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Believe It or Not!  Drop That Bacon-Wrapped Shrimp?    Sunday, 7/31/22 

Last week we looked into the politics of Jesus and taxes, only to discover that his 

teaching has less to do with money and more to do with identity and allegiance. As those 

who belong to Jesus, we must be willing to sacrifice our individual liberties for the sake of 

showing love for our neighbors, and not just in the way we pay our taxes. 

Today we look into our kitchen pantries and ask the question, do the things we stock 

our cupboards and refrigerators with offend God? The answer to that question could 

certainly be yes, from any number of perspectives. Is buying imported rather than locally 

sourced food bad stewardship of God’s provision? Are we wasting food by buying more 

produce than we can eat before it spoils? Is it right for us to support industries that practice 

non-sustainable farming? Is it right for us to eat so much and so often, when so many in this 

country and world are going without food and clean water?  

The issues surrounding a theology of food could be enormous! But we can’t answer 

all those questions today. Instead, we’ll focus on just one: Does God still care if we eat 

animals with cloven hooves but don’t chew the cud? Does God condemn us when we eat 

fish that have scales but no fins? In short, do we all have to swear off bacon-wrapped shrimp 

in order to be right with God?  

Let’s start with what Jesus had to say about this. I’m reading from the Gospel of 

Mark, beginning with chapter 7, verse 14, in the New Living Translation. {Read Matthew 

22:15-22 NLT} 

The provocation for this teaching from Jesus was the ritual washing of hands and 

dishes by the Pharisees and teachers of the law, not the dietary restrictions, but the same 

point applies. It’s not how we wash our hands or what we put into our stomachs that makes 

us unclean, it’s what we hold in our hearts.  

It’s important to disambiguate the word “unclean” here. As its used in our Bible, 

unclean doesn’t refer to the presence of dirt or bacteria, it refers to whether something is 

acceptable to God in terms of the ways God’s people live and practice their worship. We all 

know that it’s a good idea to wash our hands before eating. That’s not why these ritual hand 

washings took place. They believed that performing the ritual made them right with God, in 

the same way that eating the right foods made them right with God. But Jesus set them 



2 

straight. 

I wonder what kind of religious rituals we still practice today, believing that the 

performance of the ritual pleases God? Could Sunday worship be an empty ritual? It sure 

could, if our hearts don’t approach God with repentance and reverence. Could prayer be an 

empty ritual, even the Lord’s Prayer? Yep. Anything we do on the outside, without a humble 

heart inclined toward God, is a futile attempt at satisfying the one who knows us better than 

we know ourselves.  

In modern parlance, we call the foods eaten by orthodox Jews kosher. You’ve 

probably seen kosher hotdogs in the grocery store, which means, among other things, that 

they don’t contain any pork, because pigs are animals that have cloven hooves but don’t 

chew the cud.  

What possible reason could God have for instituting these kinds of dietary restrictions, 

and why do so many still practice them? It’s common to hear people explain these away as 

God’s plan for healthy living. While it’s true that there are some particular health challenges 

associated with eating foods like pork, there are for kosher foods as well. Listeria, E.coli, 

and Salmonella are just a few of the possibilities. Besides, it would make no sense at all for 

God to roll back a healthy eating plan once Jesus was on the scene. Is the coming Kingdom 

of God really not concerned that we treat our bodies as temples of the Holy Spirit? No, we 

need a better explanation than healthy living for the Levitical purity code. Fortunately, 

scripture itself gives us the answer, as it so often does.  

Within the Hebrew text of Leviticus, we find this clue: “You must consecrate 

yourselves and be holy, because I am holy.”1 This word that we translate into the English 

word holy, often describes a character of God, but it also describes God’s desire for us. You 

might ask, how could not eating pork make someone holy? The answer has to do with what 

holiness means.  

In one sense, to be holy is to be sacred, that is, belonging to God. The opposite of 

sacred is profane. We usually think of profane as a word belonging to things like swear 

words and dirty jokes, but its origin really stems from the distinction of belonging to God or 

 
1 Leviticus 11:44. New Living Translation (2nd Edition) 
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not. And that gets us to the second meaning of holy, which is separated, or set apart. We read 

in Leviticus: “So set yourselves apart to be holy, for I am the LORD your God.”2 ; “I have 

set you apart from all other people to be my very own.”3; and “They must be set apart as 

holy to their God and must never bring shame on the name of God.”4 

Clearly, God’s purpose in all these seemingly crazy rules about eating stemmed from 

God’s intention that God’s people be marked as different, set apart from pagans as being 

sacred, belonging to God, holy. 

Let’s think about how a kosher diet might encourage holiness. There’s a concept out 

there called “the habit loop”5 that’s usually used to break bad habits by bringing to light the 

cues that precipitate the habit, the details of the routine performed, and the reward we 

receive for performing it. For example, in the case of the Pharisees who we fixated on their 

washing rituals, the cue might be the preparation for making an offering in the Temple.6 The 

reward might be the approval of their peers and acceptance in the orthodox community. 

This same lens can be used to understand good habits as well. The most difficult part 

of forming a new habit, or in breaking an old one, is in interrupting and changing our 

unconscious behaviors. It’s helpful to establish a new cue that serves to raise awareness in 

the moment. For God’s people, recently rescued from slavery in Egypt, the new habit that 

needed forming was a radical rejection of polytheism and a single-hearted commitment to 

worship God alone. What better way to remind people of their new identity than the cue of 

daily meals? Although there’s plenty of disagreement on this point, I believe that the main 

reason God established these dietary rules in Leviticus was to serve as a reminder to God’s 

people of their call to be unique, set apart, belonging to God, holy. 

One commentator put it this way: “The Israelites obeyed God's instructions several 

times each day, developing deep in their consciousness an attitude of obedience to God. That 

all the people observed these laws at every meal was a mighty force of solidarity uniting the 

people… It separated the Israelites from their polytheistic neighbors and became a 

 
2 Leviticus 20:7. Ibid 
3 Leviticus 20:26. Ibid 
4 Leviticus 21:6. Ibid 
5 https://charlesduhigg.com/how-habits-work/ 
6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Handwashing_in_Judaism#Hand_washing_in_the_Temple 
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distinguishing mark of their national identity.”7 

But when Jesus showed up on the scene, we established a new means of marking our 

allegiance to God and our identity as God’s people: the way we love the other. As Jesus told 

his disciples, “Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples.”8 

But here’s a little secret. This was God’s intention all along- we just weren’t ready for it yet. 

How do I know? Because right there along with the wacky eating laws in Leviticus we find 

this: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”9 That right, God’s plan all along has been 

that we identify ourselves as holy, belonging to him, in the way we treat others. That’s not so 

complicated, is it? Holiness isn’t found in what we eat, or the t-shirts we wear, the bumper 

stickers on our cars, or the crosses hanging around our necks. We are called to be set apart in 

the way we show love to the other. Somehow everything keeps coming back to that one 

unavoidable truth of Christian living. 

Apparently, loving others can be hard, or we’d see a lot more of it happening among 

Christians. Perhaps what we need is some new cues to help us form some new habits. I’m 

not suggesting that we go back to a kosher diet, but surely there must be some tangible ways 

for us to interrupt the routines of our days long enough to be reminded of whose we are and 

why we’re here. 

How about setting an alarm for several times a day, and whenever the alarm goes off, 

you stop and reflect on what you’re doing and how you’re demonstrating God’s love for the 

other? I said that external things can’t save you, but things like crosses and prayer beads kept 

on our bodies can be helpful reminders to encourage us in our journeys toward greater love.   

Maybe there are some phrases that might help. Sheryl likes to say, “God bless your 

day” at the end of every conversation. I like the way that always get’s me refocused. I’ll 

often say, “God willing” after making some plans to remind myself that God always has the 

right to interrupt my plans for a better purpose.  

How about you? What’s a new cue that you can add to your day to remind you that 

you have been set apart to love your neighbor? 

 
7 John E. Hartley. Leviticus: Word Biblical Commentary, p. 163. Word Books. 
8 John 13:35. New Living Translation (2nd Edition) 
9 Leviticus 19:18. New Revised Standard Version (1989) 
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Please take some time now to reflect on something you can add to your day to remind 

you of your call to love others. 
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