
ADDRESS   12 October  2014                        Pentecost 18 

============================================= 

 TIS589 

 Exodus 32.1-14  The golden calf    
Psalm 106.1-6, 20-24    Give thanks to the Lord 
Philippians 4   Rejoice in the Lord always 
Matthew 22. 1-14  The parable of the wedding feast 

============================================= 

Saviour, may we hear your call, give our hearts to your obedience, serve and love you best 
of all.  AMEN. 

The hymn we sang before the Gospel is one of more than 400 hymns written by 
Cecil Francis Alexander.  Christians of all denominations have been singing the 
words, to several different tunes, for more than 160 years.  Mrs Alexander was the 
wife of the Revd William Alexander, who became the Primate of the Church of 
Ireland a year after her death.  She wrote the hymn for her husband’s services on St 
Andrew’s Day in 1852, but the hymn has a message for all of us, every day . . . when 
Jesus calls us and we respond and turn to him, he must take precedence over 
everything else in our lives, especially over things which could very easily become 
our idols. 

Idolatry is an age-old temptation.  The Old Testament tells us that, about three 
months after Moses had led the Hebrews out of Egypt, towards the Promised Land, 
he climbed Mount Sinai several times to speak with God, the second time to receive 
the Ten Commandments.   He was there for 40 days and nights.  As we heard in our 
first reading, the people complained about the delay. They wanted to move on.   
Both women and men took the gold rings from their ears and melted them down, and 
moulded a golden calf, an image like the idols of the Egyptians and the peoples of 
the Aegean, who worshipped Apis, the bull god.  Perhaps this god would lead them 
on. 

 



A follower of the great 15th C Florentine painter, Filippino Lippi, imagined the scene 
about the year 1500, as a satire of the Papacy, showing the Papal court revelling in 
money and power, rather than in the one true God.  The painting is now in the 
National Gallery in London.  The calf is up in the air; the calf is a fantasy, so is 
money and power and success; only our God is real, only our God lasts for ever. The 
Hebrews’ story is part of our story – we are on our way to our Promised Land, to be 
with God. Some of us are closer to heaven than others, but all of us can easily be 
distracted on the journey, especially by the love of money and what money can buy. 
It is easy to believe that it is money that makes the world go around, rather than 
God. 

I’ve heard people say that the church talks about money too much; in my experience, 
many parishes do not talk about it enough; not enough to ensure that giving keeps 
pace with inflation and continues to cover the cost of ministry.  Some parishioners 
have a very sensitive money nerve -- even one mention of money is one too many.  
They talk about ‘our money’, forgetting that all our money comes from the gifts and 
opportunities which has God given us. 

Marty and I have a few images in our home, which I have bought for my classes in 
comparative religion.  We don’t bow down to them and worship them, but, like all of 
us, we are always in danger of putting other things before our duty to God and his 
church – our family, or our home, or our pets, or our friends, or our work, or our 
hobbies, or travel, or sport . . . Any of these can so easily become our idols, perhaps 
without our realising it.   

We must even be careful not to make idols of the elements or symbols of our faith – 
of the church itself, or of church furnishings or ritual or clerical dress. We want 
nothing changed.  All of these can add to the beauty of holiness, but nothing more.  
The Bible itself can become an idol, we can virtually worship the Bible itself, rather 
than the God revealed in the Bible, revering it as perfect and infallible. St Paul 
commends the Scriptures to Timothy and to us as God-breathed, God- inspired. That 
is marvellous enough, without seeing them as God-dictated, word for word. We need 
to read them with our mind, as well as with our heart and soul. 

Even the cross, the greatest symbol of our faith, can become an idol.  In the 50s Dr 
Broughton Knox , the Principal of Moore College, advised Archbishop Mowll that he 
could not approve plans for a number of new churches, because they had giant 
crosses behind the altar,– ‘materialistic representations’, he said, which people might 
worship in place of God.  So what about the cross behind our altar?  Our plans were 
approved after Howard Mowll’s death, by a new Archbishop.  

Some of our newer churches in Sydney, like Dapto and Rouse Hill, have no cross, 
outside or inside, because of this fear of idolatry.  A notable exception is the new 
Church of St Barnabas in Broadway, which cost $18 million.  St Barnabas has a 
clear glass cross, 10metres high, nearly four times the size of our cross, high in the 
façade facing Broadway.  The cross floods the building with light, which is  a 



powerful symbol in itself, and, yes, it was the cross which became the focus of 
articles about the church in architectural magazines and of a feature on ABC’s Radio 
National.   As we consider our vision of mission to this community, we need to 
remember that, for outsiders, these symbols of our faith are simply identification or 
decoration.  In an age of general prosperity, many people see no need for God.  We 
have to show them that their toys, their concerns, their idols, will not bring them 
lasting happiness.  God will. 

The Australian sociologist Hugh Mackay notes that religious commitment and church 
attendance generally fall as living standards rise – the lowest proportion of 
churchgoers in the Christian-majority world is in Scandinavia, where, he says, the 
taxation/social welfare mix has all but eliminated poverty . The highest regular 
church attendance is in Nigeria, which is racked by poverty and insecurity and inter-
religious violence.  There is similar evidence from the recent histories of Ireland and 
East Germany.  In Australia, surveys and analyses of census data by the Christian 
Research Association confirm that today’s Australian churchgoers are largely upper 
middle class – the richest Australians have so much they feel no need of God, and 
the poorest have little time for God in their struggle to survive and get ahead. 

Today’s Gospel is the double parable of the wedding feast and the disrespectful 
guest.  The first story is about a king who sends out invitations to a wedding, but 
everyone invited finds a reason not to come. Other things take priority.  Some even 
kill the messenger, the one who brought the invitation.   In response, the king invites 
all and sundry, until the banquet hall is filled.  The story tells us that when we plan to 
skip church for a grandchild’s birthday, or to play in a golf tournament or a bowls 
match, or to take part in a marathon or a cultural festival, or whatever, we need to 
consider whether we love these more than we love him.  None of these things are 
evil, neither is looking after one’s farm or one’s business, but the king’s invitation 
must take priority. 

At the time the Gospel was written, the main message was clear – the Jews had 
been invited to be God’s chosen people, but, time after time, they had rejected God 
and were about to kill his Divine messenger.  This would result in the great city being 
destroyed, as Jerusalem was in the year AD 70, and many of its people killed.   In 
response, the Kingdom of heaven was opened to everyone, to bad people as well as 
good people, that is, to the ritually impure as well as to the ritually pure, to Gentiles 
as well as to Jews. 

In any parish, some of the people will be people like us, some will be very different; 
some will be faithful, and some won’t.  But every one of God’s guests deserves our 
concern and our prayers and our support, because we are all sitting down to the 
same banquet of love. 

The second story, the parable within the parable, speaks of the wedding guest who 
showed disrespect for the host by coming to the feast improperly dressed.  Outward 



dress is an indication of the inward frame of mind.  Not everyone who answers God’s 
call to repentance and forgiveness will come in the right spirit; not everyone who 
comes to Communion, to the foretaste of God’s wedding feast, will come prepared.   

The exhortation in the old Book of Common Prayer still calls us to commitment:  Ye 
that do truly and earnestly repent you of your sins, and are in love and charity with 
your neighbours, and intend to lead a new life, following the commandments of God 
and walking henceforth in his holy ways, draw near with faith and take this holy 
Sacrament to your comfort.  . . . We need to be, spiritually, properly dressed, 
properly prepared for the sacrament.  Taking Communion is a sign that we have 
rejected our idols and committed ourselves completely to the one true God. 

Finally, both today’s epistle and today’s psalm call on us to rejoice in the Lord.  
Rejoice in the Lord always.  Rejoice in the gladness of your people.  We can rejoice 
because we have chosen to worship the one true God, not the gods of money or 
pleasure or success or any other false God. 

It is easy to think and talk too much about the darkness of human sin, and too little 
about the joy of God’s forgiveness, and his saving grace, and his peace which 
passes all understanding.  Some of us were critical of Chris, our previous rector, who 
would sometimes skip down the aisle after the blessing, with a broad smile on his 
face.  Undignified!  Inappropriate!  Some of us said. Others just felt uncomfortable.  
But if we take the assurance of God’s love personally, how can we not rejoice after 
being guests at his banquet?   In some churches the sanctuary party process out as 
if they have been to a funeral; sometimes they look as if they had been to their own 
funerals. 

Then, Paul says, with the peace of God in your hearts, focus on being good, on 
doing good; focus on what is true and honourable and just and pure and pleasing 
and commendable before God. One of the first questions in any study of ethics is 
Why be good ?  It is one of the questions we’ll tackle in the daytime study group to 
start this Friday morning, to read and to listen and to debate and challenge ideas, in 
the light of what we understand as Biblical truth and the teachings of the church.  Are 
we good because other people are watching?  Or because God is watching?  or 
because we are afraid of the consequences of being bad,? or, as Socrates is said to 
have said, because we have come to believe that being good is good for us and 
good for other people?  Or, are we good because we are naturally good, as most 
humanists claim?   

Article 9 of the 39 Articles of Religion, which you will find on page 478 of your prayer 
book, tells us the opposite. It teaches that, by our very nature, we are inclined to evil.   
Being bad often seems to be more fun than being good, and more rewarding.  We 



read today that, after worshipping the golden calf, the people sat down to eat and 
drink, and rose up to revel.  There is some message in the fact that there is a hot-
selling line of Bad Girl cosmetics, but there are no Good Girl cosmetics.    

In my years as a reporter, and later as an editor, I found that good news makes bad 
press  --  one bad priest who abuses children is more newsworthy than the 
thousands of faithful priests;  a few Muslim extremists are more newsworthy than the 
millions of  faithful Muslims who have the same human needs and longings as we 
have, and who follow the principle laid down in the Qur’an: 

  Let there be no compulsion in religion: Truth stands out clear from Error; whoever 
rejects Evil    
  and believes in God has grasped the most trustworthy handhold, one that never 
breaks. (2.256)   

That is another powerful metaphor  . . . the God whom Jews and Christians and 
Muslims worship is the only god in whom we can have absolute confidence.  We 
may rejoice in the beauty of God’s creation, and in the love which brings us together 
and in the symbols of our faith.  But there is but one God -- Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. This is the God we are called to trust and to love and to serve, not any of his 
gifts, and not anything that we can buy or make. 

There’s another hymn in our book that includes a prayer all of us probably need to 
pray at some time in our lives.  It is hymn No. 576 in our books.   Let us pray:   The 
dearest idol I have known, whate’er that idol be, help me to tear it from its throne and 
worship only Thee.     # 


