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Introduction

THE Vatican Document on the Church sets forth an
entire chapter on the call of the whole Church to

holiness. Based on the truth that Jesus Christ loved the
Church as his Bride and gave himself up to death that
he might sanctify her, the call to holiness invites every
member of the Church, male or female, to come into a
bridal intimacy with God. The bridal intimacy that the
Church speaks about here means an exclusive intimacy
with God, not like any other relationship we have ever
experienced. It can be described as a covenant relation-
ship between two people, like that of husband and
wife. It is the closest possible relationship between God
and a soul.
Jesus is the One who calls us to holiness, who draws

us into this closer intimacy with God. “You did not
choose me,” he said, “but I chose you. And I appointed
you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the
Father will give you whatever you ask him in my
name” (Jn 15:16).
Holiness is not something outside our lives, but is an

integral part of what we do every day. The transforma-
tion of self into Jesus Christ through the grace of the
Holy Spirit happens as we carry out our daily duties
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under the guidance of the Spirit. A quick glance at the
saints shows a roster that includes every walk of life,
from great preachers, missionaries and contemplatives,
kings and queens as well as the poor and outcast, sol-
diers and diplomats, singles and married couples, chil-
dren and even babies. Each saint produced the fruit of
the Spirit according to his or her gifts and duties in life.
Holiness is a journey into the open arms of divine

love, which is waiting to embrace us and lead us into
Divine mysteries surpassing anything we can possibly
imagine. As we progress along the path to holiness, we
keep our eyes fixed on Jesus like a sunflower following
the sun across the sky, take up our cross daily and fol-
low him until our wills become one with his. This is our
goal. It is in this union with unconditional divine love
that we will find holiness, happiness and peace.
It isn’t easy to recognize holiness. Not even the

divine holiness of Jesus was recognized by the
Pharisees and Scribes who declared Jesus to have a
devil, nor by his townspeople who tried to throw him
over the cliff for blasphemy. It is impossible even to
gauge our own holiness. “I am not aware of anything
against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted,” Paul
wrote to the Corinthians. “It is the Lord who judges me.
Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time,
before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the
things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the



purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive com-
mendation from God” (1 Cor 4:4-5). The truth is that
those who think they are holy, probably aren’t; those
who think they aren’t, may be.
Beginners need not be discouraged if they find they

are only taking small steps and fall frequently: we must
learn to walk before we can run. Nor should those well
on the journey fret if they seem to stand still at times.
The process of becoming holy can be compared to a
seed planted in the ground. In the beginning it may
seem that nothing is happening, but under the earth
hidden from our eyes, there is a wealth of activity going
on as the seed breaks open, reaches out to the nutrients
in the soil and prepares to send up its shoot through the
hard crust of the earth. God’s Spirit is often working in
us when we are least aware of it.
We begin our journey into holiness with some basic

steps, continue with ideas on how to rid ourselves of
sin and conclude with ways to grow in virtue. All of
these steps overlap and remain a part of the ongoing
process until we die.
This will be an exciting journey, one that becomes

more breathtaking the farther we travel into the Heart
of God and one that will end only when we take our
last breath. 
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Step One
Humility 

THE first step in achieving holiness is to realize that
attaining it is beyond our own power. We acknowl-

edge this in the third Eucharistic Prayer of the Mass
when the priest prays, “All holiness comes from the
Father through Jesus Christ our Lord by the working of
the Holy Spirit.” It comes to us as gift, through and by
the work of the Three Divine Persons. We begin the
journey to holiness by acknowledging that all we are
and have come from God, that of ourselves we are noth-
ing, while at the same time we open ourselves to receive
God’s love into our hearts. We do this through the
virtue of humility.
Although humility is not the greatest of the virtues,

ranking far below faith, hope and love, it is the founda-
tion upon which all other virtues are built. Without
humility, holiness would be like a plant with a diseased
root or a building with a weak foundation. The plant
would wither and die and the building would collapse.
St. James writes in his Epistle, “God opposes the proud,
but gives grace to the humble” (4:6). Without humility,
there would be no way of receiving grace; hence, there
would be no way to holiness. It is a virtue that we can-



16 How Shall We Become Holy?

not do without no matter how far advanced we are in
holiness—when we may need it even more.
The virtue of humility has two important parts to it.

Although the word comes from the Latin humus or dirt
it does not mean we should grovel before God, con-
sider ourselves contemptible or deny our God-given tal-
ents. Rather, humility reminds us that we are creatures
formed in the image and likeness of God, who often
cloud the image we represent because of our sins. It
leads us to self-knowledge. The farther we progress
along the path of holiness, the brighter the light God
shines into our souls to reveal to us sins we never knew
we had. Recently, a man in his 80s told me that God con-
tinues to reveal new faults to him, and he wonders why
God hadn’t shown him these faults years ago. Part of
the reason might be that God is a gentle and patient
teacher and does not rush us, just as parents do not ask
their young child to babysit a sibling before he or she is
ready. 
In addition to showing us our sins, humility bids us

lift our eyes to the greatness and majesty of God who
calls us to holiness. We have nothing to fear because
God’s love and grace are greater than any sins we may
have. As we become more aware of our sinfulness in the
light of God’s holiness and see the chasm separating us
from God, humility helps us appreciate the depth of
God’s mercy that bridged this gap through Jesus Christ.
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By reaching out to God’s grace and mercy, we will find
it easier to turn away from our sinful habits. It spurs us
to rise from our apathy, indifference and sinful habits
and walk away from the heavy chains that weigh us
down and prevent us from making progress in holiness. 
Mary, the Mother of God, beautifully exemplifies

humility when she responds to the greeting of her
cousin Elizabeth, who has just called her “Blessed.” She
proclaims the greatness of God while accepting her low-
liness as a creature. 
“My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in

God my Savior,” she says. “For he has looked with favor
on the lowliness of his servant. Surely, from now on all
generations will call me blessed” (Lk1:46-48). Mary does
not denigrate herself. Instead, she praises God and
speaks of her joy that God is fulfilling the promises made
to their ancestors. But she also recognizes what an honor
God has bestowed upon her. Mary realizes that the com-
ing of the Messiah is God’s work in her and responds
with full cooperation. This is the virtue of humility. The
humble soul recognizes and praises God’s work in it,
while it continues to open itself to receive divine grace.
Humility touches the Heart of God.

�
Learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in
heart, and you will find rest for your souls.

(Mt 11:29)


