SEVENTH SUNDAY (A) 19 February 2023

We heard Moses, in the first reading, give a simple command to the whole community: they
are to be holy. This wasn’t just an idea that Moses dreamt up; he was commanded by God to
speak this way to the people. This is also a command that is meant for all of us. We are all
called to be holy. Sometimes, people think that the only ones called to be holy are priests or
nuns — or they might like to think of them as being holier than anyone else. But holiness is

meant to be a characteristic of every Christian life.

This makes us ask, “what is holiness?” There is a temptation to think that it is all about saying
prayers — and that priests and nuns have time each day to say the prayers that make them holy.
Yes, it is true that prayer is an essential part of the Christian life and helps a person grow in
holiness, but when Moses calls the people to be holy, he doesn’t talk to them about prayer; he
talks about their relationship with their neighbour. He tells them not to carry hatred in their
heart against a brother or sister, and not to carry a grudge against someone who has wronged
them. He says, “you must love your neighbour as yourself”. We hear Jesus saying similar things
in the gospel. He calls on them to be generous with others, even those they might regard as
enemies. In fact, he asks them to love their enemies and to pray for those who persecute them.
This was asking much more than the people were expecting or would be used to. Jesus is

placing great emphasis on how people treat all others — and not just their friends.

So, is this what holiness is all about? Well, yes, it sort of is, but Moses says something that
gives us a context to better understand the deeper meaning of holiness. Moses tells the people
to be holy because God is holy. So, what does it mean to speak of the holiness of God? In the
Old Testament it was common to describe God as holy. In fact, it was the way God described
himself. In that world of many gods, to describe God as holy was to say that God was different
from all the other gods. So, holiness was about difference and distinctness from everything

else. This, of course, was to say that God is unique and that there is only one God.

So, when Moses tells the people to be holy because God is holy, he is setting before them a life
that is different to the way the nations around them live. This is exactly the point that Jesus
makes when he tells those who follow him to live lives that are different to the pagans. Recall
what he said. After he had told them to love their enemies, he explained what he meant. If you



only love your brothers, then are you doing anything exceptional? Don’t the pagans do that

too? You have to be different to the pagans: you should love your enemies.

So now, we are getting to a better understanding of holiness. It is about being different from
the larger society around us, especially in the way we engage with people. Let’s think of a
simple example. We live in a world that is now saturated with social media, and we hear stories
almost daily of people being trolled or bullied or abused by others. Sometimes someone may
get so angry with another person or group of persons that they lash out at them. This scenario
is probably a modern-day version of what might have been a fist fight in an earlier time. While
this is not how the majority of people react, it seems to be so prevalent today that it is becoming
part of how the society talks about itself. Let’s relate this to the question of holiness. If holiness
is being different and loving your neighbour as yourself, then to engage with people on social
media in a different way to the trolls may well be a mark of the holiness of the follower of

Jesus. Of course, | could give other examples, and you can find your own examples.

We might still be wondering how attitudes like these can really be called holiness, especially
when we probably think of holiness first of all | terms of spending time in prayer. But the two
are similar. When we spend time in prayer, we seek to grow closer to God and to praise God.
In a similar way, when we love our enemies or show respect to those we disagree with, we are
in fact showing the world what God is like. God loves all people. As it says elsewhere in the

Bible, God causes the sun to rise on good people and bad people alike.

So, our living holy lives is part of our mission as the followers of Jesus. If we are holy as God
is holy, we proclaim the gospel that Jesus proclaimed. In fact, our actions will speak louder
than our words. This doesn’t mean that it will always be easy to live out the call to a holy life.
In fact, it can be very challenging. But the constant message of the gospel is that God is with
us to help us grow in holiness. So, let’s open our hearts to the action of the Holy Spirit, who

will help us grow in holiness.



