
 

 

February 14, 2021: Sixth Sunday of Ordinary Time  

A few years ago I taught a class on ecclesiology (this is a course about the Church) at Merrimack College for those 
preparing for ordination to the Permanent Diaconate.  One of the topics we covered was exploring the origins of the 
Church.  As part of the discussion, we examined the Church of the first three centuries, often called the Church of the 
Martyrs. 
 

In the beginning of the Church’s life, the early Christians faced the possibility of persecution for following Christ.  The 
persecution was sporadic: it could spring up at any time within the Roman Empire, and come and go.  Christians knew 
that by following Christ they faced the real possibility of losing their jobs, material possessions, farms, homes, family, 
friends, and even their lives.  Many of the martyrs at this time suffered awful forms of torture by the Romans, in an 
effort to force them to deny Christ. 
 

The truth is that the Roman Empire was not concerned about their belief in Christ.  Following Christ in itself was not a 
problem for the people at that time.  In fact, Christians generally were very good citizens: they paid their taxes, led 
generally moral lives, supported the poor, cared for the sick, and followed the laws of the emperors in all things except 
sacrificing to their gods.  It was this last thing that was a problem for them.  If Christians simply performed the Romans’ 
annual ritual of sacrificing to the gods, they could have followed Christ with no problem.  But the Romans could not 
understand why the Christians had a problem with this request since all the other religions, except for the Jews, were 
willing to do it.   
 

The Christians could not sacrifice to the gods because they understood that the Roman gods were not real.  Those 
who followed Christ could only acknowledge the one true God—the God of Jesus Christ—and not other gods.  They 
were willing to die for Christ because they believed what Christ said in the Gospel of John: “Now this is eternal life, 
that they should know you, the only true God, and the one whom you sent, Jesus Christ.”  To sacrifice to the Roman 
gods would have been to deny this truth, and they were not willing to do that, no matter the cost. 
 

The Christians took to heart what Paul wrote to the Romans—that they could not conform themselves to the present 
age.  It cost them dearly to stand with Christ, and it was that persistence in the face of persecution, and their willing-
ness to lose even their lives that was actually the ground bed for the growth of the Church.  It is often said that the 
blood of the martyrs watered the tree of the Church.  In all outward appearances the early Christians looked like 
everyone else: they dressed in the same fashions, ate the same food, lived in the same homes, worked at the same 
jobs, and so forth.  What separated them was their relationship with Christ and how that influenced all they did and 
said.  Their first loyalty, before friends, family or state, was to Christ. 
 

As Christ says again in the Gospel of John, “They do not belong to the world any more than I belong to the world.”  The 
word ‘martyr’ in Greek means to witness.  As Christians we must recognize that the age of martyrs has not ended.  We 
must continue to witness to the truth of Christ—no matter the cost.  Christians have done so from the beginning.  The 
forces out there continue to call us to conform to the age, but we must reject that call and follow the example of 
Christ.   
 

As we prepare to celebrate Lent, we need to ask ourselves, do I see myself first as an American or as a Christian?  And, 
which answer will lead me to salvation?  If being a Christian was illegal in the early Church by the way you lived your 
life, could we be brought up on charges?  Is there anything in your life that would lead others to suspect you might be 
a Christian?   
 

The heart of the Season of Lent is about growing closer in our relationship with Christ. May we seek this Lent to grow 
in our faith in a such a way that people truly recognize and notice that we are Christians.  It seems in this day and age 
that many Christians are more frightened about being singled out as a Christian than the Christians of the Early Church, 
when they faced a death sentence to be recognized as one.   
 

Let us dare to be different!  Let us dare to carry the cross of Christ!  Let us dare to be suspected of being a follower of 
Christ! 
 
 



 

 

 
If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me at 
fr.brian@chelmsfordcatholic.org.  
 
Please keep me in your prayers. 
 
In Christ, 

 
Fr. Brian 


