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Text: Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18 

Today’s scripture from the fourth book of Torah is a portion of the Leviticus laws tell the 

people of Israel what God expects of them, how they are to live with each other. They are an 

elaboration of the Ten Commandments. Let us prepare ourselves for the Word of God as it 

comes to us in the reading of Holy Scripture.  

19:1 YHVH spoke to Moshe, saying: 2 Speak to the entire community of the 

Children of Israel, and say to them: Holy are you to be, for holy am I, YHVH your God! 
9 Now when you harvest the harvest of your land, you are not to finish (to the) 

edge of your field in harvesting, the full-gathering of your harvest you are not to gather; 
10 your vineyard you are not to glean, the break-off of your vineyard you are not to gather 

— rather, for the afflicted and for the sojourner you are to leave them, I am YHVH your 

God!  
11 You are not to steal, you are not to lie, you are not to deal-falsely, each 

[neighbor with neighbor!] 
12 You are not to swear by my name falsely, thus profaning the name of your 

God- I am YHVH!  
13 You are not to withhold (property from) your neighbor, you are not to commit-

robbery. You are not to keep-overnight the working-wages of a hired-hand with you until 

morning.  
14 You are not to insult the deaf, before the blind you are not to place a stumbling-

block: rather, you are to hold your God in awe; I am YHVH!  
15 You are not to commit corruption in justice; you are not to lift-up-in-favor the 

face of the poor, you are not to overly-honor the face of the great; with equity you are to 

judge your fellow!  
16 You are not to traffic in slander among your kinspeople. You are not to stand 

by the blood of your neighbor, I am YHVH!  
17 You are not to hate your brother [or sister] in your heart; rebuke, yes, rebuke 

your fellow, that you not bear sin because of [them]!  
18 You are not to take-vengeance, you are not to retain-anger against the sons and 

daughters of your kinspeople- but be-loving to your neighbor (as one) like yourself, I am 

YHVH!  

From Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses: (The Schocken Bible, Volume 1)  

A New English Translation with Commentary and Notes, 1995 
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As I read through this passage a couple of weeks ago, the litany of behaviors to which 

God says “No!” were stacking up in my mind like a dangerously unstable pile of wood:  

No hoarding every last grain or grape from the field;  

No stealing, no lying, no sharp practice;  

No taking God’s name loosely or vainly;  
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No cheating, no robbing, no using your power over your workers; 

No insulting someone who’s deaf because she can’t hear you; no making things 

difficult for someone blind because he can’t see; 

No corruption in application of the law; 

No special favors for the poor;  

Absolute equity for one and all! 

You get the impression that the God who made all these observations and 

commandments knew that we are a long, long, long way from the Garden of Eden. These are 

words filled with weary knowledge of human nature. They are familiar. We know hoarders, liars, 

insulters. Sometimes we make excuses for our humanness: really, who could expect anything 

else? It’s just human nature.  

For the life of me, all I could think of was that line of Rose Sayer, played by Katherine 

Hepburn in The African Queen: “Nature, Mr. Alnutt, is what we are put in this world to rise 

above.”  

It gets a laugh every time. Partly because of Ms. Hepburn’s classically patrician accent. 

Also, at this point in the movie you may have had a touch more sympathy for Humphrey 

Bogart’s character than to the lady who seemed not to understand the amorality of the jungle: 

simply and constantly dangerous, requiring constant vigilance in order to survive.  

Then again, the human nature that Charlie Allnut had been defending was his deep desire 

to get a little drunk. And Rose Sayer was a heck of a lot tougher than she at first appeared.  

She also was entirely correct — at least in the view of the prophet Moses, who speaks the 

words of today’s passage from Leviticus.  

No slandering your kin; no standing by when your neighbor is in trouble.  

No bearing grudges: if someone has done you wrong get it out in the open and 

deal with it;  

No vengeance.  

No nursing anger.  

Personal confession: I was doing okay with those laws up until Moses included “no 

bearing grudges” and “no nursing anger.” Darn it all.  

All the heavier are these commandments, because most are cast as warnings and 

admonitions: not this, not that, not the other. In fact only two are phrased as positive commands: 

“Holy are you to be, for holy am I, YHVH your God!” and “be-loving to your neighbor (as one) 

like yourself.” And that last one — a few verses later Moses will push God’s law even further by 

considering the case of the alien or foreigner in the land: “like the native-born among you shall 

he be to you, the sojourner that sojourns with you; be loving to him (as one) like yourself, for 

sojourners were you in the land of Egypt” (19:34). Like the native-born among you shall be the 

immigrant, the refugee, the asylum seeker: be loving to her.  

Imagine what a people we would be, if every person who claims to follow Jesus Christ or 

the Torah took to heart that teaching.  

But it can be overwhelming. Maybe it won’t surprise you that in the three-year cycle of 

readings for worship followed by many Christian churches, this is the one and only Sunday that 

the book of Leviticus shows up. Despite that Jesus quoted from it often.  
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Because really, how on earth are we to keep from getting overwhelmed by all that we 

should not do? How resist the temptations?  

Since it is, evidently, human nature  

 to grab and grub,  

 to hoard and hold,  

 to nurse anger and nurture grudges,  

 to cheat and chatter,  

 to slip and slander  

— how shall we ever rise above? How vanquish the impetuous and rascally hungers of 

the hurting hearts and inner demons?  

It doesn’t happen overnight. Fr. Anthony De Mello tells: 

There was once a hard-working and generous farmer who had several idle and 

greedy children. On his deathbed he told them that they would find his treasure if they 

were to dig in a certain field. As soon as the old man was dead, the children hurried to the 

fields, which they dug up from one end to another, and with increasing desperation and 

concentration when they did not find the gold in the place indicated. 

But they found no gold at all. Realizing that in his generosity their father must 

have given his gold away during his lifetime, they abandoned their search. Finally, it 

occurred to them that, since the land had been prepared they might as well now sow a 

crop. They planted wheat, which produced an abundant yield. They sold this crop and 

prospered that year. 

After the harvest was in, the sons thought again about the bare possibility that 

they might have missed the buried gold, so they again dug up the fields, with the same 

result. After several years they became accustomed to labor, and to the cycle of the 

seasons, something which they had not understood before. 

Now they understood the reason for their father's method of training them, and 

they became honest and contented farmers. Ultimately, they found themselves possessed 

of sufficient wealth and no longer to wonder about the hidden hoard.  

Had we but world enough and time, as the poet said, we might convert our greed to good 

labor.  
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But you will have noted that today’s scripture is utterly silent on how we are to obey. 

This is typical of the Good Book. Oh, no doubt that the Bible has direct instructions: feed the 

hungry, clothe the naked, make room for the excluded, resist any accumulation of human power 

or worldly goods. But for all those examples, most often the Bible gives less example to how we 

are to follow God’s ways, and much more to why.  

Like the Creation stories — plural, of course, because there are two in Genesis, and more 

elsewhere — they have sketchy and conflicting explanations of how things came to be, but 

brilliant clarity on who did the creating, and why: God, because God is the essence of life and 

goodness.  
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19:1 YHVH spoke to Moshe, saying: 2 Speak to the entire community of the 

Children of Israel, and say to them: Holy are you to be, for holy am I, YHVH your God! 

Be holy. Why? Because holy am I, YHVH your God.  

Be holy. Now, a definition is in order, because the word “holy” is usually misconstrued. 

No less an authority than the Merriam-Webster dictionary gives as its first meaning: “exalted or 

worthy of complete devotion as one perfect in goodness and righteousness.” In other words, be 

annoyingly good. Like Rose Sayer in The African Queen.  

But that is not the Bible’s meaning. “Holy” has a more specific, much deeper meaning: 

“set apart.” “Other.”  

19:1 YHVH spoke to Moshe, saying: 2 Speak to the entire community of the 

Children of Israel, and say to them: Set-apart are you to be, for set-apart am I, YHVH 

your God! 

If you would be faithful to God, you will choose to set yourself apart from the ways of 

the world, as God is set-apart. You could get extreme about this and join a monastery or convent, 

but in a way the harder path is to stay where you are, in the community you know, and seek 

every day to be set-apart because God is set-apart.  

How you and I pull that off is less important than why: because we belong to the God 

who created shalom — wholeness and harmony, justice and joy — and keeps inviting us to 

extend that blessing. Shalom is not the way of the world: it is God’s way, set-apart, holy. 

So the farmer leaves the edges and corners of her field unharvested, in order that those 

who are hungry — which is the community’s doing, not God’s doing — may glean something to 

eat. Why? Because God’s very self is formed of love and justice, which means that God is 

entirely set-apart from greed or fear or anxiety. God calls us to be set-apart from the human ways 

of fear and anxiety, to act in the holy ways of love and justice. At the very least, that means a 

change in harvesting practice for the farmer.  

You hear it after every nearly every verse: I am YHVH! That name is shorthand for all 

that we know of God: the Creator from whom all blessings flow, including our best, true selves.  

4   

Hoarding is understandable because we know the ways of humans. But I am YHVH!, 

says God, set-apart from such ways: set-apart yourselves, because that is who I made you to be.  

Stealing and lying and sharp practice are understandable because we know the ways of 

humans. But I am YHVH!, says God, set-apart from such ways: set-apart yourselves, because 

that is who I made you to be.  

Insulting and spurning and favoritism and carrying grudges and thinking you have special 

knowledge and feeling superior and casting judgment on your neighbors and your family are all 

understandable because we know the ways of humans. But I am YHVH!, says God, set-apart 

from such ways: set-apart yourselves, because that is who I made you to be.  

You can’t know God until you begin the work of set-apartness. You can’t know God until 

you aim for holiness. But in the moment you do — there I am, says God.  
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Go figure. This strange, demanding, uncomfortable scripture ends up teaching that God is 

not impossibly remote: God is right at hand, and God’s existence begins to glimmer when we 

recognize our own shadowy desire to keep out the stranger and gather up more goodies for 

ourselves — then by daring to care even at the cost of hurt; by opening up our hearts and our 

homes and our communities even when it disrupts our way of life, we see God more, brilliantly, 

like this morning’s clear dawning sun. Because that’s what God does! Holy God, down to earth 

God, relentlessly compassionate God, who would rather be wounded — would rather die on a 

cross — than put a limit on grace.  
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And in case this is the first sermon you’ve heard, or in case it is the last that you hear, 

carry this: God loves you exactly as you are, and loves you too much to leave you that way. 

Embrace it: even now God is setting you apart, to be a blessing to God’s beautiful, wounded 

world. That’s who God is. Amen.  


