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Our first scripture reading is Exodus 32:1-14.  The narrative would appear almost comic if it were not so tragic.  The Israelites have just received the ten commandments on Mount Sinai and in their impatience with Moses’ delay, they create idols, a flagrant breaking of the first commandment.  Our text tells us that God is furious and only contained through Moses’ intervention. Hear now God’s word.
32 When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered around Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.” 2 Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 So all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 He took the gold from them, formed it in a mold,[a] and cast an image of a calf; and they said, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!” 5 When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and Aaron made proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a festival to the Lord.” 6 They rose early the next day, and offered burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; and the people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to revel.7 The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; 8 they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’” 9 The  Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are. 10 Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.”11 But Moses implored the Lord his God, and said, “O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand? 12 Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that God brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people. 13 Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” 14 And God changed God’s mind about the disaster that God planned to bring on God’s people.

Our second scripture reading is Philippians 4:1-9. Paul closes this very personal letter to his beloved congregation in Philippi, a letter he writes from prison, with words of affection and encouragement to be steadfast and to “stand firm in the Lord.”  Paul is concerned about their ability to withstand various pressures without his presence and wants nothing to undermine their faith.  Hear now, the Word of God. 
4 1 Therefore, my brothers and sisters,[a] whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved. 2 I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion,[b] help these women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 4 Rejoice[c] in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.[d] 5 Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6 Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  8 Finally, beloved,[e] whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about[f] these things. 9 Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.
The title of the sermon – “A Changed Mind”
The Text:  “And God changed God’s mind about the disaster that God planned to bring on God’s people.” Exodus 32:14
Let us pray, Holy and loving God, thank you for the gift of music and friendship, for the depth of emotions and the strength of a changed mind.  May the words of my mouth and meditations of each of our hearts be acceptable to you. Amen.
Today we celebrate a milestone anniversary.  The Westminster Choir has been nourishing the hearts and spirits of our church family with choral music for 75 years.  How apropos that we revel in this gift on the eve of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation.  Martin Luther rejoiced in music.  He wrote in the Forward to Georg Rhau’s Symphoniae in 1538.  Next to the Word of God, the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the world.  It controls our thoughts, minds, hearts, and spirits…Our dear fathers and prophets did not desire without reason that music be always used in the churches.   
Music, through the rich blend of harmony and melody, resonates and honors the depth of human emotion which is a part of who we are and each of our life journeys.  That which we feel, in large part, is what makes us human.  Today, our Scripture reading affirms we have a God who also feels … something that need not surprise us.  However, it is never easy to talk about anger which we are invited to do today. 

Anger is a powerful emotion and too often feared, denied, displaced, sublimated and misunderstood with devastating consequences.  We live in a world torn apart by anger.  The interaction between Moses and God provides a healthy, honest expression of anger with a trusted friend and the opportunity to acknowledge the feeling without acting on the anger.   

For many of us it is comforting to know that God did not bring disaster on God’s people, however perhaps it is a little unsettling to hear that God “changed God’s mind.”  Do we not understand God’s character to be unchanging … the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow?  Is it not considered a sign of weakness… wishy-washiness… flip-floppiness to change one’s mind?  
I would submit to us that the author of Exodus considers God’s willingness to change God’s mind not only a strength of God’s character, but also a reflection of the strength within the relationship between Moses and God. 
The intimacy of this relationship has grown over the years as they have journeyed together through life and partnered in leading the Israelites out of the bondage of slavery into a new homeland.  From the time God revealed God’s name to Moses at the burning bush they have been in a relationship.  The name God revealed: “I am that I am” is the Hebrew word “Yahweh” which has no vowels symbolizing that God’s name is too Holy to be spoken.  This emphasizes the respect, the fear, and the awe the Israelites felt for their Creator God and highlights the necessary boundary and appropriate distance between the Creator and the One created.  However, as we learn from today’s text, this boundary and respect do not preclude honesty, forthrightness and negotiation within their relationship.
The Creator God is furious with the Israelites. Probably it is fair to say that God has been deeply hurt by their disloyalty, shallowness and lack of fortitude so soon after the commandments were etched in stone.  God shares God’s plans to destroy them with Moses, and Moses is able to persuade God to change God’s mind in an act of integrity and humility. 
Once God’s mind is changed, God wisely withdraws from the Israelites to get some distance for both of their sakes, because God’s anger is still strong and God is afraid of hurting them by remaining in their presence. God seeks a time out! What a wonderfully healthy way to deal with anger. Who among us cannot relate to God’s fury, has not felt it ourselves, and what better friend do we have in life than one who can hear us when we are angry, remind us of who we are in the midst of our anger, and give us the space that is needed for our benefit and those with whom we are angry.
On our way home from visiting Paul Kieffer in New Orleans this week, Peter and I stopped in a bookstore at the Louis Armstrong Airport.  I picked up a book entitled “Leadership: The Power of Emotional Intelligence” by Daniel Goleman which addresses the importance of emotional intelligence in a leader. To be effective, leaders must have a solid understanding of how their emotions and actions affect the people they serve. The better a leader relates to and works with others, the more successful he or she will be.  An effective leader has strengths in self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills.  An effective leader listens to others, owns and recognizes the impact of one’s feelings, and has the courage and grace to change one’s mind. 

The Apostle Paul loved the people he served and led in the congregation at Philippi.  He wanted nothing more for them than to be grounded and “to stand firm” in the steadfastness of God: the One whose name cannot be spoken out loud, the “I am that I am” who participates in life and who joined us in our humanity…the One who laughs and cries, who gets angry and withdraws, the One who is open to negotiation and to change.   
May we lift our voices in joyful song and feel the emotions that make us alive.  May we be honest about the anger we feel and withdraw when necessary…And by the grace of God, may we listen to the voices of others and open ourselves to a changed mind. Amen.
