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Baseballall
Chapel
WORCESTER, MA – As David Sandlin stood on

the back of the mound inside the walls of the

Worcester Red Sox (nicknamed WooSox) bull-

pen on a recent Wednesday night, the 24-year-

old pitcher whispered Bible verse Isaiah

41:10 to himself before entering the game.

h “So do not fear, for I am with you; do

not be dismayed, for I am your God. I

will strengthen you and help you; I

will uphold you with my righteous

right hand.” h The verse was one

of his grandmother’s favorites.

Sandlin, a right-handed pitching

prospect for the BostonRed Sox, remembers his

grandma having those words framed in a pic-

ture on the wall in her Indiana home when he

was a kid. h “So it kind of stuck with me,” San-

dlin said.

Pitcher David Sandlin points up to the sky as he walks
onto the fi�eld to pitch during Triple-A Worcester’s game
on Sept. 7 at Polar Park. ILLUSTRATION BY STACY JACKSON/USA

TODAY NETWORK; WOOSOX PHOTO/ASHLEY GREEN
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According to The Carolina Journal
(August 26, 2025), “North Carolina
ranks among the nation’smost religious
states, according to a new analysis that
measures faith activity, religious educa-
tion, and the presence of religion-affi�li-
ated organizations.” Measuring the 50
states to come upwith an “overall religi-
osity” score, the study found that
“States in the traditional BibleBelt dom-
inated the topof the list. Virginia ranked
No. 1, followed by Tennessee, Alabama,
South Carolina, Texas, North Carolina,
and Mississippi.”

As for people who say they are “very
religious,” North Carolina ranks high,

but takes the number one spot for “most
religious establishments per capita.” I
can’t say I was surprised. It’s hard to
heave a hush puppy anywhere without
hitting a church.

This national survey hasme asking a
few questions. Does this mean North
Carolinians are model Christians, as
well as exemplary citizens? Are they
high on the ethics meter? Do they take
care of our most vulnerable neighbors
and performmore service projects than
most? To some extent, they do. Accord-
ing to the study mentioned in the arti-
cle, “Texas tops the list for faith and reli-
gious support charities” and North Car-
olina is number three. These areprimar-
ily faith-based charities, so it appears
that Christians take care of their own.

How does one rank religion? Many
religions rank themselves higher than
others (the “only way” or “the best
choice”). How many of us, when asked

how religious we are, would respond:
“I’m very religious” or “I have great
faith”? Compared to whom? Neighbors,
friends, family? Others of us might say,
“I’m not religious” or “I don’t believe in
God.”This raises another question:How
do we rank the quantity or quality of
faith? Can you have “more faith” than
another? I’m not sure how that can be
measured. When I was a minister, peo-
ple would often assume I had “more
faith” than they did, that I was “closer to
God” than theywere. Thiswas never the
case. I didn’t fall into the trap of imagin-
ing I possessed a greater amount of be-
lieving trust in God than anyone else.

When Jesus said that faith as small
as a mustard seed could move moun-
tains (Matthew17:20), he seemed to im-
ply there are greater and lesser amounts
of faith. If your faith is as big as a wal-
nut, could you move the moon in the
sky?Even if thiswas the case, that there

are weights andmeasures of faith, does
this leave people guessing “how much”
faith they have? And who has ever had
even a seed-size faith enough to do the
impossible? After all, in the seed analo-
gy used by Jesus, the remarkable line
that follows is: “nothing will be impos-
sible for you.” Nothing. It shouldn’t take
muchmore than a bag of seeds – a con-
gregation or two, or let’s say all the con-
gregations in North Carolina – to end
poverty, hunger, homelessness or soci-
etal confl�icts. In my way of thinking,
that would be much more impressive
than moving a mountain range or a ce-
lestial object.

I hear the objection: “Great faith is
shown by the people of Godworking to-
gether to do great things.”Thatwouldbe
wonderful, but there are so many indi-
vidual churches tomanage.And, let’s be

How can we measure the state of religion in the U.S.?

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist
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honest, with such a great amount of
very religious people, especially in
“high-ranking” states, don’t you think
those “great amounts”of human service
would have been accomplished years
ago? Is this impossible for faith, or for

God? Are we any closer to eliminating
the “mountain” of poverty? Are the reli-
gious leading the way to assure every-
one receives “great” healthcare and
housing?
Here’s a friendly suggestion: When

so much attention is given to religiosity
and institutions of faith, perhaps the
time is ripe to bringmore secular people
into the story of community and coun-
try. Think of all the churches (not to

mention synagogues, mosques and
temples) across each state, dividing up
communities with all those various be-
liefs (competitive “greatness”).
Wouldn’t it be a good thing to hearmore
people say “I’m very secular” and
“Though I don’t believe in God, I believe
in people helping people”? What if we
movedaway fromthe rankings, thewin-
ners and losers in faith competitions, to
fi�nd ways to create space for creative

ideas that make our communities and
states better, healthier?
Could we score higher, together?

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. His books and blogs are
presented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).
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I wanted to know just how many of
Jesus’prayers did thewriters of theGos-
pels record in their narratives of Jesus’
ministry. So, I turned to the computer
which gave me a total of six prayers at-
tributed to Jesus in addition to the one
wecall “TheLord’s Prayer.”Eachof these
prayers was very important to the faith
formationof thosedisciples at that time,
as well as, reaching out to us today as
guidance in our daily walk with Jesus.
Among those six prayers, the ones

that standout inmymindasparticularly
infl�uential as I continue to grow as a dis-
ciple, are the ones that show Jesus’ con-
cern for a love relationship with us his
people. In Luke 10: 21 Jesus gives thanks
that all people are invited to join God’s
family and enjoy a relationship with

him. John 17 captures Jesus’ prayer of
consecration of himself to the horrible
task of the cross; the petition that his
disciples, and wewhowill follow, would
love one another like Jesus loves his Fa-
ther in heaven, and that we would grow
into an intimate relationship with God
and be unifi�ed with each other.
Then we get to that awesome prayer

on the cross that echoes across the ages,
“My God, my God, why have you forsak-
en me?” and, “Father, forgive them.”
With thosewords, Jesus forgaveyouand
me and all those who will accept him.
Weknow that Jesus spentmuch time

in prayer, talking and listening to his Fa-
ther. He often slipped away from the
crowds and evenhis disciples, spending
many nights praying till morning. How-
ever, of all the recorded prayers, the one
that is always before the serious disci-
ple, the prayer thatmust never leave our
heart and soul is the one that proclaims
full surrender of our will to God’s will. It
is the prayer we must all pray.
We can read Jesus’ short prayer of in-

tercession and acceptance of his mis-
sion inMark 14 as he is waiting to be ar-
rested. This is a prayer of fi�nal prepara-
tion and surrender to God’s will for him;
a prayer fi�lledwith agony, bloody sweat,
and divine struggle. Jesus prays, “Is
there someotherway?Do Ihave todrink
the cup of torture and human sinful-
ness? Father,will you let this cupbe tak-
en away from me?”
And then, there it is! There we fi�nd

those powerful words found in a prayer
that each of usmust pray over and over,
“Father, Not my will, but yours be done.
Not what I want, but what you want.”
And with these words Jesus knew that
he would face the forsakenness of the
passion and the cross alone. This prayer
prepared Jesus to carry out God’s will,
and it will prepare us also.
“Howdeeply Jesusmust have felt the

sin of the world upon him even there in
the garden even before the trial, the
beatings, and the cross. How dreadful
the loadmust have been for him to have
asked forprayerful support fromhisdis-

ciples, and to have cried out, ‘Father
…take this cup from me. Don’t let this
happen to me.’ Let us never think that
when Jesus gave his life for you andme,
the price was cheap. Salvation is free to
us –we cannot buy it—but it cost Jesus
everything. Let us not take our sin light-
ly;we realize thehorror of our sin,which
presseddownonJesus so that his sweat
became drops of blood falling to the
ground.” (DennisKinlaw, “ThisDaywith
the Master”)
My prayer for myself as I press deep-

er in anticipation of the birth of Jesus,
and later into his death on the cross is,
“Father, not my will, but yours be done.
Let what I want and what you want be
the same. I completely surrendermyself
to you.” This is the prayer that God
wants to hear fromeach of us. The pray-
er we all must pray!

This is the opinion of the Rev. Tim
McConnell, assistant pastor of Long’s
Chapel United Methodist Church in
Lake Junaluska. Contact him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com.

‘Not my will, but yours be done’ prayer for all Christians

Devotional
Tim McConnell

Guest columnist

On Sept. 7, nearly 10 members of the
Worcester RedSoxparticipated inBase-
ball Chapel from inside the family room
at Polar Park, the baseball park in
Worcester, Massachusetts.
A service commissioned by Major

League Baseball in 1973, Baseball Cha-
pel is an organization that provides
chaplains and weekly services to play-
ers, coaches, managers, and other per-
sonnel in professional baseball – whose
travel schedules often prevent them
from attending regular church services
– to express their faith.
And this season, Baseball Chapel has

woven itself into the fabric of theBoston
Red Sox organization – a weekly habit
nearly as uniform as batting practice
and bullpen sessions.
“This is a special group,”saidWooSox

pitcher Hobie Harris. “And the involve-
ment that I’ve seenwith this team, in re-
lation to the past two or three years, the
other Triple-A organizations I’ve been
with, has been a bit stronger.”
“What we have and what God is do-

ing is extremely special,” Portland Sea
Dogsfi�rst base coachKyle Sasala said. “I
see sometimes, whenwe’re on the road,
a chaplain will be meeting with another
team and you’ll see two, three, four guys
there, and then he’ll come over to our
side and we’ll have 10 to 13 guys.
“It’s really special. It’s defi�nitely not

lost on me. It’s something that I try and
pray for each and every day, pray for the
organization – from the big leagues all
the way to the (Dominican Summer
League). It’s a really good group.”

Sunday service in Portland

As Chad Epperson settled into his of-
fi�ce at Hadlock Field (home to the Port-
land Sea Dogs in Portland, Maine) on
May 11, ahead of his team’s Double-A
game in Maine, the Sea Dogs manager
lit candles and turned on gospel music.
A few hours later, Epperson hosted a

handful of coaches and players inside
the manager’s room.
“It’s a Baseball Chapel on Sundays,”

Epperson told the Telegram & Gazette.
“When the stars align andnobodyhas to
do something, we’ll have 13 or 14 guys in
chapel. So it’s pretty cool.”
“I make my coff�ee beans,” Sasala

added. “It just smells like Christmas
morning. So, it’s good to start themorn-
ing off� that way.”
The chapel group was started last

year by Sasala, who is currently in his
second season of coaching professional
baseball, after the Sea Dogs’ chaplain (a
religious leader) got sick halfway
through the season.
Since then, Sasala hashelpedplayers

inside the Red Sox organization galvan-
ize through the power of God (usually
twice a week) and relate to one another
beyond theparameters andpressures of
the baseball diamond.
“Being in a professional baseball en-

vironment, where everything is so re-
sults-based oriented, I think it’s impor-
tant for us to understand where our

identity is andwhoweare aspeople and
where our acceptance comes from,” Sa-
sala said. “Not just from the results of
the game.
“We’re trying to live out a relation-

ship with Jesus Christ. It’s a daily thing,
and it’s a struggle.We’re not perfect.We
screwupevery day. But just likewalking
in community with each other and with
Jesus is what we’re trying to do every
single day, which is extremely hard but
extremely rewarding.”

Sense of community

As Hobie Harris sat inside the Woo-

Sox family room at Polar Park Sunday
morning, the 32-year-old pitcher wore a
red cutoff� T-shirt for Baseball Chapel.
Peeking out from just under his shirt

was a tattoo on his left ribcage that read
“First John”– an ode to the book of First
John, which is a New Testament letter
written by an apostle who claims to be
an eyewitness to Jesus’ life.
Harris’ tattoo is inscribed in his

grandmother’s handwriting.
“She passed away right after I gradu-

ated high school,” Harris said. “So, I’ve
coined her now as my guardian angel.
Butmygrannywassuchasweetwoman,
and I saw Jesus in her every single day.”

For Harris, who signed with the Red
Sox organization this past off�season
and has spent 10 years in professional
baseball, having a group to gather with
each week to talk about life – Harris be-
came a father for the fi�rst time this past
year – and faith has made himself feel
more at home with Worcester.
“Baseball Chapel does such a great

job of giving us a sense of that commu-
nity and that fellowship and the ability,
through the good and the bad of the
game, tobringwhatever youneed to this
group and then off�er that to Jesus to
help us out,” Harris said. “So it’s defi�-
nitely been reassuring that we had such
a big group today and I hope to continue
that throughout the rest of the year.”
A few hours after Baseball Chapel

wrapped up on Sept. 7 and the Worces-
ter Red Sox played their fi�rst of two
games of a doubleheader, Sandlin found
himself back on the rubber inside the
WooSox bullpen – reciting his favorite
Bible verse – before pitching in the sec-
ond inning of his team’s game.

“So do not fear, for I am with you; do
not bedismayed, for I amyourGod. Iwill
strengthen you and help you; I will up-
hold you with my righteous right hand.”
For Sandlin andmany othermembers

of the Red Sox organization, having
Baseball Chapel on Sundays – and that
powerful sense of faith and community
the rest of theweek–hasbeenablessing
this baseball season.
“It’s awesome to be around the guys

that know that God put us in this posi-
tion tovoicehisgloryandeverythingand
to not take advantage of the position,”
Sandlin said. “We’re more than ballplay-
ers,we’rehumanbeings that serveapur-
pose to our creator and we can use this
platform to kind of preach that.”

WooSox pitcher Hobie Harris collects his thoughts before pitching in a game on Aug. 10 at Polar Park.
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WooSox pitcher David Sandlin throws a pitch during his team’s game on Sept. 7,
at Polar Park. PHOTOS PROVIDED BY ASHLEY GREEN/WOOSOX


