
Sermon October 11, 2020 

One of the stresses of moving in the fall of an election year is voting. As I prepared to 
move to Santa Cruz, I spent a lot of time deciding how I should vote and where I should 
vote. I looked up voter registration deadlines for both NC and California, looked up how 
early I could request a mail-in ballot in NC and how late I could request one in CA. 

I had to plan ahead - and I was able to request a mail-in ballot as early as I could in NC. 
I received my ballot in time and was able to vote and then turn it in before I moved. 
For me, and I think for a lot of people, voting this year feels more important and stressful 
than any other year. The world still feels in peril. It has for months and months and 
months and change doesn’t feel like it is coming. So much hope is built up in this election 
– hope on both sides of the political spectrum. Hope for change on one side and hope 
for continuation on the other.  

In these crucial weeks and days leading up to the election, it seems like all we can do is 
hope and wait. 
Our scripture for today finds the Israelites in a similar situation. 

Hoping and waiting. 
The Israelites are waiting for Moses to come down from the mountain. You see, scripture 
leading up to today’s passage has Moses finishing up his 40 days of divine instruction 
with God. The people have heard the 10 commandments, and Moses goes up to the 
mountain to receive further divine instruction from God. The 40 days ends with God 
giving Moses the two tablets of the covenant, “written with the finger of God.” 

But the Israelites don’t seem to know or understand this is what is happening. Our 
scripture for today opens with them saying Moses is delayed from coming down the 
mountain. They don’t seem to know about the 40-day timeline. While Moses is up on the 
mountain, enjoying his time with God, the Israelites are down below, impatient and 
confused, maybe even scared. 
They get anxious and tired of waiting. They lose hope. 
And we all know what happens next. It’s a story told time and time again. 

Aaron makes them a golden calf to worship and place their hope in. And God is angry. 
As God should be. 
It’s a story told time and time again because it’s such a big deal. It’s their first sin after 
receiving the 10 commandments and it’s a big commandment to break. The first 
commandment.  

 



Traditional interpretations of this passage say that Aaron and the other Israelites made 
the calf as another God to worship because they lost their faith in Moses and God.  
Verse 1: “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man 
who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 

It almost seems so simple: if they had simply known Moses was going to be gone for a 
while, perhaps this never would have happened. If there was just more direct 
communication, all would be well.  
A different interpretation creates space for more complexity and ambiguity. 

Different translations of scripture translate verse 1 a bit differently. Instead of the 
Israelites saying to Aaron, “Come, make Gods for us” other translations have them 
saying, “Come, MAKE US a God” 
Now, what’s the difference? The translation we read today, make Gods for us, places 
the sin on breaking the first commandment “You shall have no other Gods before me.” 

The second translation, make us a God, places the sin of worshipping a false image of 
the true God. And worshipping a false image of the True God is every bit as much a sin 
as worshipping another God. 
I think the second translation is important because, in many ways, it’s a much more 
relatable sin – a sin we continue to break today.  
In his article on Exodus 32, Rolf Jacobson dives further into how the Israelites fell into 
the sin of worshipping a false image of God and how we continue to do so today. 

He writes that the first false image of God that we are liable to follow is the human leader. 
For the Israelites, it is Moses. Things start to go wrong when they lose sight of Moses. 
They claim Moses was the one who brought them out of the land of Egypt. This is not 
entirely a lie – Moses was the one to lead them, but Moses was only the agent through 
whom God acted. 
Jacobson writes, “Human agents of the divine are good and wonderful tools. God has 
acted through many people in history – all of them imperfect, yet all valuable. The 
problem with human agents is that they are mortal and broken. They fail. They sin. They 
die. They leave.” 

We do this all the time – lift our leaders and idols up as Gods – and refuse to 
acknowledge the sin they bring with them. Our founding fathers are a great example. In 
many ways, they were great men who were crucial to forming the nation we live in today. 
But they were just men. In many ways, they were also bad men. Some of them enslaved 
people, some of them unfaithful to their wives, and they all signed on to country claimed 
to be founded on freedom and the right to life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness – all while 
excluding people of color and women. We must hold this tension – the good that our 



leaders and heroes have done – as well as the bad. It forces us to acknowledge their 
humanity, their sin – just like our own.  
The second false image Jacobson writes is the golden calf itself – the art and image that 
Aaron used to focus the people’s worship. This hits especially close to home during the 
pandemic. In what ways do we love worship – the music, the liturgy, the prayers, the art, 
- more than we love God?  
As Jacobson writes again – “we can be more devoted to the statue of Jesus in front of 
the sanctuary than we are to the Jesus whom we meet in the least of our neighbors. We 
care more about tradition than we care about doing justice, loving kindness, and walking 
humbly with God.” 
It’s so easy – especially in a time when we cannot worship like we are used to – to lose 
hope. But the golden calf reminds us hope is not in the ways we worship – the image we 
love to view, or the words we love to repeat, or the songs we love to hear – our hope is 
in God.  
While this story seems rather bleak and dark – it is in fact one laced with hope in every 
verse. A call to realize that our Hope is in God alone.  
In one of his daily meditations, Franciscan friar Richard Rohr writes about their founder 
– St. Francis of Assisi – and the radical ways in which he lived his life.  

He states, “When Francis said, “I left the world, after being among lepers, he was saying 
that he was giving up on the usual payoffs, constraints, and rewards of business-as-
usual and was choosing to live in the largest Kingdom of all. To pray and actually mean 
“Thy Kingdom come,” we must also be able to say, “my kingdoms go.” 
What kingdoms are we holding on to now, that take away from the Kingdom that is to 
come?  

What Golden calves (both human and idols) in our lives today do we worship as false 
images of God that take away from our hope in God? 
It’s a message I must remind myself time and time again – especially in an election year. 
It’s a message that speaks plainly: the kingdom of God will not be brought on Nov. 3rd. 
It will not be destroyed on Nov. 3. Regardless of the result of an election between two 
humans, regardless of which Man we dangerously place all our hope in - Only God can 
bring the kingdom. 

So we continue to do the work – even when we cannot worship like want to, even when 
the world feels in peril – we continue to do our part in helping bringing the Kingdom of 
God here on Earth – acknowledging that while God can and does work through us – our 
most deep and fervent hope is in God alone. And take heart – God will never abandon 
us. Even when we sin. Even when we misplace our hope in our own golden calves. The 
covenant that God created with the Israelites comes AFTER the golden calf. After God 
witnesses the depth of our darkness, God chooses us.  



 
And that is hope in God. The only hope that matters. Thanks be to God. Amen. 

 


