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FOREWORD



God regularly uses “average” guys and gals to do extraordinary things. That’s what happened with Coach Joe Kennedy.


First Liberty Institute’s involvement with Joe started when I heard our attorneys were leaving on an emergency trip to Bremerton, Washington, because a high school football coach was in trouble. The coach thought he might be fired because he had made a pledge to God to pray after every game when people are slapping each other on the back on the field, making dinner reservations on their phone, and saying hello to old friends. For seven years, Coach Kennedy faithfully fulfilled that promise to God, thanking Him for the privilege of coaching the young men on his team. But now the school was telling him that if he did it again, he would be fired. As a former career Marine, Coach Kennedy rightfully believed that the freedoms he had fought to defend were being stripped away from him.


Because we have lots of former military on staff at First Liberty and we have specialized our legal practice in defense of constitutional freedom, our attorneys love to be part of cases like Coach’s. Though our team was excited about Coach’s case, as the founder and president of First Liberty, I saw the risks. Washington is part of the Ninth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals—not only the largest and most powerful federal appellate court in the country, but also the most liberal. Its judges had earned a reputation of curtailing religious liberties and already had a long record of making bad decisions on the subject. The odds of Coach’s case making it past them to the U.S. Supreme Court were astronomically against us.


Just to give you an idea, in 2022, eight thousand petitioners appealed to the Supreme Court, and only sixty-six of their cases were actually heard. If Coach’s case didn’t make it to that level, it might create even stricter limitations on religious liberties… but if it did make it, we had the chance to clean up legislation on this facet of the Constitution for the whole country. That was a chance we couldn’t pass up.


My first meeting with Joe took place in 2015 on the set of The O’Reilly Factor—the number one-rated cable show at the time. Joe had been working with other attorneys on our team, but this was the first time I was meeting him face-to-face. As we sat in the green room, I learned that Joe is a quirky, goofy guy who loves to joke and mess around. To this day, he won’t let me live down the fact that O’Reilly called me “Kerry” instead of Kelly on the air. Ever since that first meeting, I have been “Kerry” to Joe.


But what really struck me as I have gotten to know him better over the years is that there is no pretense with Joe. There’s no angle, no self-righteous message he’s trying to force onto other people. He’ll be the first to tell you that he’s no theologian—he’d probably joke that he doesn’t even know what that word means. His faith is his own, deep and heartfelt, yet at the same time childlike and full of wonder. It’s the faith of a guy with a rough childhood, abandoned by his parents and shuffled through foster homes and group homes; a guy who joined the Marines because he needed discipline to grow up and make something of a life that was heading in the wrong direction. By all accounts, he was the least likely candidate to be thrust into the spotlight of a religious liberties case, but he was just the guy God wanted: a guy who would fight and persevere when things were hard, when tensions flared, and when it almost cost him everything. And, in the end, God rewarded his faith and his obedience to the call.


Coach Kennedy’s case is one of the biggest First Amendment cases in U.S. history. If you’ve followed any of his story in the news, you might only know that, after seven years of litigation, he won his case. The Supreme Court recognized that Coach’s prayers on the field were not unconstitutional. Now he not only gets to coach again, but he can continue to take a knee after the game in prayer. The school is enjoined by law from interfering with that from now on.


However, what most people don’t know is that the Court’s final decision has much greater ramifications nationwide. Yes, Coach Joe’s case was the first in our nation’s history in which the First Amendment rights and religious freedoms of coaches and teachers were clarified and protected—but the victory is bigger than that. His is the most significant victory for religious freedom in over fifty years.


In that decision, the Supreme Court overruled another major case, Lemon v. Kurtzman, which has been cited more than seven thousand times in the last fifty years and created hostility toward religious expression across America. Many Americans are aware of growing attacks to remove Nativity scenes and menorahs from public venues each December, or Ten Commandments monuments nationwide. These attacks and hostilities were all based on the Lemon case, which courts applied through what was appropriately called the “Lemon” test.


Thanks to Coach Kennedy, Lemon is now dead. Five of the Supreme Court justices agreed that it was not only an outdated method of judging religious expression, but now all seven thousand citations over the past fifty years have to be reconsidered. Where crosses were once torn down, they can now go back up. Where Ten Commandments displays were put into storage, they can now come back out. Where prayers were banned through the threat of job termination, workers can now pray again.


This all happened because of one average Joe with a heart for God and his country who knew how to fight and to persevere, and knew the importance of the freedoms he fought for. It was in his DNA, just as it is in all of ours as Americans. We don’t back down from a fight when it is over our freedoms and the freedoms of others.


Even though Coach Joe’s case has made history for resetting a lot of the tests and laws formerly used to determine freedom of expression in religious liberty cases, we still have a long way to go. First Liberty continues to defend religious liberties cases on behalf of Americans of all walks of faith, not just the Judeo-Christian faith. Constitutional freedoms apply to all, and all people must continue to stand, fight, and sacrifice if we are to protect this incredible country that has been built on freedoms envied the world over. Joe’s story shows that Americans still get their day in court—and can win if they’re willing to fight for what they believe in.


—Kelly Shackelford


President/CEO


First Liberty Institute










INTRODUCTION



In the 2021–22 session, approximately six thousand cases were appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. Of those, only sixty-eight were accepted.1 Mine was one of them—and even more extraordinarily, it would be the second time it had come before the Court.


I’d been fighting for my religious freedom since 2015. When my attorneys called in January 2019 to inform me that the Supreme Court had denied the writ to hear our case, I thought that fight had come to an end. Instead, the justices did an unheard-of thing by attaching a statement telling us what we needed to do in order to get them to hear the case later. In all the years my legal team had been practicing law (which is an absurdly long time if you add it all up—more than a century, collectively), they had never seen this happen. I should have played the lottery that day, with my luck! Usually, the Court just denies your case without any explanation, and that’s that. It’s over. In my case, they not only gave us a lifeline but a roadmap of what we needed to do for next time.


My next time came in May 2022. I climbed the thirty-six steps to the Supreme Court building proudly wearing my blue Bremerton High School football polo shirt with my wife—the love of my life, Denise—by my side. Eight football seasons in the making, we were finally about to have our day in court.


I gave Denise a kiss and posed for the dozens of photographers that had accumulated at a socially acceptable distance. As my attorney went into the historic courthouse, I was ushered across the street to a conference room where I would listen to my own trial on C-SPAN. That’s right: After eight football seasons spent in litigation and two trips to the Supreme Court, I was not allowed to attend my own hearing due to COVID-19 restrictions. Instead, I listened from a block away as my fate was decided by people who did not really know me despite all the briefs that had been prepared and evidence collected.


As I clutched Denise’s hand and did my best to decipher the endless stream of legalese being exchanged between the attorneys and justices, I couldn’t help but reflect on the crazy journey that had landed me here.


I was the kid nobody wanted. I had been given up for adoption at birth, was always getting into fights, was expelled from six different schools, and was sent to several foster homes and group homes before being sent away to a state-run boys’ home. I barely graduated high school with a 0.4 GPA before joining the military at seventeen. I fought in Kuwait and have been married three times. I proposed to Denise when I first laid eyes on her at the age of nine. It was one of those Hollywood rom-com moments in which time slowed down as she looked up at me with her big brown eyes as I got off my BMX bike. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, and I knew she was and would always be the first and only love of my life. It would take thirty-something years for us to finally end up together—and the case that had brought me here had almost cost me that.


When people ask why I almost gave up the love of my life to fight for prayer in schools, it’s because Denise had been my own answer to prayer. I had cried out to God to bring us together. When she had a mini-stroke, I retired from my twenty-year career in the Marines the next day so I could be there for her. When the post-stroke depression she struggled with was damaging our relationship, I stood at the altar of our church and solemnly promised God that I would obey Him no matter what if He would just save our marriage. I didn’t think He’d take that promise so literally. It’s hilarious that God picked me, of all people, to become the face of prayer in school, but when I felt that my right to religious expression was being taken away and nobody else would stand up for it, I did what I had trained my whole life to do: I fought.


I did not anticipate that my long-suffering wife, who had been a devout Christian her entire life while I went through “phases” of dedicating myself to God, would misunderstand that fight. She didn’t understand why I was so adamant about fighting the school district, yet it was impossible for me, at that time, to explain that it was because of the bargain I had made with God for our marriage. I had finally gone “all in” for God and now it felt like He was using me as a modern-day Job from the Bible. I had lost the coaching job that was my life—my calling!—because I took a knee in prayer on the fifty-yard line after every football game. In doing this, I had put Denise between a rock and a hard place. In addition to standing behind me as her husband, she also happened to be the head of the Bremerton (Washington) School District human resources department—the very entity that had fired me for praying. She was put in the horrible position of being asked to leave school board meetings regarding my case because the school district saw she had a conflict of interest—and I couldn’t discuss my case with her, either, because my lawyers saw it the same way. She received death threats and emails saying she should burn in Hell because of what I’d done. As a result, she became withdrawn and severely depressed. Meanwhile, I lived with the constant pain of being away from the kids on my team, losing my position and purpose as a coach, and now losing my wife.


The marriage I had surrendered to God was now on the rocks. I was about to leave Denise to spare her further pain. She had faced enough pain, and I could not put her through any more of it. After months of silence, merely coexisting as roommates in the same household, things finally came to a head. After failing to satisfy her question of “Why?” yet again, I grabbed my keys with every intention of giving her space to heal from me. I hadn’t packed a bag or made any plans; I was just going to get in my truck and drive.


As I left her in tears on the bed, I got a text. I’ll never forget how annoyed I was that someone had texted me in that exact moment, when my whole world seemed to be falling apart. When I looked at my phone to see who had texted me, a video message began to play. Instantly, my knees went out from under me as I fell down our steps, sobbing. I even broke the banister as I collapsed to the wooden floor below. All I could do was sit there, tears streaming down my face. I couldn’t stand back up. I couldn’t speak. I was a completely broken man.


Denise came running when she heard me fall. I think she thought I had had a heart attack. She was asking if she should call 911. I literally couldn’t speak through the sobs. All I could do was push play on the video and hand her my phone.


We both watched the video in absolute awe and amazement; its message changed everything instantly. It said everything I had been trying and failing to explain to Denise for months. She suddenly understood why this case was so important to me, and almost immediately, our relationship was transformed. It was as if God was testing me to see if I would really keep my promise to Him—and, in seeing that I would by putting Him above the love of my life in that moment, He suddenly restored our marriage yet again.


Those prayers I prayed on the fifty-yard line after the Bremerton High School football games were never for attention, and certainly never to proselytize2 impressionable minors. Ask anyone who knows me; they’ll tell you that I’m not the most religious guy. I believe in freedom of religious expression for people of all faiths, not just my own. As a twenty-year Marine Corps veteran who fought in the First Gulf War, I simply took issue with my constitutional rights being assaulted—the rights I had risked my life to support and defend against all enemies, foreign and domestic, when I took my Oath of Enlistment. I didn’t understand why the same rights guaranteed to everyone else in this country were suddenly being taken away from me. Yet, if you had told me—or anyone else who knew me as a young man—that I’d become the poster guy for religious freedom in America, the infamous “Praying Coach,” I’d have laughed.


Though I was raised in church, I didn’t meet God until I was fourteen, when I thought my parents moved away without telling me, leaving me behind. In a blind rage, I broke into their old house and destroyed everything in sight. I was a screaming, sobbing, exhausted mess in the middle of the living room, cursing at God and asking Him to show Himself. After being carried off by the sheriff to a state-run group home, my adopted parents eventually sent me to a paramilitary-style boy’s home upstate in the mountains. Despite the rage that consumed me, God began showing Himself to me through what I can describe as nothing other than a series of divinely inspired “coincidences.”


I never learned to formally pray. My prayers have always been short, simple, and conversational, as if I’m just talking to God. I don’t quote a lot of Scripture. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know a lot of Scripture! As a kid, I hated reading, so to this day I don’t even really read the Bible. I’m a simple guy with a simple philosophy when it comes to religion: I try to love God and love others to the best of my ability, and I still fail at that all the time.


Yet for some reason, as I was watching the movie Facing the Giants one Friday night in 2008, I felt what I can only describe as His hand reaching through my TV screen and grabbing hold of my heart. In that instant, I knew that I, like the coach in the movie, was being called to give thanks to God after every game, win or lose. I had no idea that the promise I made to Him on my knees late that night in front of my living room TV screen would have national and historical ramifications.


I didn’t know that this unwanted, troublesome kid would one day be invited to the Oval Office to meet the president of the United States…


… that this jarhead who loved to fight would be called to fight for something with such purpose…


… that this guy who barely graduated high school would be quoted in legal textbooks for the next hundred years…


… or that this average Joe’s life would be used by God in extraordinary and unfathomable ways.


If you think my story is too unbelievable to be true, just think how I feel—and I lived it! This is my chance to tell my story and show how God continues to use the most unlikely people, like me, to change the world.




	
1 Ballotpedia, “Supreme Court Cases, October Term 2021–2022,” https://ballotpedia.org/Supreme_Court_cases,_October_term_2021-2022.


	
2 I had no idea what this word meant until my lawyers explained it to me.













CHAPTER 1 DO NOT REHIRE



I never wanted to coach high school football. I had never played high school football. I didn’t even really watch football. In high school, I was on the wrestling team because I was four-foot-eleven until my junior year. Playing football was just not in my cards. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that I didn’t like football—I like watching it as much as anyone with ADD and ADHD can sit still long enough to watch anything—but it was not something I ever gave much thought to, especially as a potential job.


In 2006, I had just gotten out of the Marine Corps after twenty years of service and started a new job at the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard. I was struggling to readjust to working with clueless civilians, and discovered running was a good personal outlet for my frustrations. I trained for a lot of marathons and half marathons and was on one of my long training runs when, out of the blue one morning, a smiling stranger honked his car horn at me and pulled alongside to ask me if I wanted to come coach high school football for him.


I didn’t know this man from Adam, but that day I just happened to be wearing a Bremerton High School T-shirt that my wife, Denise, had bought me. The man introduced himself as George Duarte, the athletic director at Bremerton High, and began trying to carry on a conversation with me as I was jogging along. I asked him to meet me at a sports bar a few miles up the road where I would finish my route. I hoped he’d just go about his day, but when I got to the sports bar, there he was, waiting for me.


“You went to Bremerton?” he asked.


“Yeah,” I replied. “I went there my senior year and graduated in ’88.”


“You ever play football?”


“No, but I was on the wrestling team at Naches High.”


A look of recognition crossed Smiling George Duarte’s face as he noticed I was wearing wrestling shoes rather than traditional running shoes. He asked, “So what have you been doing with yourself?”


“I just got out of the Marines.”


“Oh yeah?” He sat up with interest. “How long were you in?”


“Twenty years.”


“And you’re still out there running like that?”


I laughed, not really sure why he was asking or why I owed an explanation.


“I was serious, you know,” he continued, “about you coming to coach for Bremerton. Have you ever thought about coaching football?”


“I don’t know anything about football.”


“We need someone with leadership skills. We already have a brilliant crew of guys doing the X’s and O’s, but I need some people who can train these young men to be better young men. They need help with the intangible things.”


Until that point, I had been feigning interest and mostly thinking Duarte was maybe a little bit crazy for offering a job to a total stranger with no experience. But leadership training was something I knew about and loved from my time in the Marines. That actually got my attention.


George gave me his business card, and I told him I’d think about it. It was an interesting and certainly unexpected proposal, but I had just taken a job at the shipyard and was hardly in a place to tell my new boss, “Hey, I’d like to leave at 3 p.m. every day and have Fridays and Mondays off to go coach football.”


Denise had also just started a new job, working at the Bremerton School District in human resources, so I asked her what she knew of this Smiling George Duarte guy and his proposal. She was excited by the idea and told me to pray about it. I said a quick prayer, as is my habit when it comes to praying, and then fully intended to put it from my mind in order to quickly work my way up the ladder at the shipyard.


Little did I know that Smiling George Duarte would begin to routinely follow me on my daily runs. Every few days, I’d see him as I ran past the high school while he was driving into work. He’d honk his horn, roll down his window, and ask me if I’d considered his offer to come coach. I figured after being rebuffed a few times, he’d get the hint that I wasn’t really interested—but for two years, he kept asking me.


At the shipyard, I had been hired as a pipe fitter. I had retired from the Marines as a mechanic and was overly qualified to connect pipes and mop floors, but I loved the mindless work. About six to eight months into my new job, my boss came over while I was sweating like crazy. I was wearing a Marine Corps shirt, so he asked what I had done in the Corps. I told him that I was a senior enlisted guy who ran a transportation division of engineering and mechanic shops. I had done quality assurance as the director of maintenance for years. My boss told me that the shipyard needed someone to run quality assurance and offered me a promotion.


It typically takes years to earn these types of promotions, but I got one before I even officially finished my initial training, jumping from Working Grade (WG) Level 1 to a WG8 within a year. I was then transferred from the nuclear division to the engineering side of the shipyard, where I became a General Salaried (GS) employee. I kept getting promoted up the chain of command, until two years later, I was transferred back to the nuclear side, where I oversaw a department and could choose my own hours. By then, each time that Smiling George Duarte would roll down his window on my run and ask me to coach football, I was actually in a place to begin considering the offer. Just a coincidence, I’m sure.


I took George up on an invitation to meet the Bremerton High coaching team and observe a practice. I quickly noticed there was no clear chain of command between the players and the three team captains: The coaches seemed to be doing a lot of the jobs that the team captains could have and should have been doing. I told George that the team could be run much more efficiently. It would also free the coaches up to spend more time coaching if they had their captains do the menial tasks like overseeing the locker room.


While I was happy to give my two cents free of charge and continue working at the shipyard, he doubled down on his efforts to recruit me as an assistant coach under Bremerton’s brand-new head coach. Even though seeing firsthand how I could contribute to the team made the offer more tempting, I knew that coaching was going to be a major time commitment.


I had been too busy playing Marine to be present in my only son’s life while he was growing up, and I didn’t want to make that mistake again now that I was finally married to Denise. She, however, was quick to point out that this was an opportunity to be a father figure to the guys on the football team, many of whom were from single-parent homes without a positive male presence in their lives.


I was interviewed on a Friday. The school had been interviewing lots of other, way more experienced coaches for the job but offered me the assistant coaching position on the spot. I was still on the fence about committing to the team and asked for the weekend to think about it. I went home to find a note from Denise taped to the fridge telling me she would be home late from a school board meeting.


I sat down on the living room couch and started channel surfing, finally stumbling across a football movie called Facing the Giants. I had just recommitted my life to God and considered myself a baby Christian. For most of my life, I had believed in God, but I had also gone through periods of backsliding. This time, for the first time, I had told God I was “all in.”


As I watched the movie, it felt like God was reaching through the TV with His invisible hand, grabbing me by the heart, and just squeezing it. Not to hurt it, but to embrace it. I just melted right there in my living room into a big blubbering mess. Here I was, a career Marine, sobbing on the floor over a movie. Marines don’t cry! Yet as I watched the scenes where the football coach explained his new team philosophy and made the kids do the death crawl, I realized that God was calling me to coach football. I fell to my knees and prayed right then and there, “God, I hear You loud and clear. I’m in, and win or lose, I’m going to give You thanks after every game.”


I don’t exactly know where the idea to do it on the fifty-yard line came from, but that was the mental image I had in my head when I made my vow, and I wasn’t going to question it.





What many may not realize is that my habit of praying a thirty-second prayer on the fifty-yard line was a non-event for years. After a football game, while the players were celebrating or singing the fight song, I would walk out to the middle of the field, take a knee and say my quick “Thank You” to God, and that was that. Eventually some of the players started coming out with me. I didn’t want them praying with me, and I told them so.


They said, “Coach, we think it’s cool what you’re doing, and we want to join.”


I reluctantly shrugged and said, “It’s a free country.”


Praying during a football game was not some novel thing. At some point during my eight seasons as an assistant coach, every member of our coaching staff prayed in the locker room before a game, from our head coach on down—including my Buddhist friend and fellow assistant coach, Pappy Boynton. Nobody complained about the pregame prayer. It was tradition. People have been praying at high school football games for the protection of the players and as a way to give thanks to God since the first pigskin was passed. Ours was not formal or specific to a certain faith. It was just an acknowledgment of God before the game. Nobody cared if you bowed your head and closed your eyes, or if you thought about where you were going to take your girlfriend to eat after the game. It was a tradition we all abided by.


Similarly, my prayer was my own personal tradition that my players decided to participate in. Even Pappy came out to pray with me, and he’s a devout Buddhist! Eventually, my players started inviting players from the opposing teams to join us on the fifty-yard line. The quarterbacks of both teams would give me their helmets to raise up as I gave my prayer of thanks. Oftentimes, it was no more than “God, thank You for these guys, thank You for the game of football. You’re awesome. Amen.” For eight seasons I did this and, while many players and coaches would join me from my team and others, many opted not to. I never had a problem with either choice. I just wanted to do my prayer and then celebrate with my team if we won or encourage them if we lost.


In 2014, after one particular game, the opposing team’s head coach called the Bremerton High School principal to tell him he had seen me praying on the field and thought it was a really cool thing to do. No one ever told me which coach that was, but the principal got nervous that we could land in legal hot water if this continued.


A few days later, the school district issued a directive telling me to stop praying with the kids. Since I never wanted to pray with the kids in the first place, I was more than willing to comply. I asked if I could still do my prayer at the fifty-yard line after the game by myself, and the district reiterated that as long as I didn’t pray with the kids, I was in the clear. So I kept praying. The kids didn’t understand why—if it was a free country, as I’d told them—they could no longer join me on the field for the prayer.


I can still remember the smell of them surrounding me as I closed my eyes to take a knee. Even though I had explicitly told them not to pray with me, the odor of a dozen sweaty football players gave away their defiant positions pretty quickly. When I opened my eyes to see the new athletic director talking with the head coach, it was clear that I was in trouble.


When I showed up at the office the next day, the other coaches were noticeably peeved.


“Way to go, Kennedy,” the head coach barked. “The new athletic director wants to talk to you about the prayer thing.”


“What about it?” I asked.


“You can’t do it anymore.”


“What do you mean I can’t do it anymore?”


The other coaches told me I had gotten everyone in trouble over it, and I could be fired if I didn’t comply. I took Pappy aside. “Pappy, you don’t think—they can’t fire me over this, can they?”


In my head, I was thinking there was no way they could. The Christian part of me reasoned that it was all a big misunderstanding. I would just put my foot down harder with the kids about not praying with me. But the other part of me—the Marine part—was angry. It was one thing to tell me I couldn’t pray with the kids, but now they were telling me I couldn’t pray at all? And if I did keep praying, I could lose my job?


“What are you going to do?” Pappy asked me.


He must have seen the Marine side take over and a defiant look settle over my face because he started warning me, “Don’t do it, man. It’s not worth it.”


To me, it was worth it. I’ve never been the most moral or ethical guy, but I have always stood by my principles.


“You’re going to do it, aren’t you?” Pappy sighed.


“I can’t promise anything,” I responded.


In that moment, in all honesty, I didn’t know what I was going to do. When the game ended that Friday night in double overtime, it looked like there was not going to be enough time to do the prayer. I think the athletic director was about to breathe a sigh of relief. He even came up to me, put his arm around my shoulders and said, “Boy, we really dodged a bullet there.”


There were back-to-back games scheduled that day, and as we were heading off the field, the players for the next game were already pouring onto it to hurry through their warmups. But as we were returning to the locker room, one of the players from the opposing team came up to me and asked, “Coach, would you use my helmet for your prayer?”


I didn’t give it a second thought. I couldn’t say “no” now. I took his helmet and ran onto the field to do my prayer. It was really quick because we had to get the heck out of there.


As I jogged back to the locker room, none of the other coaches would make eye contact with me. The new athletic director had disappeared, and Pappy was standing in the corner shaking his head, smiling with his Kennedy’s gonna do what Kennedy’s gonna do expression. The head coach silently mouthed to me, “They’re going to fire you.”


Oh crap, what did I just do?





A sick feeling took over my gut as we got onto the bus to drive back to Bremerton. I went on Facebook and posted, “I think I just got fired from coaching for praying.”


Early the next morning, my phone started blowing up with calls, texts, and emails. I jumped up, wondering if someone had died, and happened to pick up as a friend was calling.


She began yelling, “Joe, you’re on TV! They’re talking about you on the national news.”


I thought she was pulling my leg, but Denise’s phone had been blowing up almost as much as mine. She flipped on the TV and, sure enough, my picture was plastered on the national news regarding my Facebook post from the night before. I still have no idea how that post went viral. (I’m sure it’s all just a coincidence, right?)


Denise and I went into panic mode. As the HR supervisor for the Bremerton School District, she was getting calls from major news outlets asking for a comment because of my post. We called Aaron, the superintendent, to find out if I still had my job.


“Aaron,” I asked, “What’s going on? Am I fired?”


Graciously, Aaron talked us down.


“I’m the only person who can fire you,” he said. “And no, you’re not fired.”


“So, what do we do?” I asked, terrified by how fast this had spun out of control.


Aaron promised us we’d sort everything out on Monday.


The school district’s lawyer began an investigation and started interviewing all the coaches on the staff. Denise and I steered clear of social media and avoided phone calls as best we could. I started getting hate mail and death threats from random strangers. People everywhere were asking me if I was going to pray that coming Friday night at the game. Everything was being blown way out of proportion.


Once again, the Christian and the Marine in me began to wrestle with each other. I asked Pappy one day after practice, “What should I do on Friday night?”


“You really want my advice?” he asked.


“Always.”


“You already know what you’re going to do.”


“No, I don’t!” I exclaimed, thinking he was trying one of his Buddhist Jedi mind tricks on me.


“Think about it,” he went on. “You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do as a man in this situation. Isn’t that what we always tell the kids?”


“Well, yeah,” I replied.


“So, what are you worried about?” he asked in his typical dry manner.


I wish I could say I knew right then and there what I was going to do, but I was up all night long that Thursday, praying and wrestling with my options.


When I showed up at the school the next day, thousands of people were camped out, waiting for the game. There were news cameras all over. A dozen of the local Satanic Temple members came out in black robes with hoods and horns. Christians were protesting with signs and crosses. On the Bremerton Walk of Fame—a series of boulders etched with the names and stats of former standout football players dating back for decades—one kid stood holding a giant cross and leading a crowd in chanting, “Je-sus! Je-sus! Je-sus!” Even though there were people on both sides of the issue, it seemed like most of the ones who turned up to that game were actually supporting me!


Police showed up to control the crowds because of the chaos. I was overwhelmed. I know the other coaches were, too. The only people enjoying the chaos were the kids who were showing off for the cameras and telling their moms “hi” on TV.


After the game, people flooded onto the field. The kids came over and handed me their helmets at the fifty-yard line. I don’t remember exactly what I said, but I was very careful to not pray. Regardless, at the end, many people still yelled “Amen!” Cameras were being shoved in my face while people were waving flags, and I just wanted to get the heck off the field. The crowds stayed until almost midnight.


The other coaches and I got the kids back to the locker room. None of the coaches were talking. There was a silence so tense it was like being back in a fighting hole in Kuwait after we got word that enemy soldiers were walking through our position.


I had always made a habit of staying at the school until the last kid left. Sometimes we’d go out for a bite after the game, but that night, I just wanted to get home. I got into my truck, and this nagging feeling began to eat away inside my gut. I felt like I’d done something wrong.


The closer I got to my house, the stronger this feeling became—as if I had committed some great sin. I couldn’t stand it. Here I was, always telling the kids to stand up for what they believed in, even if it wasn’t popular, yet I had just copped out of saying my prayer because of the media chaos. I had broken my promise to God—the only real promise I’d ever made Him.


I turned my truck around and drove all the way back to the high school. As I pulled up to the stadium, I saw that the lights were still on and the camera crews and reporters were almost all packed up for the night. I bargained with God to let me pray from the safety of my parked truck, but He wouldn’t let me off the hook. That feeling was still eating away at my gut.


I asked God to help me get to the fifty-yard line without getting spotted by the cameras. I snuck down to the field; it was completely empty. I went to take my knee and have my moment alone with God—and then I lost my cool and started yelling at Him.


“Why are You doing this?” I cried out. “God, I need to know right here and right now if this is You or if this is me and my own pride. You’ve got to help me, because I don’t know how to handle this.”


I didn’t want to give up, but everything I’d worked so hard for with the team—the character-building and mentoring, not to mention the relationship I’d built with these guys!—was all hanging in the balance, and I needed to be sure that my pride was not getting in the way.


“God, please. Just give me a sign. Show me something,” I prayed. As I said “amen,” I went to punch the ground. As soon as my hand made contact with the field, all the stadium lights went out.


I was alone on the field in the pitch dark with nothing but the moonlight when suddenly, I was overcome with laughter because God had given me my sign: It was not my pride; it was Him. All I could do was laugh, because I knew in that moment that He had my back regardless of what came next. I told Him, “I will never ever turn my back on You.” Immediately, that guilty feeling I had been wrestling with went away, and my conscience was clean again.


The following week, the school’s communication systems crashed from the overload of people calling and emailing—not to complain about my prayer, but to complain about the way the school district responded to my prayer. But the school doubled down: I received two more directives from the district telling me that in addition to not praying with the kids, my options now were to stop praying on the field altogether or start praying in a closet in the locker room by myself.


That really made me mad. I felt that was a blatant violation of my First Amendment rights. I didn’t have a problem with not praying with the kids, but I had a big problem with being told to hide in a closet to pray like I was being sent to time-out. I wasn’t about to do that.


Shortly thereafter, I was suspended from coaching. It was clear that the only reason was my prayer; it had nothing to do with my ability or dedication as a coach. I was being singled out and punished because of my religious expression.


Around that time, lawyers began to approach me about representing me in court. Though I never wanted to get lawyers involved, by then, I realized I was being discriminated against and if I didn’t do something, I would definitely lose my job.





My last game was rather anticlimactic. The media crowds had died down, and it was the first normal-feeling game we’d had that season. We were playing North Mason High School and, when I went out to do my prayer during the Bremerton fight song, nobody from my own team joined.


At the end of the school year, where I once had nothing but glowing reviews from my supervisors, this time my evaluations showed low marks in every area—but the only thing that had changed was the school’s response to my prayer. There had been no change in my coaching style or my dedication to the team. Even my prayer had not changed from previous years, except for the fact that it had become a media event.


Despite my efforts to comply with the school district’s directives, they had suspended me from coaching the last few games of the season. The district even put a sign on the field reading “No Unauthorized Personnel Beyond This Point.” That was never there before; it was directed at me. Being a spectator for those last games just about killed me. I didn’t want to sit in the stands and draw attention to myself, but I couldn’t not show up for my guys, so I stood as far away from everyone as possible to watch. If my players blew a play or had an amazing one, I couldn’t be there to comfort them or celebrate with them on the sidelines.
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