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How many of us are embarrassed to speak up for our faith in certain social settings? Maybe at work, or among certain friends, or when we’re working out in the gym, or at school? Or how many of us feel that our faith and faith commitments stand in contradiction to some of society’s attitudes and ways, creating difficult situations for us?
I recently had a discussion with a parent whose child wanted to participate in an activity that took place on Sunday mornings. She said to me, “It makes me really angry that the league will not consider changing the game days or times. I feel like I am being penalized based on my religious beliefs. Fr. Luke, you were in the paper last year along with some other priests about this issue and it made no difference. I would not mind a Sunday morning game once in awhile, but things don’t seem to change. Our kids are left out of participating. And my child is upset that she can’t join the team.  Do you think there is anything we can do? Or is it just too bad for us?”

Many Christian parents can relate to this frustrating situation. Sunday mornings are no longer a sacred time in our contemporary society, neither for children with their activities, or with adults in their work schedules and pursuits of hobbies and entertainment. We face many challenges in living out our faith in a growlingly antagonistic and secular world.

Well, there are several ways we can look at these difficult challenges we face. First of all, it’s important to place our own challenges in a proper, universal context. Let us realize how different our choices and consequences are, compared to say, Christians in different historical eras, and even in other places of the world today. Christians of past centuries understood that declaring oneself a follower of Jesus Christ, and choosing to follow His path could mean being thrown into a coliseum full of lions, or being martyred through horrible tortures or some other painful death. Even today in the 21st century, Christians in China, in some Muslim countries, or in totalitarian states risk declaring their faith in Christ and facing imprisonment, attack or even death. I just came back from Albania, which only two decades ago was a land that shed the blood of many martyrs. Let us never forget that such martyrdom and fatal witnessing is happening TODAY in many parts of the world! 
We need to keep in mind the very serious challenges and struggles that many Christians face today, and have faced throughout history, and then place our own dilemmas within that overall context. Maybe our children don’t understand why they can’t play football, or soccer, or basketball or do cheering on a Sunday morning, but we have to help them understand that is a small sacrifice compared to what other Christians around the world, and throughout the centuries, have made for their faith. Never forget this perspective when the burden of our faith seems too much. 

Jesus also offers another perspective in today’s Gospel reading on this All Saints Sunday. He challenges his disciples and all of us by saying, “Whoever confesses me before others, him I will also confess before my Father in heaven, but whoever denies me before others, him I will also deny before my Father who is in heaven.”

To confess our Orthodox Christian faith before others isn’t always easy, and is surely NOT always convenient. Sometimes our own children, at their particular stages in life, won’t understand our decisions and choices! Yet we have to try and teach them, as well as try and understand ourselves, what it really means to “confess our faith before others.” We need to remember the eternal consequences of our decisions. What does it imply when we say Christ is first in our lives – is He first even before sports in our sports-crazed society; is He first even before work and money, in our materialistic and greedy world; is He first even before our own desires and passions, in our egocentric and self-absorbed culture. It’s surely not always convenient nor easy to place Christ and our faith first, before all else. And yet, Jesus expects nothing less from his followers!
Our Lord even goes as far as to say in today’s Gospel, “Anyone who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.” Our Lord warns us that even placing things that are good, things that are central to our lives - like our families and loved ones - should not be placed before God. In some decisions and choices we make in following Christ, even our family may not understand or agree with us. And yet, to authentically follow Jesus Christ demands us to place His Will before even our own!

Getting back to the Sunday morning dilemma, many of you may remember two years ago when I wrote an article, along with 10 other local Roman Catholic and Protestant clergy, that was printed on the front page of the Worcester Telegram and Gazette. We highlighted the issue of “Saving Sundays” as a day of rest and worship, and asked the local sports leagues and schools to consider keeping Sunday mornings free from activities. Unfortunately, I can’t say that much changed, but I can report that some things were altered! 
Two years ago, the Webster summer basketball league played their games on Sunday mornings. When I talked with the director, he told me, “Don’t worry Father. I read your article and we’ve decided to play our games on Friday nights, not Sundays!”  Whether the voice of us clergy was the deciding factor, I don’t know, but I do know that he made it a point, twice, to tell me that they have changed from Sundays to Fridays.

  
Maybe if more of us would respectfully express our opinions, “confessing Christ before others,” and ask these coaches and league officials to please consider holding their practices and games at times other than Sunday mornings, just maybe more changes would occur. Of course, certain leagues and officials will not change, but as Christians we have opportunities to respectfully “confess our faith” to others, and leave the rest up to God. I have one coach who keeps asking my son to play Pop Warner football, but each time he asks, I respectfully respond, “If you’d change the Sunday morning times, we’d consider it, but we can’t because Sunday morning is the Lord’s Day of Resurrection and our time for worshipping God.”  This coach may not change, but at least he hears another perspective. Would more changes occur if coaches and league officials heard more and more parents say such things?  
  
Thank God, we don’t live in a country where our decision to live out our faith could mean imprisonment or death, but the words of our Lord in today’s Gospel are nonetheless relevant to each one of us, especially as we reflect on All Saints Sunday. This is the Sunday we remember all those who faithfully followed the path of Christ and tried to live by the words of Jesus who said. “Whoever confesses me before others, him I will also confess before my Father in heaven, but whoever denies me before others, him I will also deny before my Father who is in heaven.”
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