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The Golden Calf

Late one stormy night a little boy came into his parent’s room and said that he was afraid to be alone.  The lightning and the thunder were terrifying.  His mother said that there was no need to be afraid for Jesus was with him.  The little boy said, “Yes I know, but I need a Jesus with skin on.”  We too, like that little boy, need a Jesus with skin, an object of faith that we can touch and see and feel.  A savior whose hand we can hold when we are afraid.

Last week we talked a little about the Ten Commandments.  The Decalogue was given to the Hebrews at Mt. Sinai soon after God had delivered them from slavery in Egypt.  The scares of that bondage, the whelps of the whip, the rawness of skin exposed by lash and chain had not yet healed.  The suffering was still on their minds.  Still Moses had gone up the mountain where he was receiving the Ten Commandments.  He had been gone a long time, and the people began to worry.  Why has he taken so long?  Has he been killed by bears or lions?  They were afraid and like the little boy they needed someone to trust, something with “skin on” that they could put their faith in.  

So they turned to the religious leader that was present with them - Aaron, and they said, “Relieve our anxiety.  Take away our fear.  Give us a savior we can see, and touch, and know is with us.”  So Aaron, like so many leaders past and present said, “Fine.”  I find this part quite disturbing because either out of fear of the crowd or his own anxiety, Aaron does as they wish.   It is something that challenges all leaders, religious and otherwise; do we meet the anxiety driven needs of the crowd, or do we try to offer a steady confidence in God - even when it means waiting? …even when the outcome is uncertain?  …even when our own anxiety is boiling over?     

Recently I opened a fortune cookie at a Chinese restaurant.  The ‘fortune‘that was really more of a wise saying was:  “Bravery is when you do what you need to do even when you are scared half to death.”  Those of us who were sitting together talked about that.  It really isn’t bravery if you aren’t scared.  Faith is like that.  “… the assurance of things hoped for; the conviction of things not seen."   (Hebrews 11:1)  We know that, but putting our faith in things that are seen is so much easier and so readily available for us.  

Now most of us would not put our trust in the golden image of a bovine, but what are the places we put our trust?  What are our golden calves?  In recent years we have become all too aware that Wall Street, whose iconic image of a bull is depicted on the cover of our bulletin today, is not worthy of our trust.  Yet every day our anxiety is exacerbated by new fear of violence, poverty, disease, loss, our own death and or the death of loved ones.  We are encouraged to buy this gadget, this book, this program that we might have that thing that makes us more comfortable and less anxious.  We certainly have our “sacred cows” - golden or otherwise.

So then, for us maybe the important part of this story is less about the calf and more about God.  According to the story, which paints God in a very human like way - God sees what the ungrateful Hebrews are doing, forgetting who it was that heard their cry and saved them from bondage.  This enrages God who vows to destroy them and echoing the promise to Abraham promises to start over making of Moses “a great nation.”  Moses pleads for his people, begging God to have mercy on them.  And then, according to the King James Version, God repented from what he was planning to do.  Some modern versions shy away from the use of the word repent - but that is what God did - God turned away.  

Far more significant than anything the people were doing down in the valley, here on the mountain top, God is listening to the prayers of a human being and in response, God changes God’s mind and turns from what God had intended to do.  Here we see a description of God who is ready and willing to listen to the sincere and persistent prayers of believers and to turn away from one course of action and to turn to another.  This is an amazing and revolutionary image of God.  This tells us that God is involved in our lives, that God cares, and that God hurts when we hurt because God had become a part of the human story.  This is a picture of God that is sensitive, caring, and present with God’s people.  This is a vision of incarnation.

This brings us back to the ex-slaves, Aaron and the golden calf.  This is important because this is about anxiety, and that is something that is out of control in our lives just as it was out there in the desert so many years ago.      

We are assailed on every side by a sense of a rapidly changing normality, of events moving faster than we can possibly understand, and we seem to have less and less control of our lives.  Like the ex-slaves in the desert we could grasp at idols, immutable objects of our own creation, or we could trust in God, the one who loves us and is present even with us, today, in our world.  

But there is still the problem of our savior’s conspicuous absence of skin.  Even if we remember that God loves us and is present with us we grasp for things to hold on to.  One of the things we so often cling to is the church and the traditions of the church.  We cling to our favorite songs, worship styles, worship times, even the building itself.  We act as if these things are our god, as if they brought us out of slavery in Egypt.  We cling to them because they are material and we can touch them, hold them, and exercise some control over them.  Unlike God who is sensitive, responsive, and full of love - the gods we fashion for ourselves we carry with us, we know where they are and control what they do.  

But if we take this story seriously, if we put our trust in God who is uncontrollable, whose presence with us cannot be seen, or touched, what are we to do when, like the child afraid of the thunder and lightning, we need our Jesus to have some skin?  Put another why, what might have been a better response for Aaron?  What might he have said when the anxiety of the leaders called on him to too quickly put to rest their fears?

My answer is that a better response would have been to act like a church.  Had the Hebrew people acted like a church, what might they have done?  Well, they could have organized.  They might have started by gathering in worship where they might have sung songs of faith.  

Speaking of songs of faith:  Steven Martin has a great song that talks about the importance of songs of faith.  It is called “Atheists Don’t Have No Songs.”  A couple of the verses go like this:



For atheists there’s no good news



They’ll never sing a song of faith



In their songs they have a rule

 

The he is always lower case



The he is always lower case



Catholics dress up for Mass



And listen to Gregorian chants



Atheists just take a pass



Watch football in their underpants



Watch football in their underpants

They could have prayed for each other and they could have listened to stories all of which reminded them of God’s abiding grace and love.  They could have had church picnics and worship in the park and covered dish suppers that witnessed to them that they were cared for and loved.  They could have hugged one another, held each other’s hand; they could have worked in the community to help others - thereby being the skin covered presence of Jesus in the world - and feeling the skin from the inside.

Our lesson today reminds us that God has called the church to be the Body of Christ in an anxiety driven world that needs a Jesus with skin.  We are that skin, thanks be to God.  Amen.   


