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The story of the Golden Calf is one of my favourite stories in the bible.  Its dramatic. We have a mountain and mysterious cloud, we have this popularist descent into chaos and idolatry, the Golden Calf, we have a leader who has forgotten how to lead, we see a God who appears to change his mind, which is an interesting topic for another Sunday, and we have Moses who many of will forever identify with Charlton Heston as the bearer of the law.  But for me it interesting, not just as some odd ancient tale, but as a tale for what happens when religion goes wrong. I’ll come back to that.
One of the great human characteristic is the need for understanding or the need to understand.  That is a good thing, it’s what has driven us and it’s what drives us forward.   It lies behind the scientific mind, the need to understand how things work.  Watch a kid putting together a Meccano set, or a dissect their latest toy.  We like things to be structured and numbered and explainable. But one of the challenges of our desire to understand is how we relate to things that we don’t understand or things that are unexplainable.  How we relate to mystery and the unknown.  Often those things drive us mad.
One response is the hyper scientific response, and that is often the voice we hear of those who claim to be atheists.   Any attention to mystery is rejected as an appeal to superstition. The mysteries of the universe are simply problems to be solved.  Nothing is ultimately beyond human understanding.  It’s not that atheists don’t believe in God, it’s that they have mistaken themselves for him.
Ironically, I think the same impulse lies behind fundamentalism. That is the desire to reduce the unknowable to a readily relatable list of fundamental principles.  God can then be easily explained and defined.   Black and white. 
In today’s reading, the people of Israel are looking for a God they can see and touch.  They are fed up with this God who they have been following since they left Egypt.   The people have struggled to know that God is in their midst. By day they see a cloud, by night a column of fire. Cloud obscures vision, hiding its secrets within. Fire defies touch, creating distance between the God within and the people without.  What the people want is a God they can handle, so they plead with Aaron who is Moses’ second in command to make for then a different type of God.
So, we read what happens.  He asks the people to give over their jewelry - rings of gold adorning their ears, gifts of plunder from the Egyptians, tokens of their own slavery.   The gold is melted down and recast into a calf.  What kind of God are they looking for?
First, a God that can be contained.  I often worry that we have similar religious impulses today.  We like to manage God – we like to make him safe and predictable.  We like to feel we are in control of God, not he in control of us.  But God cannot be contained.  God is always bigger that our ability to conceive him.  God is an invitation into mystery.   
Second, they want a God who doesn’t challenge them, who validates their own presuppositions and ways. After fashioning the Golden calf, they rise up the next day, do their rituals, and eat and drink and be merry. The God they worship doesn’t actually affect them.  
There is a recurring image in scripture of the experience of those who find themselves in the presence of God.  Real faith does not just console us – it critiques us.  It smashes our understanding of the world – when God shows up, everything we know is dust and ashes.
That’s what parables are – they rupture our understandings.
We live in an age of popularist movements – of weak leaders pandering to the limited vision of an anxious and at times self-occupied people. We need to be careful.
	Thirdly, they want a God who is made in their own image.  Karl Barth – When we speak about God, we often speak about ourselves with a microphone.  Perhaps this is one of the greatest challenges of the church.  If I am naturally a conservative person, it’s no surprise the God I worship will be conservative, if we are cruel, the God we create will be cruel also, if I am a bit of a sunflower, then the God I worship will be a little bit a hippie.  Often when we think we are worshiping God, we are worshiping ourselves.  
Golden Calf in DC – the God we worship has been fashioned after our own excesses.  Not just saying that money was our idol, but that we had created a God out of our own excesses – a God who looked like us, in all our horrors.
	The truth is, such idols continue to have a seductive power over us today.
 
