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Scripture: Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18; Matthew 5:38-48 
 
 

In the entire three-year lectionary cycle, this is the only Sunday when a passage from 
Leviticus is read. And depending on when Lent begins, even in the years when it’s scheduled to 
come up it may not because this is the seventh Sunday after Epiphany and the period between 
Epiphany and Transfiguration, which is next week, may not go that long. So it’s rare to hear 
anything from this section of the Hebrew scripture in our worship. 
 

That can give the impression that Leviticus is not really important. And if you’ve sat 
down to read it, you might find it tedious, or mind-numbing. It is a lot of rules. There’s not much 
story in Leviticus. But you notice it falls right in the middle of the Torah, which could be 
accidental but may be intentional. Leviticus articulates the heart, the core, the center, of Jewish 
ethical life. That’s not to say that everything you will find there is acceptable. This material was 
written thousands of years ago so a lot of what it has to say is thoroughly time-bound; it is deeply 
patriarchal and lethally homophobic. But this particular selection transcends that origin and in 
some ways puts us to shame. 
 

For instance, it calls upon the people to be “holy as God is holy.” To modern people that 
alone is enough to make us toss it aside. We’ve been taught, at least I was, that holiness is a 
condition reserved for saints, for super-religious people, people who are no fun to be around at 
all. So the idea of “being holy” was never very attractive to me. But look at what it means. It 
means having empathy for the poor and the stranger. “When you reap the harvest of your land, 
you shall not reap to the very edges…you shall not strip your vineyard bare…you shall leave 
them for the poor and the alien.”  
 

That concern for the other in need is the essence of holiness. Ethical behavior in business, 
fairness in the legal system, civil treatment of the people around you, these are simple yet 
powerful behaviors that mark us as people meant for something more than just getting ahead, 
padding a portfolio or winning. We’re meant to reflect the presence of God in the world. And 
that doesn’t require all of us to be saintly or pious; it requires us to treat one another with dignity 
and respect, to value one another as we value ourselves. 
 

It is a practical vision of holiness, or holiness put into practice in the real world. 
Understood that way Leviticus can be seen almost as a manual for life together. It offers a 
practical set of rules for living to make civil society possible. It’s not perfect in every way; there 
are portions of it we’re better off forgetting; it applies the death penalty at the drop of a hat. But 
there other pieces we would do well to embrace, or at least give us pause. In chapter 19 verses 33 
and 34 read: “When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The 
alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as 
yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt.”  
 

So we may have something to learn about what sort of world God desires by reading 



Leviticus a little more often. And you may notice it’s not all that unique to Israel. I suspect most 
of the behaviors being listed are practiced by other nations as well. Within societies of people 
there are always going to be certain behaviors that need to be controlled. Honest business 
practices, for instance, are needed for any economic system to function well. Fair treatment in 
the legal system is necessary if you want the population to cooperate with the authorities.  
 

But there are some things that seem unusual. Why forbid farmers from reaping the whole 
field? There are other ways to look after the needs of the poor after all. Why this way? It occurs 
to me there may be something more at stake than just charity. When the farmer leaves part of the 
crop unharvested or doesn’t pick up every fallen grape in the vineyard, the compulsion to horde 
and claim is addressed. It’s a way of remembering that what we produce isn’t solely ours and 
that the plight of those in need around us isn’t theirs alone. This is a way of connecting with the 
poor of the land and injecting the presence of God in that relationship. “You shall be holy as I am 
holy.” 

 
And it seems to me that’s what is really at the heart of the covenant. When I was in 

seminary I had a Greek professor who was fond of saying that Jesus brushed back the grain of 
the Torah to reveal its essence. We see that happening in this sermon in Matthew. Here Jesus is 
taking many of the same rules for living from Leviticus, rules that are mostly practical and 
common-sense, and he’s expanding them in ways that reveal God’s presence behind them. The 
old saying, ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ was probably meant to curb practice of 
blood feuds where wrongs were never forgotten and each generation was responsible for the sins 
of the one before. ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ sets a limit to how much retribution 
someone could take. But Jesus sees this as only the beginning of de-escalating the violence. He 
instructs his followers to give up retribution altogether, to change the nature of the relationship 
between offender and victim entirely. 

 
That may seem like an unworkable ethic. How can any society survive that way? We’re 

so convinced of the immutable nature of evil that the idea we might meet it without violence is 
unthinkable. Yet we know there are places in the world where it’s led to change. India through 
the leadership of Gandhi, the Civil Rights movement here through the leadership of Martin 
Luther King, Jr., South Africa through the leadership of Nelson Mandela, the Velvet Revolution 
in Czechoslovakia through the leadership of Vaclav Havel. There are places in the world even 
today where leaders are embracing non-violent resistance to evil and change is happening. But as 
Jesus understood, that change begins within the small circles of relationships we share with each 
other. The heart of the covenant, the essence of the Torah is revealed through our everyday, one 
on one interactions. 

 
But those interactions are often out of our control. “You have heard it said, ‘love your 

neighbor and hate your enemy.’” But how different are we really? Jesus takes this old simplistic 
saying, one that is very prudent and safe, and tosses it away. “Love your enemies; pray for those 
who persecute you.” That is a very hard thing to do. How do we move beyond our parochial, 
self-serving interests to embrace the needs even of those we consider enemies?  

 
In Israel our group spent a day visiting Bethlehem. Bethlehem is in the West Bank; it’s 



very close to Jerusalem but in many ways they are worlds apart. As we approached the 
checkpoint and were allowed through I noticed the long line of cars coming out. The experience 
of Palestinians leaving Bethlehem to go into Israel is much more onerous than going the other 
way. The streets of Bethlehem were buzzing with activity. It’s a prosperous city and a huge 
tourist mecca; surprisingly, though our tour guide, a young woman named Yael who had been 
born in Jerusalem had never visited Bethlehem before that day. The conflict means relationships 
can’t be formed, they are forever locked in a struggle as enemies.  

 
We had a chance to meet a man named Sami Awad. Sami is a Palestinian Christian and 

civil rights activist committed to the principles of non-violence. Sami’s organization is called 
Holy Land Trust and he spends his time creating opportunities for dialogue between Israelis and 
Palestinians as well as other groups struggling with similar conflicts. A few days before our visit 
he had been in Iraq working with refugees and teaching principles of reconciliation to groups 
that are opposed to one another since the terrorist activities of ISIS in their communities.  

 
It’s hard to imagine a place where the roles of enemies are more entrenched than in Israel 

and Palestine. Near Bethlehem is a Jewish settlement that was established by religious Zionists 
who believe God has given all the land to the Jews in perpetuity and Palestinians have no claim 
on it. Sami told us he has been in dialogue with the leaders of the settlement; he’s been to their 
homes and they’ve been to his. It’s possible to find points of contact even in a setting like that 
where all the forces of governments are working against finding a path to peace.  

 
It means entering each other’s reality, taking on each other’s hopes and pain. We can sit 

alone forever in our bubble of security, cutting ourselves off from experiencing the plight of 
those in need or never acknowledging the humanity of our enemies and probably be very content 
but we’ll never be on a path of holiness or perfection, as Jesus calls it, if we do.  We’ll never 
truly enter the covenant God invites us to until we are able to let go of our need for safety and 
risk our well-being for the sake of those in need. This is what our teachers in the faith have told 
us over and over through scripture. And it’s what we learn when we see people taking that risk in 
the world today to overcome ancient conflicts and make neighbors out of enemies, to feed the 
poor and care for those in need.  

 
We can walk the path of holiness not because we are super pious or saintly but because 

we are human carrying God’s own image within us and if we’re willing, able to see that image 
all around us. 

 
Amen 


