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Thanksgiving Day was approaching and the family had received a Thanksgiving card with a painting of a pilgrim family on their way to church. Grandma showed the card to her small grandchildren, observing: “The Pilgrim children liked to go to church with their mothers and fathers.”
“Oh yeah?” her young grandson replied, “So why is their dad carrying that rifle?”
You know, it is a sad state of affairs when we need the threat of violence to do the right thing! It unfortunately seems to work out that way sometimes. 

The story we read this morning from the Old Testament about the golden calf is infamous. This was no Thanksgiving feast. It did not involve going to church and giving thanks the true God. This was more like the drunken party a teenager thinks he’ll get away with when his parents aren’t home. The people had just dedicated themselves to the Lord. They had made a covenant with God. Then Moses went up the mountain to confer with God one more time and ratify the covenant by returning with the Ten Commandments. But it seems that no sooner was Moses out of the picture, than the people totally blew it. So what happened? We’re tempted to just throw our hands up and say, “How could they be so stupid? WHAT were they thinking?!” 

What happened is that the human heart is full of folly. No matter how much we know, or how old we are, we are capable of the stupidest acts. Many of the most common human character defects are writ large in this story. Among them:

1. We want instant gratification. 
2. We don’t think things through. 
3. We deny responsibility for our actions and 
4. We blame others. 
Finally after all is said and done, like the ancient Israelites we end up staring at the mess we have created while destruction crashes down around us, wondering just what went wrong. 

The ability to deal with delayed gratification is a sign of maturity. These people did not have it. Moses was gone. For all they knew, they reasoned, he could be dead. Very quickly they forgot all the miracles they had seen and experienced. Human memory is amazingly short. And evidently, at least for the ringleaders of this rebel group, their acquiescence after the reading of the covenant with God had been superficial. They really didn’t “get it.” 
Now obviously not everyone was involved in demanding that Aaron create the golden calf for them to worship. It was a very vocal minority who came to Aaron with their complaints. But a very vocal minority consisting of strong personalities can be powerful, especially if the rest of the people choose to remain passive. It’s happening in our own political parties right now as our government grows more and more polarized. Hitler was able to take over because no one was willing to rock the boat and speak out early on. By the time many woke up, it was too late. The population of North Korea consists of approximately 24,141,979 people. They are ruled with an iron fist by one family and a tiny group of close officials. Majorities can be cowed into silent obedience by minorities. It happens all the time. In this case, the ringleaders who were loud and threatening had specific demands, and apparently enough clout to intimidate Aaron. 

The request for an idol and a specific form of worship did not come in a vacuum. When people are feeling insecure, they want what is familiar. The Israelites had been in Egypt a long time, long enough to adopt many Egyptian religious practices. They had probably worshipped gods in the form of calves for generations, and teaching about the one true God had become a vague memory. As I said a few weeks ago, bull worship, and calf worship was very widespread. Falling into idolatry is easy because it’s tangible, and people are sensory in nature. We respond to drama, pageantry and special effects. And clearly Aaron knew exactly what it was they were asking for, because he set about giving it to them, making the idol and arranging the worship. Aaron built an altar in front of the calf and announced, “Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD.” They all knew what to do. They got up the next day early in the morning, sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Then they “sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.” This wasn’t something new and uncomfortable. What was new and uncomfortable was what Moses had been asking them to do. Trusting in a God we can’t see is hard, especially when we are under stress. It is much, much easier to revert to earlier ways of doing things, even if those earlier ways are destructive. 

Aaron does not come out smelling like a rose in this one. His first fault was caving under pressure and behaving like a politician and not a leader. There is a difference. A politician promises to give the people what they want, even if it defies logic and good governance. A leader gives the people what they need. To make matters worse, when Moses returned Aaron first tried to shift the blame and then told a bold faced lie. “Do not be angry, my lord,” Aaron said to Moses. “You know how prone these people are to evil. They said to me, 'Make us gods who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him.' So I told them, 'Whoever has any gold jewelry, take it off.' Then they gave me the gold, and I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf!” Gee Moses, it’s not really my fault. These people are nasty. And besides, the calf just appeared. God must have done it!
While Moses was still up the mountain he was warned by God, who appeared to be angry enough to want to wipe out the people. Moses pleaded on their behalf. But when Moses came down and saw how bad it was, he broke the tablets and started in on a punitive rampage. He burned the calf, which was probably wood covered with gold. He then took the melted gold and ash mix and when it has hardened he had it ground up and mixed with water and ordered the people to drink it. The only other similar occurrence to such a practice in the Bible is in the book of Numbers, when a woman suspected of adultery by her husband is forced to drink bitter water as a trial to see if she is innocent or guilty. The practice is called sotah. If she is guilty, her thighs sag and her stomach distends, understood to mean that she miscarries. Since adultery and idolatry were very much connected theologically, perhaps it was understood that the people who were guilty would be drinking punishment of some kind on themselves, while the innocent would remain unaffected. We are not actually told. It is assumed that we will understand the reasoning. Next, however, came a brutal act. Moses asked who was on the Lord’s side, and when the Levites joined him he commanded the Levites to go out and kill. It appears to be a random killing spree of 3000 people. It is hard to imagine God being so unjust, however. Ancient rabbinic commentators all believe that the 3000 were directly involved with the pagan worship.
In this ancient story handed down for thousands of years we have a tragic act of disobedience, combined with a limited human understanding of God. God is portrayed initially as wanting to wipe out humanity, saving only Moses. Moses talks God out of it. Then Moses, alleging to speak with the authority of God, gives the Levites license to kill. In the end, most of the people are spared and Moses sets about interceding for them, but there are still negative consequences ahead down the road.

We all understand God within our culture. It is impossible for us to do it any other way. These were primitive times. Life could be brutal and short. But it is highly doubtful that God needs anger management classes. Their interpretation of events was that God was angry, so angry God needed Moses to calm God down! But we know what God is really like when we look at Jesus. Jesus revealed the nature of God in his own person. Jesus became angry at injustice and hardheartedness, but he also demonstrated mercy and love. The God we meet in Jesus is a parent, a loving firm parent who will seek to discipline us, but only to save us from ourselves, not to punish. God sometimes allows us to learn from the consequences of our behavior simply because there is no other way to get through to us. While we might think God is angry with us when bad things happen, that is a simplistic understanding that is not true. The book of Job is an excellent case in point. The best parallel to what happened from God’s perspective that I can think of is, of course, one I have some experience with.

So say, theoretically speaking, that you should happen to have a 17 year-old son. You leave him home alone for the entire day, expecting to be back late that night. When you arrive home, however, it is very quickly apparent that something is wrong. The front door is wide open for starters, and every light in the house is on. The smell of beer hits you as soon as you walk in the door. There is a passed out teenage boy (your son’s best friend) on one couch, and a passed out teenage girl on another. The girl is a nice touch, I must admit. Your son managed to make it to his own bed before he passed out, but a keg of beer sits in the middle of the room, half empty glasses of beer are everywhere, the room is trashed and graffiti, some of which is downright pornographic in nature, is scrawled all over one wall. What’s a loving parent to do? 
In this case the loving parent wakes everyone up at the crack of dawn, starts yelling and doesn’t let up all day. The boys are dragged into consciousness and the girl slinks out of the house. The boys are then forced to clean the room and the house. They have to scrub the floor. They even have to vacuum, and you know how loud vacuum cleaners can be with a hangover. The loving parent then goes to the store and buys paint and supplies, and in between running to the bathroom to throw up, forces the two boys to paint the wall. Does she show mercy? Not one bit. The goal of the exercise is not revenge, however. It’s not even done out of anger, although they don’t know that. The objective is to make sure that they never, ever, ever, do something that stupid again.
Of course the inevitable questions are asked by the loving parent. “What were you THINKING?!” And naturally, looking like a deer in the headlights, extremely poor answers are given, “Uhhhh. I thought we’d have it all cleaned up before you got home . . . I didn’t think you’d notice . . .” Not notice that the house is trashed? Not notice that the place smells like a brewery? Not notice that there are passed out people on the couches?! And I can pretty much imagine Moses saying the same thing. “Aaron, what were you THINKING?!” And the response, “I thought we’d have it all cleaned up before you got back Moses . . . I didn’t think you’d notice. . . besides, they made me do it!”
The moral of this lesson is: we’re stupid. We cannot trust ourselves. If left to our own devices, chances are pretty good we’ll do the wrong thing, because we always look for the easier, softer way. We will look to anything other than God to make us feel secure and happy, when in truth it is only God who can bring us security and happiness.

When the apostle Paul stood in the center of Athens among all of the temples, venders and philosophers to proclaim the good news of Jesus he recognized the human proclivity for stupidity, in this case just like with the golden calf, the stupidity of worshipping idols. He in fact used it as a jumping off point, because the Athenians were so concerned not to offend any deity by leaving it out that they even had an altar to an unknown god. Paul taught that this unknown god was the true God, the God who created the universe, the God who cannot be limited or contained in an image or temple. God is not made of gold, or silver or stone. God cannot be tamed into our image! Instead God calls us to rise out of our narrow understanding, to stop relying on ourselves and to let go of our old ways of doing things. 
Stepping out in faith to worship and follow the God who is real can be frightening, but it is also an awesome experience. Clinging to familiar but destructive patterns of behavior is a form of idolatry. It is to make something other than God the source of our security. God calls us to do a new thing, to dare to actually trust God and put our lives into God’s hands, and to see where the true adventure of faith leads us. Amen.  
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