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 Do you think there are fulcrum moments - situations after which there is no going back, 

nothing is ever the same once they occur?  If the Bible is our guide, I would have to say that yes, 

I do believe there are moments that change everything.  They are all over both the Old and New 

Testaments.  The instant when Adam and Eve decide to eat the fruit from the one tree that is 

forbidden to them - even though they don’t NEED to do so, as there is plenty for them to eat in 

the garden.  Or the moment when Abraham obeys God’s order to leave his familiar home and go 

to a strange place, an action that sets the stage for Abraham and Sarah becoming the ancestors of 

God’s covenant people. 

 Or consider the New Testament - the instant when Pontius Pilate caves to pressure from 

the crowd and turns Jesus over to the Roman authorities to be crucified - that’s a hinge.  After 

that fateful decision, this terrible sequence of events cannot be rolled back.  Think about the 

Apostle Paul, who after his conversion experience on the road to Damascus, decided to become 

an ambassador for the early church.  Without that change of direction, Christ’s church would 

look much different today, if it existed at all.  When we read of these moments when the 

trajectory of a person’s life or that of a group of people changes, or when we hear of them, 

something inside of us takes notice. The stories stick with us, for we know that something 

important is happening. 

 There are plenty of these life changing occurrences in Exodus too, some that work for the 

good of the Hebrew people, and some that are not so wonderful at all. When Moses gets past his 
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own fear and reticence and decides to be God’s messenger to the Pharaoh, that is one. And, when 

the Pharaoh finally cannot take the relentless succession of plagues anymore and releases the 

Hebrews to go and find their promised land - that is a life changing decision for the Egyptians, 

for the Israelites, and for the Canaanites who would be supplanted when Israel reached their 

land.  And here we are today, at another turning point.  After having to trust God to get them 

through so many life threatening situations, the story we read today shows us how quickly we 

can lose our nerve.  It does not take long for generations of relationship to come unraveled.   

 There are certain liminal scenes from Exodus that will forever bring to my mind the old 

movie with Charlton Heston called “The Ten Commandments.”  Who remembers it?  It was 

directed by Cecil B. DeMille and released in 1956.  It has had so much staying power that you 

can still find it on television once in awhile.  The special effects look pretty contrived now, 

because the film industry has made such strides with technology and cinematography.  As a kid, 

though, I was mesmerized by the movie’s portrayal of the angel of death gliding through Egypt, 

Moses parting the Red Sea, and Moses at the top of the mountain receiving the ten 

commandments. 

 I also remember the scene from the movie when the Israelites construct the golden calf - 

the discontent of the people, Beleagured  Aaron’s sense of being swept along with the tide  as he 

calls on all of them to bring him gold to make the image of the calf, the merriment that ensues as 

they so quickly shift their worship from the God of their ancestors to this statue.  The whole 

scenario feels over the top, kind of unrealistic.  Do people really shift loyalty and faith so easily?  

Do they really think that a hastily constructed golden calf can take better care of them than the 
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covenant God Adonai who had been with them for generations and who had delivered them from 

slavery and bondage to the Egyptians? 

 I certainly believe that something like this situation in Exodus 32 played out between 

God and the Israelites, and between Moses and his people.  But I also wonder if the idols that we 

are  likely to fall prey to are more subtle than an enormous bovine statue.  The Israelites had been 

in difficult circumstances for a long time - maybe they lost their minds in the desert heat.  They 

were a primitive people who could still be prone to superstition.  In their frustration they ceased 

to believe that God was with them and quickly gave themselves over to... an inanimate object?  It 

seems so silly to us.        

 But we would be wrong to think that we cannot be seduced by things of this world, to 

write this episode off as the lunatic groupthink of desperate people deprived of food and water 

who have stayed out in the sun too long.  In the world we live in today, we are perhaps not as 

likely to unanimously turn away from God at the same moment.  There won’t be an impulsive 

decision to stop serving and trusting God.  I think it’s far more likely that we are part of a series 

of events and responses that seem innocuous at the time but that gradually shift our relationship 

focus from God and service to God to the culture of idolatry and service to self.  Out identity as 

servants of God and followers of Christ gets subsumed underneath other parts of who we are that 

are not necessarily bad or wrong, they have just become the object of too much emphasis. 

 We live in complicated times.  There are demands on our attention and energy that were 

not part of our lives 50 or even 20 years ago.  But that is not going to change - we have to find 

ways to keep our focus now, in spite of the circumstances in which we live.  There are clues 

embedded in the story that show glimpses of the Hebrew people that we can relate to, and that 
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may tune us in to the subtle idols that slip into our lives in the most benign ways.  Awareness 

will help us keep our attention on the One who frees us and calls us to free others who are 

oppressed and downtrodden.   

 For example, we read that the people saw that Moses was slow to come down the 

mountain.  They start getting nervous - they don’t know where their leader has gone or if he is 

coming back.  They feel like a ship without a rudder while Moses is gone.  Instead of praying, 

seeking God’s guidance, and trying to figure out how they can hear the voice of God even 

without Moses physically present, the Israelites try to fill the vacuum of leadership with...a 

statue.  “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us” they say to Aaron, “as for this Moses, 

who has brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.”   

 Well, that didn’t take long.  We are told that Moses stayed on the mountaintop for 40 

days and nights, which is a round number meaning “an indefinitely long time.”  But it probably 

was not nearly as long as the years that Moses had provided steadfast leadership to their 

community, often at great personal risk.  In that temporary leadership gap, the Israelites hustled 

to find some new object of their devotion and trust.  And that’s not the first time such a thing has 

happened.  Remember a couple of weeks ago when we read the passage about Moses striking the 

rock and water coming out, quenching the thirst that was about to kill the Israelites?  They were 

about to turn on Moses in that moment too.  They threatened to stone him.  Or when they didn’t 

have enough to eat, and they wailed that they regretted Moses leading them away from Egypt in 

the first place.  The idolatry the Israelites commit while Moses is on the mountaintop is not new, 

it’s just more brazen in this situation. 
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 And even today, it is not unusual for communities to turn to idolatry when they lose faith 

in their leaders.  Some leaders have not earned our trust or respect in the first place, so we do not 

lose faith in them, we just never have it at all.   But there are still situations when leaders AND 

followers are too quick to turn away from each other.  Rev. Ken McFayden, who is the academic 

dean and professor of ministry and leadership development at Union Presbyterian Seminary in 

Richmond, recently addressed the PCUSA Mid Council Leaders Gathering with a paper titled 

“Leading and Following.”  He had these words to say: “In a crisis, people tend to blame their 

leaders.  Often, it’s because in a crisis we look for the wrong kind of leadership.  We want to go 

back to the old ways that are more comfortable and known.  But God is calling us to learn new 

ways...We idolize the past because we don’t know how to deal with the present, much less the 

future.  If we want real leaders, we have to give some things up.” 

 What Professor McFayden had to say rang true for me, and I wondered what the Israelites 

would have thought of his words.  The building of the golden calf comes not that long after they 

have lamented the lack of dietary variety in the desert and expressed their wish that they had 

stayed in Egypt, even though they were slaves there.  They would have been willing to go back 

to captivity rather than risk the short term hardships that could lead them to self-determination in 

the land God had promised them.  That is just as much an idolatry as worshiping the golden calf, 

and much more insidious.  It’s the kind of subtle idol that creeps into our conversations and our 

perspectives before we even are aware of it. 

 In the same speech, Reverend McFayden also emphasized that true leadership is based on 

relationship - people stick together longer if there is open communication, trust, and genuine 

affection.  The idea of relationship being such a key component also comes through in this story.  
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Even though the relationships change after the episode with the calf, God sticks with the 

Israelites and so does Moses.  That outcome looks questionable for a time - God says to Moses 

that the Israelites are a “stiff necked” people.  God plans to “burn them with fire and consume 

them.”  And yet Moses intervenes on behalf of the Israelites, changing God’s mind about the 

planned consequences of their poor behavior. 

 Moses has his own period of ange and bitterness when he comes down from the mountain 

and sees the Hebrews dancing around the golden calf - this is that famous part where Moses 

throws down the tablets of the covenant.  The consequences of the Israelites’ behavior are 

difficult and long lasting, but the relationship remains.  Moses eventually creates new tablets, 

and he continues to advocate before God on behalf of the Israelite people.  The relationship is 

tested, but it holds together. 

 If we look carefully, we can find ourselves in the ongoing, rocky relationship between 

God and the Israelites and the one between Moses and the Israelites.  We can all fall into the trap 

of the subtle idols that surround us.  Almost without thinking about it or making a conscious 

decision, we become covenant breakers instead of covenant keepers.  The good news is that we 

never have to remain in a state of separation.  God renewed the covenant in the person of Christ, 

who Advocates for us even more consistently than Moses could.  We are always invited to put 

our idols away, whether they are tangible objects or something less visible, and turn again to face 

the God of love, creativity and new beginnings.  I thank God for that invitation.  Amen.   

	


