
Oct. 11, 2020 -- (Pentecost 20, Golden Calf) 

Sermon Text – Exodus 32:1-14 

 
- When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the 

people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, "Come, make gods for us, who shall 

go before us…” He took the gold from them, formed it in a mold, and cast an image of 

a calf; and they said, "These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the 

land of Egypt!" …The Lord said to Moses, "Go down at once!  Your people, whom you 

brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have been quick to 

turn aside from the way that I commanded them…” But Moses implored the Lord his 

God, and said, "O Lord…why should the Egyptians say, "It was with evil intent that he 

brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of 

the earth'? …Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to 

them by your own self…” And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he 

planned to bring on his people. -  

 

 

Help me out here a minute.  Finish this sentence, “Stay calm and __________.”  What 

do you put in there?  “Stay calm and …carry on?”  I think that’s the original, but you 

can finish the sentence in any number of ways.  “Stay calm and …smile!” seems 

pretty popular.  Or “Stay calm and …breathe!” is up there pretty high.  Or “Stay calm 

and …trust God!”  Or “Stay calm and …drink coffee!”  Or, if you don’t like coffee, 

“Stay calm and …drink wine!” or any number of other beverages that might be your 

particular favorite.  And then there are the specialty sayings, for fans of other realities.  

“Stay calm and …may the force be with you!”  “Stay calm and …love Harry Potter!”  

“Stay calm and …ride a unicorn!”  “Stay calm and …hakuna matata!”  And there are 

the ones inspired by the coronavirus pandemic.  “Stay calm and …stay home!”  “Stay 

calm and …wash your hands!”  “Stay calm and …wear a mask!”  “Stay calm and 

…work remotely!”  “Stay calm and __________.”  Well, you get the idea.  Mostly, it’s 

“Stay calm and …do something else that will help you to stay calm!”  I bring this up 

because I wonder about the Hebrew people in our reading for today.  What would 

they have said?  “Stay calm and …make a golden calf?” 

 

 The fact of the matter is that we live in anxious times.  They lived in anxious 

times.  We have been unsettled in these past many months.  They had been unsettled 

in the past many months.  We find ourselves battling a global pandemic.  They found 

themselves camped in the middle of a wilderness.  We wonder when relief will come 

to us in the form of a vaccine or treatment.  They wondered when will relief come to 

them with the return of Moses or the renewed presence of God.  We worry about 

whether we will ever find a way to live life again in any way close to normal.  They 

worried about whether they would ever make it to the land that they had been 

promised.  We get nervous when we think that our current struggles will never come 
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to an end.  They got nervous when they thought that they would be stuck there at the 

foot of that mountain for the rest of their lives.  We have a hard time staying calm 

because we’re afraid that nothing will ever return to the joyful existence we want it to 

be.  And they had a hard time staying calm because they were afraid that they had 

been abandoned in the middle of their journey. 

 

 So, what can be done about this apprehensive situation?  If the “Stay Calm” 

posters are right, we have a lot of options.  As far as I know, the Hebrews didn’t have 

a library of “Stay Calm” sayings to draw upon, so they had to figure it out for them-

selves.  The best solution they seem to be able to come up with, at least according to 

the story in our Bible, is ask Aaron, Moses’ brother, to make them a “god” or some 

“gods.”  What they wanted exactly is not clear.  Did they want a new god, who could 

lead them from that point onward?  Or did they want a representation of the true 

God, whom they already knew as the one who had “brought [them] up out of the 

land of Egypt?  They had seen a god in Egypt, Apis, who was depicted as a bull.  

Maybe something like him could calm their jangled nerves.  Or maybe they just 

wanted to know that the God, who had brought on the plagues, freed them from 

Egypt, helped them to cross the Red Sea and led them in a pillar of cloud by day and 

a pillar of fire by night, was still with them.  Maybe they had experienced God’s 

presence earlier in the thunder and lightning at the top of the mountain, but now 

things had gone quiet.  A “god,” or a representation of a “god,” could be very 

calming.  You could see it, touch it, dance around it, feast before it, throw a party in 

its presence and settle your nerves, knowing that you had, at least, something that 

was there, with you, and not likely to disappear. 

 

 And what will we grab onto in the midst of our uncertainty?  It’s unlikely to be a 

Golden Calf, but it could be gold.  Wealth and riches could calm our nerves, if we 

can find something to spend it on, or if we can luxuriate in it once in a while, soothing 

ourselves with the knowledge that it is there, should we ever find a way to put it to use 

once again.  Or maybe we could grasp onto the myth of American freedom and 

independence, the idea that nothing I do matters to anyone else, so I can do what-

ever I want without consequence.  It’s a very tempting thought, and what a relief from 

those early days of the pandemic, when we all stayed home and sheltered in place 

and cheered one another with the claim that we were “all in this together.”  Instead, 

it’s so much nicer to go to large gatherings, cast precautions to the wind and 

celebrate the good things of life, as the Hebrews did in the days of their Golden Calf.  

Friends of ours, who are contemplating a return to their homeland in Australia, 

recently explained to us the cost and the inconvenience they anticipate with such a 

move.  For them, it would take at least a month of quarantining and many thousands 
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of dollars, in addition to the cost of their airline tickets and the expense of moving 

their belongings to get back home.  Dealing with a pandemic is hard.  It takes some 

real sacrifice, but Australia has done a pretty good job.  

 

 Whatever we would do, however we will respond, we know that neither Moses 

nor God were happy with the situation.  There’s a lot of tension between God and 

God’s people.  The making of the Golden Calf is a fairly clear violation of the second 

part of the first commandment, that provision against making any “graven image” of 

a “god.”  Even though the accounts say that Aaron either “molded” or “shaped” the 

statue, he knew it was wrong.  When Moses confronts him about it later, he can’t bring 

himself to take responsibility for his actions.  He passes it off on the people, telling 

Moses that they pressured him into melting down the gold and “out came this calf.”  

It’s all a matter of fate.  He had nothing to do with it.  But it’s not so simple.  First, God 

wants to blame Moses.  “Your people, whom you brought out of Egypt,” he tells 

Moses, “have acted perversely…Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot 

against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation."  God 

is willing to destroy the whole lot of them, as back in the days of the flood, and start 

the whole human project over again, as in the days of Abraham and Sarah.  Moses 

will make for a new beginning.  But Moses counters God’s argument, saying, “O Lord, 

why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land 

of Egypt?”  Moses is not responsible for the people of Israel.  God is.  And “why should 

the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the 

mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth?’…Remember Abraham, 

Isaac, and Israel, your servants [and the promises you made to them].”  I’m not sure 

Moses’ “What will the neighbors think?” argument carried all that much weight, but 

the reminder of God’s promises seems to have done the trick.  God must be faithful to 

the promises God has made.  And so “the Lord changed his mind about the disaster 

that he planned to bring on his people.”   

 

 The writer of the Letter to the Hebrews in the New Testament will remind God’s 

people that “faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen.”  And, as I have said before, faith is hard, especially in the midst of hard times, 

when we’re tempted to find other ways to keep ourselves calm and sooth our nerves.  

Our ancestors in the faith show us exactly how hard it is.  They didn’t always get 

everything right either.  Sometimes they really messed up.  This is one of those times.  

“Stay calm and …make a golden calf” would not have been a good answer.  But 

God shows in the story that God is, as the psalmist will say, “slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love.”  And God cannot, God will not, go back on God’s 

promises.  God will hang in there with God’s people, despite their indiscretions and 
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their lack of faith.  God is faithful.  So, hang in there.  Don’t be anxious.  Hold tight to 

God’s promises.  “Stay calm and …trust God.” 

 

           Amen. 


