The church is the house of the angels
and the dwelling place of God. Indeed,
in the dedication of the temple, Solo-
mon said, “I have surely built You an ex-
alted house, and a place for You to
dwell in forever” (1Kgs 8:13). Also, Psalm
84 tells us that David the prophet longed
to be present in the house of the Lord to
praise Him and to behold His glory. There
is no doubt in my mind that we should
constantly remind our youth to honor
and respect God's house by dressing
appropriately, refraining from side dis-
cussions during the Liturgy, prostrating
respectfully in front of the altar, and us-
ing their time at church exclusively to
praise and worship our Lord. Yet, as an
adult, | have learned not to jump to
conclusions whenever | observe one of
our youth behaving in a way that may
seem to contradict the guidelines for
attending church.

Shortly after my ordination, | noticed a
youth who was wearing a baseball cap
during the entire Divine Liturgy. | had
never seen this individual before, but
thought to myself that it was extremely
disrespectful for someone to behave in
such a manner during church. After the
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liturgy | took it upon myself to go and
make it clear to him that his action was
unacceptable. As soon as | reached
him | said, "Do you not know that you
are not allowed to wear a hat during
church?2" and | immediately removed it,
exposing his head. To my astonishment
and shame, | noticed that the boy had
lost all his hair and was compiletely bald.
I immediately inquired from his mother,
who stood beside him in surprise, as to
the reason for the boy’s hair loss. She
explained to me that he was a Leuke-
mia patient and that he was being
freated at The Hospital for Sick Children.
I was very somry for my behavior and for
embarrassing the teen in front of every-
one.

Our Lord Jesus modeled the exireme
example of patience and understand-
ing for us. He was never quick to judge;
neither did He offend people for the
way they dressed, behaved, nor acted,
even though He knew that they were
living sinful lives. The Lord knew that
these individuals were not necessarily
evil but rather they had not yet tasted
the joy of living a righteous life. Instead,
all they needed was someone to kindly
show them God’'s way without judging,
condemning, or labeling them. How
amazingly strong it was for the Lord to
stand in front of the scribes and Phari-
sees to defend the woman convicted of
adultery and say, “He who is without sin
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among you let him throw a stone at her
first” (John 8:7). He then whispered in
her ear saying, “Neither do | condemn
you; go and sin no more” (11).

As for the Samaritan woman, the Lord
was able to guide her towards the king-
dom by addressing her concerns in a
gentle and respectful manner. He made
her thirst for the living water that He of-
fered until she freely confessed her un-
ethical lifestyle. The Lord then com-
mended her for her honest answer
(John 4:17). This woman's life was later
transformed, as she became the first
preacher to the Samaritans (29). This is
truly the God whom we worship; He is
the friend of tax collectors and sinners
(Matt 11:19); and He is the one who de-
sires mercy and not sacrifice. (Matt
9:13).

Beloved, | have had numerous conver-
sations about this subject with youth and
members of the church who were bap-
tized as adults, and most of them have
conveyed the same concerns. We of-
ten ask ourselves why youth end up
abandoning the church after turning
eighteen years old or sometimes even
before that age. Well, there are cer-
tainly several reasons that might contrib-
ute to this decision, one of which is that
we are not able to bear their weak-
nesses and model for them the way that
Christ dealt with sinners. There are sev-
eral stories and examples that we can
provide to portray the struggles that our
young people may face including em-
barrassments about dressing, behaving
in Sunday school or lack of respect to
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church. Also, the looks which some
members of the church who were bap-
tized as adults receive as they enter into
church which might, intentionally or non
-intentionally, suggest, "What are you
doing here? This is not your church!”

Our Lord Jesus porirayed the utmost re-
spect to the house of God and pro-
claims that it was a house of prayer
(Mark 11: 17). It is my responsibility as a
Father to discuss these issues, which af-
fect the future of our church in the
twenty first century and beyond. In writ-
ing this article, it was never my intention
to condemn or to criticize any individu-
als, customs, or traditions. In fact, | have
the greatest respect and admiration for
all the individuals in our community who
have proven themselves in the land of
immigration through their toils, struggles,
and spiritual commitment.  Also, | be-
lieve that the majority of people have
already made this mental adjustment
and are dealing with these issues in wis-
dom and spirituality. It is possibly the
actions of the few that are magnified
and cause speculation. | am also keep-
ing in mind the words of our Lord to first
remove the plank from my own eyes
(Luke 6:42).

Beloved, we now live in a post-modern
world, which has its arms spread wide-
open in an attempt to incorporate and
absorb our children and youth in it, with
little or no judgment on their appear-
ance or behavior. As a matter of fact,
the world encourages and promotes
behavior that portrays signs of individu-
ality and selfishness. For this reason, St.
John said, “Do not love the world or the
things in the world” (1 John 2:15, 16).



The world does not care for the conse-
quences of one's actions but lays the
temptations and once the people com-
mit the sin, it turns away and leaves the
blame on them. Yet, the acceptance
and love offered in the church is differ-
ent. It is the true love from the heart,
which is commanded by the Lord as
necessary to convert a heart to God's
frue knowledge and commitment. It is
time to distinguish and differentiate the
means from the goal; that is to say that
it has always been the goal of any indi-
vidual who is zealous for the Lord to lead
souls into repentance and a true fellow-
ship with the Lord Jesus Christ. We must
now rethink the means that are not only
acceptable to this generation, but that
model for them true Christian behavior
and omit any stumbling blocks coming
from individuals in the church. Embar-
rassment, yelling public criticism, quick
judgment, or condemnation will never
bring any results or turning of hearts in
this generation. It fact, they yield the
exact opposite results and push away
people. Love, respect, patience, active
listening, dialoguing, and most impor-
tantly prayer, is what helps our children

and youth to reach God and correct
their ways. When they are approached
appropriately, then their reaction will be
encouraging and they can have a
change of heart.

It has been a few years since the story of
the young man, mentioned in the be-
ginning of this article, occurred and the
boy has now long passed away to
heaven. | often sit down and wonder
what if | had the same chance all over
againg What would | do differently this
time around? 1 pray that the Lord would
give me, and you, the beloved reader,
a compassionate and a kind heart to-
wards this generation of children and
youth, who live in a broken world, so
that together, we can announce that
this is indeed "A Time to Heal.”

| pray that all hearts may be healed by
the power of the Holy Spirit; through the
intercessions of the holy Theotokos St.
Mary, St. Mark the apostle, and the
prayers of H.H. Pope Shenouda lii.

Amen.
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