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Today is holy to the Lord your God. Do not be sad, and do not weep; for today is holy to our Lord. Do not be saddened this day, for rejoicing in the Lord must be your strength! Nehemiah 8:9, 10
.
	    “Growing in Virtue” 	
All our readings today points us to the power of God who makes all things grow. He is the one who makes our faith grow as long as we are opened to receiving His grace. Holiness is next to Godliness. Wherever God has been rejected, we can never find holiness in such a place and there will be no wisdom in such a place. We as clay, cannot be glorified when we are opposed to our Maker. Our task in this live is to keep God in our lives by obeying His commandments. To attain holiness is to know Christ as the source of all holiness. When we receive the virtue of holiness from God, we will avoid any evil or impure act and thought, because the quality of holiness is measured not by what we say but by what we do in life. 
 The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines virtue as “A habitual and firm disposition to do the good. It allows the person not only to perform good acts, but to give the best of himself. The virtuous person tends toward the good with all his sensory and spiritual powers, he pursues the good and chooses it in concrete actions” (CCC 1803).According to St, Gregory of Nyssa, virtues are whatever is true, honorable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise think about these things.  Moral virtues are acquired through human effort aided by God’s grace, while theological virtues of Faith, Hope, and Love are gifts from God. Loving others in a right and fitting way, we lead a life of virtue and holiness. 
We are all called to holiness which is living a fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of love or charity. As Jesus commands us to be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect (Matt 5:48). In other to reach this holiness, we must use the gifts that God has given us for the glory of God and offering our gifts in the service of our neighbor. That means surrendering our will to the will of God. If we do these, our holiness will grow in fruitfulness just as it happened to many saints in the Church, Their lives history have been preserved so we can emulate them and know that we too like them who are created can archive the goal of holiness and receive our eternal reward which is God.
In our first reading, during the history of Judah, three times, the people of Judah were taken into exile by the Babylonians. First in 605 BC, then eight years later in 597 BC and lastly, eleven years later in 586 BC. What happened to them was due to lack of holiness on their part that God desired for them to have so that could be worthy bearers of His name. Ezekiel, whose name means “God strengthens,” was one of those who were exiled to Babylon. He received his prophetic calling in 593 (four years after he was deported). His first mission was to convince his fellow exiled country men that they should not expect an early return back to Judah and that God abandoned them because of their sins and not because of the sins of their forefathers as they had thought. 
God had decreed the destruction of Jerusalem, the Temple, and the dispersion of the people of Judah, which happened seven years later. The fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple authenticated the true identity of Ezekiel’s holiness and as a genuine prophet of God. With the destruction of the Temple, the Israelites were crushed and were in despair. The prophet offered them words of comfort as we just heard in our reading. Nebuchadnezzar was the great eagle who took the topmost branch of the cedar, who was Jehoiachin, king of Judah who was also in exile with Ezekiel. Babylon is the city of the merchant. The seed represents Zedekiah, Jehoiachin’s uncle, who was named king in his place. 
The other great eagle is Pasammetichus II Egyptian king; with whom Zedekiah had made a covenant or alliance to help avoid the Babylonian’s attack in 588 BC. Now God sees this move to be against Him because His name was used in establishing the alliance. Then God said He would tear of a tender shoot or a future new king from the house of David. The tender shoot would became a cedar. God is saying, this is the time of restoration for His chosen people.  The time is a time to shame the house of Judah. God will bring the mighty. Using the words of Mary, in the Magnificat, God” has scattered the proud in their conceit. He has cast down the mighty from their thrones, and has lifted up the lowly.” 
The new king shall become a majestic cedar.  God brings up a new king of the Jews to rescue them from the lowly state of punishment to which Judah has fallen. The cedar is the messianic tree of David, where every person Jews and Gentiles represented by every bird would dwell beneath it.
Our second reading from St. Paul, is the continuation of last week’s Epistle. Paul talked about our heavenly dwelling because the tent or the world we are now in, is temporary. However, just because we are not in heaven yet, does not mean we should not build up the earthly city. Just because we are not “with the Lord” now, doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t concern ourselves with building up the earthly city. By building it up, Paul is calling us to grow in virtue and holiness. To do these, we are to live by “faith and not by sight.” By faith, we are to follow Christ and His teachings in the Scriptures and we need to look to the Church or the Magisterium He left us to guide us to the truth through the power of the Holy Spirit.
We also need to look to the lives of the saints who have gone before us. To learn how they successfully solved the same problems we are facing during our time, so we can imitate them. We also need to look and assess our lives regarding eternity by daily examination of conscience. So by seeking faith and not 
seeking sight, our lives will be focused on God. Our sight is limited by what we can see and verify. While faith seeks understand of those things we do not see. Our faith brings us hope which leads to love of things we do not see. By faith, we receive virtues. What we do in this world has consequences. Though they cannot save us, because we are being saved by the blood of Christ, We have to show our faith by our works. Without good works, we will lose the glory of God that we are searching for.
In our Gospel reading we found out that choosing the 12 Apostles, Jesus started teaching about the kingdom of God in parables. Parables are stories woven into a reality so we can reflect on the reality and have deeper understanding. Today we heard about the stories of the growing scattered seed and about the mustard seed which helps us to understand in a deeper way, the kingdom of God. Jesus said a farmer scattered seeds in the field. The deeper meaning of this parable is that it is about His Church that He has come to build upon Peter. He has made this Church so solid that the gate of hell will not prevail against it. The generously scattered seed is the preaching of the Gospel. No matter what obstacle the Gospel will would encounter, it will produce fruit. 
Regardless of who sows or reap the harvest, it is God who gives the growth (1 Corinthians 3:5-9). It is God who forms us and molds and remolds us like a potter molds a pot. It is through His molding us that we gain virtues which leads to holiness. Through His grace, God quietly transforms us causing us to embrace His teachings. His work in us through the power of the Holy Spirit transforms our souls to glorify Him by what we do, when we truly know Him. When we truly know Him, we will surrender our will to His and tell Him to do whatever He wants with us. Knowing that whatever we have to go through in this life, would be very good just as when He created us and called us very good. As St. Augustine said, “God created us without us, but He will not save us without us.” 
So it is how we walk in His ways that determines how deeply we love Him and love His ways. Jesus then gave us another parable of the mustard seed, which He used to describe His Church. He told them that His Church though will start small but like the small mustard seed, it will grow to a large shrub that all birds or all people will receive grace through the Sacraments that will enable them to be protected by the action of the Holy Spirit. His Church will eventually grow all over the world in unity as one in the Sacrament of unity the Eucharist. 
As we come to receive Jesus in the Eucharist, with awe and reverence, let us pray for those who are not in His Church to come in and be united as one through the Eucharist.
