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  Formatio books from InterVarsity Press follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image. Formatio stands in InterVarsity Press’s evangelical publishing tradition by integrating God’s Word with spiritual practice and by prompting readers to move from inward change to outward witness. InterVarsity Press uses the chambered nautilus for Formatio, a symbol of spiritual formation because of its continual spiral journey outward as it moves from its center. We believe that each of us is made with a deep desire to be in God’s presence. Formatio books help us to fulfill our deepest desires and to become our true selves in light of God’s grace.
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  “It is fulfilling the duty of the present moment, no matter in what guise it presents itself, which does most to make one holy.”




  Jean-Pierre de Caussade
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  Knowing Holiness When We See It




  Josh, Brian and I had agreed to meet in a local coffee shop around 10:00 a.m. Brian and I chatted as we waited for Josh.




  “Being a missionary in Alaska was both challenging and rewarding.” Brian was summing up his three years among the Athabascan Indians. “The winter temperatures and the seasonal changing of daylight were a difficult adjustment. But I gradually got accustomed to both. The welcome and hospitality of the Indians were humbling. The members of this tribe are truly wonderful people; in so many ways, just like us, and in so many ways, very different from us.”




  “So what are your ministerial plans for the future?” I asked.




  “Well, after a six-month sabbatical, I plan to go down to the missions in Brazil for five years. And after that, maybe I will dedicate five years to the missions in Russia,” he replied.




  I was so impressed with Brian’s missionary spirit. I couldn’t help but notice how he had the next decade of his life planned out. And I was amazed at how this Franciscan friar was truly becoming a missionary to the world. He’s really a holy man, I thought.




  We continued talking for forty-five minutes. Just as I was wondering whether to be irked or concerned about Josh’s tardiness, Josh walked through the door of the coffee shop.




  “I’m so sorry for being late!” he announced. “I would have made it on time but as I was driving over here, I noticed an elderly woman pulled over on the side of the road. She had a flat tire and clearly didn’t know what to do. So I stopped and changed her tire.”




  Brian leaned over the table and said to Josh, “Your compassion and charity always challenge me.”




  I found it ironic that the “missionary to the world” whom I considered to be a saint was complimenting someone who had simply responded to an ordinary need. And then it hit me like a ton of bricks: maybe Josh’s way was a better example of holiness.




  What does it really mean to be a holy person? Do people like Brian exemplify it—those who have long-term plans for themselves that include missionary activity on different continents? Is it displayed in the person who says a lot of prayers and performs acts of penance? Or does it mean being a contemporary Elizabeth Fry, the nineteenth-century woman who founded schools, helped the Gypsies, took care of the homeless and earned the name “the angel of the prisoners” because of her ministry to those in jail? Is it demonstrated by someone like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who successfully emigrated to New York but whose commitment to Christ challenged him to return to his native Germany and plot the downfall of the Nazi regime? Or does it mean renouncing power and possessions and living a life of heroic charity and compassion in the tradition of Mother Teresa of Calcutta?




  The Concise Oxford American Dictionary defines the adjective holy as “(of a person) devoted to the service of God: saints and holy men” and “morally and spiritually excellent.” However, in this day and age when we are so aware of the way different cultures, education and upbringing shape each human being uniquely, one person’s act of godly devotion can be interpreted by another as an act of terrorism.




  I thumb through the Gospels for an answer, since Christian holiness clearly has something to do with the imitation of Christ. But I find myself in a quandary since I’m not sure exactly what I am supposed to imitate and how far I should go. Am I supposed to go barefoot, become an itinerant preacher and gather disciples around myself? That seems naive and foolish—and maybe a bit egotistical.




  Certainly Jesus’ command to love God and neighbor cannot be overlooked. But how do I obey that command in a practical way on a daily basis? Am I supposed to have the same emotional feelings for a God I cannot see that I have for my closest friend? Even on my best of days, that doesn’t seem possible. And how do I love the next-door neighbor whose name and personal history I don’t even know?




  The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), daunting as it is, offers a lot of food for thought and action. I like to think of it as a compact handbook for holiness. It starts with the Beatitudes which clearly attack the agenda of the ego, focused as it is on self-concern, self-image, self-gratification and self-preservation. Much to the chagrin of the ego, Jesus calls “blessed” those who are not enslaved by the fantasies of consumerism but are poor in spirit and are willing to experience the painful emotions of grief and mourning. Jesus affirms those who renounce the lust for power and are meek. He encourages those who are willing to take a stand for justice and peace, who choose mercy over revenge and who are uncompromising in their lives as Christian disciples. Reflecting upon the Beatitudes certainly makes me realize that holiness has something to do with moving beyond the ego with its narcissistic concerns and hedonistic interests—a real “death to self.”




  The rest of the Sermon on the Mount offers some practical examples of Christian holiness. It reminds me that I cannot live a duplicitous life. I have to make a choice between the false attractions of the world—“treasures on earth”—and the eternal values of the gospel lifestyle—“treasures in heaven” (Matthew 6:19-21). Choosing heavenly treasures means putting all my concerns in the hands of God and trusting that God will care for my basic needs; a life of worry and anxiety betrays an obsession with trinkets and worldly pipe-dreams. The Sermon on the Mount challenges me to be nonjudgmental and to treat others as I myself would want to be treated. It also challenges me with the reminder that, when all is said and done, authentic disciples vote with their feet and not mere words.




  Continuing through the New Testament, I come upon Paul’s distinction between life according to the flesh and life according to the Spirit (Galatians 5:16-26). Clearly his understanding of life according to the flesh is a life consumed with, controlled by and centered upon the agenda of the ego. Giving full rein to the ego leads to a life of cheap, recreational sex; of outrageous demands and potential slavery to addictions; of putting exaggerated emotional investment in possessions; and of looking at other people through the eyes of a cutthroat competitor that depersonalizes them into potential threats or rivals. On the other hand, once a person moves beyond the puny yet well-fortified boundaries of the ego, their life blossoms with love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Life according to the Spirit is clearly a life of holiness.




  And so, though it may be challenging to define Christian holiness, we certainly know its fruits when we see them. We do, in fact, see the fruits reflected in the saintly lives of people, both past and present. The lives of Josh, Brian, Elizabeth Fry, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Mother Teresa of Calcutta, for example, give witness to the enduring values of the Sermon on the Mount. They give evidence of the virtues which are characteristic of the Spirit of God; they strike us as “devoted to the service of God” and as being “morally and spiritually excellent.” And what is the common thread of grace that is woven through these different lives from different historical periods and different Christian denominations? A selflessness that forms the heart of holiness.




  REFLECTION QUESTIONS




  You’ll find a set of questions at the end of each chapter. These questions can be used for personal meditation, spiritual direction sessions or small group discussion.




  

    	Who comes to mind when you hear the word saint? Why? What qualities do these people possess?




    	Which Scripture passages illumine the path of holiness for you?




    	Is Christian holiness exhibited in a single act or in a lifetime of activity? Explain.
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  Selflessness as the Heart of Holiness




  Think again about my friend Josh who changed a flat tire for an elderly woman he didn’t even know. I think his action says something quite important about holiness. Like countless others before him whom we consider to be holy, Josh selflessly responded to the need of the present moment. That reminds us that holiness is a lot simpler, less dramatic and, consequently, more challenging than most of us think.




  By his own admission, Josh would have arrived at the coffee shop on time had it not been for his spontaneous response to a stranger’s flat tire. Seeing her need, without even thinking about it, he pulled over and offered her a helping hand. I believe this is exactly what holiness is all about: it is a selfless openness and response to God’s call in this sacred moment. And that call of God comes in the need that presently goes unmet or in the duty that is required in the present moment.




  Holiness, then, is the lifelong journey out of slavery to the ego and its consuming preoccupation with self-concern self-image, self-gratification and self-preservation. It begins when we move out of the house of mirrors that most of us choose to live in and take up residence in a house of glass where we are constantly looking beyond ourselves, our concerns, our interests and our worries. It begins with selflessness.




  A Perfect Example




  Paul tells us that Jesus provides the perfect example of selflessness. In the letter to the Philippians, he encouraged the church, “Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others. Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:4-5). The apostle explained this mindset by saying that Jesus did not exploit his equality with God and use it to his own personal advantage or for his own personal gain. Rather, he “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave” (Philippians 2:7).




  To the Corinthians, Paul wrote, “For you know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). This becoming poor to enrich the lives of others, or “self-emptying,” formed the very backbone of Jesus’ ministry. We see it in the incarnation, in Jesus’ friendship with sinners and the marginalized, in his total dedication and obedience to the will of his Abba, in his washing of feet, and in his surrender to and acceptance of the cross. Jesus himself described the limits of this self-emptying in this way: “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). Selflessness is the very marrow of Christian holiness.




  This attitude of selfless openness attacks the ego head-on, since the ego wants to control and manipulate everything and everyone within its range of influence. A selfless openness and response to whatever the present moment is asking of me, rooted in the desire to imitate the self-emptying of Jesus, incapacitates the ego and renders it powerless.




  The belief that the need of the present moment is an invitation from God to forget myself and enrich the life of another is the motivating force and insight behind selfless openness. Indeed, the present moment as it unfolds before me is an expression of God’s will for me. That’s why this moment—and every moment—is sacred. God calls for a response in the cry of an infant, a neighbor’s need, a bloated stomach in Darfur and the near extinction of an animal species.




  Ideally, our selfless acts should be the blossom of an openness and response to the present moment’s duty or need. An adaptable flexibility to what unfolds in the present moment made Josh’s act of charity possible. However, don’t be deceived; this approach can be tricky and downright risky. It demands living a life outside the confines of the ego with its constricting and exploitative obsession with what we have, what we do and what people think of us.




  Far from a passive receptivity to whatever life throws my way, selfless openness calls for an alert attention to what is going on around me. It demands an awareness of what my five senses are picking up in the present circumstance and requires an active engagement with the world, especially the present moment and the situation in which I find myself.




  Over the years, literally thousands of Christians, precisely because of their dedication to Christ, have leapt over the walls of the ego at a moment’s notice and selflessly given of themselves for the enrichment of others. I think of Franciscan Maximilian Kolbe, a prisoner in the Auschwitz concentration camp, who freely exchanged his life for that of the condemned sergeant, husband and father Francis Gajowniczek. Soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan tell stories of buddies who, at great personal risk, exposed themselves to enemy fire in order to rescue wounded comrades. On September 11, 2001, police and firefighters raced toward the collapsing Twin Towers to save people while some office workers returned to their offices to help disabled coworkers escape. Every now and then in the news, we hear stories of people whose religious commitment called them to perform heroic acts of protest so that the lives of others can be improved. These are all portraits of selfless openness and contemporary holiness.




  Jill is the mother of a newborn and a two-year-old toddler. She knows only too well what it means to empty herself into the lives of her two children. On her “bad days,” the self- emptying is an extraordinary challenge that tests her patience. On her “good days,” she gets a feeling of liberation and ultimate satisfaction, knowing her sacrifices are literally giving life to two children. This is the kind of self-emptying that occurs in households across the world, and is another portrait of selfless openness and contemporary holiness.




  The Father of All of Us




  Abraham, “the father of all of us,” to use Paul’s expression (see Romans 4:16), is one of the best examples of someone actively engaged with the situation in which he found himself. At seventy-five years of age, Abraham was called by God to go beyond the comfort zone and sense of security that we can only imagine were rightfully his at such an old age. Genesis 12 gives no indication of how Abraham experienced this call from God, nor does it give any indication of what went on in his mind and heart as he and his wife gathered up their possessions to move. The chapter simply makes clear the patriarch’s response: “So Abram went, as the LORD had told him” (Genesis 12:4). The letter to the Hebrews further highlights that “by faith . . . he set out, not knowing where he was going” (11:8). This self-emptying indicates that Abraham must have already been open and attentive to God so that, when he heard God calling him in the present moment to leave, he was ready to respond selflessly in obedience. And it certainly did not stop there.
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