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How many of you like conflict?  I know I don’t.  I like it when people get 

along and work together.  Disagreements are fine as long as they are 

respectful not just of the person but their position. That is, to listen 

and true to understand the other’s view. 

Conflict arises when the disagreements become oppositional—and 

emotional, when it becomes me vs. you rather than us seeking 

common ground, when it becomes “I want” rather than “We need.” 

Today’s Old Testament lesson is one of those vaguely familiar stories you 

remember, perhaps of Edward G. Robinson demanding a golden calf 

in the 1956 movie “The Ten Commandments,” but there are details 

worth exploring. 

The context for today’s story is that Moses is up on the mountain again with 

God (he goes up and down a lot).  It’s been 40 days and the people are 

getting restless.  After almost six weeks the people have not seen 

Moses nor God and they’re getting anxious.  The Egyptians had idols 

of their gods so they had something to see and touch; the Hebrews 

have Yahweh, but Yahweh seems more ethereal.   

They’ve been wandering in the wilderness and by day they see a cloud, by 

night a column of fire.  They have seen and eaten strange food like 

manna and water come out of a rock that Moses struck.  And they 

heard the Ten Commandments and witnessed the thunder and 

lightning, the sound of the trumpet, and the mountain smoking, said 

to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God 

speak to us, or we will die.” 

So despite all the miracles and God’s acts of power and telling Moses, “we’ll 

wait right here and you go convene with God” all they can see to focus 
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on is still wandering in the wilderness and feeling alone, even 

abandoned.   

Up to now Moses has been leading the people assisted by his brother Aaron, 

who was with him in the confrontations with Pharaoh, and their sister 

Miriam. 

Now Moses had grown up in Pharaoh’s household, while Aaron grew up 

with his kinsmen.  So, the people maybe saw Aaron more like one of 

them.  And they say, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before 

us.”  And Aaron—without any apparent protest—says, “Get me all 

your jewelry made of gold”, which they do and Aaron molds a golden 

calf and says, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out 

of the land of Egypt!” Then Aaron builds an altar before it and 

proclaims, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD.” 

 It is in this exchange that Aaron slides down the slippery slope of 

ambiguity to placate the people—and maybe even himself. 

In our translation we say “gods” for the Hebrew word Elohim, which, 

indeed, is a plural of El, which means God in the singular.  But in the 

Old Testament Elohim is often used for just God, such as “in the 

beginning Elohim created the heavens and the earth.” 

So are the people asking for Aaron to make idols of foreign gods or an idol 

of their God?  An is Aaron responding in kind?  He does proclaim, 

“Tomorrow shall be a festival to the LORD,” which is the euphonism 

we use when we translate the name of the God of the Israelites, 

Yahweh. 

So it appears Aaron is trying to have it both ways.  He is responding to pleas 

to essentially “make us the god (or gods) we believe in” and saying, 
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“Sure, let’s make us the god we believe in” and then says, “Here it is; 

let’s celebrate our god, Yahweh.” 

What does this make Aaron?  A stereotypical politician.  He deliberately 

plays off the ambiguity to give the people what they want while 

dressing it up as being faithful.   

What else does the make Aaron? A failed leader.  Instead of trying to assure 

and rally the people to keep the faith in their anxious times, he 

panders to them, which both pleases them and makes him look good 

to them. 

You might say, “How can they be this way?  The saw Moses take on Pharaoh 

and win.  The Red Sea parted.  This pillar of fire goes before them.  

Manna from heaven comes.  They got the Ten Commandments 

amidst smoke and fire on the mountain.  And after 40 days they are 

forgetting all that?” 

But aren’t many of us today like that?  40 days into the pandemic we were 

going stir crazy.  And while we were able to have online worship, we 

wanted to be in our physical building with our stained glass, our 

communion table, our cross above.   

Now you can rightfully say that these things are not idols and we’re not 

worshipping them, but we do want tangible items as part of our 

worship.  And that’s OK.  It is appropriate to have them.   

But it’s also OK if we didn’t have them.   

What is important is not to look to assuage our frustrations in these 

troubled times with actions and rhetoric that plays to our fears and 

insecurities, such as Aaron did. 
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Because as Aaron found out things quickly got out of hand.  Instead of 

worshipping Yahweh or, frankly, any god, the Israelites partied like it 

was Mardi Gras in New Orleans. 

God—Yahweh—sees this and tells Moses, “Your people have lost it, so I’ll 

have to destroy them and make you a great nation some other way.” 

Now here is a group of people who have been hounding Moses ever since he 

led them out of Egypt.  Not that they liked being enslaved to the 

Egyptians, but they were expecting this land of milk and honey fairly 

quickly, not this decades of wandering in the wilderness.  They have 

shown him grudging respect at best.  And, in truth, most of his life he 

wasn’t even with them and lived as an ex-pat, if you well, in a foreign 

country. 

So, you might say it would be reasonable for Moses to say, “Yes, Lord, they 

are a stiff-neck lot.  I don’t think they’ll ever “get it”.  Do what you 

will.” 

Instead Moses says, “Yes, Lord, they are a stiff-neck lot, but they are your 

people; don’t be angry and destroy them.  You brought them out of 

the land of Egypt; I was just your instrument.  You promised 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob that you would make them a great nation 

and that they shall inherit it forever.” 

As a result, “Yahweh changed his mind about the disaster that he planned 

to bring on his people.” 

The point isn’t whether God is omniscient or not, but rather that despite 

everything that has happened to him and in many ways how he has 

been treated, Moses decides to stand with the people and challenge 
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God.  And Moses does so precisely because they are not his people; 

they are God’s people. 

And though, in this story, God is tempted to start over again, like he did 

with Noah, he relents and decides not to give up on this stiff-neck 

people. 

To be honest, when I look around at the world today, I sometimes wonder if 

God shouldn’t start over.  But if Moses persuaded God not to do so, 

who am I to disagree? 

Because despite everything we are God’s people.  And God looks to us to 

remind people of that.   

In the Apostle Paul’s darkest days while in prison he still is able to write to 

the church in Philippi telling them to be of the same mind and 

support each other and, even with the Roman empire bearing down 

on them, to rejoice in the Lord.   

And for us to keep on doing the things that we have learned and know in 

our hearts, such as love, compassion, and forgiveness.  “And the God 

of peace will be with you.” 

That is the side we should all be on. 

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 

 

 


