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American Idol

I. American Idol

I have a confession to make before our congregation today: I 
love American Idol. I don’t watch every episode, but I pick up the finale and clips. There’s usually a rags-to-riches story of someone who has had a difficult journey. Or perhaps it is a person who doesn’t look like the typical singer, like Beyoncé, Taylor Swift, or Kelly Clarkson. But then they open their vocal chords, and just like our Aaron, their voices carry in a way that is so sacred and beautiful. This isn’t a paid endorsement of American Idol or reality TV, but it opens up a conversation about the idols of our lives today.
	Because, while I’m happy for these folx on stage, I have to admit that I wish I could sing like that. I want that. I envy it and in some ways – I idolize them. I think it is in a positive way, but I sometimes need to reassess to make sure I’m not venturing into something more obsessive. 
I find the Webster dictionary definitions helpful. It defines idolization in a few ways – a positive view, one that is kind of in the grey, and a negative view. As for the positive sense -  I can idolize you in the sense that I admire you, I respect you, I revere you as someone wise and hold you in great esteem. That is positive, and in fact, beautiful in some ways – in the purest sense, because we all need mentors and people we can look up to and idolize in a way that we embrace and seek to live out what they do and say.
	And then there’s that very fine line where things get grey and messy. You see, If I idolize you to the point that I lose my very sense of self and autonomy – I’m dancing in the grey. If I idolize you to the point of only listening to you and no other voices – I’m dancing in the grey. If I idolize you and ask no questions and have no curiosity about what you do and say – I dance in the grey. When I lose my autonomy – right, you are hitting that point of idolizing where you are in the danger zone – you are getting really close to the negative definition of idolization.
	So, there is the kind of clear-cut negative idolization. We see it right in our text today. I think we can all, especially in the hindsight view in which we read Scripture – we can say that taking gold jewelry from everyone in the community and creating an image of a calf to worship and call it a god and craft an altar…we can say that’s definitely crossed a line. When we call something god, or revere something or someone as god who is not…the true God that we know and worship…we can for sure say that’s idolatry. Easy, right?
Our Scripture example is pretty cut and dry, but here’s the challenge – we often live more in the grey than the world of the golden calf. Plus, hindsight, again is helpful – but when you are in the midst of life, it can be hard to truly evaluate whether something is idolatry or not. Let me give you a scandalous example – which is the jury is still out on. 

II. Nadia Bolz-Weber

So, let me say, I tell you this story with caution and I wouldn’t 
share this in my second or third year of ministry – but I’m taking a leap. Some of you know a favorite minister of mine – she’s a Lutheran pastor, she’s edgy, she founded the church of the Saints and the Sinners and is sleeved with tattoos. I’ve used some of her videos in worship, because she has some amazing things to say and has a way of merging real human life experience to faith, especially for the skeptics among us. Her name is the Rev. Nadia Bolz-Weber.
	She’s great, but something she did a few years ago challenged me. She asked tons of people to take their old purity rings and she gathered them. She had an artist take them and cast them into a sculpture of female genitalia rising from the flames. Her take is that she took these rings, signs to her of oppression and patriarchy, and turned them into a symbol of freedom. Her reference point was turning swords into plowshares.
	As a hippie artist myself, I get the intention, but there’s a built in discomfort. I think the art is suppose to make you uncomfortable. But in the same way as our passage this morning, is she taking items and casting them into something to be revered? Or, is she dismantling the power of a symbol? Is it saying that purity rings are a form of idolatry? Or conversely, is it saying that this new art piece is something we should revere and uphold as paramount? We aren’t calling anything god, but it sits in the grey, and where we land on this topic is going to be different across the board.
	And if you ask me, I have to say that I honestly don’t know. I’m perplexed. I think hindsight is going to be the teacher here. What is permissible and what is idolatry? 

III. The Fads

Now, if that made you blush, as it probably made me – we can 
go into other examples of the grey. We know that some of us are on our phones so much that we are suffering neck and shoulder pain. We understand that social media has both positive and negative effects, but if you don’t use any social platforms, you are often out of the loop. We see models on TV and media who are photoshopped and altered and we make ourselves and our young ones believe that this is how real people look. The world crafted around us is full of idols, depending on how you operate with these items or ideas, and we have to be careful. No one is going to build an altar to Instagram…hopefully…but what if the altar just looks different in 2023?

IV. What is there to learn

Now, I feel like while I’ve brought these things to the surface for 
us, the reality is that I am not generating any new or surprising information here. We know that building a golden calf is idolatry. We know that art, as much as I love art – can sometimes dance this fine line of wonder to idolization – but we know that it’s not just art. We know that social media, fad diets, and other trends can be negative contributions to our overall well-being. We know these things. So now what?
	We go to God. When it comes to things that we just don’t know how to process or claim, we ask God in prayer, “Will you lead me to better understanding by the power of your Holy Spirit on how to interpret this topic?” Or when we feel glued to media, we go to God and say, “Hold on, can you help me moderate my attachment to this media, while still keeping my heart and mind fixed on you?” Or when fad diets and distorted images get in our way, we go to God and say, “God, I need to hear and feel again that you call me beloved and help me to remember that these images aren’t your image for me.”
	We go to God because to combat idolatry, even in the positive and grey spaces, we want to check in. We want to see if it is God’s will for us to align ourselves with one thing or another. As we discern, as we pray to the Spirit, we deconstruct idolatry by simply saying, “God’s will be done.” God comes first, God’s will is priority, and everything else is secondary.
	I understand that maybe some might feel that this constant conversation with God might make you feel like you lose your own autonomy. Shouldn’t you get to choose what is right or wrong for you? That’s a yes and. We proclaim in the Westminster Confession, one of the confessions of the reformed tradition, that God gives us a mind and a conscious for us to make wise choices. So yes, it is your choice how and where you align yourself with all that I’ve mentioned here in this sermon. The ‘and’ part is that our minds and hearts and decisions are meant to reflect the hopes and will of God and making a call on any of these items is not about limitation, but it’s about asking for help. It is about asking God what is healthy for us, for God loves us and wants us to thrive and grow.
	So, no – I don’t have all the answers. I am not in your body 24/7, but I am human and live in the same world. I can’t make a call on what you call idolatry or not, when it comes to the grey – but what I can say with clarity for us all is that we can all go to God. God longs for us to connect and be in relationship and God wants to help us discern that which is blurry. So when we have questions, when we need clarity, when we simply need to be told that we are beloved – let us go to God and may God direct our steps. Amen.



