
Smashing Idols, Intro


I. Advanced Organizer

A. Story illustrating how lenses/filters work to shape how we see the world


1. Starting school this week. Gwen began Kindergarten. How different it felt from 3 
years ago when Elliott started, and even 2 years ago when Junia started.

a) Three years ago, we were still pretty new to Berkeley. We knew very few people, no-

one in the school. I felt insecure about my place as a Berkeley school mom. We 
came in as a 3rd grade family where most families had been there for three years 
already. I felt like an outlier as a parent of three, having just moved from a place, Iowa 
City, where having three kids was on the smaller to average side, to a city where it was 
a lot. 


b) A year later, there was still new-ness to absorb, as we started our first 
Kindergartner in Berkeley, who was not only a kindergartner, but was a kindergartner 
at a school that was transitioning to be a dual immersion school. Junia started as our 
first kid who’d receive almost all of her instruction in Spanish. I remember her 
anxiety about this, an anxiety which I had my own version of. What if she couldn’t 
catch on? What if I couldn’t help her? How would it feel for me to be in a school 
where most of the communication was done in a language that I had to work hard 
to comprehend and always felt at least a bit behind in? 


c) That year there was the newness of having our first teacher whose gender 
identity was non-binary. Two years ago, I had begun hearing about non-binary 
persons who rejected the gender binary, but I’d yet to know anyone personally for 
whom that was true. I wondered how my five year old would understand her teacher 
and make sense of their gender. I felt insecure about my own capacity to correctly use 
pronouns. 


2. But now, three years after moving to Berkeley, two years of being a dual immersion family 
at LeConte, a lot has changed. We’ve adapted to Berkeley life. things that were foreign 
before have become normal. When Gwen began school this year, there was none of 
the same insecurity on her end or mine. We know the school now, we appreciate the 
community. The teachers have become people we’ve built relationships with; the culture of 
bilingualism has become normalized as part of what it means to be at this school. I’ve 
moved from being the nervous, insecure parent looking to belong at the Parent breakfast, 
to running the breakfasts as this year’s president of the PTA. We went through all the 
same gatherings and first week of school routines, but we experienced them 
differently. It’s almost as if we were seeing a similar set of circumstances through a 
different set of glasses. You could say all this has become more natural, because 
through our experience here over the last three years, we’ve adopted the lenses and 
frames, the glasses of Berkeley family life.  

3. Now I don’t usually see my glasses; that’s the way lenses work, right? I often don’t see 
them until I’m with folks who share a different sense of the world. So last week our 
family was on vacation and we got into some intense conversations with family members 
who live elsewhere. Jason and I found ourselves using terms around race, sexuality, 
gender identity, and so on, that we understood as completely normal and part of the larger 
conversations folks are having today around these issues. We assumed others knew them. 
But again and again, we had family members asking us for definitions. They were 
remarking on how the language in Berkeley wasn’t the language they were familiar with. It 
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was a wakeup call for Jason and I to see how much our time here has shaped us, and left 
me wondering what my response to current events and cultural conversations might be, 
had I never left the midwest and moved here. It reminded me that the glasses of my 
culture impact my experience of the world.


4. Some social scientists suggest that we have metaphorical glasses (project image) that 
are made up of “frames” that are the larger macro parts of our identity: race, religion, 
ethnicity, gender, sexuality, etc. And then each of us have “lenses” that fit within them that 
are more individual. These include our personalities, our birth orders, our individual life 
experiences, and so on. They work together to shape our perspective on the world.


5. This is in part, what postmodernism points out, isn’t it? If modernism claimed to have 
the corner on objective truth, postmodernism revealed that different perspectives changes 
our understanding. True objectivity is hard, if not impossible, to achieve.


6. And while I think most of us would acknowledge at this point, that there are various angles 
or lenses or perspectives through which we experience the world, we may not be as 
aware of how imbalanced these can be. The reality is that rarely are these different 
perspectives held in tension well. Instead, problematic patterns emerge. As many social 
scientists have discovered, the way societies work tend to elevate the frames and 
lenses or points of view of certain groups, and diminishes the view of others. One 
group’s perspective, the dominant group’s, becomes normalized, while other 
perspectives are seen as abnormal, exotic. Scholars who study social group dynamics 
recognize this pattern as being central ultimately to systems of oppression.


7. What do I mean by oppression? Robin DiAngelo, an academic in the field of Race theory, 
says “Oppression describes a set of policies, practices, traditions, norms, definitions, 
cultural stories, and explanations that functions to systematically hold down one 
social group to the benefit of another social group.” Oppression is less of an individual 
dynamic, it becomes a group dynamic - a system wide social dynamic. It’s not about 
simply our individual lenses, its also about the frames our lenses are placed in.


8. Now this happens along a variety of spectrums: there is oppression between men and 
women, commonly known as sexism. Oppression between whites in the US and people of 
color, known as racism. Oppression between able-bodied folks and differently-abled folks, 
that’s able-ism. Many of us, wearing our own Berkeley sets of glasses are familiar with 
these concepts, and can probably list other systems of oppression we have seen at play; 
other ways in which certain groups of people’s perspectives are normalized over others.


9. Perhaps some of us have been a part of this work for while. As a community that seeks to 
be safe, diverse, and Jesus centered, there may be some of us who’ve been a part of anti-
racist work or anti-heteronormative work, reading and actively participating in 
conversations around justice that are core to creating spaces that can be safe for a 
diverse group of people. But where does our Jesus-centered faith come to bear on these 
questions of frames and lenses, and the selection of dominant ones verses minoritized 
views? 


10.This is something we’re gonna be exploring in the weeks to come. While many of us may 
be aware that there is a tradition of reading the Bible as a set of texts that gives hope to 
and empowers the oppressed to find liberation, it is also true that these same texts have 
often been used to perpetuate and uphold oppression. Some of us in this room have 
been on the receiving end of this. Even this week, we’ve seen it play out as the church is 
still battling over its lenses on LGBTQ relationships - Nashville Statement vs. others.
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11.How does all this connect with the Bible? Weren’t those ancient texts composed in a time 
long before we had glasses with either frames or lenses? So how might those texts speak 
to these question of perspective and frameworks? I’d like to suggest that a helpful place 
for us to look for insight on how we make sense of these questions of frames and lenses is 
the way the Bible interacts with the ancient concept of idolatry.


B. Understanding Idolatry.

1. Idolatry, as classically understood, is the worship or veneration of “idols”, generally 

physical statues or icons that have been crafted for this purpose. This practice was 
nearly universal in the ancient world, and we see it archaeologically in the earliest societies 
from the Egyptians, to the Greeks, to the Romans, to Ancients throughout Asia, Africa and 
the Americas.


2. Beginning with the stories in the Hebrew Bible, and the Torah itself, the Jewish and 
Christian view has long been negative. We see it in the first two of the 10 
commandments:

a) “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. 

3 “You shall have no other gods before me. 
4 “You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven 
above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down 
to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing 
the children for the sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those 
who hate me, 6 but showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me 
and keep my commandments.” (Exodus 20:1-6)


3. Yet, despite this clear prohibition, the stories make it clear that idolatry is something the 
people of God continued to struggle with throughout their history. While it seems 
pretty cut and dry to us: don’t make a statue and bow down to it - that was really hard to 
live by, particularly for people in power, and much of the travails of Israel throughout the 
Hebrew Bible are connected to their leaders bringing idols in again.


4. Easy to think about idolatry as something antiquated. Most of us don’t make literal 
statues and carvings and bow down to them.


5. But perhaps it’s not a question of carvings. Perhaps our idol making propensity has simply 
evolved.

a) Perhaps we’ve evolved not in our propensity to make idols, but simply our 

capacity to make convincing ones. 
b) Could the frames and lenses we see reality through, and the systems we 

establish to support certain sets of glasses over others, be a way of us creating 
our own means of security and power in the world, similar to what the ancients 
were going with the physical tokens they designed and idolized? 

c) Patriarchy, White Supremacy, Heteronormativity, Even some of our religious 
systems and structures…might these all be examples of idols in our age? And if 
so, how might we be called, as people of faith, to engage with these contemporary 
idols? 


d) This is what we’re going to be exploring in the weeks to come through a new series 
I’m calling “Smashing Idols”.


6. Today, we're gonna spend the rest of our time looking briefly at a story from the 
Hebrew Bible that’s one of the most famous accounts of blatant idolatry. 
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a) As we engage with this series, at times it might cause all of us to reflect not only on 
where we see potential idolatry in the social structures we find ourselves in, but 
perhaps ways in which we intentionally or unintentionally participate in that 
idolatry. As we do that, a natural response is defensiveness, and a desire to 
distance ourselves from participation in idolatry, or oppression. But I’d invite you to 
resist that posture, as best you can, and engage with me and the text simply from a 
standpoint of curiosity, and eagerness to learn. A few questions to keep in mind.:

(1) Why are these ancient people of God tempted by idolatry? What does it 

accomplish for them? 
(2) What circumstances in the story allow idols to be supported? 
(3) In what ways are our own circumstances and practices similar and different 

from our Ancient brother and sisters? 
II. The Story - Exodus 32 

A. Context - God has delivered his people from slavery through stunning acts of 
supernatural power. 10 plagues. Parting the sea. Now they are camped at Sinai. They have 
been covenanted to God a new. They’ve seen God appear on the Mountain and talk to 
Moses. Moses has been meeting with God for 40 days and 40 nights on the mountain. Thus 
far, Moses has been the intermediary between God and the people. But he’s been a little busy 
lately and the people are getting antsy.


B. When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, they 
gathered around Aaron and said, “Come, make us gods who will go before us. As for 
this fellow Moses who brought us up out of Egypt, we don’t know what has happened 
to him.” 
 
2 Aaron answered them, “Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your 
daughters are wearing, and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took off their 
earrings and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took what they handed him and made it into 
an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. Then they said, “These are 
your gods, Israel, who brought you up out of Egypt.” 
 
5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and announced, “Tomorrow 
there will be a festival to the Lord.” 6 So the next day the people rose early and 
sacrificed burnt offerings and presented fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down 
to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry. 
 
7 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go down, because your people, whom you brought up 
out of Egypt, have become corrupt. 8 They have been quick to turn away from what I 
commanded them and have made themselves an idol cast in the shape of a calf. They 
have bowed down to it and sacrificed to it and have said, ‘These are your gods, Israel, 
who brought you up out of Egypt.’ 
 
A few points to notice: 
1. Idolatry is supported when people lose sight of God at work in their midst.  

a) Hebrew people felt like God was too long in coming. They were anxious. 40 days and 
night was a long time not to be given a relay of what was up from Moses. 
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b) So they decided to take matters into their own hands. This is something I think 
particularly those of us from a White, American, Protestant background can relate to. 
The ethic of “God helps him who helps himself.” 

(1) May be connected to truth. Certainly there is a case to be made that God invites 

people to play a role in caring for creation, but our participation with God in this can 
easily get distorted. Specifically, our anxiety and need for control can distort our 
capacity to actually follow God’s leading. As the story shows us, even our religious 
leaders can be complicit. Aaron, for the Hebrew People was the forefather of the 
Priests. His complicity in creating idols demonstrates how easily even those who 
are genuinely called by God to lead can be led astray, and find themselves corruptly 
practicing idolatry.


(2) Much of what we have to untangle as we consider systems of oppression as idols, 
are the ways that religion has participated in them perhaps as a means of gaining 
control where faith leaders and institutions felt a lack of it. While we don’t have 
time to delve deep into how this has happened this morning, we must begin to at 
least acknowledge it.


c) One Beginning Response: We choose to accept (even expect) mystery, ambiguity, 
and uncertainty as natural components of endeavors of faith.  

2. Idolatry is supported as those who receive resources become those who grasp and 
exploit them.  
a) The jewelry - where did it come from? 

(1) Exodus 12: “The Israelites did as Moses instructed and asked the Egyptians for 
articles of silver and gold and for clothing. 36 The Lord had made the 
Egyptians favorably disposed toward the people, and they gave them what 
they asked for; so they plundered the Egyptians.”


(2) Feels like a real waste! God secured the Israelites reparations, but rather than 
looking to Yahweh for how they should appropriate those, they took matters into 
their own hands.


(3) How often this has been the story throughout history, those who have been 
released from oppression turn and oppress someone else? Rather than learning 
from their oppression and living in a way that furthers justice and equity for all, folks 
concentrate their resources in ways that seek to build their own power?


b) One Beginning Response: Reflect on the ways we’re received our resources and 
the ways we can commit to regularly sharing them to directly participate in 
greater generosity and equity throughout God’s creation. 

3. Idolatry is supported through changing the narrative. Folks changed the story of what 
they had just been through. They changed their history, from the deliverance of Yahweh, 
the God in the Pillar of cloud and fire, to the deliverance of this thing they had made. This 
fed their own ego, but did not represent truth. 

a) We live in the era of “Fake News” where the battle over what narrative will be 

broadly accepted as true is being fought on a moment-to-moment basis in real 
time. In such a setting, particularly, we are at real risk of falling prey to false narratives 
that then give rise to or uphold systems of oppression.


b) One Beginning Response: We seek truth in our narratives by incorporating 
diverse perspectives, even when some of those perspectives are unflattering or 
even painful to us. Recognize that there are prophets in our midst who can see more 
clearly, who can show us a better way, and who will intercede for us rather than 
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complicity support our idolatry. These are the ones to follow. (Moses vs Aaron in this 
scenario). Listening to those prophets from the margins - those who have been 
oppressed help us see the oppression more clearly for what it is.


III. Moving Into Conversation And Responsive Worship.

A. Take a moment for silence around these questions:

B. What do you think? Does it seem true that our elevation of certain perspectives over others is 

a form of idolatry?

C. Where have you seen your worldview shaped by a sense of God’s absence or need for 

personal control? Or a need to grasp what has been given? Or a changing narrative?

D. In what ways have your own lenses and frames been a part of a dominant view? In what way 

have they been minoritized? How might Jesus be inviting you to examine your own 
perspective and perhaps be open to it shifting?
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