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Homily 14th Sunday Ordinary Time 2021 Freedom of Religion 

One of the things I really liked about serving as a Navy Chaplain, was the focus on the 

First Amendment right of Freedom of Religion. Our job was to protect and facilitate the 

right of all to practice their religion, as best we could in the Navy’s environment. 

I and my fellow chaplains and religious program specialists had four jobs: Provide, 

Facilitate, Care and Advise. The facilitate job was most interesting because it involved 

learning more about other faiths and how to provide opportunities to practice them 

within the restrictions of the Navy’s good order and discipline and focus on 

accomplishing the mission.  

Often it took a creative approach to help people have some type of religious 

accommodation even if they could not do everything they wanted to. For example, it is 

impossible to have mass on a ship in the middle of the Mediterranean Ocean if there's 

no priest on board. We would train lay leaders to be able to conduct a “Sunday service 

in the absence of the priest” so they could at least gather people to pray and read the 

Sunday readings. 

 

As we celebrate July 4th weekend, I'd like to just focus on the first amendment right to 

Freedom of Religion. And not so much on the political side of it, but on how we as 

Catholic Christians make use of our freedom of religion.  

As I see it there are two parts to Freedom of Religion: 1. Having the Freedom of Religion. 

2. Using the Freedom of Religion. 

You know that we as the Catholic Church have been given the mission to proclaim the 

gospel in  Matthew chapter 28: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, teaching 

them all that I have commanded you.”  

It is up to us to do that job in the context that we find ourselves in these United States 

of America. It's not only how we practice in our private lives: going to mass, praying and 

sending our kids to Catholic schools or Religious Education to raise them in the faith. But 

it includes our witness to the community. How do we as a people communicate our 

values in the public sphere? We practice our freedom of religion at work, school and all 

areas of public life, including public service and leadership. We have a responsibility - a 
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mission - to proclaim Gospel values. It's not only live them personally and teach them to 

our family. We have the right to stand up for and promote our values in these different 

areas of life with respect for the freedom of religion of others. And therein lies the 

compromise needed to be able to live in community.  

One thing I realized when I was in Chaplain School was the need for the Catholic 

perspective. At first, I was very quiet about the Catholic needs in class because I was the 

only Catholic priest and I did not know how my perspective would be received. But then 

I realized that, for these chaplains to be able to do their job for the Catholics in the Navy 

(which comprise about 25% of the Navy population), they needed my perspective! They 

needed to know more about the needs of Catholics. How else were they going to be 

aware of the Catholic needs?  

So, when I arrived in San Diego and I was stationed on a ship, I made sure to teach the 

chaplains and make sure the Catholics we're being taken care of.  And I needed the 

other chaplains and leaders to do their part because it was impossible for me to do all 

myself.  

That's the same kind of thing going on in our society. Monmouth County is about 40 

something percent Catholic. How do we make sure the needs of Catholics met in New 

Jersey? We need to communicate the needs of Catholics and our values to all those 

around us so that could be part of the conversation. Otherwise, decisions will be made 

that will affect the 40% Catholics but not actually meet our needs. Therefore, it is 

incumbent upon us to communicate these needs for the our good and really the good of 

the whole Community - if we really do respect the freedom of religion. 

If we don’t speak up and witness to our faith and values, they will not be heard. And 

decision will be made that could reduce our freedom of religion or promote things that 

go against our faith. 

As followers of Jesus, we need to have the courage to promote the practice of the faith 

in our own Community. We must invite and support other Catholics to come to Church, 

pray, and practice the faith. We as a community need to help each other learn the faith 

and what the faith teaches about the hot topics of today. For example, I am reading a 

book about Transgender Issues in Catholic Health Care from the Nations Catholic 

Bioethics Center to be able to support Catholics Health Care workers and our 

community, and teach the Catholic perspective on these issues that are becoming more 

and more prevalent. 
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As a pastor, I really need the parishioners help in learning how to evangelize or re-

evangelize, meaning promoting the Catholic faith in our community, especially to those 

who identify as Catholic. This was identified by the Parish Pastoral Council as a priority 

and they have begun to study evangelization to better advise me on we can invite 

people to a deeper walk with Jesus. 

 

The Bill of Rights granted Freedom of Religion to all. This is a great gift. There are two 

parts to this gift: Having the right of Freedom of Religion and actually using that 

freedom. We are called to be leaven – the yeast that makes the bread rise. We are 

called to be the Light of the World. We are to shine that light of God’s mercy and love 

and the truths of our faith on all we meet, not just in our private homes. 

To celebrate the freedom, while respecting the freedom of others, let us re-commit and 

encourage each other by using our right of Freedom of Religion and being proud to 

proclaim our faith this Independence Day weekend! 

 


