Greetings, People of God!

This Sunday’s look at “Holiness” marks three steps-in together on our journey toward the Standards of Christian Excellence (!). For those who were unable to make the Sunday service, here’s the recap:

Our discussion centered upon the idea of “dedicated” or “designated” use(s). This is a concept that we accept readily, one that is understood as a given principle in our society, and we looked at many examples.
Our central example was the way in which JetBlue flight attendant Steven Slader quit his job. In a moment of personal frustration, Mr. Slader told-off the passengers via the intercom, grabbed some beer from the galley, deployed the emergency chute, slid to the tarmac and made his way home. He was later arrested on charges of criminal mayhem and criminal trespass.

The issue was not whether flight attendants can use the intercom or deploy and use the emergency chutes; it was that they cannot do so out of personal frustration or motives. Emergency equipment is dedicated; it is designated for particular use under particular circumstances by particular persons who are acting under particular responsibilities. Using this principle as a foundation, we examined the idea of designated things and spaces. We looked at the ways in which objects, such as blinking blue, red and yellow emergency lights, are set for the use of certain persons in specific situations and at the control of spaces, such as parking for Disabled Persons, or the use of men’s and women’s restrooms.
Designation of things and spaces, even persons and times, is what lies behind the biblical concept of holiness. Holy things are things that are dedicated in their uses for God. This includes people, spaces and times (like the Sabbath). Holy things are not to be used according to the dictates of personal agenda (even under the influence of personal distress) or for purposes contrary to their designations. They are controlled.

In Leviticus 10, we saw that the sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, offered “unholy” fire before the Lord and were killed in the process. They deployed their offices and equipment in unauthorized ways in an environment that was charged with the Lord’s glory. By doing so, they brought harm to themselves, just as someone would if he violated safety protocols in an environment charged with electrical energy. In debriefing the incident to Moses and Aaron, the Lord enjoins the people of Israel that they must distinguish between the holy and the unholy.
In a similar way, Paul exhorts the believers in Corinth to recognize that their faith assembly is the holy temple of God. He cautions them,

Do you not know that you (pl) are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy that person; for the temple of God, which you are, is holy. (1Corinthians 3:16-17 NAB)

This is not only true of the assembly, it also applies to the individual lives of the “saints,” which means, “holy people.” Later in his epistle, Paul commands the people to avoid immoral behaviors based on the principle that we are each dedicated to the glory of God and not for our own purposes, 

Do you not know that your body is a temple of the holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been purchased at a price. Therefore, glorify God in your body.
 (1Corinthians 6:19-20 NAB)


The quality of holy dedication underlies many of the New Testament’s commands to practice lives of moral character that are beyond reproach. This requires discipline, sober dedication and obedience as children, as Peter’s letter exhorts,

Therefore, gird up the loins of your mind, live soberly, and set your hopes completely on the grace to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. Like obedient children, do not act in compliance with the desires of your former ignorance but, as he who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in every aspect of your conduct, for it is written, "Be holy because I (am) holy." (1Pe 1:13-16 NAB)

This stance can rankle against the modern, Western view of organizations, which understands them to be group expressions, and which grounds both value and the authority to act at the personal experience of the individual. It requires that we understand that common space, such as church, along with our individual behaviors and dispositions, should be controlled, regulated for the exclusive use of glorifying God.
 
However, we must remember that even though holiness involves controls, regulation is not the central issue. Regulation is a result of dedication; it does not create dedication. In the same way, holiness is not created by regulating behavior, it is the reason for regulating behavior.
In order to understand this difference, we looked at the work of anthropologist Paul Hiebert. Hiebert worked at length with the distinction between “Bounded-Sets” and “Centered Sets.” In Bounded Sets, items are understood in relation to a border. Things are “in” or “out” of the set. Things can be imagined as being “in” or “out” of a circle. By contrast, in Centered Sets, items are understood by their relationships to a defining point. They are “near” or “far” from an identity. The circle disappears and things can be seen as having measurements toward a central mark.
When we think of holiness in terms of Bounded Sets, we lose sight of dedication to God and concentrate on whether actions or dispositions are “in” or “out” of acceptability. This is like thinking whether or not one’s actions meet acceptable requirements of being married. It can lead to much deliberation, argument and confusion as opinions differ about “acceptable” limits. It is a burden of responsibility to roles and rules.
When we think of holiness in terms of Centered Sets, the picture changes. Dedication becomes central and behaviors or dispositions are evaluated by whether or not they express closeness to Christ. If something demonstrates nearness to Jesus or brings one closer to God, it is in accord with holiness. This is like thinking about what would bring one closer to one’s spouse, rather than thinking about the limits of acceptability for the roles of marriage. It still governs behaviors and dispositions, but it does so by embracing movement toward. It is an internally-focused limiting, not an externally-focused limiting. It is freedom and the embrace of a person that rejects other, competing attentions.
However, because the secular society around us fails to accept that God can be a real person, it is unequipped to understand holiness in this way. Instead, it defaults to sociological and psychological understandings of holiness, which can only conceive of holiness in terms of human religious behaviors. This is an impoverished view of holiness, and it is one that inevitably sees holiness as restrictive, guilt-oriented and burdensome.
Still, secular sociology and psychology of religion can observe that people act in limiting religious ways across cultures. This is an accurate observation, even if it is insufficient. A Christian view of holiness takes into account that people world-wide have a need for holy dedication to God that has been frustrated and misdirected into many forms of dedication, not just religious dedication. Christians can observe that varieties of dedication exist that can be understood as attempts to satisfy the human drive to be holy. A short list of these attempts might include controlling interests such as nationalism, ethno-centrism, college team loyalty, dedications to fashion, dietary and lifestyle causes, ideological and political movements, etc. However, seen through the lens of Christian holiness, these interests arise as competitors or substitutes to dedication to God and carry with them the liability of idolatry.
We live in a wandering, lost society of people who are driven by a deep need to be holy. The tragic situation is that people all around us are “spending themselves for things that do not profit” trying to satisfy this need. We have the opportunity to point the way to true satisfaction by living out free, genuine, relational holiness in their midst.

Paul outlines how this can be done in his letter to the Colossians:

If then you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Think of what is above, not of what is on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ your life appears, then you too will appear with him in glory. 
Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and the greed that is idolatry. Because of these the wrath of God is coming (upon the disobedient). By these you too once conducted yourselves, when you lived in that way. But now you must put them all away: anger, fury, malice, slander, and obscene language out of your mouths. 9 Stop lying to one another, since you have taken off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed, for knowledge, in the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all and in all. 
Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, heartfelt compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience, bearing with one another and forgiving one another, if one has a grievance against another; as the Lord has forgiven you, so must you also do. And over all these put on love, that is, the bond of perfection. And let the peace of Christ control your hearts, the peace into which you were also called in one body. And be thankful. 
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as in all wisdom you teach and admonish one another, singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, in word or in deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.  (Col 3:1-17 NAB)

This is the standard of holiness that we aspire to and stand upon. As a challenge toward excellence in the standard of holiness, our exercise for the week is to attempt to place before every word or action the governing, silent, parenthetic introduction: (“In the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ I say/do… ).

May the Lord grant us the grace and strength of dedication to him to live our lives in this way!

Blessings on you! See you Sunday!

-Pastor Adam
