You have probably heard someone say, SLIDE

“Be careful what you wish for, 



because you just might get it.”  

That is what has us in Leviticus the next 5 Sundays.  


I have been asking for a few years now 



for people to suggest what would interest them as a future Bible Study.  Somebody answered and said, 


“I'd like a study on Leviticus.”  

Now most people know about Leviticus, 


because it is where their commitment to read the Bible cover to cover died.  

If this includes you, 


know that you are not alone.  

We all have looked stuff up there, 


because it is a treasure trove if we are looking for proof texts.  SLIDE


23 times it is quoted in the New Testament, 




including “Love your neighbor as yourself,” 



along with Luke using it three times in Jesus' birth story announcements.  

However, 


when we try to dive in, 



as people who love the Story, 


we don't find a story or narrative, 



what we find in its place is a Ritual manual.

Now Ritual is a loaded word.  SLIDE

Depending on your background, 



you are either having visions of witchcraft 




or pagan worship, 



or you are remembering the ritual books of the Mason, Elks, Eagles 




or Scouts.  

For many of these organizations, 


ritual was never the reason we joined, 



but all of them had it.  

We need to stop and ask, SLIDE

“Why? 


What does ritual do for us?”  

As Protestants, 


our history swung away from the ritual of the Catholic 


and Orthodox Churches for valid reasons, 



but to our overall detriment.  

We operate therefore 


from the reality that if I think it, 



it is true.  

Ours is mainly a mental 


or intellectual exercise of faith.  

What Ritual adds to our faith, SLIDE

is it creates “concrete way to conceptualize 


and thus enact 



or body the world as it is or as it should be.” Samuel B Balentine  

In the process of preforming the rituals 


the status quo is critiqued 


and the vision is cast of what would align with God's vision 



for the Kingdom of God.

I don't know if I am helping my case by using this example, 


but this morning SLIDE


we passed the Peace of Christ 


by at least shaking the hands of the majority 



if not everyone here.  

This is a physical ritual 


that I have heard some feel awkward doing 


and I know I haven't lived into the full intentions of every time, 

as more than once, 


I did not confess my sin to someone in the group 



that I had wronged earlier that week, 


before telling them, 



“Peace of Christ.”  

However, 


this ritual gives us a glimpse of what the Kingdom of God 



in its fullness will be like.  SLIDE
We will be at peace with all, 


able to look them in the eye 



and wish them the best, 



give them a hug, 


and not have barriers between us.  

I know that is not where we are at every Sunday, 


but the more we practice it, 


the more likely that we are going to have a desire 



to create such a world.  SLIDE

A world where we can forgive hostilities 



and find common ground to live together in.  

The Rituals of lighting the candles, SLIDE

ringing the bells, 


baptism, Lord's Supper, 


Call to Worship, 

and even where we stand 


for certain things during the course of worship 



have meaning and purpose behind them, SLIDE

we just need to understand the context well 



in order to appreciate them.

I don't blame my girls at all for asking this, 


because I asked my parents about a Moose head in Bozeman when I was little, 

but the first time they saw an animal head on a wall SLIDE

was at the Elks.  

They asked, SLIDE

“Why is there a dead deer on the wall 



where we are eating hamburgers?”  

It made no sense 


without any context.  

Much of Leviticus is the same way to us.  SLIDE
We don't have the context to make sense of it all.  


So today, I want to give you some context, SLIDE


four basic building blocks, 


and then the next four week 



we will fill in those building blocks 




one level at a time.

Our scripture reading this week SLIDE

may have seemed to skip around more than usual.  

What it was doing however, 


was setting up the problem that needs to be addressed 


and is addressed in the ritual acts that we have in Leviticus.  

In Exodus 40, SLIDE

God's people are free from Pharaoh's slavery, 



they have God's law, 



God's presence is with them in the tent of meeting.  

The only issue is, 


God is a relational God.  



He used to walk in the garden with us.  



We were created in God's image 




to reflect back to God the love given us.  

The issue is, SLIDE

God can't be fully known 


if we can't be in the same room as God.  

The whole purpose of Leviticus, SLIDE

is to change a preposition in verse 1 from “from” 


to “in” 



as we see in Numbers 1:1.  

You can't be in community 


if you can't commune.  SLIDE
Or if you remember the character Wilson from Tool Time, 


you never saw his full face for 8 Seasons.  

He was never fully known 


because there wasn't the face to face interaction 



with a fence always in the way.

We serve a God who is Holy.  


We are not.  

So God set upon a plan 


to make it so that we could remove the fence that separated us 


and dwell with him again.  SLIDE
When we made the Golden calf in Exodus, 


the covenant was broken, 



because Israel had not trusted God to be God.  


Israel was unjust, 



sinful, and worshipping idols.  


God was Holy 



or set apart.  

A fancy way of saying many other qualities like good, 


pure, just,  life giving, 


sustaining, and creating.  

So what can be done 


so that Israel is no longer full of things that bring death, 


but rather life?

To answer this, 


we look at the structure of the Book of Leviticus 



and see four things proposed.  

Our four building blocks of the week ahead.  SLIDE

Rituals, 


Priests, 


Purity, 


and the Day of Atonement.  

These are set up in a chiastic SLIDE

or envelope structure 



building one on top of the other till we reach the most important point, 




Day of Atonement, 



and then work our way back down.  SLIDE
So next week we will look at ritual sacrifices in chapters 1-7 


and ritual feasts in chapters 23-25.  

Someone needs to help perform these rituals, SLIDE

so the following week we will look at how priests are ordained in chapter 8-10 


and the qualifications of priests in 21-22.  

The following week, SLIDE

we will look at purity from a ritual perspective in 11-15 


and a moral perspective in 18-20.  

Rituals, Priests, and Purity will get us fairly far, 


but we are a community, 


not individuals, 

so there is probably something that someone forgot to offer a sacrifice for SLIDE

and so we have the Day of Atonement in chapters 16 and 17 



and our final Sunday before Lent begins.  

From there, SLIDE

we will head into Lent aware that Jesus gave up his life 



as a purification offering for our sins 


and was lead outside the city as a scapegoat 



with the sins of all the people on his head and heart.

Looking at this book 


will show us that SLIDE


“God graciously provides a way for people to live in his presence.”  


He did that fully with Jesus.  

But the system was already in place 


while God's chosen family was still at the base of Mt. Sinai.  


Still trying to figure out how making a little golden calf 



could have upset an all powerful God so much.  

Still following partly out of fear, 


hoping they were not the next to be overwhelmed by God's mighty presence.

These four phases SLIDE

made it clear that there was a way to have a relationship with Yahweh, 



the creator of everything, 


even in their sinfulness.  

The rituals could help them say SLIDE

Thank you 


and I'm sorry 



as necessary through sacrifices 


and remember the great stories of redemption of Israel 



through ritual feasts and celebrations, 




just like we concluded doing with Christmas.  

The Priests were set apart SLIDE

to help the people build a relationship between themselves and God.  

The ritual and moral purity code SLIDE

reminded them that impurity and interactions with death 



were temporary and happen, 


but with time and washing 



life could be obtained in ways 




the rest of the world had not fully lived into yet.  



That of care for the poor, 



sexual integrity, 



and social justice.   SLIDE
While even the most dedicated person could do all these things to the letter of the law, 


perfection on our own was not possible.   
God knew that with Moses, 


but he showed there was a way to overcome our sin, SLIDE


with the Day of Atonement, 


allowing us to dwell with God for another year 



and grow in our understanding of who he is.

All of this ultimately leaves us to make a decision 


of whether we are going to be faithful to the covenant God has made with us?  

One leading to life with peace SLIDE

and abundance in the land.  

The other  leading to disease 


and exile from the land.  

The same call remains today as followers of Jesus.  SLIDE

Will we choose obedience or unfaithfulness?

One leading to Shalom 


and the ability to walk anywhere, 


look someone in the eye, 



and with love for them say, 




the Peace of Christ be with you, 



as you not only shake their hand, 




but give them a joyful hug, 



as you greet a brother or sister in Christ.

So I invite you to join us this Tuesday at 2 SLIDE

as we dive into rituals 


and for the following weeks 



as God lays out a way for us to be able to be in communion with him 


in the Hebrew Bible, 



until the fullness of this plan is fulfilled in Jesus.  

Which as Sheryl helpfully pointed out, 


is what the New Testament Book of Hebrews lays out, 



based on much of what Leviticus makes clear to us.  

I hope this birds eye view 


will help give context and meaning 



to this daunting 


but critical book of the Bible 



that all of us try to ignore to our own peril.  

Let that not be the case going forward.SLIDE

Ritual has its place in building our faith in God!
