June 12, 2005

We are in the second of a series called ONE HOLY CATHOLIC and APOSTOLIC Church.  Last week we mediated on what it means to be ONE church despite division, denominations and death separating the Body of Christ.

Today we consider HOLY CHURCH.

In the first reading Moses goes to Mount Sinai where he had seen the burning bush, and God tells him to remind the Israelites what protection God has given them.  The prologue of the covenant was the calling of Abraham and Sarah, preserving their grandchildren and their descendents, even from slavery in Egypt.   Yahweh had sent a leader to bring them out again.  Sinai was not the only place that Israel would hear what God had done.  Grace came first, and then a call to be holy.  They are called to live by a covenant with God.  In Deuteronomy 5 after taking possession of the transJordan (or East Bank of the Jordan) Moses goes through the whole story again, and teaches them that the covenant God made was not just with the fathers and mothers of the past, but with them.  
Therefore they are called to a special life.  In verse 6 God calls them a priestly kingdom and a holy nation, a treasure among all that God possesses.  
This call to a special status is not only for the nation of Israel.  Peter tells the church that they have the same special relationship with God in 1 Peter 2:9-15.   
9  But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.

10  Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

11  Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul.

12  Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

13  Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the king, as the supreme authority,

14  or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right.

15  For it is God's will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish men.
What is this holy status?   When we think of holy I bet we get images of people walking around like this  [pace slowing back and forth across chancel with hands in prayer position fingers pointing upward, “spiritual” look on face].   How would we describe them?  Pious?  Spiritual? Devout, blessed, consecrated?  Perhaps holy suggests to you goodness, perfection, morality and ethical uprightness.  
Some of those came from the thesaurus.  Others are suggested by the usage we hear on television and radio.  Only one of them really describes God’s people. 
The Gospel lesson today is the commissioning of another group of God’s people.  Jesus went about proclaiming the good news of God’s kingdom reaching out to all, to forgiving sins, and healing bodies, minds and spirits.  His compassion was evident. 

The Jesus summoned his twelve apostles, and sent them out too.  Chapter 10 verse 5 and following are their instructions:  

Go proclaim the good news – not just share any old ideas.  People all over the world need to know that their Creator is a loving being, and that they do not need to fear Him, and earn God’s protection by progressing up steps of knowledge and ritual into higher and higher levels of communion with him.  God earns all the credits and gives them freely. That Grace was for Israel, and they have needed to hear that over and over again.  After they heard it again, then the Samaritans and the gentiles get the new, too.
Grace is not only words of blessing, but actions of love as well.  Charity according to our gifts is the good new, too. But it not just shared with family and a few good friends.  Good News in action touches the lives of complete strangers.  Verse 8:  Jesus commands us to cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.  Now perhaps you do not have the spiritual gifts to do all that in miraculous ways, God places before us what we can do in his name.  So the holy are those people who serve others who are in need.
Senator Paul Simon wrote a book called “Fifty Two Simple Ways to Make a Difference” which features a foreword by Senator Jack Danforth.  Many of the chapters are just like Peter’s instructions for the young church, and Jesus’ instructions for his disciples.  Some like, “have a tv free night” are uniquely our own.  

These are traits of holy people, as well as the following:  don’t worry about money and possessions, travel through this world light, so that who are not burdened with worries.  Give blessings eagerly, but don’t fret if you are not like or received well, just go on your way.  So the holy are those people who do not worry about their own benefits. 
And the holy will be hated.  Councils will punish God’s holy people, governments will persecute them.  Families will be split because of the name of Jesus.  We have seen this through the ages, and unfortunately one part of the church against the other.  Those people who are attached to the world and its gods just won’t understand the generosity, or compassion for strangers that God’s people will exhibit.  Mercy will be misconstrued lawlessness, compassion as rewarding sin.  Questioning earthly authority may be looked upon as treason, and lack of concern for accumulating earthly procession and the latest consumer good may be thought of as down right unpatriotic.  Today I think we are seeing it again, with conflicts that around so-called faith issues.  I say ‘so-called’ because it will take much prayer and discernment to determine who is truly acting in a holy and godly way.  Today we can be so caring for others, but unaware that our actions themselves caused the pain and suffering to begin with.  How can we be a holy people if we are the cause of much misery?  
We are called to be a holy people; different from others; set apart for a special purpose in this world: to carry the Good News to the whole world that God sent his Son, from the midst of a people chosen to save us all. 
