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 As we recall the rather dramatic “golden calf incident” from the first reading, we might 

ask, Why a calf? Well, the main deity in pagan Egypt was the god Ra, who sometimes was 

depicted as a calf or a bull. Knowing this helps gives us insight into why the scene is so depraved 

and dramatic. For the Israelites to make a golden calf and worship it meant that they had returned 

to the pagan practices they had picked up during their sojourn in Egypt. And that was not all, for 

the god Ra was associated with fertility, and his worship involved so-called “fertility rituals” 

(that is to say, all manner of indecency – let the listener/reader understand).  

 It is no wonder, then, that the Lord was depicted as being quite angry at what was 

happening: not only had the people renounced him, the one true God, but they had also embraced 

a very base form of immorality in exchange. Moses decides to stand in the breach; he is a 

mediator between God and the people. And thus he foreshadows our Lord Jesus Christ, who is 

the “one mediator between God and man”, as the First Letter to Timothy teaches, in a passage 

just after the one we heard today in the second reading.1 Moses stays God’s wrath and pleads 

mercy for the Israelites. This certainly was not the first time they had offended God, but it may 

well have been the most grievous time; nevertheless, Moses begs a second chance.   

The Lord Jesus, who is the fulfillment of Moses, does precisely the same thing for us. 

Think of how he prayed from the Cross: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they 

do”.2 He prays for us continually – as the Letter to the Hebrews teaches, “he always lives to 

intercede for [us]” –, repeatedly asking his Father to grant us another chance. And so the priest at 

Holy Mass prays this way too, acting in persona Christi, or “in the person of Christ”; that is, in 

Christ’s name and with his power. Think, for example, of the first Eucharistic Prayer, the Roman 

Canon, when the priest prays, “admit us, we beseech you, into their company,” – the company of 

the saints – “not weighing our merits, but granting us your pardon, through Christ our Lord.” The 

priest stands in the breach also. 

How sobering it is to think about the consequences that our sins merit, not to mention 

how much they offend our loving and merciful Lord. How often have we taken his mercy for 

granted! But when we have a healthy awareness of what God’s mercy means in our lives – how 

through the mediation of Christ, made present to us by the priest, we are forgiven and given 

another chance – it is then that we can appreciate all the more how our patron, Saint Paul, felt, as 

he spoke in the second reading about how he had been a blasphemer and a persecutor, but was 

ultimately forgiven; he was treated mercifully.  

Like the Israelites, we have all worshipped a false god, we have all worshipped an idol: 

without descending into the particularities of our own acts of idolatry, we can say very simply or 

generally that the idol in question has been that of our own wills. Whenever we choose to follow 

our wills instead of God’s, we make idols of ourselves. C.S. Lewis once wrote, “When all that 

says ‘it is good’ has been debunked, what says ‘I want’ remains”.3 Or put more simply, we often 

find that the dictates of our own disordered and confused wills outweigh even what we know to 

be good, right, and holy. When we choose what we want to do over what we know to be God’s 

holy will, we make an idol of ourselves and thus risk separating ourselves from the Lord. 

 Therefore, we conclude with today’s gospel, which we could subtitle, “The Joy of 

Repentance”. Not that repenting is necessarily fun; it is sometimes quite difficult, as we all 

 
1 1 Timothy 2:5. 
2 Luke 23:34. 
3 In his must-read book, The Abolition of Man. 
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know. But after we have repented, true freedom – release – results, and joy does surround us as 

we experience liberation and are once again embraced by Christ, the angels, and all the saints. 

We should take our cue, and indeed, take courage, from the first line of today’s gospel: “Tax 

collectors and sinners were all drawing near to listen to Jesus”. Sin makes us afraid and ashamed, 

and so it sometimes keeps us away from the one who has the cure!  

We must draw near to Christ and not be afraid! He only wants to take away our sin; he 

will never take from us anything that is truly good. Jesus is praying for you and me and he 

actively seeks us out; he always wants to bring us back to the Father. And he works through 

fathers – that is, through priests – to mediate the Heavenly Father’s graces to us. If it has been a 

while since you have been to confession, it is surely time to go. And if you’re not sure where to 

start, let the priest help you. It is time to slay that idol and turn back to the true God, repent, and 

so experience true and profound joy. Then you, too, like Saint Paul, will be able to say, with 

profound joy and gratitude, “I have been mercifully treated”.  


