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            Introduction

         

         
         I was tempted to title this book How to Be Perfct and let the intentional misspelling convey the irony regarding the audacity of this project. Try as we might, nobody’s perfect.
            Yet Jesus, quoting the Old Testament book of Leviticus, commands perfection (Matt. 5:48). Talk about audacity! The impossibility
            of human perfection leads most people to write off Leviticus as a set of idealistic virtues. Nobody can keep it, so why bother
            trying? The problem is that then you have to write off the Sermon on the Mount too, since so much of that derives from Leviticus.
         

         
         But what if Leviticus isn’t supposed to be idealistic? What if it was meant to do more than show us how much we need God’s
            grace? What if it was written instead to show us how to live life on the other side of grace? After all, the ancient Israelites
            were already God’s chosen people before Leviticus was written. Rather than approaching Leviticus with a view toward mitigating
            its commands, what if we simply obeyed them for a change?
         

         
         Obedience gets a bad rap in our day. The sense is that it reduces faith to a list of dos and don’ts and discounts the relational
            rewards of believing in Jesus. But again, it was Jesus who said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command” (John 14:15).
            Obedience is part of the relationship. For Jews, and thus for Jesus, Leviticus is the pivotal book of the Hebrew Bible. It’s
            impossible to fully comprehend such key New Testament terms as sacrifice, atonement, or blood without some understanding of Leviticus. That which Jesus cites as the second greatest commandment, “Love your neighbor as
            yourself,” comes from Leviticus (19:18). To obey Jesus is to obey Leviticus.
         

         
         But have you ever read Leviticus? Consider Leviticus 19:23: “And when ye shall come into the land, and shall have planted all manner of trees for
            food, then ye shall count the fruit thereof as uncircumcised” (KJV). What are you supposed to do with that?
         

         
         As a Christian—as well as a longtime minister and preacher—I wanted to figure out what obeying Leviticus looked like. Not
            just the passage about loving my neighbor, but the parts about animal sacrifice, Sabbath keeping, skin diseases, homosexuality,
            stoning sinners, and dealing with mold and mildew. But given the craziness of some of these laws, shouldn’t I figure out what
            they mean before I try to obey them? Unfortunately, Leviticus offers little by way of explanation. The best it does is mostly
            a divine version of “because I said so.” Clearly, the only chance I had of understanding the why would be to try what Leviticus says.
         

         
         I wanted to preach a sermon series on Leviticus too. As far as I knew, nobody in my congregation had ever heard one. I had
            one friend tell me that in his former church he had never heard a sermon from the Old Testament. However, I knew that preaching
            straight from Leviticus would go over like slaughtered sheep. But what if I preached a reality sermon series? What if I preached about the lessons learned from my actual obedience? Moreover, Leviticus was written to
            a chosen nation of people. It addresses what it means to be a holy community. What if I recruited others to join me in a month of obedience, a pursuit of the kind of holiness Leviticus teaches? My thought
            was to have some people obey Leviticus with me and then chronicle their experiences online, complete with pictures and videos,
            which I would use as sermon illustrations. And while we were at it, given the capabilities of social media, I decided we might
            as well post the adventure online for the World Wide Web to view and invite others outside our congregation to weigh in with
            their thoughts. And that’s what happened.
         

         
         Needless to say (but crucial to write!), a lot was learned—​about Leviticus, about God, about ourselves. Some of it was assuring
            and some of it disturbing, yet all of it impressed on us the power of obedience as well as the necessity of grace for that
            obedience. In the end, we realized that God’s involvement in the minutiae of human life is a remarkable reality, even if like
            God himself, it remains hidden from our eyes.
         

      

   
      
      
         
         
            
            Chapter One

            Be Like God

         

         
         
            
            Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy.
            

            
            —Leviticus 19:2

            
            Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.

            
            —Matthew 5:48

         

         
         When you’ve been preaching as long as I have, sermons can start to sound a little redundant. Christ is born every Christmas.
            Christ is risen every Easter. We’re saved by grace most Sundays in between. I preach a lot of sermons about loving your neighbor—and
            some on loving your enemies. Although I like to light a little Old Testament hellfire and brimstone during the summer (with
            the steamy weather outside providing reinforcement), mostly I stick to the New Testament. The New Testament seems easier to
            understand. I typically reserve the Old Testament for Advent and Good Friday, along with some during Lent. A psalm might show
            up every now and then too. But I find congregations are happy enough hearing the story of Jesus over and over again.
         

         
         We sometimes forget, however, that Jesus was Jewish; and whenever he preached “the Word of God,” he preached the Old Testament
            exclusively, since it was, after all, the only Testament at the time. The New Testament may seem to be easier to understand, but to fully understand what Jesus meant when
            he used words like unclean or holy or blood, you have to understand the Old Testament too. Jesus said that obedience to all of God’s law can be summed up by keeping the
            two greatest commandments: “Love the Lord your God” and “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt. 22:37, 39), both of which
            originate in the Old Testament. The apostles Paul and James went so far as to say that to “love your neighbor as yourself”
            counts for loving God too (Gal. 5:14; James 2:8; 1 John 4:20–21). Surprisingly, for such an important commandment, “Love your
            neighbor as yourself” shows up just one place in the entire Old Testament. You find it only in the book of Leviticus (19:18).
         

         
         Mention the book of Leviticus to most people, and if they have ever heard of it, what comes to mind is that arcane tome of
            Torah devoted primarily to the proper (and gruesome) management of sin through animal sacrifice. Others may recall mind-numbing
            instructions on how to rightly handle infectious skin disease and mildew, along with a mishmash of seemingly random commandments
            about not mixing fibers and seeds and not sleeping with your stepmother or sister or nephew—commandments deemed either pointless
            or plain common sense.
         

         
         Leviticus is that graveyard where read-through-the-Bible-in-a-year plans go to die. Skeptics know it as ammunition for homosexual
            haters or as a target for animal-rights activists. Many Jews regard it as awkward and outmoded. Its unfamiliar terms and references
            render it irrelevant for modern readers. To slog through all twenty-seven chapters can be unbelievably tedious.
         

         
         Preaching about Jesus citing Leviticus is one thing. Preaching Leviticus itself is something else.
         

         Practice Makes Perfect?

         
         Having conveniently managed to skirt preaching from Leviticus for my entire pastoral career, I thought it might be a good
            idea to give it a shot. Any preacher worth his or her salt needs to tackle the difficult portions of the Bible once in a while.
            Besides, Christians consider the entire Bible to be inspired by God. I ran the idea of a Leviticus sermon series past some
            of my colleagues. They looked at me as if I were attempting sermon suicide—or worse, homiletical homicide (Leviticus would kill our congregation). Who’d get up on a Sunday to hear a homily on mildew?
         

         
         I shared the idea with a few members of our downtown congregation. They smiled—until they realized I was serious. Then they
            asked me when this series was scheduled. I could tell they were making mental notes of the Sundays they’d need to plan their
            weekend getaways.
         

         
         I asked my family what they thought. Worry writ large across their faces. Some of my female relatives who had read Leviticus
            remembered the bizarre assortment of cleansing rituals women had to endure as part of their menstrual cycle. What was going
            to be the sermon application for them? Go catch and kill a couple of pigeons each month?
         

         
         Still, Leviticus is in the Bible, and in one of the most significant parts of the Bible at that. Leviticus occupies the center
            of the first five books of the Old Testament called the Torah (Hebrew for “law”). Along with Genesis and Exodus on one side, and Numbers and Deuteronomy on the other, the Torah narrates
            ancient Israel’s story from its inception through Abraham to its arrival in the Promised Land. Leviticus works like a religious
            road map, detailing a long list of systematic instructions on how the people were to relate to God. This how-to list actually
            starts in Exodus 25 and runs through Numbers 10. It outlines the entire religious system of ancient Israel and, in doing so,
            reveals loads about the character of God himself (since the system is God’s design).
         

         
         One adjective appears over and over again throughout Leviticus: holy. “I am the LORD your God,” Leviticus reads. “Therefore be holy, because I am holy” (11:44–45). Holiness implies ultimate purity and goodness,
            as well as absolute integrity and power (which clearly applies to God); but the word more literally means “uncommon” or “sacred”—that
            is, devoted to God. This was how holiness applied to God’s people. The Lord desired that they be totally devoted to him and
            therefore devoted to purity and goodness.
         

         
         Leviticus appears during that period in Israel’s history when God traveled alongside his people in a mobile home of sorts
            called the tabernacle or Tent of Meeting. Having God nearby was advantageous. But it was also dangerous. Having God nearby
            was like living next to a nuclear power plant. You appreciate all the energy and light, but one wrong move and you’re doomed.
            Aware of their own impurity, the people rightly feared God. Yet they needed God too. God was the source of their salvation,
            healing, and redemption. But how could they approach God on their own without getting blown away by his own perfect holiness?
         

         
         Leviticus provides the solution. It sets up rituals, or protocols, for stepping into God’s presence. You wouldn’t just barge
            into the presence of the queen or the president without following proper protocols (unless you had a death wish). Nor would
            you waltz into the office of your company’s CEO unannounced by his secretary (unless you had an unemployment wish). If this
            is true of a queen or your boss, how much more with the holy God? Leviticus established proper protocol for approaching God,
            complete with secretaries called priests. God picked these priests especially from a tribe descended from a son of Jacob (aka
            Israel) named Levi, which included Moses and his brother Aaron (Lev. 1:7). The priestly tribe was called Levites. This is
            where Leviticus gets its name. Leviticus means “pertaining to the Levites.”
         

         
         The Levites mediated communication between the holy God and his imperfect people. But unlike an impervious monarch or an inaccessible
            CEO, God loved his people and wanted to have a personal, two-way relationship with them. The relationship God established
            is often called a covenant relationship, which worked something like a marriage (an analogy the Bible often uses). God promised to bless his people
            and asked only for their obedience—which admittedly to some sounds like wedlock in the worst sense. In covenant relationship,
            however, both obedience and blessing are motivated by love. And unlike human marriages where promises to love are made in
            God’s name, in biblical covenants, God pledges himself (“So help me, me”). God keeps his promise to bless, and then through
            Jesus’ obedience on our behalf, God keeps our side of the covenant too (Phil. 2:8). Thus, the obedience God asks of his people
            is not an obedience that earns his blessing. Rather, the blessing comes first, sparked by love, and invites obedience as a
            loving response. And if you don’t like the word obedience, go with fidelity or better, devotion. After all, that’s what holiness is: total devotion.
         

         
         For God to invite his people to “be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2), was to invite them into covenant. God set up a covenant with Abraham back in Genesis based
            solely on Abraham’s willingness to believe God’s promises of blessing. (Abraham is the representative chosen person and patriarch
            of all Israel.) This covenant extended to all of Abraham’s descendants, the Israelites (named after Abraham’s grandson Jacob,
            whose existence was proof positive of God’s promise-keeping. See Genesis 15:1–6 and 21:1–7 for details). However, human nature
            being what it is, the covenant didn’t hold up very well. The Israelites’ screwups estranged them from God and enslaved them
            to the Egyptians. Then, when God valiantly rescued them from Egypt through Moses, the people showed their gratitude by building
            a golden cow to worship and thank instead. If you know the story of Moses, you know that the only way the covenant could go
            forward was for God to chisel some serious ground rules in stone. We know these ground-in-stone rules as the Ten Commandments.
            They were foundational to the entire Levitical system. God chose Israel to be his “treasured possession” and a “holy nation” (Exod. 19:5–6), but he had to show them how to live like the chosen and holy people they already were. He had to teach them what holiness looked like.
         

         
         The somewhat random nature of Leviticus might be explained in part by the random way holiness gets taught. Imagine a toddler
            who grabs an electrical cord for the first time. Her parents will respond by telling her, “Don’t do that again,” adding the
            electrical cord to a lengthening list of things labeled “Do Not Touch.” Whenever God’s people did something unholy (wrong
            or threatening to the covenant relationship), it’s as if God hammered on another law to keep them from doing it again. These
            laws pertained not only to their mistreatment of God, but also to their mistreatment of one another. God chose Israel to be
            a holy nation, not just holy individuals. Therefore, certain provisions for living together as a peaceable society were necessary—a function
            that law still serves in our own day. Because our tendency as individuals is to think primarily (and solely) of ourselves,
            something has to remind us and enforce us to consider the needs of others for the sake of the common good (or in the case
            of holiness, the uncommonly good). Leviticus does this by putting forth sexual ethics, household ethics, neighborhood ethics,
            and ethics for business, government, real estate, and law. If you lived in ancient Israel, every aspect of your communal and
            religious life was covered by Leviticus.
         

         
         The ancient world of Leviticus differs dramatically from our own. People don’t kill animals as a way of saying they’re sorry
            anymore, yet the first seven chapters of Leviticus are about slaughtering animals and other strange ways of righting wrongs,
            giving thanks, and being faithful. After that come several chapters about the priesthood (which, if followed today, would
            make any potential clergyperson think twice before applying to seminary). Then come four finicky chapters on cleanness—everything
            from proper food preparation to proper skin care—which make the Lord sound terribly persnickety (apparently my mom was right;
            cleanliness is next to godliness). Following that are a couple of chapters devoted to festivals (Leviticus is the party book of the Old
            Testament), as well as two chapters prohibiting every type of incest and other sexual deviancy (making you wonder what the
            heck was going on back then). Interspersed throughout are various prohibitions against seeds and threads and a few other wacky
            laws that have left even the best Bible scholars scratching their heads ever since.
         

         
         For the most part, Leviticus operates out of an assumed context that is left for us to deduce. For instance, Leviticus never
            outlines the words a priest likely spoke as he burned the sacrificial offerings. Leviticus never explains why the sacrifices
            often included meat, grain, and drink—though together these do comprise ingredients for a tasty menu. We do know that meals
            were of enormous importance in the ancient Near East, but beyond that, the meaning of these Levitical “meals” is never spelled
            out. No explanations appear with regard to kosher foods, banned skin infections, excess facial hair, or taboo tattoos. Why
            beef but not pork? Sure, a cow chews its cud (Lev. 11:3), but so what? Why does a facial blemish get you banished from the
            camp? Why not trim your beard? What’s wrong with indelible body art? Leviticus sets laws prohibiting cross-fertilization of
            crops and wearing fabric blends right beside laws against spreading slander and perverting justice. Because these commands
            are grouped side by side, they seem to share equal importance. As far as Leviticus itself goes, they are of equal importance. But how are hybrid corn and poly-cotton T-shirts as bad as lying and doing harm to other people? The
            Lord says, “Keep all my decrees and all my laws and follow them. I am the LORD” (Lev. 19:37). But why? “Because a holy God said so” seems to be the best Leviticus offers by way of rationale.
         

         
         Perhaps “God said so” is sufficient. But doesn’t blind obedience to the legalities of law only turn people into legalists?
            Legalists follow every letter of the law out of fear of God. Maybe that’s not a bad thing, except that in most cases, this
            fear of God mutates into anger toward God once legalists’ obedience isn’t rewarded the way they presume it should be (think of the older brother in Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son—Luke 15:28). Legalists forget that holiness is a gift of grace that can never be earned or deserved
            (which is why it’s called grace). In the New Testament book of Romans, the apostle (and former legalist) Paul writes,
         

         
         
            
            Now a righteousness [and a holiness] from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified
               freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through
               faith in his blood. (3:21–25, emphasis added)
            

         

         
         Christians interpret this to mean that God no longer relates to people vis-à-vis the law but vis-à-vis grace. Righteousness
            is a gift given, not a bargain struck. In Genesis, remember, Abraham was justified on account of his faith, not his obedience
            (Rom. 4:1–3). In the New Testament, God is no longer the frightening, nuclear power God, but rather the father who welcomes
            home his wayward son before he can get a word of remorse out of his mouth (Luke 15:20). God is the generous vineyard owner
            who pays what he pleases, not what his laborers earn (Matt. 20:1–16). God is the good shepherd who rebuffs sensible business
            logic and abandons ninety-nine sheep in order to retrieve one that was lost (Luke 15:4). People are saved freely by God’s
            grace.
         

         
         All of this leads to the obvious questions: Why bother with Leviticus? Why preach a single Leviticus sermon if the law no
            longer applies? Because like Jesus’ words, the very words Paul uses in Romans to describe grace—righteousness, sacrifice, atonement, blood, justice, glory, redemption, and even grace—are all Levitical terms! As a devout Jew and Pharisee, Paul’s entire understanding of God’s grace and Jesus’ atoning work
            would have emerged out of what Leviticus taught. Ironically, preaching the book of Leviticus only teaches us more about grace.
         

         Just Do It

         
         I needed to preach from Leviticus. Did I dare? Had I stored up enough congregational capital to spend on an entire Leviticus
            sermon series? I worried that a Leviticus series could cause an exodus. Nobody wants to hear about priests burning their daughters
            if they become prostitutes (Lev. 21:9) or about how bodily discharges jeopardize your spiritual standing before God (Lev.
            15:2). Nobody wants to know those things are even in the Bible. But they are in the Bible, along with prohibitions against the disabled (Lev. 21:21) and against eating most insects (Lev. 11:23). And
            this is all straight from God’s mouth. Did you know that Leviticus contains more direct quotations from God than any other
            book of the Bible? That alone is reason enough to study it. Believers in God don’t have the luxury to pick and choose which
            books to heed and which to ignore (even if this is what we do).
         

         
         What would it look like to take Leviticus as seriously as Jesus did? What would it look like to take seriously all that Leviticus
            teaches—not just loving my neighbor, but the parts about animal sacrifices, Sabbath keeping, infectious skin diseases, homosexuality,
            and stoning adulterers too? How could I preach this so that it makes any sense? I wondered. It wouldn’t work to walk through it chapter and verse. Leviticus begins harmlessly enough: “When any of you brings
            an offering to the LORD…” (1:2). But it goes downhill quickly from there: “Offer a male [animal] without defect” (1:3). I could envision people in
            the pews aghast as they thought about burning their tabbies and golden retrievers. Of course, God did not command the Israelites
            to kill their pets. But God did command that they kill their best livestock. What kind of God does that? And even if I managed
            somehow to link the deaths of countless animals to the sacrificial death of Jesus, folks would wonder why I didn’t just preach
            about Jesus to begin with. This was going to be hard. How would I help people hear what Leviticus had to say?
         

         
         I got to thinking about how the Israelites would have heard Moses preach Leviticus. Wandering through the desert, their herds
            and flocks in tow, indebted to a God who had delivered them from their slavery in Egypt, and now dependent on God for their
            lives and identity, how did they hear what Leviticus said? Embedded within the Hebrew word meaning “to hear” is the verb meaning “to heed” (shama'). As far as the Bible is concerned, to hear is to do. To obey is the way to know God. Jesus said, “Wisdom is proved right
            by her actions” (Matt. 11:19). These days we might call it “experiential learning.” Study after study confirms that active
            doing rather than passive listening alone ensures higher retention and application. People learn best by doing.
         

         
         This gave me an idea. If learning by doing worked for the ancient Israelites (and I know the jury is still out on that), maybe
            a postmodern Protestant pastor could give it a go. What better way to learn Leviticus than to live it out? Sort of like reality
            TV applied to church: a reality sermon series!

         
         The idea came to me after reading a book titled The Year of Living Biblically by A. J. Jacobs (Simon & Schuster, 2007). Jacobs, a self-described agnostic Jew, decided to abide by all the strictures of
            Scripture as literally as possible for an entire year, just to see what would happen. I thought, Wow, if an agnostic Jew can get a book’s worth of experience out of following the Bible, how much more could somebody learn
               who actually believes what the Bible teaches? If nothing else I’d get some great sermon illustrations.
         

         
         I got excited just thinking about it. But unlike Jacobs, I couldn’t do this alone. Leviticus was written to a community, not
            to discrete individuals. We tend to miss that almost every mention of “you” in the Bible is plural. The Bible commonly addresses
            communities, be they families, tribes, churches, or nations. Leviticus makes this especially clear: “I will walk among you
            and be your God, and you will be my people” (26:12). I would need to gather a community of people to do this with me.
         

         
Obedience Is a Four-Letter Word
         

         
         I figured every serious Christian at least would want to try to obey the Bible—even the parts we don’t like. Christians too easily dispense with those hard parts of the Bible Jesus himself
            so faithfully followed. (I know, he was Jesus, but still.) Instead of approaching Leviticus with a view toward mitigating
            its commands, what if we heeded them the way Jesus did (which, by the way, would mean not stoning adulterers, if you read John 8:1–11)? While I knew everybody wouldn’t sign on as a participant, surely everyone would be interested in hearing the stories about those who did participate.
            Who wouldn’t want to watch twenty-first-century American urbanites deal with the Levitical consequences of, say, a zit on
            your forehead? (Leviticus says you have to wash your clothes, take a bath, and shave off all your hair—oh, and slaughter three
            lambs.) However, I knew I couldn’t get anybody to go along for a year. I’m not even sure I could pull off a year myself. (What this says about my own obedience is pathetically
            obvious.) Unlike A. J. Jacobs, I decided to shoot for a month.
         

         
         But could I keep Leviticus for a month? Leviticus issues its covenant invitation: “Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). But holiness is a tall order. Who am I kidding? Be holy like God? It’s a tall order made
            a very odd order when you consider how Leviticus depicts holiness. Read Leviticus and you understand why the King James Version often
            translates holy as “peculiar.” It is some weird stuff. Holiness in Leviticus has a lot to do with avoiding contamination, whether from contact
            with mildew or contact with menses, from eating pork or eating with pagans. “You must distinguish…between the unclean and
            the clean,” declares the Lord (Lev. 10:10).
         

         
         The fastidiousness required to adhere to Leviticus explains why Pharisees became pharisaical. It also explains why I was going
            to have such a difficult time convincing others to join me in my Levitical adventure, no matter how attractively I pitched
            it. Who wants to be a Pharisee? On the other hand, it’d be great to sing with the psalmist:
         

         
         
            
            
               
               
                  
                  I rejoice in following your statutes

                  
                          as one rejoices in great riches.

                  
                  I meditate on your precepts

                  
                          and consider your ways.

                  
                  I delight in your decrees. (Psalm 119:14–16)

               

            

         

         
         To obey and be happy doing it would be huge for me. To have others join me in my happy obedience would be even huger.

         
         I needed to sell it just right. But how? Perhaps I should appeal to a sense of adventure (“Just as the Israelites encountered
            God in the desert, so you too…”). Or maybe to a sense of curiosity (“Have you ever wondered how you can turn an outdoor barbecue
            into a worship event?”). Maybe I should take for granted that we’re all Pharisees at heart and appeal to the upside of self-righteousness
            (“Keep the commandments and get a leg up on your backsliding brothers and sisters!”). I could appeal to Jesus’ own words (“Blessed…are
            those who hear the word of God and obey it” (Luke 11:28). Or as a last resort, pour on the guilt (“What, nobody in this church
            wants to obey God for one lousy month?”).
         

         But What Would Jesus Do?

         
         Ironically, I expected that Jesus himself would be one of the main objections people would put up against trying to live by
            the book for a month. A typical response you hear whenever obedience to the law is broached is something along the lines of
            “Jesus fulfilled the law”—which translated means, “I’m free to disregard the law.”
         

         
         I conducted an informal survey at a church-sponsored barbecue luncheon one afternoon. I asked, “Given that the Bible prohibits
            eating pig in Leviticus 11:7, why are you eating pork?” My question was as welcome as a swarm of flies (which Leviticus also
            prohibits eating—11:20). The answer, as the barbecue sauce dribbled down chin after chin, was “Jesus declared all foods ‘clean’”
            (Mark 7:19). I had to score folks points for their New Testament knowledge if not for their table manners. Still, by declaring
            all foods clean, Jesus was saying not that you can eat whatever you want, but that you can’t blame your sin on what you eat. As far as we know, Jesus kept kosher.
         

         
         Jesus did fulfill the law (or as the New Living Translation has Jesus saying it, “I did not come to abolish the law of Moses
            or the writings of the prophets. No, I came to accomplish their purpose”—Matt. 5:17). We are saved by grace and not by obedience. Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross ended any need for further animal sacrifice for sins, and
            the anointing Spirit of Pentecost rendered obsolete the need for a special priesthood. But what do you do when you turn to
            the New Testament and discover that some of the commandments you thought you could ignore are still in force? For instance,
            in the book of Acts, Gentile converts are told that while they don’t have to be circumcised, they should still “abstain from
            food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality” (Acts 15:29). Historians
            argue that the prohibitions against blood were a concession to Jews who comprised most of the early Christian communities.
            But again, the audience in Acts 15 was Gentile. The prohibition against sexual immorality is familiar, but no rare steak? All foods may be clean, but apparently you can’t eat whatever you
            want. Christ’s fulfillment of the law was not a total exemption from keeping it.
         

         
         But how do you determine what keeps getting kept? And what does suitable keeping look like? If animal sacrifice for sins and
            special priests are definitely out, what else is outmoded? Animal sacrifice was about more than forgiveness. Animals were
            sacrificed for worship, to express gratitude, and for healing too. What might that look like in twenty-first-century America?
            Paul goes on in Romans to say that we followers of Jesus are to offer our bodies as “living sacrifices, holy and pleasing
            to God” (Rom. 12:1). Sacrifices may have ended in one sense, but not in every sense. And what about “Do not cut your bodies
            for the dead” (Lev. 19:28)? Does that still apply? If so, how do you obey that? What is that? And why did the blood from guilt offerings have to be dabbed on your earlobe and big toe? What was it about your ears
            and toes that required special treatment? If confession and repentance are the modern equivalent of a guilt offering, should
            confession still involve special attention to our appendages? Since Leviticus does little by way of explaining its rationale
            (aside from “Because God said so”), some kind of interpretive grid for sorting out these things would be necessary.
         

         
         There’s little consensus among Christians regarding how to interpret Leviticus. Some people believe it should be treated as
            little more than ancient Israelite history. Others believe that the Old Testament law constitutes a crucial aspect of current
            Christian discipleship. Plenty of academic thinking has gone into arguing each side and everything in between. I wasn’t going
            to resolve this. However, coming up with some sort of interpretive framework would provide a helpful starting point for this
            Levitical experiment. Our experiment might not determine the proper place of Leviticus in Christian practice, but given the
            practical nature of Leviticus, there was no way to begin settling how it fits into Christian practice without practicing it. We’d discover by doing, not by thinking about doing. Forming an interpretive grid would be a first step, but putting
            Leviticus into practice was the objective. It would not be enough to figure out what we think Leviticus means. We’d need to
            live it—which would go a long way in helping to clarify what Leviticus really means (and thus whether we’d need to keep on practicing it).
         

         Is Anything Too Small for God?

         
         Trying Leviticus out would be the fun part (and, as I envisioned it, the funny part too). Leviticus gets incredibly specific
            about the littlest things. “Examine the mildew on the walls, and if it has greenish or reddish depressions that appear to
            be deeper than the surface of the wall…” (14:37). I could already picture participants scouring their bathrooms and kitchens
            each morning while wondering why God cared so much about kinds of mildew. Okay, maybe this wasn’t going to be so fun after all. Living Levitically was going to take time and concentration.
            Practically every aspect of day-to-day life would be affected.
         

         
         Could it be that God really does care about everything? Maybe God wants our lives to slow down and be more intentional for holiness’ sake. Maybe God wants us to radically transform
            our priorities. This is nothing new. The gospel calls for intentionality and a radical transformation of priorities too—the
            last go first (Mark 9:35), and the least are the greatest (Luke 9:48). The gospel teaches that God, who exists as exalted
            and eternal, nevertheless humbled himself in Christ to reach his people and died to take away sin and thereby make it possible
            to live lives worthy of our salvation. If I believe that, then I have to humble myself and die to myself too—whether that
            means forgiving my enemy and turning the other cheek (Matt. 5:39), letting go of my lifestyle to care for the poor (Matt.
            25:37–40), or maybe even paying more attention to what I wear and what I eat.
         

         
         Jesus said that you can tell a tree by its fruit (Matt. 7:20). What we believe is not what we say we believe. What we believe is what we do. This link between faith and deeds derives from Leviticus. God is concerned about
            every aspect of life because faith permeates every aspect of life. Faith is not a private matter but a public life lived.
            Telling a tree by its fruit implies an ability to see the fruit. If this Leviticus experiment was to be true to Leviticus,
            then any obedience had to be observable.
         

         
         When God spoke to Moses atop Mount Sinai (after rescuing Israel from Egyptian slavery), God told him to tell the Israelites
            that they needed to demonstrate their favored status by their obedience (Exod. 19:3–6). The idea, I think, was so that all
            the other nations would see Israel’s special treatment and want to be a part of it too. It’s like whenever someone notices
            another’s happiness. They want that happiness for themselves. Granted, the risk of trying to keep Leviticus, as demonstrated
            by the ancient Israelites themselves, is that what others witness is not the happiness of obedience but its frustrations and
            failures. Yet that was part of the lesson—and the reason for more grace.
         

         Show and Tell

         
         If forming an interpretive grid was the first step, and putting Leviticus into practice was the objective, a mandatory corollary
            would be going public. Visibility was the only way our own congregation and anybody else could learn about Leviticus from
            us. They would view our fruit and our failure. Our friends, family, neighbors, and coworkers needed to notice something different—even
            peculiar—about us. But I didn’t want to only go public locally. If we were to be “a light to the nations,” as God told the
            Israelites they would be in Isaiah (51:4), we needed to go public globally.
         

         
         What better way to go global than through the Internet? My idea was to use our church website and blog to post stories and
            photos for anyone to view. Yet I wanted observers to do more than merely watch. I wanted them to engage and inquire too. What
            about using the popular social networking site Facebook? Facebook networks you to friends from your school, work, or community
            and then keeps you up to speed on one another’s lives, attitudes, and activities as you post them on your own Facebook page.
            Interests, thoughts, conversations, narratives, pictures and videos, various groups and causes—anything that can be digitized
            is fair game for posting on Facebook and fair game for viewing by the millions of people on Facebook. I’d have each participant
            open a Facebook account (if they didn’t already have one) and post their exploits. I’d also create a “Living Leviticus” Facebook
            group for people to join so that they could comment and discuss all that we were discovering. If we learn best by actually
            doing, we learn second best through dialogue with those who do the doing. Facebook would provide a great platform for ongoing
            discussion.
         

         
         Facebook would also provide a great platform for our makeshift Levitical community. Because participants in this experiment
            would be spread all over the place geographically (that’s how it is with my urban church), being able to keep up with each
            other online every day through Facebook would supply a kind of virtual community within which to live Leviticus together. It would also supply some community oversight.
         

         
         Lack of discipline was a big problem for the ancient Israelites, and certainly it would be a problem for us too. Facebook
            would update us on each other daily, so as long as people were honest (which Leviticus 19:11 commands), we’d know who was
            keeping kosher and who needed help to keep from falling off the Levitical wagon. At the same time, falling off the wagon could
            be as instructive as successful obedience. Often the best lessons we learn by doing are the lessons we learn by failing. Then
            again, God kept the Israelites wandering the desert for forty years because all they ever did was fail—even with God himself
            visibly present in their midst. Learning by failing doesn’t work if you never learn. Forty years? Would we be able to make
            it thirty days? I struggle with obedience every day. Shoot, I struggle with wanting to obey any day. Day One of my living Levitically would probably be fine. The novelty would be enough to get me through.
            But after realizing what it takes to get through one day of Leviticus, would I be able to do a Day Two? Would any of us? Or
            would our only success be feeling bad for being bad Christians? Would that be all the law is good for—to show us what miserable
            sinners we are?
         

         
         If reading Leviticus succeeds only in making you feel bad for being a bad Christian, you’ve missed its point. Leviticus isn’t
            in the Bible merely to show you your need for grace. It’s in the Bible to show you what grace is for. The ancient Israelites
            were already chosen people before God laid down the law. God didn’t choose Israel to be his people because he knew they could
            be law-abiding citizens. God chose them because he loved them. The law’s purpose was not to save anybody. Rather, its purpose
            was to show saved people how to live a saved life. Yet even with grace, holiness presents plenty of challenges. In my sermons, I preach that grace gives power to live a holy life (2 Cor.
            12:9). But what happens when you have the grace you need and end up screwing up just as much? It’s one thing for people to
            feel bad about their own failed obedience. I didn’t want to make them feel bad about God’s grace too.
         

         
         But maybe, just as failed obedience creates the need for more grace, grace itself would generate the desire for better obedience.
            Leviticus demonstrates the necessity for both grace and obedience.
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