
Leviticus 19:1-4, 9-18 

 

 Our world is governed by rules. All kinds of rules. There are rules of science, 

“An object in motion tends to remain in motion; an object at rest tends to stay at 

rest.” There are rules known as laws, established by government. There are rules 

that exist within organizations—at my wife’s school one of the rules is “Don’t call 

out in class; raise your hand if you want to speak or ask a question.” There are moral 

rules that govern our behaviors and the behaviors we expect from others. Often 

these rules can go totally unarticulated but be mutually understood by people who 

don’t even know each other. There are some rules held in place by the sheer number 

of people who agree to and adhere to them.   

 During the African American Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, there was 

an interesting dynamic around this concept of rules. On the one hand, as we know, 

the Civil Rights Movement sought to change unjust laws that blatantly or subtly 

discriminated based on race. To accomplish this, a major faction of the movement 

led by King and others, adhered to a strict strategy of non-violence. This included 

marches and sit-ins and boycotts. The interesting thing in thinking about rules is 

that while their aim was to change unjust rules, the movement was actually 

governed by its own set of strongly held internal rules. There were agreed upon 

standard of what nonviolence would allow and forbid. Often times those who 

participated in the marches were given a little flyer listing the rules. If one could not 

agree definitively to abide by the rules, they were asked not to participate. If one 

could not guarantee that they would not fight back in case of violence directed at 

them, better that they not join that march. And admirably enough, when civil rights 

marchers were arrested for violating laws assembly or marching or at the whim of 

local government, they submitted to the punishment, showing a high respect for the 

ideal of law, while maintaining opposition to specific laws which were unjust.  

 The book of Leviticus sets forth a lengthy and detailed system of law. It 

comes from the Levitical priests—that is, men from the Israelite tribe of Levi could 

be selected as priests. That’s where the name comes from. Now these priests were 

very concerned with the holiness of the people of Israel. They wrote down a whole 

bunch of rules which, if followed, would ensure the holiness of the Israelite people. 

Leviticus is sometimes referred to as “The Holiness Code” for this reason.  

 If you have spent any time reading Leviticus, it probably will not surprise you 

to know that this passage we heard today is one of only two times passages from 

Leviticus appear in the entire three-year lectionary cycle that suggests passages for 

preaching or worship. In three years—over 150 Sundays—only twice does the 

lectionary suggest readings for Leviticus. Why? Much of Leviticus is consists in a 

seemingly random assortment of rules. Chapters 1-10 pertain to the proper 

behavior of the priests. Other parts deal with what foods are acceptable and under 

what circumstances. Still other parts deal with sometimes peculiar and oddly 

specific stipulations to govern sexual relations. So bizarre and outdated is much of 

Leviticus that there have been some Christian theologians who have proposed just 

chucking it and other parts of the Old Testament. If Jesus Christ is the definitive 

revelation of God, they argue, and he abrogated much of the rigid Old Testament 

laws, then why do we need them?  



 It is a tempting argument. And as it is we hardly look at Leviticus at all, 

especially as progressive Christians. We much prefer to focus on Jesus’ teachings 

about caring for the vulnerable, welcoming the stranger, and loving our enemies. 

Leviticus seems to only come up nowadays when it is invoked by some Christians to 

argue the “evils of homosexuality” or by progressive Christians to fight back at such 

claims by pointing out some of the other absurd and draconian rules in Leviticus 

which we no longer follow.  

 In the TV series The West Wing there is a scene that illustrates this exact 

point, that Leviticus seems to be only used to wage theological warfare. The 

president, a liberal democrat is giving a speech to journalists and he notices a 

conservative radio host sitting as he talks. He can’t help but engage her pointing out 

that on her show she calls homosexuality and abomination. She replies: “I don’t call 

it that, the Bible does.” “It does, in Leviticus 18,” the president admits, “I wanted to 

ask you some questions while I have you here,” he goes on. “If I want to sell my 

youngest daughter into slavery as sanctioned in the book of Exodus, what would be 

a fair asking price?” “My chief of staff insists on working on the Sabbath, which the 

Bible clearly says should be punished by death. Am I morally obligated to kill him 

myself or can I call the police?” “Or what about ‘Touching the skin of a dead pig 

makes one unclean,’ Leviticus 11:7, if they promise to wear gloves, can the 

Washington Redskins still play football?”  

 Usually when I watch this scene, I am thrilled to see such a biting takedown 

of prejudice disguised in Biblical references. The president uses the Bible to fight 

back. Yes Leviticus says that, but it also has these other rules that are totally absurd. 

It is a brilliantly written scene. But as I’ve thought about our passage from Leviticus 

today, I feel that tearing apart Leviticus verse by verse to hurl arguments misses the 

larger beauty of the book. Sure there are parts we find no longer applicable or 

downright detestable, but focusing on that misses the forest for the trees, honing in 

on which individual rules make sense and which don’t.  

 When we look at the whole of it in context a different image is revealed. What 

Leviticus amounts to is a group of priests inspired to follow God and help the whole 

people also follow God. Their awe at God’s holiness prompted them to try to 

package their worldview, their understanding of what that holiness looks like lived 

out in individual and communal behaviors. We may not agree with all of it, but 

Leviticus reflects the serious efforts of those Levitical priests to live holy lives, to 

follow God. And that is an admirable feat which sometimes yielded truly ahead of its 

time rules like the ones we heard today. To think that part of what holiness was for 

them was to leave the harvest at the edges of their fields for the poor and alien to 

come partake. To see to it that justice is performed in labor relations and fair wages. 

To not hate or bear a grudge, but to love.  

 And throughout the scripture, did you notice the refrain? “I am the Lord your 

God.” Or “I am the Lord.” You shall be holy for I the Lord your God am holy. There is 

a connections between God’s holiness and ours. But it isn’t what it might seem on 

the surface. This is not a case where God is holy, therefore if we follow all these 

specifications to a T we too will be holy in a manner that honors God.  

 Rather we are made holy by God as a gift. That holiness is not something we 

can bargain for or merit by a meticulous following of all the rules. It is something 

given to us freely to liberate us. So too the rules we are given are meant to liberate 



us. If you notice, in the passage we heard today, there are no punishments listed for 

violation of these rules or failure to follow them. There are other places where the 

Bible lists appropriate punishments for breaking the rules, but here, these rules that 

all focus on how to be in right relationship with one another, there are no 

punishments attached.  

 The goal of these rules seems to be to facilitate us living in the ideal and 

beloved community God calls us to be. In such a setting we are freed to live 

according to rules that ensure justice is constant and love is the foundation. There is 

no need for punishment, just the invitation to follow. 

 I have been reading former Lakers coach Phil Jackson’s book “Eleven Rings.” 

As an NBA coach of the Chicago Bulls and then the LA Lakers, Phil Jackson won an 

incredible eleven championships. He coached some of the greatest players to ever 

play professional basketball including Michael Jordan, Scottie Pippen, Shaq, and 

Kobe Byrant. So it is a fascinating question to ask: how did he accomplish such 

successes? What was the secret to all those championship trophies? Phil Jackson 

describes his coaching techniques and the many situations and strategies he would 

use with different players to match their personalities. Every now and then he 

would impose harsh rules, but more often, Jackson describes how setting some basic 

parameters and letting the players work within those general rules usually yielded 

far better results than when he sought to control every aspect of their plays. The 

players were freed to innovate and collaborate in new ways within the existing 

structure of the basics Jackson had laid out.  

 Similarly, in response to our gifted holiness as God’s beloved community, we 

are freed to seek to follow the rules that cohere with our understanding of God who 

is love and desirous of liberation for all. This does not mean that all the rules which 

the priests discerned are the exact same set that will govern our lives. But in 

following their example, it does mean we are to take seriously the task of discerning 

a comprehensive picture of how our holiness manifests itself.  

 One pastor commented on this Leviticus passage noting “Any legalism that 

binds people in the name of religion, rather than setting them free in the name of 

God gets Leviticus wrong and gets Jesus wrong.” This does not mean we jettison 

Leviticus. It does mean that some of what we read there will not fit with how 

holiness takes shape in our world. Nor does it mean that we are making up our own 

rules willy nilly like the wild west. It means we are freed to operate within the 

parameters of Gods love, and we are called to be attentive to how we best respond 

to God given our context, this 21st century United States where technology is 

ubiquitous and where understandings of morality are more diffuse and rules are 

often seen to be optional. 

 Rules help us make sense of the world and find some sense of order. Read 

some Leviticus this week. Some of it will repulse you. Some of it will baffle you, but 

there are some really beautiful and true instructions that still reveal to us God’s 

steadfast presence and grace. See in it how they sought to find God in every area of 

their lives, in their flawed and faithful way.  

 People of God, we are set free to live within the broad rule of love which God 

sets for us. And if we listen, God still speaks to us to remind us: I am the Lord your 

God, I am holy, and I gift you with that holiness to live in just relationship with all. 

Amen.  


