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When we let the gospel of God’s radical welcome redefine for us who and what is sacred, we begin to declare our collective belovedness in our behavior, in our language, and in our attitude. We begin to practice it such intensity that it comes central to how we see ourselves, that it begins to influence how people in the world around us see themselves.
 

Farcical Laws and the Language of Scriptural Violence
What do Old MacDonald’s Farm, mixed-crop agriculture, your favorite baseball jersey, and a close shave all have in common? They are all banned in the book of Leviticus. Among a whole host of forbidden things, Leviticus says that multiple species of cattle cannot graze together (19:19), that a variety of crops cannot grow in the same field (19:19), that you can’t wear clothes made of more than one fabric (19:19), and that you cannot shave or cut your hair (19:27). These prohibitions seem absurd, even humorous. But Leviticus is not just a humorous book of farcical laws. It’s also the site of serious debate about the role of scripture and its abuses. It’s in the context of Leviticus where we find the prohibitions that aim to outline what is and is not acceptable human sexual behavior. It’s here, in this very passage we heard this morning where we find some of the most abusive language that gets used to justify violence in the name of God. Our goal this morning is to take what I call a “deep dive” into Leviticus. That means, we want to do more than just to point out how absurd most of the levitical prohibitions are, but to disarm scripturally based violence.
What I meant by this “deep dive” approach is to do what we have been doing in this series up until now. That is, we want to challenge ourselves to find, if we can, within the depths of the biblical story—and specifically the levitical portion of the story—something beautiful, something redeeming, something life-giving. I believe that when we dig deep, what we find in Leviticus is a call by God to establish a community and culture based on freedom, justice, wholeness, and radical inclusion.
You may wonder how Leviticus—the very book that provides such abusive language—can be read as a call for justice and inclusion. Rather than skirt around the issue, let’s dig directly in. I’m not one to care too much about what is considered profane language. I won’t call you out if you choose to use most four-letter words in my presence. But there are some words I refuse to use, and I will call you out on it if you use them in my presence. These are the words you would find in the lexicon of the bullies. So let me start by quoting from the philosopher Richard Rorty in a debate about the use of religion in the public square. Rorty says, “I agree with the ACLU that most hate speech laws are probably impossible to reconcile with the First Amendment. But [when we witness the use of abusive biblical language to call people names and claim that homosexuality is unbiblical,] the absence of such laws should not prevent us from responding…‘How dare you make your religious convictions an excuse for inflicting…suffering on your fellow-citizens!”1 In other words, I believe we need to redefine how we understand profanity—what language is and is not acceptable.
The language in this passage (Lev 18:22 and 20:13) I have so much trouble with is the English word most commonly used to translate the Hebrew word to’ebah. The English word for the Hebrew to’ebah is one of those words on my forbidden words list. Out of respect for people I love dearly who have had this word used against them, I refuse to say it, especially from the pulpit. Let me just say that the word itself has been used in ways that actually illustrate its meaning. To use some synonyms—this word has been used in ways that I believe God finds detestable, loathsome, obscene, disgraceful. If you still can’t get it, this morning’s forbidden word begins with the letter “a”, and rhymes with “nomination.”
This word— to’ebah, which we will talk more about later—has an air about it that suggests that sexual minorities are less than human. It’s a word that brings up thoughts of disgust and revulsion, and for all intents and purposes, turns human beings into monsters.2 This is what social psychologists call infrahumanization. It is the tacitly held belief that an out-group (an excluded group) is less human, and so members of this group don’t share the same rights and emotions as the in-group (the included group). As the British rap artist Akala put it, “The moment human beings become nonhuman, that is a mandate for murder.”3
And having provided pastoral care and comforting LGBTQ loved ones, I know that these feelings of being “less than human” can create a sense of self-hatred and deep personal pain. I remember setting next to someone I love deeply and hearing them say, “I just want to die. I hate myself,” and wishing that I could express to them my belief that when God sees them God finds extreme delight in them. I remember thinking that the shame they were experiencing had been reinforced so much by the church and the world around them that nothing I could do would change how they felt. Still—I felt the yearning of the heart of God deep within me—so I said to them, “Don’t you know you are God’s beloved. Nothing will ever change that.”
This use of the Bible to abuse others makes me want to give up Christianity altogether. Deep inside me, I find this struggle between my love for Jesus and the Church and my inability to identify with so much of what fits under the banner of Christianity. Matthew Vines, author of God and the Gay Christian wrote the following on his blog to explain why he left college to spend two years studying the Bible.
Could it be true? Could it really be that this holiest of books, which contains some of the most beautiful writings and inspiring stories known to [humanity], along with the unparalleled teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, also happens to require the emotional and spiritual destruction of sexual minorities? For any of us who learned to love the Jesus who called the little children to him, whose highest law was that of love, and who was a fierce defender of the downtrodden and the outcast, this simply did not seem possible.4
Yes, Matthew Vines, it is true! Unfortunately, the Bible is a very complicated book. It contains all kinds of things. Our goal this morning is to disarm this passage and to uncover its context to see what—if there is anything—we can find that is beautiful, redeeming, and life-giving. Is there something about this specific prohibition in Leviticus that better helps us live out the teachings of Jesus? Is there something about this passage that helps us along on the quest to be more like him “whose highest law was love and who was a fierce defender of the downtrodden and the outcast”?

Leviticus and the Shaping of God’s Dream
Let’s begin with the book itself. Leviticus is the third book in our Bible. In Genesis, God creates and establishes a people. In Exodus, the people become enslaved and God frees them. In Leviticus, God instructs this newly freed people about their religious practices. God begins to shape them into the kind of people God was dreaming for them to be.
Leviticus is complicated, hard to understand, and is possibly the part of Jewish and Christian scripture most used to justify violence against homosexuals. It is primarily concerned with worship practices, and mixes ceremonial and moral concerns in its legal codes in ways that are quite hard to parse out. It contains strict dietary codes—listing what is good for food and what is not. It lays out a host of activity that is deemed forbidden. Almost everyone agrees that most of the guidelines in Leviticus were for a specific community, with its own historical and social context.
I’m certainly sympathetic with those Christians like Matthew Vines who dismiss these two clobber passages (Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13) by arguing that the Hebrew Bible (the “Old Testament”) is no longer binding for Christians. As the reasoning goes, “Christ fulfilled the Old Testament law, and the New Testament teaches that Christians should live under the new covenant rather than the old one.”5 But this reasoning is based on a view of the Hebrew Scriptures that I don’t buy into, and it still doesn’t answer the question that we’re asking—namely, is there anything here to teach us how to be better followers of Jesus, how to be kinder, more loving, more fulfilled human beings?
For us, the levitical codes simply seem antiquated. But in several places, Leviticus surprisingly includes guidelines for behavior that we hear echoed in the teachings of Jesus. For instance, Leviticus 19 is filled with beautiful passages, like “Love your neighbor as yourself” (19:18). I’ll bet you didn’t know that came from Leviticus. Here, in Leviticus 19, it tells us to feed the poor and the stranger (19:9-10), to tell the truth about our neighbors (19:11-12), not to oppress them (19:13-14), to act with justice toward everyone (19:15-16). And then, beginning with verse 33 it says, “When a foreigner resides among you in your land, do not mistreat them. The foreigner residing among you must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, for you were foreigners in Egypt. I am the LORD (Yahweh) your God.” 
And here is the phrase—a bit of secret, buried treasure, found over and over in Leviticus, that our deep dive has discovered, what I think hints at the truth at the heart of the call God has for us: “I am Yahweh who brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be your God, be holy as I am holy” (Lev. 11:45; 18:3; 19:34, 36; 22:33; 23:43; 24:10; 25:38, 42, 55; 26:13, 45). We may not be too comfortable with the holy language—and maybe that leaves work for another day—but the reasoning is clear and repeated at every turn in the book of Leviticus. I freed you from Egypt, God says, so don’t ever do to others what they did to you.
The treasure at the heart of the story underneath the provision and prohibitions of Leviticus is the idea of Jubilee—a promise of a “justice reset,” for rest and restoration. In Leviticus 25, the community of the faithful is charged to let the earth rest every seven years. And then every 49 years, the world is reset. All debts are canceled, slaves are set free, and everyone is given freedom to eat all of the food from the fields. At the end of the instructions about Jubilee in Leviticus 25, guess what it says: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt to give you the land and to be your God” (25:38, cf. 42, 55).
And it’s in this context that the Hebrew word to’ebah makes the most sense. Rather than a word that suggests disgust, it us used to express their betrayal the calling God’s had given to them. Here this use of the word to’ebah in the context of Deuteronomy 18:9: “When you come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you, you shall not learn to follow the to’ebah practices of those nations.”
In every other instance where to’ebah is used, it suggests the main problem is that the people of Israel have now forsaken their sacred calling and begin doing what everyone else does. Even more, it’s not just that these practices would make them like everyone, it’s that it would make them just like the people God had delivered them from. I set you free from Egypt, God says, so don’t do to others what they did to you.

Discovering Ourselves as God’s Beloved
I believe that what we are entering is a new season in the church. We are beginning to discover the hidden sacred treasure at the heart of the gospel of God’s radical welcome, the truth of what it means to call ourselves God’s beloved. We are finding the freedom to know ourselves deeply. We are hearing the voice of God speak over us saying, “I delight in you.”
And in this season we are in, we are learning to speak these same truths to each other. And that requires that we scrutinize our language, especially the language we use in church. We need to begin confessing regularly that there are no outcasts to God, that there is no-one that will ever enter this space or that we will encounter in the world that will be any less God’s beloved than we are. When we let the gospel of God’s radical welcome redefine for us who and what is sacred, we begin to declare our collective belovedness in our behavior, in our language, and in our attitude. We begin to practice it such intensity that it comes central to how we see ourselves, that it begins to influence how people in the world around us see themselves.
We need to respond to the profanity of the world with the simple truth of the gospel of God’s radical welcome. We need to declare to each other: You are loved, you belong. And to speak or act in any other way is to’ebah—to do the very things that create the situation God has freed us from. It is to have forgotten who we truly are.
And that means, we need to be careful not to imitate the exclusivity, the abusiveness, the oneupedness of the world around us, a world competing for love and belonging. These people believe that there is only a limited amount of God’s love to go around. Let it be our bold declaration that we are all God’s beloved, that there is enough of God’s love for everyone.
May God establish in us a renewed sense of who we are. May God establishing in us a new community, a new culture—centered around practices of love and belonging. —Amen
 

Reflection Worksheet

Part 6: The Beloved Everyone
Questions for Conversation and Reflection
	The message this morning centers around the translation of the Hebrew word to’ebah. How would you describe, in your own words, what is at stake in the way this word is understood and how it is used?

	What do you make of the claim that we need to redefine how we understand profanity—what language is and is not acceptable?

	The interpretation of Leviticus this morning is based on what Pastor Michael has called a “deep dive.” What do you make of this “deep dive” approach?

	Do you think paying attention to broader biblical story and where Leviticus is placed among the books of the Bible sheds some light on what it can mean for us? If someone were to ask you what the book of Leviticus is about, what might you say based on today’s message?
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