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 Peter Marshall was the Minister of New York Avenue Presbyterian 
Church in Washington and Chaplain to the United States Senate.  
Following his premature death his wife Catherine was preparing his 
biography when she had a dream in which Peter appeared to her.  He 
playfully chided her for her efforts, but then said more seriously, "Go 
ahead and write it.  Tell it all, if it will prove to people that [you] can love 
the Lord and not be a sissy...."i 
 What is a Christian?  When I was growing up, Christians were 
sometimes called sissies, at least among boys.  Today one is more apt 
to hear us called hypocrites.  But what are we really?  Or perhaps more 
importantly, what are we called to be?  Jesus says that we are called to 
be the salt of the earth and the light of the world.  A more common 
expression in the New Testament, however, one upon which these two 
from Jesus shed some light, is the word "saint."  We are called to be 
saints. 
 Are you a saint?  Do you think of yourself as a saint?  Probably 
not.  Saints, we think, are special people, holy people.  People like St. 
Matthew who knew Christ in the flesh.  Or St. Paul who spread the Word 
out into the whole world.  Or St. Francis the mystic servant of the poor.  
Saints are martyrs.  Saints are Christ-like people who give their lives for 
others.  We don't even pretend to be a saint. 
 In the New Testament, however, Christians are almost always 
addressed as "the saints."  The word "Christian" is used only three 
times.ii  The letters of the New Testament are addressed to the saints at 
Corinth, at Ephesus, at Philippi, at Rome, and so at King City, New Hope 
and York Pines.  Christians, you and I, are assumed to be saints and 
holy ones unto God. 
 If this is so, how then can we be?  How can we become saints holy 
unto God? 
 We need, first of all, to understand what a saint is, or rather what 
it is not.  Saints are not pure and sinless people as we so often depict 
them.  It isn't some purity or sinlessness that sets the saints apart from 
other people.  But there is something that distinguishes them from the 
world. 
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 In the Ancient Church, I suppose that it was easy.  After all 
Christians lived in the midst of a pagan society.  When this very tiny 
minority embraced this new faith, they were marked, they stood out, 
they were set apart, whether they wanted to be or not.  In addition, 
they were often boycotted by others and even in the very early church 
persecution had already begun. 
 Now after two thousand years of Christian expansion, our whole 
society has been permeated by Christian values.  The public conscience 
has been impregnated by Christian ideas.  And whether people go to 
Church or not, most who have Christian ancestry claim to be Christian.  
And they also claim that they are no different from us, except that we go 
to Church and they don't.  Other than that, we aren't any holier or 
saintlier.  We aren't different. 
 But suppose Jesus came today, would he be any less a stranger in 
our twenty-first century countryside than he was in first century Galilee?  
Would he be any more at home on our streets and in our market-places 
than he was in Jerusalem?  Would he be any more satisfied with our 
religious life than he was with the life of the Pharisees?  Would his 
message be any less foolish to modern, scientifically oriented people 
than to ancient Romans?  Perhaps the reason the Church and the saints 
of the Church are not distinguishable from others in the world is not 
because there has been a general Christianization of society but because 
there has been a general secularization of the Christian Church and of 
the saints.  The reason we don't appear set apart and different and holy 
is that we aren't. 
 But shouldn't we be? 
 Jesus said, "You are the salt of the earth."iii  "You are the light of 
the world.  A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid...Let your light so 
shine before [the world] that [everyone] may see your good works, and 
glorify God who is in heaven."iv  It is expected that the saints will be 
different and that difference will bring life into blandness and light into 
darkness. 
 And when this does happen it is recognized, isn't it?  There is an 
Indian saying that "the perfume of holiness travels even against the 
wind."v  This saying is true.  Regardless of its apathy or indifference or 
unbelief or disbelief in the Christian faith the world recognizes those who 
are set apart and different, those who are holy.  It recognizes its Albert 
Schweitzers, its Helen Hustons, its Dietrich Bonhoeffers, its Jean 
Vaniers, its Mother Teresas, its Sang Chul Lees.  Such people stand out 
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against modern society as surely as Paul and Peter did against the 
background of ancient pagan society.  These people are like a city on a 
hill spreading their light out into the darkness which surrounds them. 
 But this brings us back to where we began when we thought that 
holiness meant purity and that saints and holy people were different 
from ordinary people like you and me in some extraordinary way.  If we 
are called to be saints and holy ones unto God, how can we be?  What is 
the way to greater holiness? 
 The word in Greek which is translated as saint or holy means 
"separate" or "different".vi  Saints are different not because they are 
pure or sinless or even accomplished but because of their relationship to 
God.  They have been separated by God for God.  They are set aside, 
consecrated, for sacred and holy use.  "You did not choose me," Jesus 
said, "But I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear 
fruit and that your fruit should abide."vii 
 Think for a moment of those people listed in the Book of Hebrews, 
Chapter 11, as examples of saints, people of faith, holy people, set aside 
and consecrated by God for God.viii 
 Noah - poor, drunken, naked Noah, 
 Abraham - a desert sheik with a squabbling family, 
 Sarah - old, conniving Sarah, 
 Moses - a hot-headed murderer, 
 David - a lustful philanderer and murderer, 
 cowardly Peter, 
 bigoted Paul, 
a rogues' gallery all, none of them sinless or pure or worthy to be called 
a saint.  Nonetheless, they were called to be saints. 
 Another example is Rahab.ix  Do you remember who Rahab was?  
Matthew tells us that Rahab was the great-great...great-grandmother of 
Jesus.x  She is also a harlot and a liar.  Yet in Joshua, chapter 2, her 
story is told of how she protected the spies of Israel in Jericho.xi  This is 
the story of how someone ordinary, nay someone less than ordinary, 
was used for extraordinary work.  Rahab is an example of faith, 
someone different, set aside to be holy, called by God for holy use, 
"called out of darkness into God's marvellous light", commandeered by 
God for God to be one of God's own people.xii  Rahab was called to be a 
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saint.  She heard that call and she responded to the initiative of God. 
 The way to greater holiness, the way toward becoming a saint, 
begins with hearing and paying attention to God's call, and dedicating 
your life to God. 
 Secondly, it is important to understand that being a saint, being 
holy, is never something finished or accomplished.  It is not something 
that happens in an instant and is complete.  It is a state of becoming, 
not being.  We never arrive.  We are constantly growing up.  Paul 
says, "Not that I have already arrived nor am already perfect; but that I 
press on to make it my own...I press on toward the goal for the prize of 
the upward call of God in Christ Jesus."xiii  The important thing is to run 
with perseverance the race that is set before us.xiv  What is important is 
our dedication to God. 
 God may never use you as a Jean Vanier or as a Mother Teresa, but 
God will use you where you are, and you will continue to develop and 
grow toward the maturity and the stature of the fullness of Christ.xv 
 The third aspect is to recognize the nature of holiness.  Only God is 
holy in God's own right and so sinlessness and purity belong only to 
Jesus Christ who is the Holy One of God.  This is part of the meaning of 
the Virgin Conception by the Holy Spirit that the conception of Jesus was 
through God's creative action so that something totally new happened.  
In Christ, we see God.  Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us, speaking and 
acting for God, revealing to us what God's holiness is about. 
 And what we see in Jesus, in his humble beginning, in his life 
associating with sinners and the ordinary people of his day is that God's 
holiness doesn't distance God from the world and from us.  Rather it 
brings God into as close contact with us as possible through birth as one 
of us, through incarnation. 
 Jesus puts God's stamp of approval on humanity so that holiness is 
not a radically different kind of life but this life transformed.  What God 
wills is not the creation of religious people but of human people.  What 
God accomplishes is not just the salvation of souls but the renewal of our 
flesh and blood humanity, the whole person.  What God brings is not the 
ability to escape from our human existence into holy places but the 
ability thankfully to accept and courageously to live a fully human life as 
holy people in an unholy world.  God is not only with us; God is for us.xvi 
 Back when I was Conference Minister for Mission Strategy, I 
facilitated the work of the Toronto Conference Mission Support 
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Committee.  We met once a year to allocate the monies assigned to us.  
We would listen to the stories of each project and decide which of the 
wonderful, inspiring and encouraging work we would fund. 
 In one of the projects a woman worked with young people teaching 
life skills by helping them to publish their own newspaper for young 
people, which was then distributed to local schools.  We noted that in 
the previous year the organization had run a deficit.  We asked what 
that had meant to them.  She replied that she had not been paid.  
When asked what it would mean if we were not able to fund her work, 
she replied that the work would go on anyway.  Once again she simply 
would not be paid. 
 She, my friends, is a saint.  She is the salt of the earth.  She is the 
light of the world.  She incarnates the self-sacrificing, other-affirming 
love of God in Christ.  We are challenged to go and do likewise.  To be 
in the world so that we might be for the world.  Holiness requires that 
kind of risk, self-denial, cross bearing and sacrifice for the sake of others 
and for the sake of the world. 
 But how can we possibly be holy?  How can we possibly be saints?  
Certainly, we can dedicate ourselves to God.  Certainly, we can look to 
Christ for the model of holiness as God with us and God for us.  We can 
look to the examples of others.  But how can we ever be holy? 
 Paul says, "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens 
me."xvii  "It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me."xviii  God’s 
action makes our actions possible.  Holiness is a gift of Christ's Spirit 
living in us, God not only with us and for us, but God in us.  Through the 
Spirit of Christ God gives us the strength and ability to do that to which 
God calls us and to which we have dedicated ourselves. 
 Moreover, also through the Spirit, God gives us each other.  The 
word "saint", except for a very few instances, is always found in the 
plural, not in the singular.xix  There are no individual people addressed 
as saints.  Saints are always in the plural as part of the communion of 
saints.  The gift of holiness, the gift of the Holy Spirit, which comes as 
God in us comes in the context of the Church.  We are saints, not alone, 
but with each other. 
 Some time ago, a film was aired about Mother Teresa and the 
Missionaries of Charity.  As it began narrator Sir David Attenborough 
said, "There's a light in this world.  A healing spirit more powerful than 
any darkness we may encounter....Suddenly, the spirit emerges, 
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through the lives of ordinary people who hear a call and answer in 
extraordinary ways."xx 
 What is the way to greater holiness?  Listen to the call of God.  
Follow Christ.  Receive the Spirit.  And together we will answer in 
extraordinary ways as the saints, holy unto God.  Amen. 
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