Sermon 17th Sunday after Pentecost, Year A, October 9, 2011

I’ve probably shared with you a thought that a priest friend of mine left me with several years ago.  She said that all of the violations in scripture can be boiled down to two major infractions….lack of care for the orphan, the widow and the alien in our midst…lack of love of neighbor and…..Idolatry…lack of love of God.  Coming on the heals of last week’s reading from Exodus when we heard a recitation of the 10 commandments…that are divided into two sets of commandments….love God and love neighbor, today we hear the Israelites fashioning a golden calf.  Here is the landmark story of idolatry in the bible before us today.

Moses leads the Israelites out of the land of Egypt and along the way all they do is complain about what’s wrong.  In today’s reading they are at the base of Mount Sinai waiting for God’s word.  Moses makes his ascent up the mountain and the people start to get nervous after he doesn’t come down for some time.  So the people urge Moses’ brother Aaron to make a god for them to worship, and he does.

We must remember that the Israelites who just left slavery in Egypt still operated from a slave mentality.  They were used to being told what to do.  They looked to Moses to provide all the answers.  Their ability to have faith in God was in its infancy.  They were unable to stand alone, think for themselves and so they continually relied on someone else to give them all the answers…to save them over and over again.  In a way the people made an idol out of Moses himself.  They were lost when Moses left them to go up the mountain and they panicked.

It’s a good thing that we’re nothing like those naïve Israelites that Moses lead out of Egypt.  It’s a good thing that we have a deep and complete faith in God that we no longer build idols or panic when things make us anxious for afraid.  Or are we that different really?  In these times of rapid change all around us we live in a culture of constant fear and anxiety.  We long for clarity and answers.  We yearn for a simpler time once again.  We expect our leaders to have all the answers and if they don’t and don’t do it quickly we’re ready to move on to the new flavor of the month.

I went to a priest conference this week and our bishops asked us clergy to come up with questions for them to answer of things on our minds.  Typically we clergy were no different than those Israelites….we wanted answers and clarity from our bishops, but what we got was something different…that I found incredibly helpful.

Bishop Douglas, an academic with a great command of history, talked about the history of our Episcopal Church and the United States.  He said that our church structures and identity have largely paralleled the major cultures attitudes and changes as the nation evolved.  For example, in the 18th and 19th century the nation was a grouping of colonies and states…a federated model of organization with a weak central organizing structure.  The church followed suit.  There was no central, national church that provided answers…that came in the 20th century.  Our nation in the 20th century moved from a federated model to corporate and centralized models of government and industry.  We grew big factories and big government.  
Our church followed suit.  There was no church national office until the 1930s.  The dominant cultural model that most of us were born into and learned was a more vertical structure in which we looked to centralized structures to provide stability, surety and the answers we needed.  This model of the 20th century is now giving way to a new model that is emerging with the 21st century that is built more on networking models that don’t have those same strong centralized structures for answers and support.  The same is true with the church.  We no longer can look to a strong centralized regulatory model of church government to create surety and structure like we once did.

Bishop Douglas said we can see this cultural shift playing out in our political life.  Both the Republicans and Democrats operate out of 20th century structures that are centralized and stratified.  They both have central national committees with clearly articulated positions that provide answers to problems from their perspective.  However, what’s happening in this age of networks is a phenomenon such as we see with the TEA Party movement…a movement with no organized central authority, where people come and go into and out of the movement.  We have seen this reality play out most powerfully in the Arab world this past year with networks of individuals come together, share ideas, move into and out of leadership and forcibly change their societies.  We also see this happening in grassroots movements to stop over consumption, to live more in harmony with nature and the environment, and during the past few weeks networks of folks are protesting Walls Street excesses at the expense of 99% of the people.

I mention all of this because I believe the promise for us as church in the 21st century provides us an opportunity to claim God’s authority once more and to set aside some of our idolatrous behavior.  

We human beings by nature are idolatrous.  We put all kinds of things in the place of God…we build golden calves all the time of one kind or another.  Today’s reading from Exodus is an opportunity for us to reflect on what those idols are and how the rapidly changing world around us invites us to consider anew who God is in our lives and how we are called to respond in faith to the reality that God is God and not you or me, or anything else we pretend to put in God’s place.  Amen.

