Rev. Fr. Andrew George

always like to watch people when I'm at an airport. You

see people in a mad rush, you see people who look like

they have been traveling for days, you see people sleep-

ing, you hear children playing and sometimes scream-
ing, you see people waiting in line, you see people crying and
people laughing and hugging. The last time I was at the airport
I saw a couple—a young man and woman, side by side, sit-
ting on the edges of their seats, holding hands, their knees
touching. And they talked together in low tones, oblivious to
everything but each other. They knew that their time together
was short. Only one of them had a bag, only one of them was
leaving, and they were making the most of their precious time
together before they had to say goodbye. Time was short for
this couple. They were very conscious of the time.

We are all so time-conscious. How many times do we look
at our watch every day? Time demands our attention. It is
something that seems beyond our control. Listen to how we
talk about time: we make time, we take time, we have time,
we find time, we spend time. We try to gain control over
time, so we treat time as a possession. You have heard the
expression that “time is money.” Time becomes a means to
acquire things around us. If we only had a little more time to
earn a little more money to buy a few more things to really
enjoy life, then we will have made it. We are afraid of time,
so we treat it like an object like all of the other things around
us—what we eat, what we drink, what we drive, what we
watch, where we socialize, where we live, the brand name on
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our clothes—all of these things distract us from our feeling

of helplessness in the face of time.

Seconds add up to minutes, minutes to hours and hours
to days—as we know, seven days comprise our week. God
sets aside one day of the week to rest from the things of the
world and the demands of making a living for us to be with
Him and His people. God intends, through Sunday worship
and rest, to help us gain control of our world—not through
things or our expensive toys, not from the things around us,
but through time. We gain control of time through time.
The “Sabbath” is God’s claim on time that frees us from the
burden of things. It is a day to enjoy and celebrate relation-
ships—our relationship with God first and foremost, our
relationship with family, our relationship with friends, our
relationship with ourselves.

As Abraham Heschel has said: The Sabbath is not for the pur-
pose of recovering our lost strength and becoming fit for the com-
ing labor. The Sabbath is not for increasing the efhiciency of our
work. The Sabbath is not an interlude, but the climax of living.

The creation story climaxes in God’s day of rest: “...the heav-
ens and the earth...were finished. And on the seventh day God
ended His work which He had done, and He rested on the seventh
day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the
seventh day and sanctified it” (Genesis 2:1-3). Our command to
keep the Sabbath is to re-create God’s Sabbath rest, to re-create
the seventh day all over again. The Sabbath rest is not idleness.

The Sabbath rest does not mean total inactivity, but rather
it is like a twenty-second timeout on the basketball court.
The team members don’t go every which way, practicing free
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throws, running wind sprints or chatting with the fans in the
courtside seats. They stop their normal activity, come togeth-
er as a group, regain their equilibrium, catch their breath, af-
firm their team spirit and encourage one another. The coach
gives them some direction, and then they resume the game.
Sunday morning should be viewed as God’s twenty-second
timeout. The writer of Deuteronomy says: “Six days you shall
labor, and do all your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath
to the Lord your God” (Deuteronomy 5:13-14). A time of
re-creation. It is a time to admire the world around us, a time
for loving the people with whom we share this world, a time
to worship God, a day wholly different from any other. Sun-
day is not a day for diversion or amusement only, but for real

refreshment.

Sundays, the Christian Sabbath, however, have become
days of stress with various recreational activities that conflict
with worship services and family time. A painful dilemma ex-
ists for our children who have to decide between playing sports
and going to church services. They shouldn’t have to make that
choice. Parents can speak up about it. Tell coaches that you
would prefer to meet at another time. If enough of you speak
up about it, then things will change.

The talking points are simple: “It is unfair to ask our youth
to choose between religious services and recreational activi-
ties.” They can exist side-by-side. It is a matter of schedul-
ing. Speak up about it. Were not saying, “Don’t play ball on
Sunday,” we're saying, “Schedule games and practices at other
times, and, if necessary to play on a Sunday, do it on Sunday
afternoon, not Sunday morning.”

Don’t be fooled by anyone—there is time for both. It is a
matter of conviction. We can have ball games as well as re-

specting the time-honored hours of worship. But things will
change only if you speak up about it. Our children deserve to
be able to both attend services and participate in community
sport activities. There are benefits in both.

ONE CITY’S EXPERIENCE WITH SPORTS ON
SUNDAY MORNINGS

The year of our success was 1991. The previous year, at a
meeting of the Cranston Clergy Association (comprised of
Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Protestant clergy and Jew-
ish rabbis), I raised a topic I had been hearing from parents
in my parish: the conflict with sports on Sunday mornings
with the Divine Liturgy and our Church school program.
The parents were always apologetic about missing church,
and they wanted to give me
a heads-up as to why they
Other
parents would tell me how

would be absent.

they had chosen not to have
their children involved in
any sports activities on
Sunday morning so the
family could be in the Di-
vine Liturgy together, but

that this was creating fric-

children, especially when
the kids knew that some
of their peers were play-
ing sports on Sunday even
though they could not.

This became a wonder-
ful rallying point for the
Cranston clergy, something we easily agreed on as an issue
of “common concern” in the city. Yes, a “common concern,”
even though the Roman Catholics had other times at which
they could attend Mass, be it Saturday evening or early Sun-
day morning. (By the way, I was amazed to learn of the large
number of people that attend a 7:00 or 8:00 AM Mass. Yet we
Orthodox have trouble getting our people to arrive on time
for a 9:30 am or 10 am Divine Liturgy—but that’s another
story.) The Catholic clergy were in support of addressing the
issue for many of their parishes had their CCD classes (re-
ligious education) on Sunday morning at 9:00 and 10:00.
Also, our Jewish brethren, even though their worship times
are Friday nights and Saturday mornings, had religious edu-
cation and language instruction on Sunday morning. That is
to say, all of these groups ran parish programs on mid-Sun-
day morning, in competition with the sports associations’
schedules.
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I was the vice-president of the Clergy Association, and the
president and secretary were both Protestant ministers. We ap-
pointed one of the Roman Catholic priests to be the chair
of our “Sports on Sundays,” for the majority of the citizens
in Cranston are Roman Catholic. As we later discovered, the
majority of the leaders of the various athletic leagues in the
city are also Roman Catholic, so having a Roman Catholic
clergyman as the chair made for extra respect to our concerns.
I took on the role of public relations for the effort and learned
along the way how big this issue truly was (and remains to be)
across the country...more on that ahead.

Our subcommittee met every two weeks to prepare the way.
It was probably a ten-month process, if not a full year, but in
essence what we did was multi-pronged. We first had to find
out how many independent leagues exist in the city. Would
you believe that one league (Cranston’s League for Cranston’s
Future) oversees fourteen sports programs for 3,500 youth?
That was the largest independent organization, beyond what
the public schools were offering.

We then sought the support of the mayor of Cranston,
who turned out to be our biggest lay advocate, a practicing
Roman Catholic and an epistle reader in his parish. He was
also a jock and a former coach for one of the city’s largest
athletic programs. He offered, even before we could ask him,
to host a meeting at city hall. We actually had three meetings
there on this topic to enable wider participation. Invited to
these meetings were all the leaders of each league for whom we
could get a name and address, as well as public school officials.
There were eleven independent leagues (each with numerous
sports programs under its aegis, spanning all four season) and
two junior highs and two high schools.

But well before this meeting was held, we sent each league’s
officials written materials stating our concerns: to respect the
time-honored day of Sunday for worship and religious educa-
tion, this being the Christian Sunday / Jewish Sabbath. Each
parish’s clergy preached the same sermon (adjusted to their
unique terminology) on the topic on a designated week. We
held general parent meetings, open to the public at large, in
various locations on various dates.

All of this was covered by the state’s local daily newspaper
and, of course, by Cranston’s weekly newspaper. In essence,
through a series of news releases, the “Sports on Sunday” cam-
paign flowed along in stages. The amazing thing about this was
that even from the first little blip, that the Cranston, Rhode
Island, clergy had organized a committee to address the “com-
mon concern of sports on Sunday morning.” The story was
picked up by the Washington Post, Dallas Morning News and
the Grand Forks Herald, to name a few. CNN even came with a
TV crew to one of our public meetings. Various clergy associa-
tions from areas beyond New England also contacted us.

THE SUCCESS

1. The first key success was the general education of the vari-
ous athletic league officials (again, being mainly Roman
Catholic). They had figured that every kid in town could
pick from numerous service times (as they would say, “the
Mass schedule”). They had no concept that we Orthodox
(plus the various Protestant groups and the Jewish congre-
gation) often had a single service time.

2. Numerous league officials also said, “If parents would have
said something, perhaps we could have changed things
around.” Beloved parents reading this, you can exert a pos-
itive influence on this and other issues in society by simply
speaking up, of course politely and respectfully. The best
success is effected through an organized effort as a group
of “concerned parents.”

3. Our meetings’ effects were seen in the leagues’ plans for
the following year, when they were able to establish a new
schedule. For example, the opening of the softball season
in spring 1992 in Cranston was moved from a Sunday
morning to a Saturday. Various other adjustments were
made along the way, too many to enumerate in this ar-
ticle. We found overall that most league officials were very
understanding and accommodating. All it took was meet
face-to-face and talk. We were able to effect an “attitude
change.”

4. We also found that some league officials were polite in the
meetings, but said other things at their league meetings
and to some of the parents. I include this as a success to
our efforts, for therein parents knew whom they were deal-
ing with and may have chosen to withdraw their kids from
those leagues.

5. It was discovered in our conversations that due to the
growth in girls’ sports over the years, that the previous
times used for boys’ practices and games now necessitated
that other times be found for the same field. Over the
years, the league schedules overflowed into Sunday morn-
ings. Thus if the fields could be “lighted” with electricity,
enabling games at later hours in the day, and if new fields
could be set up, there would be no need to have Sunday
morning sports. Thus a plan was born!

THE FRUSTRATION

1. A handful of parents in each of the city’s congregations
became involved—and thank God for them! But if more
families had been willing, it would have been such a wit-
ness. Far too many sat on the sidelines and did not attend
meetings. I'm not sure if they spoke privately in favor of
our efforts, but they weren’t publicly vocal. Theoretically,
even the small number that did get involved made a big
difference.
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Honoring Sunday
in Cranston

* Ronald Reuter, the leader of the largest independent
sports league (Cranston’s League for Cranston’s Fu-
ture), issued his own statement following the meeting
with the clergy: “Education and religion are first...
sports come last. Our policy is that no child will be
hurt by missing a practice or game by attending his
house of worship. If the parents have a problem then
it’s up to them to come to the president of the league.
He will rule in favor of them.”

* Michael Traficante, the mayor of Cranston, RI, is-
sued the following statement following the meeting
with the clergy: “It is important that children, in
particular, be given the opportunity to participate in
church services without conflict. My administration
supports the general position of the clergy and it is my
hope that private organizations respect this position
as well.” He further announced that city-sponsored
events, such as the Fall Harvest Festival road race,
which traditionally has been held on Sunday morn-
ing, would be moved to accommodate the wishes of
the clergy, stating, “I believe that it is important to
provide anyone who wishes to attend church with as
few conflicts with those services as possible.”

* The Cranston Clergy Association stated in part:
“Both religious worship with instruction in the faith
and the recreation and sports are essential to the
growth and development of the bodies, minds and
spirits of our young people. We are therefore asking
the civic, educational and recreational leaders of our
community to be sensitive to the spiritual develop-
ment of our youth as we agree to be supportive of the
social, recreational and sports activities which seek to
involve them.”

2. 'The response of the Cranston School District was shameful.
They did not make any changes to their athletic schedules
and programs. They have school holidays and off-days, yet
they expect the sports teams to practice and at times play
on days off from school. In certain years, they even do so
on Western Good Friday (forget about Orthodox Good
Friday). It is no wonder that Rhode Island’s public schools
rank low in math and reading when there is such empha-
sis on sports. Beyond sports activities, they also schedule
school dances and major activities on dates that often con-

flict with time-honored holy observances of the various
faiths in the city.

3. The role of the Rhode Island State Council of Churches
was very interesting in all of this. It is another organization
that encompasses all three Christian groups and has Jew-
ish observers, but they chose back then and to this day to
ignore the topic. Each time the council has had a change in
leadership, I have spoken privately on this topic to their new
executive minister, and no one thus far wants to tackle the
topic on the state level.

4. Along the way we learned numerous things from the par-
ents, such as the way some coaches intimidate their players
and the parents. “Either you show up at such-and-such day
and time, or you can’t play the next time.” I have heard of
cases when nothing is exempted, no doctor appointments,
no funerals and of course not even special (once a year)
church events, like Holy and Great Friday. I remind the
readers of this article that it is about children’s sports. Such
stress is placed on being present, as if it were a paid job and
as if winning every football or soccer game is crucial to a
child’s upbringing. There needs to be balance in all things
in life for the wise raising of our children. Some sports of-
ficials simply overdo it with the kids, as if they were on a
professional adult team.

THE CURRENT STATUS IN CRANSTON

Since 1992, we have seen many good changes in Cranston
with the independent leagues. But now, twenty years later,
it may have waned a bit, largely due to the lack of leadership
and commitment to the cause, both at city hall and in the
Cranston Clergy Association. What is needed is a sports on
Sunday “overseer.” Most leagues will respect and adhere to
the suggestions. People in leadership roles concerned on this
topic have come and gone in the city, and we currently are
waiting for a resurrection.

We hope in the Resurrection and in the improvement of
society with godly and focused goals for the youth of today,
who become the leaders of tomorrow. Hopefully, out there
in your city, someone is willing to be that sports on Sunday
campaign overseer!

Rev. Fr. Andrew George is the Director of Religious Education
for the Boston Metropolis, and he serves Annunciation Parish in
Cranston, RI.

Editor’s Note: You may want to look into The Lord’s Day
Alliance of the United States (www.ldausa.org). The Alliance
exists to encourage Christians to reclaim the Sabbath—the
Lord’s Day—as a day of spiritual and personal renewal, en-
abling them to impact their communities with the Gospel.
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