
WHAT'S SO BAD ABOUT A GOLDEN CALF? 

Exodus 32:1-14


I learned something by watching the presidential and vice-presidential debates this month. I will read a question from the Bible and then talk a long time and not answer the question. I have invited three candidates to join us today for this town hall meeting. You choose your favorite candidate. 
AARON

I still don't know why it was such a big deal. It's only a golden calf, for goodness sake. What's so bad about that? I just give the people what they want. It gets pretty boring waiting around a mountain in the middle of the desert, you know. I've been in enough spitting contests and had enough of the cow races at the track.


They started gathering around me and appeared to have already had some sort of secret meeting. They said, "Aaron, come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him" (32:1).


So I asked them to bring me the gold jewelry that they had taken from the Egyptians. I made a mold of wood, melted the gold, and cast an image of a calf. Then the people said (as you said today in the scripture reading), "These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!" (32:4). It's what they wanted, so I gave it to them.


And I announced that the next day would be a party for Yahweh. You would have thought that it was Christmas Day. Those people were up before dawn and brought their offerings and sacrifices. We had a big meal, and then the party began. And I must admit, we partied on! I thought things were going quite well. They voted me "Outstanding Leader of the Month."

The next thing I heard was the crashing sound of rocks. I thought someone had used a stick to crack open another limestone spring. But no! It was my baby brother Moses! He had thrown down these two large stone tablets with some sort of writing on them. I guess in the desert you can't find a door to slam.

Then Moses took the calf we had made and burned it in the fire, ground it to powder, scattered the powder on the water, and made the people drink it. Ugh. And you thought Metamucil tastes awful! 


I don't understand my little brother sometimes. He's so difficult! I'm just giving the people what they want. We have not given up on Yahweh; for we still believe in God. Today is a party for Yahweh at the Church of the Golden Calf. 


The calf is a universal sign of vitality, virility and fertility. Everyone wants to be vital, virile and fertile! Hey, what's wrong with observing some Baal holidays as long as we keep the Sabbath for Yahweh? It keeps the people happy and we won't seem so strange to the people who live in our neighborhood. October 31 is a big holiday on our street. To dress up on that day doesn't mean that we don't believe in God anymore, does it? And isn’t Christmas Day really about family? What would Easter be without bunnies and eggs?

What's so bad about a golden calf, anyway? We still believe in God and come to worship. Our people are very religious, you know, and we give them a warm, spiritual experience. They are really happy because we give the people what they want at the Church of the Golden Calf.  

MOSES

I just couldn't believe it. Yahweh saw it before I did. I'm gone for only forty days, working night and day with this God, and the congregation can't get along without me. Good thing sabbaticals haven't been invented yet!


Yahweh told me, "Moses, go down there at once. Your people whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, are way out of line. They have already broken our covenant. They have cast a golden calf image and are even now worshipping it and sacrificing to it and partying around it. And they think that these gods have saved them and have given them meaning and status. Now let me alone," Yahweh says. "I'm going to destroy them. And I'll just start all over with you, Moses. From now on, Moses, it's just the two of us." (32:7-10).


But I would not let Yahweh alone. I said to the Lord, "Wait a minute. What do you mean, your people? These are your people whom you brought out of the land of Egypt. Sure, they are my people, but they are your people, too.


"And what will the Egyptians think? Word will get back, you know, and we don't even have telephones, televisions or tell-a-friend. The Egyptians will say that you brought these people out here with the evil intent of killing all of them around this sacred mountain. If you do that, you'll never get another god-job around here.

"And what about your promise? Didn't you promise Abraham, and Isaac and Jacob-- your servants-- that you would multiply their children like stars in the sky and that you would give them a land forever? Don't you remember your promise?

"So, because of your mission plan, O Yahweh, you don't want word to get out that you save a people from Pharaoh and then kill them in the desert. And because you are faithful and keep your promises, you will not deny their children the land. You promised! Even if they never confess or repent, you will spare them because of your character!"


And do you know what the Lord said to me? Yahweh said, "You're right Moses. I've changed my mind. I won't kill all of them."  I learned that day about the power of prayer. 


Then I came down the mountain with the Decalogue on stone tablets--the tablets that were the work of the hand of God! And Joshua heard the noise and said, "There is a noise of war in the camp!" And he was right. There was a war going on. But it was not between the people and another tribe of desert dwellers. It was a war between gods--Yahweh and a golden calf. And the golden calf appeared to be winning.


Those people had made an image of a calf. They were dancing and celebrating one of those holidays of the land. They were eating, drinking, reveling and running wild (32:6, 25). The root meaning of “revelry” is “orgy.” They weren’t just naked. They were nekkid--without clothes and also up to something! They were running wild in the Church of the Golden Calf (32:25). 

Yes, I was angry. I was hot. Yes, I threw down the stone tablets. But I did not break those tablets because I was angry. I threw them down and broke them because the people had already broken the first two of those ten laws--you shall have no other gods and you shall not make idols. So I broke the tablets of stone as a symbolic action of what they had already done.


Yes, I know. I had the Ten Comnands but the people had not seen them yet. They did not so much break the commandments as they broke the relationship. The Lord had said, “I will be your God and you will be my people,” but they had stopped acting like the people of Yahweh. 

I had said to the Lord, “Don’t kill them Lord; but what I thought was, “Instead, let me do it.” I ordered the sons of Levi to kill 3,000 brothers, friends and neighbors (32:28). 


I was really upset with my older brother Aaron. He is just like so many leaders. He gives the people what they want. "What did this people do to you that you have brought so great a sin upon them?" (32:21), I asked him. I laughed in his face when he said it: "So they gave the gold to me, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!" (32:24). What leadership!


My brother is the priest and I am the prophet. Priests like to give the people “both/and” choices—Yahweh and Baal. Prophets give the people either/or choices: Yahweh or Baal. It’s a constant tension in any community of faith—priest or prophet. It’s hard to live with a prophet!

What's so bad about a golden calf? The Church of the Golden Calf assumes that Yahweh is not enough. Idols such as golden calves are physical reminders that God is good for us, but we need more. And that “more” is the work of our own hands to make something we can worship.  Idols do not have to be golden calves. As you can see on this communion table this morning, idols can be sports, bank accounts, jobs, houses, cars, military might, anything beyond God that you think will boost your self-esteem. Five hundred years from now, when your cities are excavated and archaeologists discover those huge sports arenas and stadiums, they will ask, "What gods were worshipped here?" 
What's so bad about a golden calf? People want to be entertained by idols that they create themselves instead of being in a committed relationship with the Lord who made them and with other people who form them in spiritual discipleship. Religion is not giving people what they want but showing them what they need—a relationship with the Lord who made them. 
YAHWEH

I changed my mind. You probably find that surprising since I am Yahweh, the Lord of the universe. I repented of the evil which I planned to do to this people (32:14). I am not a vacillating God--not an indecisive being. I am a God of steadfast love.


I live in the constant tension of justice that will not be mocked and mercy that forgives.  When the two qualities clash in me, justice yields to mercy. When Moses pleaded and argued with me, he did not offer excuses for the people and never said that they deserved forgiveness. Nothing in them is worthy of my forgiveness. It’s not about them; it’s about me--Yahweh--and my character. Moses appealed to the divine faithfulness and mercy. I am willing to negotiate with Moses, with you, with anyone who prays. Your prayers matter to me! 

One of the reasons why Israel was continually abandoning me for a Golden Calf was that Baal was always more available, more visible and more predictable. You can always count on a golden calf for a religious experience, but not so Yahweh. I have a hidden face and am often absent in those times when you want a more readily available God. I, the Lord, do not always move you when you desire to be moved, and everything that moves you deeply is not always the Lord. 1 


What's so bad about a golden calf? The Church of the Golden Calf takes sin so lightly that you think you can do something to buy or earn or bring your own forgiveness on yourself. You think my justice is appeased if you just show up for worship, or sing in the choir, or drop some money in the collection plate, or purchase a memorial golden calf for the church. You think that if you excel in sports, or choose a winning team, or have a powerful job, or amass a large financial portfolio, you will earn the love and respect of your god. 

Each person here has worshipped at the Church of the Golden Calf. No one here is worthy of my steadfast love and forgiveness. There's nothing you can do to make me love you more than I already love you. And there's nothing you can do to make me love you any less. I love you. Period.


Worship in Yahweh's Temple and Yahweh's Church is very different from worship at the Church of the Golden Calf for one main reason. I, Yahweh, take sin more seriously than you do. But my goodness is greater than your badness, and my power to forgive is greater than your ability to sin. When you worship at the Church of the Golden Calf, you are always wondering if you have done enough to make your idol favor you and give you what you want.  When you worship with the Lord, however, you don't have to go around feeling unforgiven all week. I offer grace greater than your sin. 
HYMN: Grace Greater than our Sin
1 Hendrikus Berkhof, Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Study of Faith) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns, 1979), p. 17)
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