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The prohibition in verse 33 against oppressing said 
aliens assumes that the normal cultural mode was to do 
just that—oppress, enslave, despise, neglect. Verse 34 
unpacks that to remind us that not only is the alien not 
to be oppressed; we are to treat the alien as a fellow 
citizen among us. Even more amazing is the command to 
love the alien as we love ourselves. This hearkens back to 
Lev. 19:18’s command to “love your neighbor as you love 
yourself,” giving a firm answer to who might be included 
as neighbor. Verse 34 is clear: “Love the alien as you love 
yourself.” The alien, the refugee, is your neighbor, and 
as such, neglect is not an option. All actions toward the 
alien are to be motivated in love, as opposed to fear, 
apathy, or any other emotion. Presumably because we 
may not feel like it, we are commanded to love the 
alien in our midst and to welcome the wandering stranger 
in need. 

 The “why?” of this commandment is compelling: “For 
you were once strangers in the land of Egypt.” And then 

EXEGETICAL NOTES

Telling the Story

 Chapter 19 of Leviticus as a whole is the Holiness 
Code of the Priestly writer. Though the priestly source 
has no 10 Commandments, this Holiness Code is every 
bit as important for this writer as the 10 Commandments 
are for the Deuteronomist. Leviticus 19: 1-16 gives a 
much broader and detailed instruction both socially and 
morally than the 10 Commandments. 

 Quite apart from our imagined and practiced dualism 
of “sacred” and “secular,” a key assumption of the 
Holiness Code is that it encompasses all of life, including 
cultic requirements, ethical expectations, family life, the 
passage of time and calendar obligations, the conducting 
of business, social relationships including family and 
sexuality, and both civil and criminal law. 

 As a key principal from the beginning of the Torah 
that life is about relationships with God and with one 
another, Leviticus and its Holiness Code suggest that the 
way one loves God is to love the neighbor. As becomes 
the case later in Luke’s Gospel with the parable of The 
Good Samaritan, the question becomes, “Who is my 
neighbor?” This question begins to get to the heart of 
our passage, verses 33-34.

 Note that the passage doesn’t say “If an alien 
resides in your land.” It says “When.” Aliens, strangers, 
refugees, “the other among us” are simply assumed. 
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SERMON OUTLINE

 Our culture is clearly at its most polarized point in 
my 56 years on this planet. Politicians, economists, and 
religious leaders alike stir up and appeal to the second 
greatest motivator and force in the cosmos: FEAR. If 
we can be convinced and taught to fear those who are 
different, we will also learn to label them, to exclude 
them, to oppress them, and to hate them. If we don’t 
want to destroy or oppress those we fear (which some 
do), we at the very least want to exclude them. We want 
to build walls—walls that separate, that define who is in 
and who is out, who belongs and who doesn’t, who is the 
“normal”, and who is the “alien.” 

 Poet Robert Frost ponders the whole issue of 
boundaries that separate us in his poem “Mending Wall.” 
In response to his neighbor who always says, “Good 
fences make good neighbors,” Frost wonders, 

“Before I built a wall I’d ask to know 

What I was walling in or walling out, 

And to whom I was like to give offense. 

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 

That wants it down.” 

 Certainly boundaries are an incredible and necessary 
gift to the blessing of relationships, and we all need to 
know them and learn to respect them. But what are 

the classic reminder that obedience to this command is 
not optional. “I am the Lord your God.” That means the 
one who spoke and speaks all creation into being and 
who rescued you from the land of Egypt. Hospitality, not 
just to those like us, becomes a major theme throughout 
the Old Testament, and the prophets will issue forth 
scathing indictments later on against those in power 
and privilege who neglect or oppress the weak and the 
powerless, including the refugee. 

APPLICATIONS FOR TODAY

 Who is the alien among us? Who is “the other, not like 
us”? How do we treat them? A refugee is someone who 
is seeking a home, a place, a belonging, usually having 
been driven from their previous homeland. It can happen 
through physical geography or ethnic profiling, but it 
can also happen for a number of other reasons—political 
affiliation, religious belief, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, family of origin, political persuasion, etc. How 
does our culture oppress or ignore and neglect them? 
How might we begin to put flesh on acting in love toward 
them, in obedience to God’s commandment?

 You can be an advocate for the refugee. Write a letter 
to your governor, your state legislator, and your U.S. 
congressperson letting them know that you and your 
faith community support compassionate treatment and 
welcome of refugees.
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to all, especially the alien, then we act even sometimes 
quite apart from our feelings in love, in obedience to 
God’s command. 

 Leviticus evokes, though not explicitly, the Golden 
Rule. “You were once strangers in the land of Egypt. You 
must treat others, especially the stranger in your midst, 
as you wish you had been treated.” Loving the alien and 
refugee is not negotiable. God, who is a God of liberation 
from all bondage, has spoken.

appropriate boundaries? And when do we go so far with 
boundaries that they become that which separates us 
and thwarts relationship?

 For Leviticus, and later for Jesus, the ultimate law 
is the law of love. This love is not a feeling at all, for 
if it could be counted on as such, God would not feel 
the need to command it. And yet God does command 
it as a part of the critical Holiness Code of Israel. Love 
is the one force stronger than fear, and if we cannot 
practice it by conjuring up our feelings of benevolence 


