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Worship Service  
on Leviticus 15:19-24, the womanÕs discharge 

 
Context: Wednesday worship at Bethany Theological Seminary, April 23rd, 2008; senior sermon 

by Elizabeth Keller. 
 
Setting:   The service was held in Nicarry Chapel at Bethany.  Upon entering the sanctuary, the 

seating arrangement was divided.  On one side, there were about 60 chairs set up; and as 
people entered the sanctuary, all persons were instructed to sit together on this side.  To 
the other side, there was a Red Tent (canopy-style) set up with burlap on the floor for 
sitting underneath (and a center piece with water pitcher and vessels and angel food 
cake), as well as, about 20 chairs set up closely surrounding the Red Tent (to suggest, that 
these chairs included persons under the tent).  To the front of the sanctuary was a worship 
center draped with red, flowing fabric and several candles Ð simple and elegant.  As 
peopled entered the sanctuary, all women were adorned with a RED scarf. 

 
Leading: The order of worship was designed by Jessica Bauman (1st year student at Bethany) and 

Elizabeth Keller  (graduating senior at Bethany).  Jessica Bauman served as Worship 
Leader.  Delora Roop (administrative assistant at Bethany) accompanied us with drum 
and piano.  Rob Miller  (1st year Bethany student) designed the Worship Center.  Stephen 
Reid (academic dean at Bethany) read Scripture.  Anna Lisa Gross (2nd year student at 
Bethany) presented readings from The Red Tent.  Elizabeth Keller preached the message, 
ÒFlow Spirit Flow.Ó  Amy Gall Ritchie (director of student development at Bethany) 
shared in prayer. 

 
Order Of Worship:  

 
Pre lude 
Invitat ion to Openness  

[all were invited to be Open to the Spirit as we gather for worship]  
Gather ing Hymn   ÒGathered Here in the MysteryÓ     Supplement 
#1046 

[accompanied with the beating of a drum, sung four times through, in a round] 
 
Red Tent  ~ Separat ion 

[ the following words were spoken by Jessica Bauman:]  
 
Heed these words from the Holiness Code, Leviticus 15:19-24:   
 
ÒWhen a woman has a discharge of blood that is her regular discharge from her body, she shall be in her 
impurity for seven days, and whoever touches her shall be unclean until the evening. Everything upon 
which she lies during her impurity shall be unclean; everything also upon which she sits shall be 
unclean. Whoever touches her bed shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and be unclean until the 
evening. Whoever touches anything upon which she sits shall wash his clothes, and bathe in water, and 
be unclean until the evening; whether it is the bed or anything upon which she sits, when he touches it 
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he shall be unclean until the evening. If any man lies with her, and her impurity falls on him, he shall be 
unclean seven days; and every bed on which he lies shall be unclean.Ó   
 
According to this code all women, who are deemed unclean, signified by their red scarves, shall rise and 
take their place in the red tent in order that the rest of us remain clean. 
 
[all women were instructed to take their place under the Red Tent; men and women now sat separated]  

 
Responsive Prayer             written by Jessica 
Bauman 
 
Speaker: Passionate and Living Creator, you formed us and set in motion our lives.  Intricately you 

wove us into this world.  With so much awe in your creation, why do we twinge or ignore 
the beautiful life giving nature of blood? 

 
Women: We find ourselves many times uncomfortable to speak of Òthat time of the month.Ó  

Why?  Is it that we are unclean like it says in Leviticus?  Are we impure and to be to be 
touched? 

 
Men: We also find that it can be uncomfortable to speak of a womanÕs menstrual cycle.  Why?  

It is something that our sisters go through every month, a natural occurrence in their 
bodies.  Yet, we are separated or separate ourselves from this important event in their 
lives.  How should we ask them to share their stories with us? 

 
ALL: Why separation?  Why not celebration and wholeness? 
 
 
Hymn     ÒSpirit of the Living GodÓ   Blue Hymnal, #349 
 

[sung through twice]  
 
Scr ipture  Reading           Leviticus 15:19-24 
 

[here the Scripture was read in both Hebrew and English by Steve Reid] 
 
Message      Òflow Spirit flowÓ 
 

[part One] 
 

written by Elizabeth J. Keller 
 
 

So I was standing in line last summer waiting for a frozen fruit drink, when my brand new friend Roshni 

Rai Ð Roshni who was raised in Nepal in the Hindu faith Ð asks me matter-of-factly, ÒElizabeth, are you 

allowed to attend temple when you are menstruating?Ó  [pause]   From there, two women Ð in so many 
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ways foreign to one another Ð became friends as we shared our stories of periods and purity, of cramps 

and customs, of shame and secrecy, of life and love. 

 

Since the beginning of our creation, I am convinced, women have gathered around the mystery of 

menstruating.  In fact, men may not know this, but there is such a mystery, that often times when women 

live and work together, they begin to flow together Ð no kidding, if you have ever lived in an all-female 

residence hall, then you know what I mean.  So today, here in this sacred space, all women flow 

together.   

 

Because we share in common, the menstrual cycle, it can create a sacred space of story-telling.  

Swapping stories of our symptoms is always a highlight Ð ÒYeh, my belly bloats, my face blemishes, my 

breasts ache, my hormones flare, and I want CHOCOLATE.Ó  Other times we swap those sometimes 

shameful or sometimes surprising stories Ð when we first began or when we began unexpectedly or 

when we didnÕt begin Ð but we should have . . . (if you know what I mean).  Yet other times we share 

stories of sadness Ð when the blood stops flowing, when the eggs stop dropping, or the baby stops 

kicking.   

 

From our ovaries to the fallopian tubes to our uterus . . . WAIT A MINUTE, do you men actually knows 

what happens down there, in there?  AlÕright just in case, a quick tutorial: women are born with a life 

supply of unfertilized eggs stored in the ovaries.  Each month only one egg reaches maturity; it then 

travels through the fallopian tubes into the uterus.  All the while, the lining of the uterus is thickening, 

thus preparing space to grow new life.  Once the egg reaches the uterus, it can be fertilized Ð thatÕs 

where the men come into play.  If the egg is fertilized, a fetus begins to grow.  If itÕs not fertilized, then 

the lining of the uterus sheds, which is the blood that flows from us . . . 

 

I know this text and topic might make many of us uncomfortable.  So I thank you for your openness Ð to 

listen, to participate, and to imagine.  So as we sit separately, yet together, I invite each of us to listen 

closely and imagine how the Spirit of life flows from all of us, male and female Ð blood and seed Ð each 

of us participating in the cycle of death and life. 

  
ÒFlow Spir it FlowÓ . . . 

 
By now, IÕm imagining that these words evoke new images as we engage the Leviticus text, 
Òfor when a woman has a discharge of blood from her body, she shall be in her impurityÓ . . . 
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Such mystery and division course through our history and traditions of the womanÕs menstrual cycle.  

Such ambiguity arises as we attempt to make sense of this Leviticus text.  Men making meaning in the 

Priestly Code and the Holiness Code of this Òvaginal blood, which pollutes.Ó  Women making meaning 

with their lives and with their bodies and in their relationships with self, others, and God as to this 

Òvaginal blood, which cleanses.Ó   

 

What image comes to your mind when we speak of BLOOD? 

 

Blood often evokes images of fear, loss, pain Ð and yes, death.  We imagine the blood of Christ dripping 

from his body and from the cross.  Yet the Hebrew word for blood, dam, is strongly associated with life 

. . . blood is a life-giving agent (offering us oxygen, in fact) Ð it flows and breathes and cleanses new 

life, just as the blood of Christ triumphs over death and rises to life eternal.   

 

So why then is a womenÕs discharge of blood considered impure? 

 
As descendants of the Abrahamic traditions, I turn to our Jewish friends for wisdom and insight, and 

especially to the book entitled, ÒWomen and Water: Menstruation in Jewish Life and LawÓ edited by 

Rachel Wasserfall.  In her work, Wasserfall quickly expresses how the laws of family purity which 

govern the niddah Ð meaning ÒmenstruatingÓ or Òmenstruating womanÓÐ how these laws have been 

interpreted and reinterpreted throughout the centuries.  She shares three stories demonstrating how these 

laws have deeply impacted familial and cultural communities Ð through separation and oppression, 

through secrecy and shame, and yet, even through spirituality and wholeness.   

 

Niddah is derived from the word nadad, meaning ÒseparationÓ or Òbeing removed.Ó  Originally, 

restrictions regarding niddah focused on preserving the purity of the Temple.  The Priestly Codes then, 

addressed how women and menÕs natural discharges defiled the purity of the Temple.  Purity was not 

about morality; it was about the relationship between Jew and Creator.  Thus, it is not a sin to 

menstruate Ð but it does separate us from God. 

 

In addition to the Priestly Codes come the Holiness Codes.  The Holiness Codes address the activities 

dependent on the will of the actors.  Here it is about morality.  It is an act of volition, for example, for a 
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man to have a sexual encounter with a menstruating woman.  Menstruation then becomes attached to a 

sinful act.  Thus as Wasserfall suggests, niddah comes to describe a forbidden act. 

  
This duality Ð as you can imagine Ð has caused much ambiguity . . . 
 
ambiguity in how we interpret the womanÕs menstrual cycle,  

 
One interpretation of menstruation describes it as impure because it represents a loss of 
potential life, of not being whole.  It is true, menstruation is the shedding of blood that 
was preparing to carry new life Ð but reason tells me that it is impossible for a woman to 
become pregnant every month Ð seeing that it takes nine months to grow life Ð thus I can 
conclude, if only by reason alone, that God did not intend for our bodies to create life 
every month, thus this shedding is natural Ð and a sign of health and vitality . . . the 
cycles of our bodies always making room for new life . . . [this sounds theological, if you 
ask me!]  (pause)   
 
We have so much yet to learn from our bodies.  Might the natural shedding and 
flowing Ð not separate us from God Ð but reveal GodÕs mystery of life and death? 

 
there is also, ambiguity in how we implement laws and life that govern a womanÕs menstrual cycle,  
 

As the Leviticus text demands, women are not to be touched.  Throughout different 
periods of antiquity, women have been segregated and separated into what was called a 
Òhouse of impurity.Ó  There they could not adorn themselves, ate alone, and could not 
continue their household duties Ð because only pure food could be eaten in the presence 
of God.  Even in the times that women were not physically separated, they were always 
considered impure and unclean Ð made to feel untouchable, made to feel dirty, messy, 
and filthy, made to feel unworthy of God’s love.   
 
We have so much yet to learn from GodÕs law.  Might the natural shedding and 
flowing Ð not separate us from community Ð but make us whole Ð by revealing the 
miracle of life in both males and females, in both blood and seed?  Each of us holds the 
gift of giving physical life . . . and for those here among us, who are unable to give 
physical life, may you know that each of us holds the gift of giving birth to spiritual life.   

 
and yet, there is ambiguity in how we imagine our relationship with God during our menstrual cycle . . . 
 

Where two or three are gathered, I am there among them.  Theologian and teacher, Steve 
Reid, tells me that it is only recently that the scholarly realm has really began to talk 
about menstruation Ð as he put it, ÒAs the demographics change, then what we talk about 
changes.Ó  So even though it has been taboo to talk about a womanÕs discharge, like I 
insisted earlier, women have been talking about it from the beginning of our creation.  
Shunned and separated from the men perhaps, yet we stand in solidarity as women 
sharing our story in sacred spaces.  Where two or three are gathered sharing their stories, 
God is revealed.  Life and love are revealed.  
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No other place does this come alive then in the pages of Anita DiamantÕs book ÒThe Red TentÓ . . . Here 

she tells a Midrash to the Biblical story of Dinah, daughter to Leah who is married to Jacob.  Told from 

DinahÕs voice, she speaks the stories of her mothers Ð not only Leah, but Rachel, and Zilpah, and Bilah 

(all wives to Jacob) Ð and how these women transform the tradition of the Leviticus Code Ð of a 

womanÕs discharge.  The women enter into the Red Tent at the rising of the new moon (for they too 

flow together) Ð for three days and three nights, they gather in what becomes a sacred space . . . shunned 

and separated? Ð oh no Ð delighted and grateful; dirty and filthy? Ð oh no Ð rested and salty . . .    

 

Hear now the voice of Dinah,  
May her words and images soak into your being,  

as she tells their untold, unspoken stories  
of the life and death that flows from these womenÕs wombs . . . 

 
 

[at this time, the sermon pauses;  
Anna Lisa Gross rose from within the Red Tent,  

dressed in peasant-like clothing, portraying Dinah, and spoke these words. . .]   
 

The great mother whom we call Innana gave a gift to woman that is not known among men,  
and this is the secret of blood.   
The flow at the dark of the moon, the healing blood of the moonÕs birth Ð  
to men, this is flux and distemper, bother and pain.   
They imagine we suffer and consider themselves lucky.   
We do not disabuse them. 
 
Here in the Red Tent women learn how to manage the flow of blood, how to rejoice in the dark of the 
moon, how to join her bodyÕs cycle with the repetition of life . . .  
 
In the ninth month after JacobÕs arrival, Rachel bled her first blood, and cried with relief. 
Adah, Leah, and Zilpah sang the piercing song that announces births, deaths, and womenÕs ripening.   
As the sun set on the new moon when all the women commenced bleeding,  
they rubbed henna on RachelÕs fingernails and on the soles of her feet.   
Her eyelids were painted yellow,  
and they slid every bangle, gem, and jewel that could be found onto her fingers, toes, ankles, and wrists.   
They covered her head with the finest embroidery and let her into the Red Tent.   
 
Rachel miscarried again and again.   
After the bloody flood washed away her hopes a fourth time,  
Rachel turned her attention as an apprentice to the midwife Inna.   
From her encounters and experiences as a midwife,  
Rachel brought her sisters stories that made them weep, and sigh, and wonder.   
Of a mother who died and a father who sold the infant before the body was cold.   
Of a man who swooned at the death of a beloved wife.   
Of a woman who cried blood for her dead child.   
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She told of potions that worked a miracle upon one woman  
and seemed to kill another,  
of blood that carried off and blood that healed . . . 
 
Here in the Red Tent women know that death is the shadow of birth, the price women pay for the honor 
of giving life.  Thus, our sorrow is measured. 
 
I Dinah, was born on a full moon.  It was an easy birth.  The next morning my mother began to count out 
two moon cycles in the Red Tent.  You see, after the birth of a boy, mothers rest from one moon to the 
next, but the birth of a bir th-giver  requires a longer period of separation from the world of men. ÒThe 
second month was such a delight,Ó my mother Leah told me. ÒMy sisters treated us both like queens. 
You Dinah, were never left lying upon a blanket for a moment.  There were always arms to hold you, 
cuddle you, and embrace you. We oiled your skin morning and night.  We sang songs into your ears, but 
we did not coo or babble.  We spoke to you with all our words, as though you were a grown sister.Ó 
 
Here in the Red Tent women celebrate the new moon with cakes and dancing and songs and stories, 
leaving ill will outside for the duration of darkness.   
 
I was red with envy when I learned my cousin Tabea entered the Red Tent before I did.  She was no 
longer a child but a woman.  I had a thousand questions to ask her.  I wanted to sit with the other women 
until I was pregnant, no longer carrying and fetching during the new moon, idling with my mothers in 
the ruddy shade of the Red Tent for three days and three nights, my blood flowing into the fresh straw, 

filling the air with the salt smell of women.  Mostly, I wanted to know, whether  the wor ld was 
a different place now that her  place in it was different. 
 
Here in the Red Tent, the truth is known.   
Here in the Red Tent,  
where days pass like a gentle stream,  
cleansing the body of last monthÕs death, preparing the body to receive the new monthsÕ life,  
women give thanks Ð  
for repose and restoration,  
for the knowledge that life comes from between our legs and that life costs blood.   

 
 

[sermon resumes; part Two] 
 
I cannot forget my sister Guyany.  During my recent travels to Nepal, I met her in the village of 

Rithepani.  Breath-takingly beautiful, we instantly connected.  She gave me her email address and told 

me never to forget her Ð and I wonÕt.  As our group gathered around her and the other women from the 

grassroots organization, Women Empowerment, we asked them if they would be willing to share their 

story with us.  You must know that traditionally, Nepali women are not allowed to speak freely, women 

dare not say ÒnoÓ to their husbands Ð and so to share their stories required tremendous courage.  Only 

two of the ten women dared to speak Ð Guyany was one of them.  She told her story and as she did . . . 

her lip began to quiver.   
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As her lip quivered, I began to wonder Ð what is her untold story?  I mean, if itÕs this frightening to share 

their stories of perseverance, how devastating must their untold story be?  Knowing, for example, what I 

know about sexual violence in my own land where we are fairly able to speak freely, what must it be 

like for these women who can never say ÒnoÓ?   

 

What is their untold story that holds so much shame, so much guilt, so much shunning and separation 

from the love of self, the love of other, and the love of God.  What is that story embedded so deep 

inside, it awaits to be shed, so that new life can grow?   

 
Each of us has one. 
Untold stories Ð 
hidden between the lines of our sacred text and our holy lives, 
hidden behind closed doors, 
inside the tent,  
between the sheets, 
behind our masks, 
inside the womb and the seed, 
beyond words, 
and beyond quivering lips. 
 

What is your  untold story? 
What is your  untold story that separates you from self, from others, and from God? 

What is your  untold story that keeps you from being whole? 
 
As Leah and Rachel and Zilpah and Bilah and Dinah experienced separation from self, others, and God,  
they began to create a sacred space to tell their stories Ð  
to dance, and rest, and eat, and drink, and laugh and cry; 
a sanctuary where the blood of death and life flowed . . .   
In speaking and sharing their stories, what was once a place of oppression becomes a place of liberation. 
 
Many of you donÕt know my untold story. 
For about ten years, I dealt with deep, deep depression Ð  
took medication, contemplated suicide, cried every day. 
When I arrived to Bethany Ð having hit rock bottom,  
I felt the Holy Spirit wrap its arms around me holding me firmly in place. 
I didn't feel much of anything for a year Ð but I stood still for the first time in years. 
When I arrived to Northview for my ministry formation,  
the pastors, Phil and Louie, really stretched and challenged me to share my struggle with depression Ð  
this was NOT something Keller wanted to do Ð  
people perceived me as confident and positive Ð I'd rather they never know. 
So I began to pray with Amy Ð thank you sister. 
I never prayed like this before, ever. 
During the First Sunday of Advent, I shared my Untold Story with that holy community Ð  
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"God is in both the day and night," I spoke. 
"My deepest desire is to know JOY. Deep. Real. Ever-Lasting JOY." 
and in the telling, I began to feel liberated. 
Then this amazing thing happened, 
and I changed. 
I changed. 
My life and its place in it finally made perfect, whole sense. 
My womb became ripe and ready to be filled with peace, life, love and yes, JOY. 
I said YES to GodÕs call in my life. 
all of this, It's so true. 
 
It isnÕt true for everyone Ð  
just five months later, my friend Lee Eshelman committed suicide Ð from years of battling depression. 
LeeÕs story gets me stuck Ð 
GuyanyÕs story gets me stuck.  
 
If IÕve learned anything at Bethany Ð 
It is to tell the Story Ð 
To tell the story of the women, named and unnamed; 
To tell Our story,  
LeeÕs story,  
GuyanyÕs story, 
To tell the stories of death and life, 
This cycle of death and life is so evident in Holy Scripture, 
So evident in Jesus Christ,  
So evident in all of creation, 
and yes, even in our menstrual cycles:   
in the emptying and filling,  of shedding and renewing, of cleansing and growing. 
 
Mine to do, no matter my ministry Ð 
is to create a safe, sacred space Ð for everyone to come and tell their untold story, 
So that each of us may finally know . . .  
That nothing can separate us from the love of God:   
life canÕt, death canÕt,  
angels wonÕt and all the power of hell itself cannot keep GodÕs love away,  
our fears for tomorrow, our worries about tomorrow; 
or where we are, high above the sky or in the deepest ocean,  
nothing can separate us from the love of God . . .  
 
 

What is your Untold Story? 
Have you been changed in Christ Jesus? 

 
As Dinah asked her cousin Tabea, ÒIs the world a different place now that your place in it is different?Ó  

Coming to Bethany and accepting the call, our place in the church and world is different Ð we are 
leaders.  We have been called Ð to LEAD the way . . .  
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As church leaders, we need to know Ð in ourselves Ð how to create sacred spaces to tell our untold 

stories Ð to name them, to go deeper, to tell how we have been transformed in Christ Jesus.  If we canÕt 

go there ourselves, then how can we expect those for whom we minister? 

 

Like our menstrual cycle, -- I admit Ð it can get messy and sticky.  ItÕs often painful, causing cramping 

and discomfort.  But if we want to make a space for new life, we must endure.  We gottaÕ use those 

taboo words, like menstruation and depression, sterile and barren, miscarriage and abortion, child 

molestation and domestic violence, rape, queer and straight sex, suicide and cutting, anorexia and 

addiction, abuse and neglect, debt and obesity, angry and annoyed, doubtful and confused, inadequate 

and incompetent, needy and afraid, offended and broken, lonely and weary, hurt and sad.   

 

It truly is in the honest telling that we begin to know the presence of God, the peace of Christ, the power 

of the Holy Spirit.  Gathering as a community in the Red Tent, we share our most inward selves Ð and so 

I come to know you in a way IÕve not yet known you Ð and the lining of the walls I built, shed.  Those 

places of secrecy and division are transformed.  Eventually, God willing, we become whole.   

 

[pause for a moment of silence]  

 

Red Tent  ~ Wholeness  
 Welcome 

[ the following words were spoken by Elizabeth Keller]  

 
While we sit separated,  
we acknowledge that each of us has been shaped and formed from our role as men and women;  
Yet, I believe that each of us holds both feminine and masculine qualities of God; 
(some of us, more of one, than the other, yet still); 
and while the wholeness of God might never be known to us here and now, 
I believe that we draw closer to GodÕs wholeness, 
as we come to claim both the feminine and masculine in ourselves; 
and when we do, together we make love . . . peace, and justice,  
as One body through the mystery of GodÕs presence and power. 
 
Soon, the women of the Red Tent will welcome you men into this sacred space Ð  
by adorning you with a red scarf.   
Come.  Sit.  Rest . . . with us. 
All are invited to tell their Untold Story Ð  
For some of us, it may not be the right time or the right place Ð 
Or we may not yet know how to talk about it. 
If so, feel free perhaps, to speak our loud a taboo word in your life Ð or in the life of a friend. 
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Or women, feel free to share a story of menstruation Ð that first talk with your mother or a friend, your 
first bleed, or how you shared it with your own daughters or sons.  
OR revel in the mystery of GodÕs wholeness flowing in the Red Tent . . . 
 

[at this time, women rose from the Red Tent to adorn the men with a red scarf 
and welcome them into the Red Tent;  

as we moved, we sang together ÒGathered Here in the MysteryÓ  
Ð again in a round and at the beating of a drum] 

Ð  
*Hymn   ÒGathered Here in the MysteryÓ     Supplement #1046 
Tell ing our  Untold  Stor ies  

 
[here all persons were welcomed to share their Untold Stories]  

 
Prayer of  Response 
 

[here Amy Gall Ritchie closed our time of sharing with a poetic prayer]  
 
Sending              written by Jessica 
Bauman    
 

[at this time, everyone was invited to touch one another Ð  
holding hands, as Jessica Bauman spoke these words]  

 
In this circle we gather near 
Under the tent the Spirit here 
 
Sharing stories that have not been told 
Women men speaking bold 
 
Cycle, shedding, life renewed 
Seeing blood in a greater hue 
 
Separation moves us into fear 
But wholeness beckons the Spirit's mirror 
 
*Send ing Hymn    ÒSpirit of LifeÓ         Supplement #1129 


