sunday August 26, 1990
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"The Return of the Golden Calf”
Exodus 32:1-6, 15-24

As some of you know, I grew up on a small farm
Missouri, where we had a few beef

a half dozen milk cows so I know
[ can remember

In easterr
cattle anc

a little blt about calves.
helping my dad as he filled the role of midwife
to some of the cows as they were giving birth

to thelr calves,

This sermon however 1s about a different kKinc
[t was made by & mar

of calf--a golden calf.
N andg the story is told in some detail

named Aarg

In tr
of t

e boo

< 0f Exodus in the 0ld Testament
What makes this ¢golden calf

ne Bible.,
especlally interesti

Ng to US today 1S that

a few weeks ago, a teani of Harvard University
archaeologists announced that they had found
in thelir excgvations in the ancient port city

of Ash

container.

Rachel Stark, & student volur

kelon, a Statue of a calf Inside a pottery

teer accidentally

J

c
S

made the discovery., JShe saic
whet I haa founa.” Those
excavation did. Harvard’s

the di

to about 1550 B.C.

huridarec vears before Agron made
CalT, 1t midht well have beer
the one In the story 1in EXxodL
the theory Tt

"I dian’t realize
In charge of the
_awrence Stager,
rector of the project dates the figurine
Because that 1s up to seversl

N1sS golaen

Drototype for
[t also supports

nat the Israelites took some of
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thelr religious practices from other Canaanites.

own image and ou
words, today we
calves,

But how else does the story of the golden calf in
the 0ld Testament concern us? I believe we can find
in that story some things that reflect our

- own temptations. In other

nave our own kKind of golden

0 better understand this, first let’s look

at this goluen calf from the point of view
of the people who wanted Aaron to make it.

hey were ordina
nad been difficu

ry people like ourselves., Life
1t for most of them. They

nad been under tyranny and oppression in Egypt

and Nnow were free and on their way to a new

place to live,

brother Agron in
gone longer than

Saia to Aaron--"The Goa that Moses hasS beer
telling about and which he claims has lea US

Vioses, their main leaqer, haa gone up on the
mountalin to telk with God and had left his

charge, When Moses had been
anyone expected, the people

to freedom, we can no longer trust, SO make

us a god.”

it is the deepest gesire of human beings--
Lo have something to worship; something to

trust, something

In wWhich we can place our

ultimate hopes andg fears andg lovalties.

There isn‘t a pe

rson alive who does not in

some way want a god, sonmething he or she can
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bow down before, or look up to, or count on,
or die for. We elther worship the one true

Goa or something less,

NOw these people wanted a god they could see

andg touch. They were not satisfied with abstractions
ana mystery. They wanted « god they could

cerry with them anc na doubt they had in their
memories the image of the calf that some of their
neighboring tribes had worshipped.

We are not so different from these people.

We can easily recognize in them one of the
elemental desires of humankind, the desire

for a god, ana for some sort of visual representation
of that god. We all like things we can see

and touch. For example,it’s easier to worship

the flag than to understand the deeper meanings

of true patriotism.

These people also forgot something very 1mportant,
they forgot Moses. They forgot that through

Moses they had seen God. He showed them something
about God they had never dreamed of before.

He showed them that God was not only In the
physical powers with which they were so familiar,
the volcano in its eruption, the storm as it

shook the earth. Not only in those violent

powers of nature wags Goa at work, but God was

at work in the daily lives of human beings,

in justice among women and men, in righteousness
In people’s cealings with each other, 1n movements

toward freedom. ‘
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nat was a completely new glimpse of God, and
ney had seen it through Moses. He had reminded
nem that this was the same God of Abraham
nd Sarah., Later on people would see ever
more of a glimpse of God and God'’s love through
the person of Jesus. But they knew, througt
Moses, that it was the very God of nature and
justice that had brought them out of Egypt,
But they forgot that!

O ~+ o+ —

What short meniories we have, So easily we
forget the one true God and worship something

less, ne golden calf is here among us in
other forms. We have the god of technology,

the god of armaments, the god of prosperity,
the god of increasing consumption, and we have
our own private and personal golden calves

and we mistakenly believe one or more of these
will satisfy us and even save us,

Some of us have gone through dark and dangerous
valleys, even the valley of the shadow of death.,
where we have been up against reaglity in all

1ts starkness and terror; and there we have

met God, the God that Moses and Jesus revealed,
We have learned something about the God of

life and death., We have entered for a moment
at least into the mystery of the great Goc
of the universe and we have seen and felt something
of the meaning of life. And then after a few
months, Or a year or so, OncCe we have emerged

from that valley, we forget and go on our way
crying out, "make us a dod to go in front of

us, a golden calf that shines and glitters
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and that we can get our hands on” and the golden
calf returns.,

These peo
emptatio
nan God.

T
E
T

set up 0O

19T ST6

Dle yielded to the greatest of all

Ns--they worshipped something 1less
Can you see vyourself reflected iIn

ry? It!'s so tempting and SO easy to

-

gods, anc
because we want a god that can go before us,

r little golden images, little half-
bow down before them and worship

NOow let’s look at the golden calf from the
Derspective of the individual who made 1t--

Aaron, the brother of Moses and see how our
image 1s reflected in him.

He was a very capable man, trusted by Moses,
nd yet he was the kind of leader who gave

N too egsily to everyone’s requests without
ninking through the implications.,

a
1
C

SO when the people came to him, complalning

that Moses had been gone too long, and wondering

if he was ever goi
anothe

to C
them
in,

N

I tOo come back and wanting

- kind of god to worship--he gave 1n.

NOo doubt he cared about the people. He wantec

0 the right thing for them. He understooc
In thelir human weaknesses, and he gave

You can almost hear him say to himself--

“Well, if these people want a golden calf and
if that will make them feel better and quit
complaining, why not let them have it?”




the best thing for the child to
they find it very difficult to s
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Do vyou kriow people like that? Have you known
parents like that? The child makes a request

and while the parents realize that it Is not

dgrant the request

dy no,

and

SO they tell themselves, “"Well, after all if

the child really wants it, why r

any good, but maybe it won't cal
harm.” And so they give in.

0t let

child have 1t? It certainly won't do t

se 100

the
ne child

much

And then worse still, Aaron did what we all

do--he blamed the whole matter o
When Moses came down the mountal

upset. And when Moses confronte
with what had happened, Aaron’s
classic., Here'’s a paraphrase of

1 someone else.,
N and found
the people deep in their idolatry, he was very

d his brother
reply was a

what he said.

"You know these people. They are set on mischief,

[ couldn’t do anything with them,

They wouldn't

listen to reason. Don’'t be angry with me.
[t was all their idea. What else could I do?”

Aaron then caine up with a second excuse., He

blamed the whole incident on the
said, "To keep the peace, [ aske
to bring me all their gold jewel

and there came out this calf.”

fire.

He

d the people
ry, S0 they
gave 1t to rie; and I threw it into the fire,

What really happened is told earlier in the

story if you listened carefully,

When

the
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1t. He pe

N1 a god.

an altar
in cele
But whe
was t

N

ﬁ

ME ;

0ratio
N CO
e peo

Ked for a god,
~ Kind of god.
seen their Canaar
SO he ar
~sonally eng
for -1t and a
N of 1t.
rontec
Dle’s ic
who has gold take 1t off. SO t
[ threw 1t into the fire a

Nt

out this calf.”

Aaro
in t

e

[d

ijte neigr
~anged fo
raved 1t.

ca.

N carefully left out one 1
e story--his personal res
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"on thought of this
fter all the people
bors worship
-~ 1t. He made
He even Dbullt
nged for a festival

Aa
A

nat’s what really happened.

by Moses, he said, "It

And I said let anyone
ey dave 1t to
Nd there came

mportant fact
oonsibility,

his own action in it all,

Have you heard others say, 0or maybe vyou've
salid 1t vourself--"What could vou expect of

r,

1
When |
[ grew
has

Pl LT
calf.,”

B

DOOT,
made me w
‘rew 1t 1

h

me? You Know the
Up 1n; the awfu.
victim of circ
[ was brought up in.
college, I got into a bac
Into business,

1 C

-/

A

I was surrounded by
necame rich,
Deople
nat I am--this wic
ne fire ar

to T

SO the poo

K1Nc

N11G

DEOP
Oull

", WIO

looks into vour face Wit
asks your pity.

ale

of environment I grew
hood I had.
mstances.

[ am the
What a corrupt soclety
then when I was 1n
set. When [ went
nad 1nflu
le flattered me. Wn
led me. The world
xed world.”

d out came this
nged miserable creatu

CES.,

e

N1 Nis bleary eyes anc
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The excuses of Aaron are heard everywhere and

always.

truth In
that It

free fro
to playl
take 1ts
that whe

down the

really was
m blame.

The worst of It is that there 1s some
what Aaron said. I Imagine he thought

Nt his fault, that he was
He had become SO accustomed

Ng down to people, to letting nature
course, to becoming a pawn of circumstance,
n the time came he was carried along

mselves,

Oy the drift of circumstance. 0nce people
hegin to play down to life, they usually go

[T you don’t stand up to

circumstance, vou Will succumb to 1t.

What hap
Into a C
and ther
rest; ar
forget t
that cur
did not
to do so

ready to
nave the
we try t
the sins
There’s
who can

l1e still
d in all s
he first s
rent for o
nave to ma

claim the

nens 1s that we often put ourselves
Urrent which 1s sweeping on that way,

and let the current do the
uch cases 1t 1s so easy to
tep, which was that we chose
Ur resting place., Aaron

Ke the golden calf, he chose

Have you noticed that most of us are always

good deed in which we might

slightest part, when at the same time
0 disown the mistakes, the bad decisions,
which are almost entirely our own.

an old say
smlle when

ing which goes, "The person
ne has made a mistake has

found someone else to blame it on.”

What did Moses do?

1t, grou

He took the calf, burned

nd 1t into powder, put the powder into
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- and made the people drink it. Moses did
nlay down to people. Thank God there have
women and men 1n our history who are true
ers, who have not been willing to accommodate

them
but
and

Jesu
then

selves to our human needs and desires,
rather help us to own up to our bad decisions
sinful ways.

S never plaved down to people. He helc
accountable and at the same time lovec

them

met

pay
time

The
thin
gods
true

SECO
of C
and
to b
and
NOt
to f

and forgave them. For example when Jesus
/acchaeus, he promised Jesus that he would

back all the people he had defrauded four
S over,

story of the golden calf then asks two

gs of us--first, what are some of the false
In our lives which keep us from the one
God?

nd, if we are to become mature followers
Nrist and if we are to experience the joy
peace which comes from that, then we need
e able to admit when we have done wrong
not try to place the blame where 1t does
belong, It is then that God’s love begins
low freely in and through our lives.




