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I wonder what you imagine when you hear the word “Holy”. 

Twenty seconds to think about it. Share with your neighbour, 

what do you imagine when you hear the word holy. I am sure 

there was a TV games show, my memory is vague about it, but 

people would be given the first word and they had to come up 

with the second word. For example, ‘fish’...fingers’! So, ‘holy’... 

[‘Spirit’, ‘bible’, ‘person’, ‘place’, ‘grail’, ‘terror’] 

Holy means sacred or “set apart for God”, which means that 

what we do as the church, is ‘holy’ work. We have set it apart 

for God. That surely challenges us to think about everything we 

do as part of the life and witness of the church.  We need to see 

beyond ourselves, to God; we need to understand that what we 

do is first and foremost ‘holy’, ‘set apart’ for God. To repair that 

which is broken; is Holy work. To be a good steward; is Holy 

work. To visit someone in need, at home, in residential care, in 

hospital; is Holy work. To make that tough decision, as a leader 

of the church; is Holy work.  

People sometimes have funny ideas / strange impressions about 

those of us who go to church; the person who always apologises 

for swearing in your presence, which they would not normally 

do; the half jokey, half serious comment, “we had better behalf 

ourselves... the minister / Kirk Elder is present”; people who 

wonder what our reaction might be to a risky joke (weddings...), 

do they think we have had we had a sense of humour 

transplant?  What about that sexy play / musical (recent one, 

the Witches of Eastwick...’it’s not very Presbyterian!’) It is 

almost as if in being a Christian you have had your humanity 

removed.  

The writer of the book of Leviticus does clearly confront the 

people of God. In God’s words he says, you must be holy, 

because God is holy, and then goes onto link living in holiness, 

with justice. The background to these comments is the history 

of the people of God. In dealing with his people, God had 

offered justice in Exodus from slavery, a path through the 

wilderness and the promise of a new land. Add to that two 

events with holiness at their core; God’s presence recognised in 

the ‘burning bush’, “I am who I am”, and the revelation of God 

at Mount Sinai, cemented in the giving of what we call the Ten 

Commandments. But the problem was, the people of God had 

been far from holy; they had disobeyed God; defeat at the 

hands of their enemies and exile too far off lands had shown 

that.  The writer is saying to his people, in being holy, these 

things will not happen again.  

The word ‘holy’, has the same root as the word ‘wholeness’, so 

our relationship with God he says, should not be different, from 

the way we live all aspects of our lives, seeking the justice of 

God, and striving to live as God would wish us to. You cannot 

live a life of holiness without justice at its centre.  



We will need to substitute some of the Levitical laws to make 

them contemporary, but the principles are timeless; for 

example, as a nation, as a society, our harvest of wealth 

supporting those in need; a system of equality where work pays; 

not taking advantage of those who do not have the voice to 

shout and be heard or people with disabilities; a legal system for 

all, based on honesty and justice and a society that settles it 

disputes through reconciliation and not hatred. “Love your 

neighbour as you love yourself. I am the Lord.” (v18) As a society 

we have asking ourselves that question a lot recently, it is all 

over the news, it is high on the political agenda,  political, who is 

my neighbour”?  

All of this springs from holiness, rooted in the very earth we 

walk on, sustained by the very air we breathe. Holiness walks 

hand in hand with justice. Holiness is not weakness; to be holy is 

to be strong. Holiness is not to live hidden from the world; it has 

to be the core of our very being. “Be holy, for I the Lord your 

God, am holy” (v2) 

Do you need to be a Saint to be holy? Is holiness only for the 

spiritual heroes or for the ‘other’ over there? Surely it is not for 

us. But, the writer of the book of Leviticus doesn’t say here, be 

perfect, so the door to holiness is open for all of us.  If we ‘set it 

apart’ for God, it is holy. God does not ask the impossible, there 

is no point in that, but he is the impossible, for us! God does not 

ask us to be holy all by ourselves, he already is holy. God wants 

us to live rooted in the world, not in some holy enclave, but 

living with justice. This ancient text tells us, we are to love our 

neighbour. A man from Galilee said, not just your neighbour, 

even your enemy, and God, who is holy, says, all this, because I 

have first loved you. Amen 

 


