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In September of 2011, a United Church of Christ pastor by the name of Lillian Daniel wrote a 
short 360-word essay that got picked up by the Huffington Post, an online news service with 
over a million subscribers.  This essay entitled “Spiritual But Not Religious?  Please Stop Boring 
Me” sparked a passion-filled debate about the virtues of organized religion, its drawbacks and 
the limits of self-constructed faith systems.  She wrote (in one of the slightly less agitated 
paragraphs of the essay) “Spiritual but not religious folks see God in sunsets and walks on the 
beach, but so do I.  Being privately spiritual but not religious just doesn’t interest me.  There is 
nothing challenging about having deep thoughts all by yourself.  What is interesting is doing the 
work of faith in community where other people might call you on your stuff or, heaven forbid, 
disagree with you.  Where life with God is rich and provocative is when you dig deeply into a 
tradition that you, yourself, did not invent”.  The response to Lillian Daniels’ essay and her 
subsequent book on the subject make it seem as if the issue was brand new in the history of 
religious dialogue but, in fact, it is a very old issue—an issue we see firsthand in our scripture 
readings for this morning. 
  
Exodus 32 is, on its surface, a story about idolatry.  It is about putting self-manufactured objects 
in as a stand-in for the sovereignty of God.  As the story goes, the Israelites, recently freed from 
slavery in Egypt and newly armed with the Ten Commandments upon which they would build 
their new society in the Promised Land, find themselves impatiently waiting while their semi-
capable leader, Moses, is up on Mt. Sinai conversing with Yahweh.  For 40 days and 40 nights, 
they anxiously wait until they just can’t take it anymore.  In a moment of panic, they turn to 
Moses’ brother, Aaron, and say “Come on, Aaron.  Make for us some laws.  We can’t wait 
anymore.  Moses has been up there way too long” so Aaron takes their gold jewelry (which is 
proof that men have been wearing earrings for a long time) and forms it into the image of a calf, 
and he says “Here you go.  Here is a new god for you, and this god likes to party”.   
  
As the text reads in Verse 6, they rose early the next day.  They made an offering to the 
Lord.  They sat down to eat and drink, and they rose up to rebel.  They were having an ancient 
“kegger”.  
  
Now, an obvious problem here is that, with the building of the Golden Calf and the subsequent 
worship and liturgical practices that quickly grew up around it (Aaron, by the way, truly 
understands that, with the institution of a new god, you’ve got to quickly enshrine it with religious 
ritual in order to prove it to be legitimate, so he gets all that religious ritual going), we have a 
crude and frontal assault on the first two Commandments.  They had just released the first two 
Commandments, and right away they were attacking the first two Commandments—“no other 
gods” and “no other idols”.  These are pushed aside and God is “pissed”. 
  
So, the story about the golden calf is obviously about idolatry and the breaking of the 
Commandments, but if we were to read ahead to Verses 21, 30 and 31, we would find that there 
is a violation here that is much more foundational and threatening to the well-being of Israel.  It 
is a violation that they will struggle with their entire lives.  In these verses, and in Verse 21, 
Moses turns to his brother, Aaron, and says “What is this great sin that you have brought upon 
them?”  There is sibling rivalry going on here because Moses is just ticked off at Aaron for what 
he has done, then Moses turns to the people who are all standing there and says “You have 
sinned a great sin.  What were you thinking?”  Then, finally, Moses turns to God and says “Alas, 
these people have sinned a great sin.  They have made for themselves gods of gold, and I don’t 



know what to do with them”, so there is this sort of Trinitarian refrain of great sin, and the great 
sin here, the great violation that the Israelites have committed here, is that they have substituted 
a self-made, always available, controllable and useful god for the sovereign God who comes 
with requirements, expectations and uncertainties.  Israel, in this story, cannot tolerate the risks 
of being in relationship with the God of Mt. Sinai, the God of the Commandments, so it is always 
trying to reduce that risk by domesticating God into manageable proportions.  They will be 
spiritual but not religious.   
  
In regards to this Golden Calf story, our Old Testament theologian, Walter Brueggemann, writes 
this.  He says “The people of Israel who seek to reduce faith to a visible servitude are intensely 
religious people who are hungry for gods.  Their hunger, however, fails to deal with the 
demands of freedom of the biblical God so that the very community in partnership with this God 
becomes a factory for production of more available and accessible idols.   
  
Part of the universal human condition that all anthropologists attest to is that we are all intensely 
religious people who hunger for gods.  We are hotwired to be in pursuit of something, of 
anything, beyond ourselves, and the great and destructive lie of the modern world is that the self 
is all the matters, so when the intensely religious and spiritually hungry human being is 
socialized and shaped by a world which enshrines autonomy and individualism, what Lillian 
Daniels says you get are lonely, isolated individuals who “see God only in sunsets and walks on 
the beach and images in mirrors”, but the God who is testified to in the Hebrew and Christian 
scriptures is a God of deep covenantal relationship.  That is, this is a God who places demands 
and expectations upon our lives. This is a God who gives His people a purpose for living, and 
that purpose is that we are to live lives of faith and righteousness and service to our brothers 
and sisters.  We are to have a higher purpose in our lives, and we are to devote our lives to 
building up God’s kingdom here on earth.  It is a kingdom of justice, mercy, love and 
compassion.   
  
So, we are not, as people of the biblical God, to be sitting around contemplating our navels.  We 
are to be listening to what God would have us do, what God would have us give our lives over 
to, what God would have us make devotion to, and it is this mission of God’s kingdom taking 
root right here in the midst of planet earth.  What we know from scripture is that God is deeply 
disturbed by what is going on in our world, and God calls the people forward to straighten it out.   
  
Communities of faith throughout history have been called forward, and into the middle of that 
community of faith are some expectations.  If you are going to be My people and I am going to 
be your God, here is what we are going to do.  We’re going to end pain in this world.  We’re 
going to end tears in this world.  We’re going to end hungry children crying out in this 
world.  We’re going to end violence and hatred, but we’re going to straighten this world out 
because this is the call from God, who wants us to give our lives over to something that 
matters.  For the Israelites it is these Ten Commandments.  Take these Ten Commandments 
and a bunch more that I’m going to give you and go to the Promised Land and build up a nation 
that will be just and righteous, where there will be no hungry people, where there will be no 
crying babies, and build it in My name.   
  
What the biblical story from Exodus knows is that when we are left to our own devices, we are 
no good.  We immediately get into trouble.  We immediately build idols. We immediately pursue 
the false promises that the world endlessly offers.  We are human creatures.  When we think of 
the story of Adam and Eve, that wonderful word “Adam” in Hebrew is “Ha’adam”.  It means 
“earth creature”.  We are earth creatures, but as earth creatures we are somehow 
incomplete.  There is always some longing that we have yet to be satisfied so without God and 
without a worshipping community through which to pursue this God, we are not whole, so we 
pursue idols and all kinds of stuff that we try to fill up our spirits with and it never works.  It just 
leads to chaos.   



  
In the end, the good news of this story is that, as ticked off as God got at the Israelites, Moses 
was able to intervene and does so by appealing to God’s “manity”.  Moses says “If you kill your 
own people, God, the Egyptians are going to see it and they are going to laugh at you.  Is that 
what you want, God?  Do you want them to laugh at you?”  So God turns from his wrath, 
changes his mind, and the covenant with God’s people is renewed.  God is always ready to 
change God’s mind.   
  
This story is, at its basic, about God who is always calling us back.  Forgiveness and grace are 
always being offered, and when the gods of our own invention no longer do the trick, the God of 
love and mercy is prepared to take us back.  That is the joy and promise of living faith in 
community.  God is here.  His hand is out.  Forgiveness is being offered.  Come back into the 
fold.  Recommit to this vision of the world, and turn your life in a new direction.  That is the 
power of this Exodus story.  There are idols alive and well in our world that seduce us, but God 
is calling us back—calling us back to faith, calling us back to a new way of living, calling us back 
to community.  Thanks be to the God of love and mercy.  Amen.   
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