The Price of Gold

Exodus 32:1-14


I’m told that there are two versions of the Golden Rule.  The first I learned as a child: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  The other I learned as an adult: “The one with the most gold rules.”  
I was aspiring to become a monarch a few weeks ago when I was rummaging through my dresser drawers looking for old tie pins, cufflinks, and watchbands and anything else that might contain a few grams of gold.  I even craned my neck in front of a mirror to see if there might be a fleck or two imbedded in my fillings.  With the all-time high for gold prices going over $1800 an ounce in August, I was looking for anything that might glisten and gleam.  

Then I remembered my high school class ring that at the time cost me a month’s wages in my part-time job.  I also thought about the various gifts I’ve received down through the years and the gold watch I inherited from my grandfather.  Adding up all this potential bullion, I imagined myself enjoying a summer afternoon on my brand new yacht, cruising around the Sound with the rest of you.

But, alas, all of life’s changes and a number of moves over the years made my quest futile, since the last time I recall seeing anything I owned that possessed intrinsic value was long before I turned that critical age of 50—the time when a person’s childhood possessions are reclassified as antiques.  If I still have them (and that is not certain), most are probably hidden somewhere in that big black hole in the sky called “the attic,” which means they will remain safe and lost until I muster the will to search for them.  Given the current condition of that portion of our house, an ounce of gold will have to soar way past $5000 to inspire me to do that!  
This was of great disappointment to me, of course, as I realized my dreams of wealth and affluence sitting atop a cache of gold was not about to be fulfilled.  I realize I’m still a tin-pan man, stuck with floating around the Sound in my 500-pound wooden kayak.
There’s a lesson in all this, I suppose: gold has relative value.  Ever since the universal gold standard was abandoned, the price of gold goes up and down—sometimes worth more, sometimes worth less.  When times are good, the price of gold is relatively low, and when times are tough, the price of gold absolutely skyrockets.  If you’re prudent, you’ll invest in gold when you least think you need it, so that when you do, you’ll have a tidy nest egg to fall back on.  Believe me, there’s nothing like a goose that lays a golden egg at an opportune time to make a tin-pan man happy!  

Gold, of course, is as symbolic in value as it is real.  It represents so many things: wealth, power, glamour, beauty, glory—all the things that humans idolize which seduce the heart of many a person.  In this day, when the prices have soared and its value is higher than at any other time in history, gold represents the affluence of those set apart from the rest, those who do well even in a recession—those who can still afford to be the buyers while most of us aren’t—those whose demand raises the price to record levels.  In many ways, the price of gold symbolizes the dramatic gap in income in this country and around the world between the haves and the have-nots.

Our appreciation of this gap has increased over the last few years in the global economic meltdown, punctuated over the past few weeks when grassroots protesters have descended upon Wall Street and the financial districts of other cities around the world.  What we see are angry people who feel left out, while the financiers, who have been bailed out and buoyed up by luck and a generous government, have done quite well, continuing to rake in millions, while the rest of the world worries about finding or keeping their jobs.  With the global economy still struggling and our 401Ks about as stable as the Red Sox clubhouse, these seminal demonstrations have given voice to the failure of the financial institutions to protect the interests of the average customer, while glossing over the fraud and malfeasance of the institutions themselves, underscoring grassroots rage and frustration over the way the economy runs and the fundamental fairness of society.    
I, for one, have been intrigued by this impromptu street revolution.  On their website, the Occupy Wall Street’s manifesto seems to echo the calls of every other major civil uprising from the era of the French Revolution to the current Arab unrest over gross inequities in society.  This is what they say:  
We are the 99 percent.  We are getting kicked out of our homes.  We are forced to choose between groceries and rent.  We are denied quality medical care.  We are suffering from environmental pollution.  We are working long hours for little pay and no rights, if we’re working at all.  We are getting nothing while the other 1 percent is getting everything.  We are the 99 percent!
Though I realize rhetoric is always subject to debate, there does seem to be a commonality to the complaint across cultures, perhaps as widespread today as it has ever been in human civilization.  Around the planet, people are realizing there’s a real cost to the price of gold.

In many ways, this revolution has biblical theatrics, for there has always been a moral rivalry between the haves and the have-nots.  Biblically, it is characterized as the worship of gold over and against the worship of God, illustrated among other places in the sorrow of the rich, young ruler who couldn’t give up his wealth to follow Jesus.  In a similar vein, this rivalry shows up here in this story from Exodus.  
 


The story of the golden calf itself is paradigmatic, meaning there are many interpretations of it that make sense.  Most scholars view it as symbolic of a historic struggle between Israel’s professed belief in Yahweh and the gods of the surrounding cultures which integrated at various times into the religious worship of Israel, most of whom were referred to as “Ba-al.”  The word “Ba-al” was a Semitic word for “lord” and “master,” hence various gods would possess this name pertaining to that over which they ruled.  The most notable in the biblical record was the Canaanite god of fertility, Ba-al, a lord of life who was represented in the form of a fatted calf or bull.  So, frequently, Israelites had to choose: do we trust our lives to Ba-al or to Yahweh (rivals for their faith), as both were referred to as “Lord.”  This story serves as a dramatic illustration of that choice.

Others take a different slant on this story, interpreting it in relation to the deliverance of Israel from Egypt, where the golden calf symbolized Pharaoh’s cult, and the people’s yearning to return to the familiar setting they had recently left.  That makes sense, too.  Still others view this story as representative of the rivalry between Moses and Aaron—the two leaders of Israel, with the storyteller’s bias showing through, praising the faithfulness of Moses while condemning the faithlessness of Aaron.  All of these interpretations are reasonable.

However one chooses to view the story, I think it still reaches us on yet another level—one much more universal and timeless, i.e., the way that gold (or more to the point, what it represents) can become the primary focus and centerpiece of one’s life—the idol that we worship and value above all other things, which then rivals a trust in the mysterious, dynamic, and living presence of God to provide meaning for our lives.  It’s what we often turn to and the way we search for meaning when we lack a sense of God’s Spirit and active presence in our lives.  We fill our lives with other things to motivate, inspire, and measure our worth and value to the world over the course of life.  I’ll explain what I mean in a moment.

First, I must say I find it interesting that all of this played out when Moses was up on the mountain by himself, away from the people he was leading, and apparently being the sole figure meeting with God.  It was at this point he received the Ten Commandments.  It’s hard to imagine how that transpired (since it’s the stuff of legends), but one thing seems certain: his absence caused restlessness among the people.  You can read a lot into that, but one thing that stands out for me is when people are lacking spiritual guidance—when they are missing a means to see a larger vision and purpose for their lives beyond their own private interests, when they no longer keep their eyes on the prize—then they will often focus on lesser things—on what is tangible, immediate, and real to them in the moment.  Their spiritual restlessness and wandering leads them to focus, not on the larger, more significant, matters of life, but on more self-oriented and tangible pursuits.  That’s where the price of gold comes in.
Gold, and all the things we associate with it—personal prosperity, social admiration and respect, achievement, success, honor, security—all of that becomes a centerpiece of life and something we strive for and adore.  In a market-driven economy like ours, being competitive and advancing our own interests over others, becomes the ethic that motivates and justifies virtually anything we do.  From our youngest years to well into careers, we measure our value and worth on our income, by our purchasing power, by our increased standard of living, by our ability to become lords of our own life.  In effect, gold becomes the god we worship.  Spiritual restlessness fosters that—it makes us self-oriented, self-directed, and self-motivated to better our standing in tangible ways—to own as much of the world as we can.  That’s why we get so anxious and depressed when we don’t have enough or when we lose out, while someone else wins.  We fear our survival is in jeopardy.
I think that was always a theme running through the history of Israel—a stirring metaphor for life in general.  Back to the story, Moses was late in returning; they lacked inspiration and guidance, purpose and meaning, so they decided to fill the void by creating a new focus for their collective lives.  If Moses’ God wasn’t enough to inspire them, then they would focus on something else.  They collected all their jewelry in some great campaign, had Aaron melt it down and form it into a tangible object that they could worship.  That became the centerpiece of their collective life.  They placed their trust in gold and not in God.
Truthfully, that’s the seductive allure of golden calves.  They replace what we’re missing when we are spiritually restless and not confident of the ways of God.  The list is long and varied when we add up the idols of our time—the things we worship without realizing we’re worshipping them—the stuff that ultimately matters to us most in guaranteeing our place and position in life.  And we might realize we’re one of the worshippers when our motivation for waking up each morning is measured by the stuff we can point to or the pursuits we are preoccupied with that are largely self-serving.
When we’re caught up in all these lesser things, we need someone like Moses to come down off the mountain and speak the truth to us.  The golden calves of our world are ultimately lifeless; they have no spirit—no value aside from what we choose to give them; they cannot provide life, but they will surely take it away if you surrender your soul to them for the sake of filling a void within you.  
The prophetic message on those tablets of stone are true at any age and time: don’t steal, don’t destroy relationships, don’t covet, don’t cheat, don’t kill, don’t do all the things that people end up doing whenever they pursue and value the lesser gods of security and meaning—the things that ultimately don’t matter—don’t matter at all.
But if you trust in the Spirit of life itself—the creative force that moves and breathes and exists within us all—the moral voice that guides our consciences to value all others around us—that brings people together in mutual care and service—the inspirational vision that lifts us up to see those who have far less and keep us oriented toward those we can help, a Spirit that leads us to cooperate and charitably bring good to our neighbor—the loving and living presence of a redemptive God, who calls us back to our better senses—then we will find the energy, purpose, meaning, and vitality that we yearn for.  It’s a living, dynamic presence that will never be contained in its entirety in anything tangible, material, or carnal.  For it is the God of all life, known and unknown, beyond our human imagination who knows no bounds, whom we glimpse at our best through the simple acts of love we experience in life.  That is where fulfillment and purpose is found.  Such a magnificent spiritual presence can never be reduced to mere objects.
That’s why Jesus didn’t affirm the aspirations or identity of the rich, young ruler, whose life was so defined by what he possessed relative to others.  It was always about him, not others.  Honestly, people who are inspired by the Spirit and example of Jesus don’t require possessions to validate who they are.  They don’t need money and prestige to remind them how valuable they are.  They don’t have to solicit admiration from people for their status, or their achievements, or their talents, or their resume.  Because they know all these things that seem so important to the ambitions of life are but the golden calves that distract us from the things that really do matter.   In many cases, golden calves ultimately only steal your soul and your happiness in pursuit and protection of them. 
And if that’s all they are, if that’s all they do, if that’s what they ultimately mean, then the price of gold has become far too costly for anyone.  






The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes






Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT







9 October 2011
PAGE  
1

