Unintentional Sin
Punchline: Sin happens unintentionally and systematically.  We are still responsible, but God still forgives.
1) Levitcus begins with a description of 5 types of offerings to be made by the Israelite people:

a. Burnt offerings – entirely burned up, made as an atonement for sin

b. Grain offerings – to dedicate a life or a work or harvest to God

c. Well being or fellowship offerings – Shalom: peace and wholeness.  Thanksgiving, supplication, vow.  Thanks, please, I promise.

d. Purification or sin offerings – to cleanse sinful nature (not to atone for the sin as the burnt offering, but to restore a person back into cleanliness).

e. Guilt or restitution offerings – making up for sinning against another human being, especially through deceit or fraud
2) These offerings tell us about many different kinds of sin, but I want to focus on one type of purification offering or sin offering (the 4th category) that teaches us something about sin.

3) Often times we think of sin in terms of action which is individual and intentional against God or another human being.  If I steal from a person, in general that’s sin.  If I choose not to go to church, in general, that’s sin.  If I choose not to give a tithe, in general, that’s sin.  Individual and intentional.  However, this part of the Levitical law shows us something different about sin:

<slide> First it shows us that sin can be unintentional.  <click> We often think of sin as being a conscious choice, but Leviticus shows us that even accidental or mistaken effects of our choices are our responsibility.  Back then, an unintentional sin might be if someone unknowingly touched a dead body or if someone accidentally ate something they weren’t supposed to, but then later found it.  It wasn’t on purpose, but they were still responsible and still had to make a purification or sin offering.
Similarly, today, if I’m joking around with someone and I tease them in jest, but it really hurts their feelings - even if I didn’t mean it, even if I didn’t know about it - it’s still my responsibility.  Or perhaps I buy something on the internet, say off of ebay, that happens to be stolen, but I didn’t know about it.  That’s still my responsibility.  Neither ignorance of the expectations nor ignorance of the impact of our actions is an excuse.  We are not only responsible for the intentional actions we take against God or others; we are also responsible for the unintentional consequences and effects of actions we take and we must confess them and make amends for them, even if we don’t know what they are.
<click> The second thing we learn about sin is that it is also communal.  We often think of sin as being the action of one person, but Leviticus shows us that a whole community or a system is still our responsibility.  Back then a sin of the community might be if they permitted an ox with a habit of goring people to live or permitted intermarrying.  It’s not the choice of one individual; it’s the sin of the community as a whole and the whole community was responsible for it – even the people who had no idea about the ox or the intermarriage.  (Because we are so individualistic in America, we really struggle with this idea, but you see it throughout the bible – the whole community is punished or the whole community is saved by the actions of a few or even one).
Today, an example of this might be if the company I work for decides to cut corners somewhere and sells an unsafe product.  The guys down at the plant are just following orders.  The management is just doing what the CEO wants.  The CEO is just trying to generate profit for the shareholders.  The shareholders just want a return on an investment.  And here I am sitting in my office with no say in the matter and no power to do anything about it.  According to Leviticus, I am still responsible, because at the end of the day, I benefit from it – the fact that my company cuts corners pays my salary.
So sin can be unintentional and sin can be communal and yet still be our responsibility.  Now, many of our sins are both unintentional and communal and these are the things I think this text draws our attention to today.  I’ll just give you a couple of examples – when we go to the store and buy a product, most of the time we have no idea where it came from, who made it, what materials were used, what the byproducts are, to whom our money is going, or any of the other links in the chain that bring that product to the shelf for us to buy.  According to Leviticus, we are responsible if that company is dumping toxic waste, exploiting sweat shop labor, or using unfair practices to put the competition out of business.
Another example: We don’t know most of the things our elected officials do and we don’t know most of what our government does at most levels.  We don’t know a lot about how our government treats people of other countries on our behalf, we don’t know what kind of back room deals our public servants make, we don’t know how much influence different donors or lobbyists have.  And yet, according to Leviticus we are responsible if our armed forces kills an innocent person or if a corrupt judge convicts an innocent person.
This reality is rather discouraging.  Reading through Leviticus there are so many different ways that we might go wrong and know about it, but now we also have to deal with unintentional sins and communal sins?  You might be thinking, “This is an impossible task!  How am I supposed to do anything about this?” <Slide>
#1 - We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to make a difference <click> – to stand up against systems of injustice and to do our part, whether large or small, to avoid and even fight against unintentional and communal sin – with our votes, with our wallets, and with our voices.  We are given power to affect an influence the system, especially when we unite as a church.  (A few years ago, a number of denominations including the PCUSA got together and boycotted Taco Bell and Yum Foods Inc. because they purchased the cheapest tomatoes they could find which happened to come from a series of farms that exploited the local laborers.  As a direct result of the boycott they made a commitment to only buy tomatoes from farms that pay a fair wage.)
But #2, at the end of the day, the whole point is that it is an impossible task.  The point is that we are broken people who are part of a broken creation.  There is no way to exist without sinning.  There is no way to be perfect…So thank God for grace!  We are responsible for the sins of the community, but we are also saved by the redemption of the community.  At times, we sin through no fault of our own, and by grace, we are saved through no merit of our own.  Jesus is our sin offering.  He is the sacrifice that cleanses us of our unintentional sin and our communal sin.  Our sins died with him on the cross and we are raised with him as new creations.  Even though we sin unintentionally as well as intentionally and even though we sin communally as well as individually, in Jesus Christ, we are made right with God and we are called by God to make the world right.  In the face of the discouraging reality of unintentional sin and communal sin, we can always say, “Thank God for grace.  Thank God for Jesus.”
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