
SAINT LUKE 

S   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

17TH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST 
 

DEUTERONOMY 6: 1-9 
HEBREWS 9: 11-14 
MARK 12: 28-34 

PSALM 119 
     
 

A SERMON BY THE REV. BO REYNOLDS 
OCTOBER 31, 2021 



“When Christ came as a high priest of the good things that 
have come…he entered once for all into the Holy Place, not 
with the blood of goats and calves, but with his own blood, 

thus obtaining eternal redemption.” 
 
 In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. AMEN.  

 
 Out of curiosity, and you’ll forgive me, I hope, 
for putting you on the spot, how many of you by a 
show of hands have ever read through the book of 
Hebrews? 

 
 It is, in my experience, one of those books in 
our canon to which we rarely refer. The entirety of 
the text is shrouded in mystery: Who wrote it? When 
was it written? What is the text even about?! 

 
 Well, to fully understand that, one must read 
two other oft-neglected texts: Leviticus and Numbers.  
 
 These two books from the Torah retroactively 
imagine the predecessor to Jewish Temple worship in 
detail, ritual centered not around a temple in 
Jerusalem, but a fabled tent pitched in the wilderness 
called the Tabernacle.  

 
 Fans of the scholarly work Indiana Jones and the 
Raiders of the Lost Ark might recall that it was first 
within this tabernacle that the Ark of the Covenant 



resided. The ark, designed by Moses from divine 
instructions, was a movable chest carried by the 
people of Israel first in the wilderness, covered in 
gold, containing the Ten Commandments along with 
other relics, covered by a lid called the mercy seat, 
and topped with two cherubim. When not on the 
move the Ark of the Covenant was placed in the 
furthest chamber of the Tabernacle, hidden behind a 
veil.  

 
It was said that the very presence of God would 

dwell between the cherubim, and once a year, the 
high priest would enter behind the veil to sprinkle 
the ark with the blood of sacrificial bulls and goats to 
absolve the people of Israel of their sins.  

 
 This sacrifice of sacrifices would be offered by 
the High Priest, who would go behind the extremely 
thick, woven veil to stand before the presence of God 
for but a moment to “atone” for the sins of the 
people. This held high risk for the priest; if he was 
found unworthy, he would die before the presence of 
God. Legend has emerged that the priest would wear 
a fringe of bells and a rope tied around his ankle. 
Attendants on the other side of the veil would know 
to drag the dead body of the priest out from behind 
the veil should he fail to jingle with enough 
regularity….let that be a warning for you today, Fr 
Ancona. Be sure to make some noise this morning… 



 
 “Well, thank you,” you might say, “for that 
obscure history lesson. I’m sure it will make for 
interesting cocktail chatter next time I’m stuck next 
to an archeologist.” 

 
 Dusty,  obscure religious lore, sure. But this 
message is also the very core of our mission as 
disciples.  

 
 This ‘atonement’ which would be made for the 
people behind the veil is an interesting one. The 
word in Hebrew means ’to cover over’ or ‘to pacify.’ 

 
 And this is exactly what the author of Hebrews 
sets up as the counter or the shadow to the sacrifice 
of Christ for us as, in the words of the author, a new 
high priest.  

 
 Christ, according to the author, is not a high 
priest who shudders to go behind the veil, a man as 
weak and as flawed as the rest of us. This is not a 
high priest who relies on the sacrifices of other 
innocents, a priest who uses the blood of others for a 
sacrifice. This is not a high priest who seeks only to 
cover over wrong, buy us another day, a mere mortal 
pleading to pacify God. No, the author says, this is a 
High Priest who comes to bring eternal redemption. 
Literally, in the Greek , Jesus comes to redeem, to 



ransom, and to deliver.  
 
 Why does this matter? Look at our world, our 
own country and communities for a second. We are, 
collectively, a people desperate for redemption and 
deliverance, and with absolutely no clue how to 
achieve it. Look at the questions we’re grappling with 
socially: 
 
 How do we atone for centuries of racism and 
slavery, sin which was not ours to start but certainly 
ours to inherit and continue? 
 
 How do we reincorporate those who have failed 
back into broader society, whether inmate or 
politician?  
 
 Who will absolve us of the war, the climate 
decimation, and the violence done at our borders, in 
our name, for our unacknowledged benefit?  

 
 Individually and collectively, how often are we 
like the Israelites of old, scrambling to cover and to 
pacify, scrambling to find a scapegoat to punish, 
someone to take the fall, to hold all of our blame and 
guilt so that we might externalize our own moral 
struggle? 

 
 How then do we, a body centered around Jesus 
who brings us *eternal* redemption, bring this 



message to bear in our world?  
 

 To answer this question faithfully, we must first 
understand what we proclaim. Christ in his sacrifice 
on Calvary stops the endless cycle of harm, 
scapegoating, and punishment which animate our 
political, religious, and personal lives, our need to 
blame, to expel, and to Other-ize in order to seek 
justice.  

No longer is it something else’s, someone else’s 
blood on the altar here; Christ steps in to this ancient 
cycle of torment and instead offers *his blood* *his 
innocence* *his vulnerability* in the place of those 
we would rather see punished. Jesus as our High 
Priest shows us that if even God does not need our 
blood and our sacrifice to set things truly right, it is 
not our place to require the same of our neighbor or 
of ourselves. Paul says it this way to the Ephesians: 
“You...who once were far off have been brought near 
by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace in his 
flesh he has made both groups into one and has 
broken down …the hostility between us...that he 
might create in himself one new humanity in place of 
the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both 
groups to God in one body through the cross…” 
 
 He has broken down the hostility that he might 
create one humanity in the place of two. 

 
 This is where the health of the church and its 



mission really matters, today, St Luke’s. First and 
foremost we are proof of concept of the Gospel’s 
claim to be able to change the human heart. We are, 
in a small, limited, and imperfect way, a sign to this 
sinful and broken world that unity may overcome 
estrangement, forgiveness heal guilt, and joy conquer 
despair. Our claim to the world is that if God in 
Christ can free us from the same cycles of 
punishment and alienation in our own lives, it can 
do the same for them.  

 
 If the church is to honestly proclaim the 
message of Jesus our Great High Priest, two things 
must be true. 

 
 First, we must be a people of repentance. 
Repentance, not because we serve an angry God who 
seeks to punish us if we do not achieve perfection, 
but because we see now how far God will go to 
redeem us from the worst of ourselves. Repentance 
because the knowledge that we are not left to our 
own devices leads us into deeper spiritual maturity, 
giving us the confidence to face those things of which 
our consciences are afraid. Live lives not of fear and 
bowing and scraping, but of honesty and liberation.  

 
 Second, and most important, the church must, 
individually and communally, be a voice and a 
presence in a world which is absolutely shredding 
itself in order to quiet the voices of millions of 



scapegoats throughout time.  
 

 We must be courageous enough to speak the 
truths which are finding fresh voice while absolutely 
refusing to name anyone as ‘enemy’. No new victims 
or outcasts are to be made, because the perfect 
Victim has already offered himself.  

 
 This sounds naive, but I am deadly serious. 
That uncle who votes for a political party you loathe; 
the colleague who espouses views you find 
repugnant; the friend who has totally gone off the 
deep end during the pandemic. You are called to 
speak the Truth in Love to this person, to begin to, 
in some small way, chip through the hostility which 
divides our common humanity. You are not called to 
completely change their mind or reform their 
behavior. But as much as we are able, by the Grace of 
God, we are called to always keep the door to 
reconciliation open and refuse to alienate or 
scapegoat another person, to hold the space for their 
own humanity in a way they may never reciprocate. 
Pray for the people in your life you would rather cut 
off. Christ the Great High Priest will be with you as 
you do this.  

 
 I’ve gone on too long, and so I will let Howard 
Thurman summarize the ethical implications for us 
here: “The religion of Jesus says to the disinherited: 



‘Love your enemy. Take the initiative in seeking ways 
by which you can have the experience of a common 
sharing of mutual worth and value. It may be 
hazardous, but you must do it.” 

 
He has broken down the hostility that he 

might create one humanity in the place of two. 
Christ the Victim, Christ the Priest parts the veil into 
a new way of life, a life lived with honesty and 
humility, a life which is God’s pledge to the rest of us 
that unity may overcome estrangement, forgiveness 
heal guilt, and joy conquer despair. AMEN 
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