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“Rules for Inclusion” 
Sermon by Phil Romine 

Leviticus 11:1-23 
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Before you even have the chance to 
flip to the first page of chef Sean Sherman’s 
inspiring cookbook, you read this inside the 
front cover: “Sherman dispels outdated 
notions of Native American fare…and uses 
no European staples such as wheat flour, 
dairy products, sugar, and domestic pork 
and beef.” After decades in the restaurant 
business, the professional chef who grew up 
on the Pine Ridge reservation says, “I had to 
shuck off layers of European culture and get 
my hands on native greens, herbs, 
vegetables, eggs, fish, and game foods that 
have stood the test of centuries.”i 

Is there something inherently unhealthy 
about wheat or dairy or sugar or pork or 
beef? In the appropriate amounts, not really. 
But these staples have a unique history in 
Native America. 

In his introduction, Sherman writes 
“I’m often asked why we don’t have fry 
bread on the menu or offer a recipe for fry 
bread in this book. Fry bread is a simple 
food but also a difficult symbol linking 
generation with generation, connecting the 
present to the painful narrative of our 
history. It originated nearly 150 years ago 

when the U.S. government forced our 
ancestors from the homelands they farmed, 
foraged, and hunted, and the waters they 
fished. Displaced and moved to reservations, 
they lost control of their food and were 
made to rely on government-issued 
commodities—canned meat, white flour, 
sugar, and lard—all lacking nutritive value. 
Controlling food is a means of controlling 
power. 

“Fry bread represents perseverance 
and pain, ingenuity and resilience. ‘Frybread 
is the story of our survival,’ writes Sherman 
Alexie. Yet, fry bread contributes to high 
levels of diabetes and obesity that affect 
nearly one-half of the Native population 
living on reservations. The average piece of 
this fried white-flour dough (the size of the 
eight-inch paper plate it’s served on) weighs 
in at 700 calories and contains 25 grams of 
fat. When you pile on the processed cheese 
and potted meats of an Indian taco, you’ve 
got a recipe for chronic illness and pain.”ii 

I don’t know chef Sherman 
personally, but I have a hunch that he 
doesn’t pass judgment on those of us who 
consume wheat or dairy or sugar or pork or 
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beef. I don’t think that’s what his “no” to 
European staples is about. Rather, as he puts 
it, Sherman sees “how food weaves people 
together, connects families through 
generations, is a life force of identity and 
social structure.”iii 

Every Saturday morning, I bring 
Hugo with me to the German bakery close 
to my home. The smells and tastes and 
intermittent German I hear transport me 
back to my time with my host family when I 
was an exchange student. And they whisper 
to me that I have much work to do: in 
understanding more deeply my own 
ancestry; and how it evolved over 
generations in this country. A pretzel stick 
that costs one dollar weaves me back into 
my own past, known and unknown; it 
connects me across borders and time to 
family I love in Germany; I would 
wholeheartedly agree with Chef Sherman 
that that simple pretzel stick is a life force of 
identity for me.  

But I doubt a pretzel stick is going to 
do much for him.iv In order to chart a new 
course, to write a new history, to live into an 
identity and social structure founded on 
Native strength and resilience following 
generations of attempted genocide with 
weapons as sinister and simple as food; it’s 
necessary first to say, “No. I will stop eating 
this. Instead, I’ll start eating that.”  

After the Temple was destroyed, after 
the Israelites were driven from their 
homeland, their religious and cultural rites 
forbidden for generations under Babylonian 
conquest—certain barriers were necessary if 
Israel was to survive the generations-long 
attempted genocide of their people. This is 
likely the historical context out of which large 
portions of the Hebrew Scriptures were 
committed to writing. They needed 
fundamental ways to be woven together as a 

people, to be connected with their families 
from times before the exile, to have a living 
identity reinforced by a social structure. And 
so there were some things the Israelites 
needed to say no to, if they wished to remain 
a distinct people, if they didn’t want to 
assimilate into the surrounding dominant 
cultures. And avoiding animals used in 
foreign religious rituals and eaten by others 
in those cultures was one way to remain 
distinct.v 

Because God’s prohibitions against 
certain types of animals aren’t just about 
ritual sacrifice. The priestly manual of 
Leviticus isn’t just for the rich priests. It’s also 
for Israelites who fish.vi It’s for Israelites who 
set traps for birds.vii It’s for Israelites who live 
off of bugs.viii The people God has set apart, 
the people who are holy, are the sacred 
priests offering the fattest lambs and the 
peasants subsisting on the smallest 
grasshoppers. Together all classes of 
Israelites say no to the cultures around them, 
so that they might say yes to building their 
culture that serves as a witness, as the 
witness, to God. 

And we can start to see how this 
group of people builds an ethic of inclusion 
among themselves. The most revered priests 
and the homeless peasants all have the 
opportunity to be set apart, to be holy, by 
virtue of the foods they share in common. 
Any distinctions that may have once existed 
for them—in times when Israel wasn’t 
struggling to survive—are dissolved by diet. 
If controlling food is a means of controlling 
power, a people’s revealed, self-directed diet 
is perhaps the most fundamental way to live 
according to that power. And following food 
rules written from a perspective of 
abundance may just be the most 
fundamental witness to God as the giver of 
all that we receive.  
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For those of us raised in this country 
on the cultural values of scarcity and 
competition, it may be hard to discern the 
abundance underlying today’s reading. So, 
again, Chef Sherman provides a way of 
seeing that we are surrounded by abundant 
sources of food, by an abundance of power: 

“[I]n Minneapolis, it [is] easy to see 
that foods we ignore or rip out as weeds are 
among the most delicious, interesting, and 
nutritious. Wild greens such as dandelion, 
purslane, plantain, and lamb’s ear grow like 
crazy in our backyard. Instead of eradicating 
them, use them in salads and to season 
soups and stews. The acorns that crunch 
under car wheels, if gathered right when 
they fall from the trees, can be transformed 
into delicious gluten-free flour. A wealth of 
wild hazelnuts, raspberries, strawberries, 
and chokecherries grow along highways, 
free for the picking.”ix 

And you know what else is 
abundantly available? Third Sunday lunch. 
Wednesday lunch. I said it in my very first 
sermon here nearly 4 years ago, and I’ll say 
it again: the abundance of God that is 
witnessed by Wednesday and Sunday 
lunches; this says no to the idea of scarcity 
and competition as cultural values. It says no 
to the class lines that so often divide us. 

Instead, it says yes to anyone and everyone 
sharing a meal together. It says yes to an 
abundance of grace that literally fills us. It is 
not without work, or toil, or knowledge, or 
patience; Chef Barb would tell you that, just 
as readily as chef Sherman would.  

So, in the months that follow, what 
might it look like for Central to think about 
what rules it has for food? What rules are in 
place currently that protect this life-giving, 
liberating ritual of pay-what-you-can 
lunches? What makes this approach to food 
and community distinct? What do you need 
to say no to, so that you can continue to say 
yes to being witnesses of God’s abundance 
of good food, of unending grace? 

Write them down. Talk about them. 
Argue over them. And then, like you always 
have, offer them freely. Because that’s what 
the ancient exiles of Israel did: yes, these 
rules were for a specific people at a specific 
time, but they weren’t kept a secret. Chef 
Sherman isn’t planning to ban non-Native 
people from his pop-up dinners or lectures 
or his soon-to-open restaurant: his food is 
offered for everyone to enjoy.  

For the strength to say no to what 
threatens us, so that we might say yes to the 
One who gives us life, and gives it 
abundantly, I say thanks be to God. Amen. 
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