

The handling of holiness		Leviticus 5:14 -6.13 (and through to 7:38)

Leviticus opens with teaching about offerings. A people who journey with God, who desire his holy blessing, are regulated. God holds out the means for not being trapped by human failure. Sin is not acceptable and must be atoned for. Furthermore, God leads his people to do better than to take blessings for granted, and instructs his people to do all they can for the sake of peace, good relations between people. And, as we talked about last week, the scope of God's saving work reaches as far as unwitting sin - the degrees to which any of us have failed to comprehend without even realising it. Our hope in God is to do with seeing more clearly, loving more dearly and following more nearly, day by day.
	And so we have picked up from there with today's reading. Let's call the theme, the handling of holiness. It begins in the later part of chapter 5 with the stipulation for guilt offerings in the case of breach of faith and unwitting sin in regard of the "holy things" of the Lord.
	The teaching focuses on handling but before we get to that we need to be clear on what makes something holy. The set-up in Leviticus is that with the receiving of the word of God which culminated in full instructions for the design of the tabernacle, holiness was at its heart. To bring an offering to God was to perform a holy act, and that which was offered thus took on being a holy thing. The analogy would be my wife's engagement ring. On the shelf it was an item with a price tag on it, full stop, but once bought and given and worn it was vested; it's still a thing, a material object, but it's not like any other ring any more. A holy thing by definition has been set apart. Within the tabernacle, holiness was inherent to the ritual of worship.
	But let me say a little more, because still it gets misunderstood. Holiness is not inanimate, rather it is where there are growing plants and breathing animals, breathing people, movement and action and above all a God who is (and we shall come back to this) a consuming fire. For all that people then start talking about holy furnishings and objects and walls even when they are not in use, time rather than place is a much more meaningful carrier of holiness. It is when the offering is brought, and first of anything in the Bible, it is the day on which God's work and rest are most particularly to be recalled, one day in seven, which call for a word like holy to be used. So, for holiness to be part of human experience, it is through our setting apart time and effort and things in the context of life and it is in God meeting us in this time - as we give and receive. And then we also need to take a breath to be clear that touching on holiness is but a "sign", a sign that all that is created is of God, the earth belongs to the Lord. There is nothing in a sense which is not precious in God's sight. His people mark out samples, so to speak, of holy time and holy things.
	Now back to our reading! At the end of a section of teachings on "unwitting sin", the Torah gives a rule on where human laxity has come into the handling of holy things. The God who provides a way back for us when in some general context we fail to act as we should now also points the way back for when in and around acts of worship and offering things there are lapses or inadvertent mistakes. The reckoning is to offer to God compensation of the offering which should have been brought in the first place, and then with an extra attached. I suppose we have been used to that in regard of train travel. If you're without a ticket when you could and should have got one before embarking, it now costs more. Defrauding God is looked at dimly. Lazy prayers and stingy offerings are not impressive. Forgive us our debts. We owe much to the God who has saved us. 
	And then, rather importantly, Leviticus puts out that our trying to get away with something in regard of a neighbour is equally sinful. At the very point at which religious duty is being safeguarded, so also the importance of being a good citizen is being underlined. We don't defraud God, and we don't defraud our neighbour either. And if we have dishonestly pressed our own advantage, there is a need both for civil reparations (plus bonus, because it should never have been tried in the first place), and then also a recognition that also this needs to be atoned for in the sight of God. 
	So as we stop here in Leviticus, we have what is of course picked up later in Scripture also, that to live well with God implies that we live well with our neighbour. Jesus used actually a verse from later on in this book of Leviticus to help his summing up of the law - love God and love your neighbour as yourself - and it was not out of the blue novel teaching. For Jesus, it was his life and death to model the service of God and the service of the neighbour. Jesus offering himself, the Son of man and the Son of God - a fulfilling of what is owed with extra attached - this was the sign of God being truly served and the neighbour being truly loved. We with our neighbours (we may not be friends necessarily!), still we have holy obligations there.
	That's a lot of food for thought for me if no-one else, but there's one more section which we read, or at least tasted. We began reading about how the Lord said to Moses, Give Aaron and his sons this command. And we heard how these priests were to handle holy things, priests and burnt offerings we read about, but then it goes on after that to grain offerings, sin offerings, guilt offerings, fellowship offerings, and the priests handling all of these: it's quite long, up to the end of chapter 7. Now, we've worked hard in previous weeks to get our heads around a strange world of sacrifices and ritual: here is spelt out yet another element, the role of the priesthood.
	I'm not going to do much with this today, because the next chapters also are about priests and that's next week! But here at least is this point. From the beginning of chapter 1 Leviticus is in the area of what you and I offer, should offer, sometimes fail to offer to God in His service. And from that we emphasise quite rightly as I've been doing even this evening), how do we behave in God's sight? what is happening in this world; what goes wrong even in us, and how do we, by God's grace, come back into His loving and tender arms of mercy? The rituals of sacrifice in the Old Testament, fulfilled by the self-giving of Jesus Christ on the cross, invite us to move far beyond simply wringing hands: we are being shown the way into a newness of life. But here, with the emphasis on the priests who handle the worship rituals of the Old Testament, here it might seem like repetition but it's sort of looking at things from the other end. The priest is at the forefront of helping people connect with God (that's his job!); he focuses God being present. With the honouring of the priests, with the careful actions instructed for the priests to carry out, with the care that priests don't starve or go naked (nor their families!), Israel was to be constantly drawn back to God. Without a priesthood, in other words, without God asking people to honour Him in His temple (or in this case, the Tabernacle), there would have been no sign from God's side of His will to draw the world close to Him. Some of us are reading through Ezekiel at the moment: that very raises the question, how does a people in exile cope when all the regular markers of good life are lost? Without the Temple or tabernacle, they said how will we sing the Lord's song in a strange land? We give thanks for a priesthood: that is what this part of Leviticus is on about.
	Hold on to that thought and then ponder other details. For instance, the fire must be kept burning: that was in the section we read. Day and night, the fire must be burning on the altar. There is stuff which gets taken out to the ash heap, we are told, but the altar where the offering is made, don't let the fire go out! Or when the text gets to talking about fellowship offerings, there's an emphasis on thanksgiving, and let thanks be offered then and there, on that day (7:15). And, the flesh, the meat will only be good for a short time; by the third day it is no use (7.18). Take these details and you know, along the line of the history of salvation - in the Bible and ever since - we will ask, who are the priests, who is the priestly people of God through whom God focuses His presence? A priesthood is needed by God as a sign of His presence. What does it mean to be told we are a royal priesthood? And then on what altar is the fire to be kept forever burning: is it not the altar of our hearts? And then the meat, the flesh no longer good on the third day; on the third day Christ came no longer only in this body.
	The handling of holiness is bound then to lead us into talking about being a holy people. With God, in God's world, holiness is closeness, being bound up with Him. God is with us! 

