Trinity 20A On Being Holy
Leviticus 19 and Matthew 22: 34-46
You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’
[bookmark: _GoBack]When the bible offers us a reading on Holiness, I like to preach on it, because I think that Holiness is one of the misunderstood phrases in the bible. I remember a few years ago I was helping out in a youth club, I had been recently ordained. One of the young people was talking to me, and when he realized I was a ‘reverend’ he looked rather shocked and said, ‘I didn’t realize you were one of those Holy joes’.  I had to take a breath for a minute. What did that mean? If he had seen the state I was in before I left the house that evening, how grumpy I had been with my wife, or if he heard me utter all sorts of expletives because I couldn’t find my car keys, would he have thought differently?  Did having a title like ‘reverend’ suddenly make me holy.  The truth is a feel more irreverent that reverend most of the time. 
[bookmark: _Hlk496865182]The problem is that we have associated Holiness with a type of piety.  When we think of a “holy” person, several images often come to mind.  We may think of a man wearing a monk’s robe, looking dreamingly into space and saying wise and wonderful things that no one really understands.  Or we may think of the exceptionally morally perfect person who never does anything wrong (or has any fun).   We use phrases like Holy Joe, or we say someone has a ‘holier than thou’ attitude.  I think though, that isn’t a biblical understanding of Holiness, and when God says to the congregation of Israel, ‘You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy’, I think he has something else in mind.
There is a clue in our gospel reading. Yet again Jesus is silencing the Pharisees and Sadducees.  What we miss today, is that both the Pharisees and Sadducees were part of the ruling religious class.  They were the ones with the elaborate robes, with hands clasped to heaven. They were the social representation of piety, they were the Holy Joes. Yet Jesus reserves for them some of his harshest criticism. It’s is a useful reminder today that supposed ‘holiness’ and ‘piety’ can be used to deface the good. We have had some terrible moments in our history when those who appear the most religious have actually been the least Christ like in behaviour.  And if anything, that should be a reminder that holiness is about something deeper.
Holiness isn’t about the title you have, it isn’t about the food you eat or don’t eat, it isn’t even about your regularity on the pew on Sunday. It certainly isn’t about you efforts at perfectionism, in fact, holiness isn’t even about you. 
In the Old Testament, holiness has various shades of meaning. In some places the people of God are called holy simply because God has chosen them. That’s it, you belong to God, and simply through your ownership in God you are holy.  We are using the Kenyan liturgy today during Communion.  If we were using the American Episcopal words, as the bread and wine is lifted up, we would hear spoken by the priest, ‘the gifts of God for the people of God’, and we would respond, ‘Holy things for Holy people’.  This doesn’t mean perfect people, or pious self-righteous people.   It’s simply a reference of people who belong to God, set apart for a special purpose.
Holiness is a mark of distinction.  We read this in 1st Peter: As obedient children, let yourselves be pulled into a way of life shaped by God’s life, a life energetic and blazing with holiness. God said, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.”  Our reading came from the book of Leviticus today, and Leviticus is one of those books we tend to pass over.  It’s a book filled with all sorts of laws and regulations that make no sense to us today.  There are 76 things in Leviticus that are banned. Some seem rather silly, like prohibitions against eating shell fish, burning yeast or honey, letting your hair become unkempt, eating an animal which doesn’t both chew cud and has a divided hoof, going to church within 33 days after giving birth to a boy (66 days for a girl).  Some make a lot of sense, prohibitions against marrying your siblings, mistreating foreigners, sacrificing children, harvest to the very edges of a field, selling slaves, using dishonest weights. The idea behind these codes of behaviour was to make the people distinctive. The world is a mess, people are hell bent of harming on another and themselves, you be different.  Show the world a different way of being. Show the world that the way it is isn’t the way it needs to be. Be distinctive. 
Our call to holiness today is the same. It’s not a call to be pious or perfect.  It’s a call to be distinctive. To show the world that there is an alternative. We worship a God who is Holy, and we seek to be more like him in our love to one another.
Jesus sums that us well today, Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and love your neighbour as yourself. That’s what holiness looks like.  In Leviticus chapter 19 we see how that can take on a practical meaning. Though these words are ancient, they resonate today.  Don’t judge harshly. Don’t be impartial, especially towards the poor.  Don’t show deference to the wealthy.  Privilege should not be bought. Don’t profit by the blood and exploitation of your neighbour.  Don’t seek vengeance or revenge, don’t let hate consume you.
Lat weekend a few of us took a trip around a few churches in Belfast, curious to see how churches with new parish centres were using and managing their facilities. We stopped in Willowfield parish, a large inner-city parish where back in the day I was employed as a youth worker.  Their outreach worker showed us around their facility.  We say their food pantry where they distribute food to those who are hungry or in food poverty.  They showed us the youth room, where children and young people are cared for, they showed us a room that has been converted into a weight room and gym for men to gather in safely. They showed us the great efforts that had gone to in order to make their centre accessible to those who were hurting and vulnerable. That is what Holiness means. 
One last comment on Holiness. Holiness is dynamic. Greater holiness can be achieved, and it can be lost.  We started with the Pharisees and Sadducees who no doubt were once tribes of holy people, who turned holiness into tyranny.  We need to be vigilant that we do not do likewise.
So may holiness grow among us as we seek to be more like Christ. Amen

