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Beloved family members of Sam Sianis, esteemed clergy, Secretary of State Alexi Giannoulias, City Treasurer Melissa Conyears-Ervin, Alderman Jason Ervin, most honorable judges, civic and elected officials, honored guests, faithful parishioners of St. Basil Greek Orthodox Church, friends and neighbors from across our great city of Chicago, and all who gather here today:

Christ is in our midst! He is and ever shall be.

We come together this morning with sorrow in our hearts, but also with gratitude to God for the life of Sam Sianis—a husband, father, grandfather, businessman, parishioner, friend, and beloved son of Chicago.

Many people knew Sam through the Billy Goat Tavern, through Chicago sports lore, or through the famous words, “Cheezborger! Cheezborger! Cheezborger! Pepsi, no Coke! Chips, no fries!” which became part of Chicago folklore and American popular culture.

Yet behind the humor and the fame was the story of a proud Hellene and Greek immigrant who arrived in America in 1955 carrying with him faith, family values, determination, and a willingness to work tirelessly in pursuit of a better life for those he loved.

What people encountered in Sam was not merely a businessman or a personality, but a man who genuinely loved others and expressed that love through hard work, humility, sacrifice, and service.

The Man Behind the Legend

One of the things I will always remember about arriving in Chicago from New York eight years ago was discovering this city and its people. Naturally, as the Archbishop of Chicago, my first formal visit was to my Annunciation Cathedral on North LaSalle Drive. But the second place I visited was the Billy Goat Tavern.

Shortly after arriving, I asked people where I should go if I truly wanted to experience Chicago beyond its landmarks and institutions. Many places were recommended to me, but near the very top of the list was the Billy Goat Tavern.

So, one day, a guide brought me to the entrance leading down toward Lower Michigan Avenue. And I must admit, I remember feeling slightly uneasy. For a moment, I honestly wondered whether someone was having a little fun with me. 

But then we descended the stairs and entered the Billy Goat Tavern. And like countless others before me, I sat down, enjoyed several cheeseburgers—with jalapeño peppers, of course—and spoke with Sam as he stood at the grill preparing lunch.

What struck me immediately was not the fame and folklore surrounding the Tavern, but seeing Sam himself standing at the grill, working alongside everyone else.

Even after decades of success and recognition, Sam could still be found at the grill, behind the counter, speaking with customers, serving food, cleaning, carrying supplies, and working shoulder to shoulder with his employees. Everyone who entered the Billy Goat was treated the same—journalists, politicians, police officers, firefighters, laborers, celebrities, tourists, neighborhood regulars, and even Sam’s own Archbishop.

Sacrifice & Service

In recent weeks, our city has mourned public servants like Officer John Bartholomew and firefighter Steven Decker, men whose lives reflected sacrificial service to others. Chicago understands sacrifice because this city is built upon the labor, endurance, and quiet self-offering of countless men and women who give of themselves each day for the sake of others. 

We see this in police officers and firefighters. We see it in teachers, nurses, clergy, parents, laborers, restaurant workers, caregivers, and so many others. We see it especially in immigrants who leave behind everything familiar in order to build a future for their children and grandchildren.

Sam belonged to these people.

For decades, the Billy Goat Tavern was never simply a business to Sam. It was a place through which he cared for employees, welcomed customers, and served the city he loved.

He also sacrificed for those closest to him—his beloved wife, Irene; his children, Bill, Tom, Paul, Ted, Jenny, and Patty; and his twelve grandchildren. He gave his strength, his time, his body, and his heart so that those he loved might stand on stronger ground.

There is something profoundly beautiful about this kind of sacrifice. Parents and grandparents often labor quietly for decades so that their children may not have to endure the very same burdens they carried. Their sacrifice becomes a bridge to a different future—one built through long hours, worry, perseverance, and love freely given.

And yet the values that shaped Sam did not disappear in the next generation. His family now carries forward not merely a business or a Chicago institution, but something far greater: a spirit of hospitality, hard work, humility, loyalty, and love for people.

Faith, Church, & the Eucharist

For Sam, this spirit of sacrifice did not begin in the tavern. It flowed from a heart formed by prayer, faith, and devotion to God.

Sam was a devout Greek Orthodox Christian and a faithful parishioner of St. Basil Greek Orthodox Church. He loved this parish deeply and helped sustain and strengthen it through some of its earliest and most difficult years.

There were few Sundays when Sam was absent from church. People remember him arriving early—sometimes even before the priest—lighting candles, kneeling silently in prayer, standing reverently before God, then leaving briefly to care for employees and customers before returning to receive the Holy Eucharist.

This was not merely a Sunday routine or religious obligation. Prayer was woven into the fabric of his life. The Church was not somewhere Sam visited occasionally; it was where his heart was continually being formed—through worship, gratitude, repentance, and love.

Only days before his repose, Sam received Holy Communion in the hospital. And even in weakness, he opened himself fully to receive the Body and Blood of Christ—just as he had opened his heart throughout his life to God, to his family, to his church, and to the people of Chicago.

Sotirios: Salvation Through Sacrificial Love

There is something deeply meaningful in Sam’s full Christian name, Sotirios—a name that means “Savior,” one of the titles we give to Jesus Christ Himself.

Of course, only Christ is the Savior of the world. Only Christ conquers death and grants eternal life. And yet every time a human being sacrifices himself in love for another person, he participates—however imperfectly—in the saving love of God.

This is what Christ reveals to us on the Cross: that love carries both sweetness and sacrifice. To truly love another person is always to give something of oneself. As the Lord says in the Gospel of John, “Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends” (John 15:13). 

Saint John Chrysostom teaches us that love is not merely something we feel or speak about, but something we offer through concrete acts of care, sacrifice, and hospitality.

Sam understood this. While only Christ grants eternal salvation, Sam’s sacrifices brought comfort, stability, opportunity, joy, encouragement, and hope to countless people. 

The Fragrance of Holiness

In a few moments, many of us will come forward one last time to greet Sam, to offer a final kiss of peace, and to commend him to God. And as we do, we should remember something important: holiness does not always appear where—or in whom—we expect to find it.

We often associate holiness with the fragrance of incense drifting through a church, with the quiet stillness of monasteries, with saints whose icons surround us, or with spiritual men and women whose lives seem radiant with grace. And indeed, these are holy places and holy people. They remind us of the beauty of heaven and the presence of God among His people.

But holiness may also be found in places carrying very different scents: in hospital rooms and emergency wards, in shelters and beneath the hard spaces of a city, in kitchens and factories, and even beneath Michigan Avenue amid the smell of grilled onions, burgers, laughter, and the ordinary rhythms of human life.

And holiness also dwells within ordinary people—the person working beside us, preparing our meals, caring for a family, opening a door for a stranger, sacrificing silently for others, and showing up day after day in love and faithfulness.

For wherever sacrificial love is offered sincerely, Christ is present. 

And that is why so many people encountered something holy in Sam. 
Not because he was famous. 
Not because he became part of Chicago folklore. 
But because, day after day and year after year, he loved and served others faithfully, humbly, and sacrificially. 

May God grant rest to the soul of His servant Sotirios.

And may his memory be eternal.
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