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Sermon Notes St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

Pentecost 24 

26 October 2008 

Preacher: The Reverend Chris Albany 

Rector 

Readings:  Leviticus 19.1-2, 15-18;  Psalm 1;  1 Thessalonians 2.1-13;  Matthew 22.34-46 

 

Holiness 

  

I received an email this week which read: 

 

Chris, Thought you might like this timely joke. 

An architect, a surgeon and an economist are discussing Creation. The surgeon says: 'Look, we 

surgeons are most important, God must be a surgeon because the first thing he did was to 

extract Eve from Adam's rib.' The architect says: 'No, wait a minute, God is an architect. He 

made the world in seven days out of chaos.' The economist smiles: 'And who made the chaos?' 

 

Which nicely leads into my focus for today – no not the chaotic state of the world’ financial markets – 

chaos is a good word for what’s happening is it not – my sympathy and prayers are with all those who 

work in that sector and who have to try and untangle it all whilst maintaining their sanity and 

preserving their jobs. 

 

No not that but rather the nature of God:  Surgeon? Architect? Economist?  The Hebrew people of old 

in today’s OT passage from Leviticus have the perception to tell us that the essential nature of God is 

summed up in one word – a word that we are to emulate. That word is Holy! Leviticus 19.2 says: Speak 

to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your 

God am holy.”  

 

What does it mean to say that God is holy – and perhaps more importantly what are the implications for 

us if we are likewise called to be holy? 

 

Holy is one of those funny words – we all think we know what it means but then find it hard to state 

that meaning in a few words. 

 

Here’s one dictionary’s attempt:  

1: exalted or worthy of complete devotion as one perfect in goodness and righteousness 

2: DIVINE <for the Lord our God is holy — Psalms 99:9 (Authorized Version) 

3: devoted entirely to the deity or the work of the deity <a holy temple> <holy prophets 

4 a: having a divine quality <holy love> b: venerated as or as if sacred <holy scripture> <a holy 

relic> 

5—used as an intensive <this is a holy mess><he was a holy terror when he drank — Thomas 

Wolfe> ; often used in combination as a mild oath <holy smoke> 

— http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/holy 

 

Or try this from the Pocket Oxford Dictionary: 

Belonging or devoted to God; of high moral or spiritual excellence.  
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So when the Hebrew writer of old has God saying: “I the Lord your God am holy” he is saying “I the 

Lord your God am belonging or devoted to God – or divine” Sounds a bit like a tautology to me. 

Maybe the second definition is  a bit more helpful? That gives us  “I the Lord your God  am of high 

moral or spiritual  excellence”  Indeed  central to Judeo Christian thought has been the idea of  God’s 

perfection and purity. Holiness became associated with the idea of separation from everything unclean 

so holiness meant the same as purity and the passage was understood as, “You shall be pure (or sinless) 

as God is pure". Hence the development of the Jewish purity codes and Matthew having Jesus say at 

the end of Ch 5 after his call to love even our enemies “Be ye perfect therefore as your heavenly father 

is perfect.” (Matt 5.48). 

 

An impossible task and one which leads in unhelpful directions.   

 

Maybe we will get some help if we look at what follows in the next part of Leviticus 19: What we have 

is a series of commandments – the spelling out of the OT Law if you like. So there is the sense that the 

people become holy by keeping God’s commandments summed up at the end of today’s reading with 

“you shall not take vengeance, or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your 

neighbour as yourself. I am the Lord!” 

 

Then we have Jesus summing up of the Law in the Gospel we have just heard: Love God and love your 

neighbour as yourself.  This call to love reflects a different focus than that of purity or perfection. It  

reflects an understanding that God is Love or to put it differently and more helpfully God is the 

compassionate one. In fact Luke in his gospel changes Matthews “Be ye perfect… to “Be ye 

compassionate as God is compassionate.” Luke 6.36 

 

For Luke’s Jesus compassion is the dominant quality of God. Marcus Borg in ‘Meeting Jesus Again for 

the First Time’ points out that in Hebrew as well as Aramaic the word translated as “compassion” is the 

plural of a noun which in the singular means ‘womb’. So to say that God is compassionate is to say that 

God is ‘like a womb’ or to coin a word that is like the original Hebrew ‘wombish’. Metaphoric and 

evocative the phrase suggests like a womb, God is the one who gives birth to us and loves us and feels 

for us, as a mother loves and feels for all of her children. Compassionate has nuances of giving life, 

nourishing, caring, perhaps embracing and encompassing. For Jesus this is what God is like. 

Borg also points out it is striking that “Be compassionate as God is compassionate” so closely echoes  

“Be holy as God is holy”. This suggests that Luke has Jesus deliberately replacing the core value of 

purity with compassion. Whereas purity divides and excludes, compassion unites and includes. This 

focus has its culmination in Jesus "new commandment" (John 13:34), by which people are to know we 

are Jesus' disciples. This difference in focus is far from trivial. It brought Jesus condemnation from the 

religious elite of his day - they saw him as subverting the very core of their religion. It remains at the 

heart of much of the differences between Christians to this day. 

 

If one’s focus is on being pure or perfect then one is going to want to avoid anything or anyone that 

might contaminate. The only way to be sure one is Ok is by being able to clearly say who is not and 

having nothing to do with them – hence in the current disputes in the Anglican Communion the 

separating out by some of themselves from those who they think are preaching a false gospel and 

acting in less than pure ways. 

 

A focus on compassion leads in a different direction: 

 

To be compassionate as God is compassionate is to dare to get involved with the nitty gritty and 

messiness of life. It is to take the risk of identification with those who are marginalised, the weak and 
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powerless. To be compassionate as God is compassionate is to be like a womb as God is like a womb. 

It is to feel as God feels, and to act as God acts, in a life giving and nourishing way.  It speaks of 

connection and solidarity, of embracing and accepting, rather than separation and condemnation. 

 

There’s the choice – it is a stark one.  How do we understand God and God’s holiness? Is the call to 

holiness – to God-likeness  a call to perfection and so a keeping of oneself  untainted, either by 

association, or false doctrine or wrong behaviour or is it a call to the compassionate life – which is 

likely to be messy, demanding, with the likelihood that we will find ourselves often compromised, not 

always getting it right. I know which one I choose.  What about you? 

 

_____________________________________ 


