Whose Values?  October 9, 2011

Someone has said, “If you show me your calendar and your checkbook, I’ll tell you what you value.”
By spending our calendared, Sunday morning time here, listening to these biblical texts from the lectionary during these few weeks—particularly from stories about Moses and writings of Paul—we are declaring that we value something, something of tremendous importance: listening for God’s word.  All of these biblical writings are, indeed, words to us, not ancient texts that have to be interpreted by a preacher or teacher to make the “application” leap to our modern lives, but they are direct experiences of hearing God speak.  We don’t make these stories and texts relevant for today; we are assembled here to witness that they are relevant for today, and that the people of God will experience them as God’s direct address to us, right into the middle of life in an affluent, North American culture that has grown precariously deaf to hearing God’s word.
That’s an astounding and provocative claim, but think about it for a moment.  If we expect anything less than an experience of God’s word to us as the gathered people of God on a Sunday morning we have no business being here.  If the reason for our being here in worship is anything less than hearing the Lord speak to us, we may as well shut the doors and all go home.  It’s very easy to lower our expectations about what we can hear in worship, but it will result in our own spiritual deafness.  We’ll show up out of habit, and then we won’t show up at all.  Growing deaf to God’s word has always been a danger for people of God.  This week's story—about our ancestors-in-faith breaking the very first commandment of the Covenant while Moses is still up on the mountain—is about the ultimate seriousness of listening for and expecting to hear a word from the Lord.  

Moses’ people are on a very long trust-walk, an extended pilgrimage in faith, after escaping from slavery to Pharoah.  Things have not been easy.  They have been hungry and thirsty and they’ve longed to go back to the way things used to be.  However, God has fed them with manna from heaven and water from a rock.  Then God asks of them something more: God makes a Covenant with the people because God wants them to live as "a priestly kingdom and a holy people" (Exodus 19:6). Moses brings the Ten Commandments of the Covenant down the mountain, and the people respond: "Everything that the Lord has spoken we will do." (19:8). Promises are made, vows are taken, and we expect that such a covenant of faithfulness and care will endure, even in the toughest of times.
But suddenly something happens that threatens to derail the whole project.  Moses has gone back to the top of the mountain and continues his long conversation with God. The people at the bottom of the mountain do not like waiting; Moses seems to be dragging his feet and the people are anxious.  Things are not happening fast enough.  They worry that they are vulnerable to attack and ask Aaron for help.  And then it’s apparent what their real problem is: they’ve begun to think that Moses is God, or at least a physical avatar of God.  They want someone to “go before” them, as Moses and God have been doing; they begin to identify the presence of Moses with the presence of God.  If Moses is there, God is with them, and if Moses isn't there, well, obviously God has left them on their own.  They don't like being left on their own, especially in the middle of a wilderness, without some clear goals and an action plan. 
The fear of such a precarious position drives the people to ask Aaron for something else that they can pin their hopes on, something else to substitute for God’s missing-in-action messenger.  Aaron, the religious expert, provides a good religious solution, a temporary fix, that will keep the lid on, he hopes, for the moment.  He demands gold from the people, melts it down and casts a golden statue of a calf. 
"These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!"  When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, "Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord."

“…to the Lord."  It is very easy to understand Aaron’s predicament.  As the one who is temporarily in charge, he wants to respond to the people’s fear, to be a good leader and sooth their anxiety.  But by proclaiming the worship of the golden calf a day of “Festival to the Lord,” Aaron is trying to have it both ways:  give the people the calf and call it YHWH, who alone is the Lord.  Very clearly Aaron is acting out of fear, succumbing to the people’s anxious desire for a form of god that is both visible and portable, something they can point to for results.  This is the insidiousness of evil, particularly the dangerous evil of idolatry:  it masquerades as a good.  Fear drives the people to seek the kind of god-representatives they think will “work,” and the leadership who acts out of that fear only ends up placing the people in more danger.

If we value God’s word to us in worship, we must listen to God on God’s own terms.  The God of the bible is not “an available, produced God” no matter how much we long for one when both Moses and God seem absent.  People who seek to reduce faith to certitude are intensely religious, hungry for god(s)"  (Brueggemann, Exodus, New Interpreter's Bible), but not the God who is in a covenant relationship with God’s people.  God is not manageable, or comfortable, or portable. The God for whom we are listening is a God of movement and change, and risk, and often maddeningly absent.

So the next part of the story is remarkable, indeed!  The God for whom we are listening is a God who does speak and who expects us to respond, who can change and does so out of a deep relationship with in this case, Moses.  Walter Brueggemann calls this the dialogical God, (Disruptive Grace: Reflections on God, Scripture, and the Church) This is a God that confronts the people’s idolatry with a dialogue designed to blow all our conceptions about God out of the water.  If we think we know how God should react to the people’s disobedience, listen again to the conversation God has with Moses in the latter part of our text: 
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; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshipped it and sacrificed to it, and said, 'These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!'" The Lord said to Moses, "I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. 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."

But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, "O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 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'? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, 'I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.'" And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people.

The angry God burns white hot, threatens to destroy the people and wants to start over again with Moses.  With great daring, Moses appeals to God’s reason, God’s reputation and God’s remembering.  Moses’ radical trust in God produces his audacious faith which not only permits but requires Moses to protest. And the Lord repents.

Getting our idea of God right, or at least a little closer to right, is how we are invited to listen to this text.  A great deal is at stake.  If we are only expecting to hear from a “sure, triumphant god, [who] runs no risks, makes no commitments, embraces no pain…a God who is impassive, self-sufficient, beyond need, not to be imposed on” then that’s the god we’ll get, and in whose image we will be content to be made.  Surely if we are worshiping an impassive, remote God in heaven, “the model for humanity, for Western culture, for ourselves, is that we also should be self-sufficient, impassive, beyond need, not to be imposed on.” (Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace: Reflections on God, Scripture, and the Church)  If that’s the god we expect to hear, we are listening only for “ear-candy,” an idol who dispenses the spiritual equivalent of junk food, and our idolatry will kill us.
Against all of that, our Covenant God of the bible protests, and asks us to respond in protest. The radical claim of Christians is that in the person of Jesus, this God was most pleased to dwell.  This is the God who takes risk, who makes all the commitment, and embraces all the pain.  Beloved followers of Jesus, let us keep responding to this God, doing the things that we have learned and received and heard.   AMEN.
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