
Proper 19C 

Exodus 32: 1-14 

Psalm 51:1-11 

1 Timothy 1:12-17 

Luke 15:1-10 

 

In the Old Testament reading we heard today, Moses reveals another of his remarkable skills. He 

takes on the role of defense attorney in the case of God vs The Israelites. 

 

When the story opens Moses had disappeared into the great cloud on Mount Sinai to receive the 

laws God has established for God’s people. He has been gone for 40 days. Meanwhile the 

Israelites, left behind in the camps, are getting restless and anxious. They don’t know what has 

become of Moses. They need the leadership of the one who brought them out of Egypt, and think, 

in their moment of despair, it is Moses who rescued them from slavery. And if Moses has 

disappeared, are they being left to die in this wilderness? In their desire to feel more secure, they 

turn to Aaron, the one Moses left behind as the problem solver. And they press him to make them 

a God to worship, a god they can follow. Aaron is a people pleaser and produces the golden calf 

for them. 

 

While Aaron is trying to appease the restless crowd, God and Moses are monitoring 

these developments from the top of the mountain.  And when God sees what is going 

on, God is furious with the people! God tells Moses to get back down there because 

“your people,” Moses’ people, have acted perversely. Whoa, now God is not even 

claiming the Israelites as God’s own! It’s like one parent saying to another, “your 

son got in trouble at school again today!”  

 

And then God tells Moses to leave. God says to him, “Let me alone, so that my wrath 

may burn hot against them and I may consume them!” The Israelites are in big 

trouble now. God is angry because the people tried to reduce that which is infinite 

and beyond understanding, to something finite and familiar, an animal created from 

costume jewelry. And it wasn’t like they didn’t know better. God had expressly 

forbidden worship of false images of the true God.  

 

God threatens to do a remake of the great flood and destroy these people.  God calls 

the Israelites “perverse.” It’s the same adjective God used to justify destruction of 

the earth the first time. And then God makes an offer to Moses similar to what was 



offered Noah. God proposes starting over with Moses, as the new Noah, and the new 

Abraham. God is going to have a fresh start and populate the earth with less “stiff-

necked” people. Ha! Clearly that didn’t happen, we’re all still here! The crux of this 

story is in what happens next. 

 

Here’s where Moses shines as a defense attorney. He doesn’t say “okay God, 

whatever you want. Let’s start over by wiping out these folks and make a great nation 

from my bloodline.” Instead of grabbing the prize, Moses counters God’s plan with 

a list of reasons why destroying the population would be a really bad idea.  

 

He does this by entering into dialogue with God. Wherever did Moses get the idea 

he could influence the mind of God? It had to have come from somewhere. It had to 

have come from past experience. God must have been cultivating dialogue with 

humans before this. There was a hint of it earlier in this passage, when God said to 

Moses, “Let me alone so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may 

consume them.“  God must have expected Moses to try to intervene, or why would 

Moses need to be sent away? And if God wasn’t interested in listening to the human 

perspective, Moses was the wrong choice to lead the Exodus. God invites human 

dialogue, and what God hears from Moses is a plea on behalf of the people. Moses 

argues that the people should be spared because they are God’s people. 

 

Remember God saying to Moses “your people who you brought out of Egypt?” Now 

Moses corrects God that these are not Moses’ people, they are God’s people, who 

God delivered out of Egypt. And he reminds God of the covenant, the promise God 

made to be faithful. Moses admits that the people messed up, really badly. He 

essentially says to God, “Yes, it was wrong, but you promised.” And God listens, 

and does not carry out the plan. 

  

The Israelites trusted Moses and when he was absent from them it felt like a change 

they needed to resist. It’s an understandable emotion. If what we have known for a 

long time to be solid and reliable and familiar is taken away, what’s the first impulse? 

We resist by wanting the old way and convincing ourselves it was better anyway. 

(Think about how you felt the first time you tried to use a smart phone, or had to 

change phones.) But if we reach for the past, it’s all about clinging to what was and 

not opening to the future.  



 

Beloved of Nativity, we are going to be in a place of uncertainty and change very 

soon. In 3.5 months, 12 years of Nature’s dedicated leadership will be part of our 

history. No matter how efficiently or diligently our vestry works to find a new rector, 

there is going to be a period of transition. As much as we are all happy for Nature to 

take up the next phase of her life, it is going to create a period of uncertainty and 

insecurity. It’s just a fact of life when a parish calls a new rector. We are going to 

need to navigate the wilderness for a while, But that can be a good thing! It’s all a 

matter of perspective. 

 

We can approach this time by looking around for something to grab on to like Linus 

with his blanket or the Israelites and their golden calf. Or we can look forward to the 

time between rectors as an opportunity to enter into deep dialogue with God and 

with each other.  No matter what management structure we put in place during the 

interim, we will not be without leadership. For God has promised “I will always be 

with you.” And God invites us into dialogue, that we might discern God’s will for 

this parish.  

 

It’s going to be hard to let go of what we have come to know and love. No one knows 

that better than I do. But let us learn from the Israelites. They believed Moses had 

led them out of Egypt and that without him they were lost. But it wasn’t Moses in 

the lead. God is the one who delivered them from slavery.  

 

This congregation has survived some dark and difficult times, and we have grown 

and found joy in this place. And of course, we thank Nature for that. But let’s be 

clear, as I know she is clear, that just as God is the one who led the Israelites, God 

is also the one who has been in the lead here.  

 

None of the beautiful customs and rituals of this church have made us who we are. 

Those things are not responsible for the loving, nurturing, supportive, embracing, 

warmth of this congregation. Neither are any of us responsible for what this church 

is today. Neither is Nature. We are who we are because we have welcomed the will 

of God into our lives and we seek to follow that will. And thanks be to Almighty 

God for the gift of this talented and dedicated rector who has always sought first to 

follow God’s will and steer us accordingly.  



 

Just as in other aspects of life, when we need direction, the best option is to be in 

dialogue with God and with others we trust. That is how we discern God’s will, and 

hopefully make it our own. And that is where we will turn to fling wide the gates of 

possibility for this parish. Because even while discerning our way through the 

wilderness, God will be in the lead.  

 

The point of the story of the golden calf is greater than a reminder that God forbids 

worship of false images. The point is that God keeps God’s promises. And over and 

over and over again, God promises to be with us, available to us. And God promises 

that there are always better things to come when we seek to follow God’s will. That 

is the task before us.  
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