Washington, D.C. which offered higher education 

for the deaf.  

  After several successful seasons, Galludet’s fledgling football program fell on hard times until the arrival in 1892 of an 

innovative student who played quarterback, Paul Hubbard (picture). When Galludet played nondeaf colleges, Paul 

Hubbard used hand signals—ASL (American Sign Language) —to call plays at the line of scrimmage. Back then, there 

was no huddle. The signal caller, whether it was the halfback or quarterback, barked out the plays at the line of 

scrimmage. The defense knew exactly what was coming.  

  Hand signals against hearing schools gave Galludet a distinct advantage, but other deaf colleges could read Hubbard’s 

sign language. So Hubbard came up with a plan. He decided to conceal the signals by gathering his offensive players in a 

huddle prior to the snap of the ball. It worked brilliantly. Galludet became a top team, often winning by as much as 40 

points. Back then, such prolific scoring was uncommon, so Galludet began to attract attention by other non-deaf 

colleges. By 1896, the huddle started showing up on other campuses…and the rest is history.  

  What’s the huddle? It’s just a meeting, a place to gather, to communicate, to encourage, to share the plan. Is anything 

more biblical than that? Huddling Up is vital for our relationships with each other. We find it in 1 John 4:7-12, 19 (p. 

1023). “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows 

God. Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love. In this the love of God was made manifest 

among us, that God sent His only Son into the world, so that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we have 

loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also 

ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and His love is perfected 

in us. We love because He first loved us.”  

  God designed us for community. As it says in the owner’s Manual that our Creator has given us: “It is not good for 

man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18). Jesus commands His church to be a place where people can come and have their need for 

community met. Churches like ours are to be known for getting relationships right. We’re to be a place where fellowship 

is healthy and strong. These relational admonitions are all over the New Testament.  

  How do we do this? What are the requirements for a church to be a place of community, where healthy spiritual family 

life happens? Using football let me suggest Five Critical Plays for healthy community.  

 

1. The first play is Connectedness. What we mean by connectedness is that common ground, that connection, we have 

with others. It refers to those things that attract us to each other so friendship can sprout and grow. Think of 

“connectedness” as “friendship seeds.”   

  We’ve all experienced this. You meet someone who likes Star Trek as much as you do. Or they’re a Cubs fan like you 

are. You find people who like to go to rummage sales like you, or whatever. We all have friends like this with whom we 

share commonality. Those tend to be surface level relationships. They aren’t strong enough to withstand the stresses of 

life. They’re like the friendships referred to in Proverbs 18:24, “A man of many companions may come to ruin.” In other 

words, when it comes to friends, quantity doesn’t equal quality.  

  Lee Iacocca (picture), former CEO of Chrysler, discovered that the hard way. He said the biggest surprise of his career 

wasn’t when he was fired as president of Ford Motor Company in 1978. It was what happened after his firing. In his 



autobiography, Iacocca said, “I was hurting pretty bad. I could have used a phone call from someone who said, ‘Let’s 

get a cup of coffee.’  But most of my ‘friends’ deserted me. It was the greatest shock of my life.” Apparently, his friends 

were surface level ones, so when hard times came, they went.  

  Personally, I’ve found that many friends bail at the low points of our lives. That’s the time to reach out. I have a friend 

today because I took this man to breakfast after he had been arrested for an embarrassing crime. Everyone is there when 

things are going well. Be the friend when the chips are down.  

  The rest of that familiar proverb says that stronger relationships—friends who’ll stick with us through tough times—are 

possible. “There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” The Bible says there are some people with whom we can 

share a deep level of connectedness. Our common ground with them isn’t just an activity, it’s our core, common values. 

We’re on the same team. We have a consensus on core beliefs. We don’t just talk about tasks we’re doing together; we 

share a combined passion. We share emotions and personal experiences. We connect on a much more profound level.  

  The very best place to find these deep, satisfying, high-quality relationships is in a local church family. We have 

something together that lasts long beyond this life. Here we find people who, like us, have experienced the grace of God. 

Here we find others who’ve given their lives to Christ. The local church is where we find soulmates in the truest sense of 

the word. It was said of the first church in Jerusalem, “…had everything in common…they were one in heart and mind.” 

Their commonality was based on the fact that they’d all asked Jesus to forgive their sins, to come into their hearts and 

lives. Jesus was King and was now directing all of their decisions. They all had the same game plan.  

  Huddle isn’t just what happens on Sunday. It should happen throughout the week as we worship God by obeying Him, 

joining Him in His work, giving Him our daily lives as a worship offering. One of the most wonderful ways to 

experience this connectedness we all long for is when we encourage each other, pray for each other and together, witness 

and serve together.  

  In our day of non-commitment, many Christians don’t understand this. A church family is where we live out much of 

what it means to be a Christian. It’s where we commit to do God’s will together, where we pool our spiritual gifts to 

strengthen our church family making it possible to do great things for Jesus. Saying, “I don’t want to commit to a 

church” is like saying, “I’m a football player, but don’t want to be a part of a team.”  

  It’s what Antonio Brown (picture) did when he stormed off the field throwing his jersey into the stands abandoning the 

Buccaneers in the middle of the game. He put his rage ahead of his team. He forgot the huddle.  

  The New Testament compares a church to a body with each of its members as body parts. A body part can’t survive 

long on its own. When surgeons are doing a kidney transplant, they have a very limited amount of time. They have to 

hurry to get that part into a functioning body or that organ will die. It’s the same with each of us. Cut off from the 

lifeblood of a local church huddle, our individual spiritual life withers. 

  It’s not just attending, it’s being actively involved. God doesn’t want bench warmers. He wants us to be involved as a 

family with each other. 

  We need the huddle, we need a church body—a place to unite with other believers in working to share God’s love to 

each other, to our community and world. It’s covenanting together to help one another as we do God’s will. A local 

church is where people are most likely to have their relational needs met. It’s where, as a Christian, you’re most likely to 

find the connectedness needed for deep friendships that help you grow like we all yearn for. 

 

2. The second play is Encouragement. As football players cheer each other on, a church family is a place where you 

find others who care enough about you to do all they can to help you become the person God wants you to be. As 

Hebrews 10:24 puts it, they, “…think of one another and how they can encourage one another to love and to good 

deeds.” A church family is a group of people who cheer us on. This is so important because we all need affirmation to 

keep on keeping on. In this world it’s easy to become discouraged. Encouragement refreshes us and helps us persevere.  

  As a middle-school student in the 1980s, Lee Buono stayed after school one day to remove the brain and spinal cord 

from a frog. He did such a good job that his science teacher, Mr. Al Siedlecki from Medford Memorial Middle School in 

Medford, New Jersey, told him that one day he might become a neurosurgeon. And that’s exactly what Lee Buono did. 

Years later, after yet another successful surgery, his patient suggested that Dr. Buono call his former teacher who’d 

inspired him and thank him. So Dr. Buono did.  

  Siedlecki hadn’t heard from Buono since he was in high school.  “I want to thank you,” Buono told him. “I was 

flabbergasted,” Siedlecki remembers. “I said, ‘Of all the people in your entire career, you want to thank me?’ It was the 

same feeling I had when…my kids were born. I started to cry. It made me feel really important that I had that 

influence.”  

  Lately, Siedlecki admits, “I was almost afraid to say that I’m a teacher to some people. Not anymore,” he told Buono, 

“Because you called me, I’m going to help as many people as I can to find their passion too.” (picture). A church huddle 



is a place where we find friends like Al Siedlecki. Those who affirm our spiritual growth, who encourage us to be 

faithful.  

  It’s what Paul does for young Timothy when he wrote, “Fan into flame the gift that is in you!” (2 Timothy 1:6) Think 

of it! Christians who affirm their friends like this, partner with our Heavenly Father in guiding them to the good work 

that He has prepared in advance for them to do.  

 

3. The third play is Acceptance. In a secular world, acceptance is based on what you look like, what you do, and how 

well you do it. It’s like picking teams for a game when we were kids. The first players chosen are the best players. 

Nobody wants to be picked last. But in a healthy church family acceptance isn’t based on performance. It’s not based on 

what we can do. No, it’s based on who we all are, sinful people Jesus Christ loved enough to die for. It’s not based on us, 

it’s based on Christ’s gracious love, “Accept one another just as Christ accepted you” (Romans 15:7).  

  Think for a moment, how did Jesus do that? He accepted each of us unconditionally. He opened His arms and loved 

sinners like you and me even though we were spiritually ugly. Church families who make Jesus Lord do the same for 

each other. 

  Be honest—even with our flaws, shortcomings, insecurities, and immaturity, don’t all of us just want to be accepted for 

who we are? Don’t we need to know somebody accepts us because they want to, not because they have to or because we 

earn it?  

  Our natural inclination is to not to accept people. We tend to be like the religious leaders of Jesus’ day, quick to judge, 

criticize and ostracize. We talk behind their backs, backbite and snicker. Like them, we want others to conform to us, so 

we set up little tests to see whether they measure up. If they don’t, we exclude them like Mean Girls (picture) and form 

cliques. A true friend, the kind we need, the kind of friend Jesus calls us to be is more mature than that. They obey 

Proverbs 17:17, “A friend loves at all times.” 

  This doesn’t mean we condone our friend’s sinful behavior or shut our eyes to character flaws. It means we follow 

Jesus’ example of loving and cherishing all people while extending them grace, the same unmerited grace Jesus extended 

to us. As Galatians 6:1 says, “Even if a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a 

spirit of gentleness, each one looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted.” We love sinners, accept them and seek to 

restore them—remembering that we too have sinned as bad if not worse, and have been forgiven. We’re better able to 

accept others if we stay in touch with our own sinful hearts. It’s easier to extend the hand of acceptance if we picture our 

other hand simultaneously reaching out to receive acceptance and forgiveness from Christ for our own sins. Part of 

keeping fellowship strong is for each of us to regularly evaluate our relational life, to see how accepting, how grace-

driven we’ve been to others.  

  Take a moment and ask yourself: Have I been critical and judgmental—or accepting and gracious to others in my 

church family? God loves us and we must grow in loving each other. We must even love those who sin before we can 

ever restore them and help them move forward spiritually.    

  Jesus was scandalously generous in distributing love. Wherever He went people sensed the unconditional love of God. 

When we obey His command, it’s the same in the church. Grace strengthens our relationships. It’s what makes our 

relationships especially deep and meaningful. 

  In his book, What’s So Amazing About Grace, Philip Yancey tells the story of a concert that took place in Wembley 

Stadium in London back in 1988. Big name rock groups gathered together to celebrate the changes that had recently 

taken place in South Africa, the end of apartheid. But for some reason the promoters scheduled an opera singer, Jessye 

Norman (picture), as the closing act. For twelve hours groups like Guns N’ Roses blasted the crowd through huge 

speakers, riling up fans already high on booze and dope. 

  The crowd yelled for more curtain calls and the bands obliged—whipping the crowd into a frenzy. Finally, the time 

came for Jessye Norman to sing. A single circle of light followed Norman, a majestic African American woman as she 

walked on stage. There was no backup band, no musical instruments, just Jessye and a microphone. Seeing this, the 

crowd stirred, restlessly. A voice yelled out for more Guns N’ Roses. Others took up the cry. The scene began to grow 

ugly. I’m sure security people prepared to intervene. Then unaccompanied, Jessye Norman began to sing, very slowly: 

Amazing Grace, How Sweet the Sound 

That saved a wretch like me! 

I once was lost but now am found 

Was blind but now I see! 

  And a remarkable thing happened. 70,000 raucous fans fell silent before her aria of grace. By the time she reached the 

2nd verse, “Tis grace that taught my heart to fear and grace my fears relieved,” the soprano had the crowd in her hands. 

When she reached the 3rd, “Twas grace has brought me safe this far, and grace will lead me home,” thousands of fans 

were singing along, digging far back in nearly lost memories for words they heard long ago. 



“When we’ve been there ten thousand years 

Bright shining as the sun 

We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise 

Than when we’d first begun.” 

  Jessye Norman later confessed that she had no idea what power descended on Wembley Stadium that night. I think you 

and I know. It was the power of thirst, people thirst for grace. When a group of Christians allows grace to flavor the way 

they treat each other, the world around them stops what they’re doing and listens just as they did to Jessye Norman that 

night. They will want to come into our church and drink from God’s well of grace. 

 

4. The fourth play is Authenticity. Today authenticity is hard to find and not just in the surface level, mask-wearing 

relationships we all have too many of. It’s rare even in the products we buy. Countless products are imitations of the real 

thing. There’s plastic decking that looks like real wood; vinyl flooring that appears to be ceramic tile. You can purchase 

fake fur or jewelry, even hairpieces or other body parts.  

  Have you heard about a product called, Spray-on Mud (picture). It’s designed for use on the outside of your SUV. That 

way it appears you use your SUV for more than taking the kids to soccer practice. Spray it on and people may think 

you’re a skilled off-road driver who just got back from a wilderness adventure.  Apparently, $15 a can seems a 

reasonable price for the appearance of authenticity.  

  For relationships to satisfy, fake it don’t make it. We need friendships where we’re free to be real. Authentic ones are 

characterized by transparency, honesty, vulnerability. There’s a growing consistency between what we’re like on the 

inside and how we act in each other’s presence. 

  Jesus exhibited authenticity in His relationship with His disciples. Just think how vulnerable the all-powerful Son of 

God was being when He conceded to His closest friends in the Garden of Gethsemane, “My soul is overwhelmed with 

sorrow to the point of death” (Mark 10:24)  

  That’s what the book of Acts was saying about the church at Jerusalem, that they were following Jesus’ example of 

authenticity, “They had everything in common.” In other words they were each fully known by others—no masks, no 

pretending. Everything was open. Nothing held back. They knew each other’s past sins and failures. They knew who’d 

been a prostitute or a swindling tax collector, They all knew who everyone was before they experienced the grace of 

Jesus. Everything about everyone was common knowledge. That mutual experience of acceptance and forgiveness 

enabled them to be fully authentic with each other. 

  We’ve all failed and continue to fail. True community takes place when we can stand up and admit that without fear. 

“My name is John and I’m an alcoholic,” “My name is Betty and I’m bitter.”  “My name is Steve and my marriage is 

falling apart.” “My name is Alice and I’m lonely.”  “My name is Ed and I have a hard time controlling my anger.”  “I’m 

a mom. I love my children but I feel very overwhelmed.”   

  For authentic community to happen, we must be able to take off our masks and be honest that we’re all strugglers 

together, to weep-to rejoice together as brothers and sisters. When it happens and we’re honest with each other, we open 

the door to giving and receiving of the support we all need to continue on toward Christlikeness.  

  Robert Fulghum (picture) reminded his readers of the childhood game hide and seek. Most of us played that game as 

kids. But if you remember, there was only one problem—somebody always hid a little too well and nobody could find 

him. Sooner or later he’d show up mad because everybody had stopped looking for him. Then everybody would get mad 

right back because he wasn’t playing the game the way it should be played. All hide and seek players know you have to 

be able to be found!  

  Fulghum then told of a doctor who discovered that he had terminal cancer. He didn’t want to make his family and 

friends suffer through his illness with him, so he kept his secret and eventually died—unexpectedly from their 

perspective. Everyone said how brave he was to bear his suffering in silence and not tell anyone. But his family and 

friends didn’t feel that way. They were angry that he didn’t feel as if he needed them and didn’t trust their strength. It 

hurt them beyond words that he didn’t even say good-bye. Fulghum concludes that sadly, this man “hid too well.”  

  In a healthy church huddle you don’t hide. You say, “Come on in, wherever you are. Hide and seek is over. It’s time to 

be found. You can be real here.” 

  Let me point out something vital for authenticity. It requires safety. People have to know that it’s okay to be real. Many 

won’t open up because they fear what others will do with the knowledge they’ll gain. They fear betrayal, condemnation 

or judgment. Community can’t happen unless people know it’s safe to be real.  

 

5. The fifth play is Assistance. We all need to help from time to time. We must assist each other, bearing each other’s 

burdens, putting the needs of others above our own. It’s what we see in the early church: “Selling their possession and 

goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” (Acts 2:47).  



  Lee Strobel (picture) writes, “Too many times people enter relationships with a solely selfish agenda. Someone said 

that if Galileo were a baby boomer, he would have concluded that the sun revolves around himself—and unfortunately 

we all share that egocentric attitude to some degree.” When we enter a relationship selfishly, we end up disappointed.  

  Christians who embrace true friendship, who bear each other’s burdens, learn that they always end up being blessed. 

Helping always benefits the helper. As Booker T. Washington (picture) said, “You cannot hold a man down without 

staying down with him.” The flip side is true too: if you lift someone up by making their struggles yours, you’ll find 

yourself lifted up.  

 

Conclusion: Please pray that we will grow more and more into a caring community, like what we’re commanded to be 

in 1 John. God wants our church to be a caring community. The word community comes from the word “communion,” 

meaning “to share together.” There’s a powerful story that illustrates the importance and blessing of caring and burden-

bearing. 

  In the 1988 Winter Olympics, American speed skater Dan Jansen (picture) was favored to win a gold medal. The day 

before his first race, Dan received word his sister had died after a long bout with leukemia. Bearing the weight of his 

sorrow, he laced on his skates to win the race for his sister. On the first turn, he lost his balance and fell, causing him to 

lose the race. Four days later, in the 1,000 meter race he fell again. The whole country mourned over Dan Jansen’s 

failures.  

  According to Sports Illustrated, Dan received many letters of consolation. One letter though among them was 

remarkable. It was from Mark Arrowood, a 30-year-old mentally disabled man from Doylestown, Pennsylvania. Mark 

wrote:  

  Dear Dan, I watched you on TV. I am sorry you fell two times. I am in the Special Olympics. Seven years ago, right 

after my dad died, I won a gold medal in the Pennsylvania State Special Olympics. Before we start each race, our 

teachers tell us to say, “Let me win, but if I can’t, let me brave in the attempt.” I want to share my gold medal with you 

because I don’t like to see you not get one. Try again next time.” And inside the envelope, Dan found the gold medal 

Mark won in a track and field event.  

  That’s more than just a great story. That’s what a caring community is all about. We love each other, we fellowship 

together, we worship together. If somebody needs something, we give them one of ours! That’s a huddle that pleases 

Coach Jesus! 

  Bill Curry (picture) former player and coach said, “Something goes on in the huddle that’s magic. You take a huddle 

on a football field and it’s made up of black children and white children, and northerners and southerners, and liberals 

and conservatives. And not only are they forced to get along but to help each other. Here we are in the same colored 

helmets and the same colored jerseys and this crazy coach is screaming at us and strange thing happens. Men become 

brothers.”  

  God has called us to be a holy huddle of His grace. He’s commanded us to have community. We’re to be a band of 

brothers and sisters bonded not by a pigskin but by the Cross, by the love of Jesus.  

  Are you part of the team? Are you in the huddle? Football is a team sport. So is the local church. Huddle isn’t optional. 

Are you in?  

 

 

 

                                      

  


