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Today, we hear Jesus’ oft-quoted words, in response to the trick question
from the Pharisees and the Herodians, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or
not?,” and Jesus responds, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the
emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” Or as the old KJV says, “Render

unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s.”

Jews in first century Judea paid a lot of taxes and they despised this
particular one — called the Imperial Tax, because it was required as a tribute to
Rome to support the Roman Empire's occupation of Israel. In other words, they

were paying their oppressors to oppress them!

Of course, not everyone saw the tax that way. For example, there were the
Herodians, so named because either they were supportive of King Herod, the so-
called ruler, who was a puppet of Rome, and therefore, believed that working with
the Empire was the best way to get things done. The Herodians supported the
Imperial Tax. The Pharisees, on the other hand, another religious-political group,
hated the Imperial Tax. They were reform minded but knew one had to go along to

get along.

The Imperial Tax was opposed by most of the common people, including

Jesus’ followers. Many believed that Judea would be great again when it was an



independent Judea, and therefore, hated the Imperial Tax since it daily reminded

them of their humiliation and domination by the Roman Empire.

The Imperial Tax should have been a problem for the Pharisees, for religious
reasons beyond the political reasons. The Romans coins were engraved with an
image of the Emperor Caesar Tiberius and a proclamation of his divinity — “Kurios

Kaisar” “Caesar is Lord” — which broke the first two commandments!

So, it is interesting that these two groups — the Herodians and the Pharisees —
who normally hated one another, and who opposed one another over Rome and
Rome’s tax, united against Jesus. They came together to figure out how to trap
Jesus and discredit him in front of the crowds who loved Jesus. If Jesus advocated
paying this tax, he would disappoint his followers and most of the crowds who
came to Jesus’ to hear him teach. If Jesus advocated not paying this tax, he would

be in trouble with the Roman rulers. They thought they had him!

But, as we know, Jesus not only evaded their trap; he trapped them in their

own question.
Well, Jesus asks these religious leaders, “What’s in your wallet?”

It is a simple question like, “What’s in your pocket?” Or “What kind of
shoes are you wearing?” But it is also an instructive question about what is
important enough that you’re carrying it with you. Jesus asks for a coin, and it is
interesting that Jesus did not have one of his own. Apparently, Jesus’s wallet is
empty. So, the Herodians and Pharisees reached into their wallets and pulled out
their own coins, perhaps forgetting that by showing a coin with the Emperor’s
image on it, they betrayed their own complicity with the Roman system. Then

Jesus asked, “Whose face is on the coin?” “The Emperor’s,” they answered.



Everyone 1n attendance knew the commandments and they knew that Jesus had

just trapped the trappers in their own blasphemy according to Jewish law!

And that makes Jesus’ response even more biting — “Give, therefore, to
Caesar, the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” Jesus
turns the tables on his questioners. With just a few words, Jesus reveals the truth
about his would-be accusers and at the same time, in front of everyone reminded

them of their higher calling to serve God.

Jesus was reminding everyone that you show me whose image is in your
wallet, and I’ll show you which God you worship. You can be full of God-talk,
quote scripture, say loud prayers, and be in church every Sunday but when you
have Caesar’s image, the image of the state, in your pocket, be careful! You’re on
the road to worshiping the state with the state being your god. It is very easy to
move from carrying the image of Caesar to becoming the image of Caesar,
and seeing everyone else in the image of Caesar, instead of seeing each other

as the image of God. Be careful.

A simple reading of this text is for us to give to Caesar what belongs to him
and to give to God what belongs to him. Pay your taxes, obey the laws, do your
duty, and so on. Of course, the challenge is to discern what belongs to whom. And
here is the bigger challenge: who decides what belongs to whom? Does God

decide or does Caesar decide?

One of the ways we Christians have read this in history and read it today is
called the “two kingdoms,” which means that God has ordained from Creation that
there are two means God governs the world. First, God rules through the state, the
temporal, by way of political leaders, laws, bringing order, governing institutions,

armies, and so on. At the same time, God rules spiritually through the church,



which is about salvation, prayer, worship, and so on. Of course, the practical result
has been that the spiritual becomes narrowed to a privatized and individualistic
spirituality that emphasizes “Jesus is in my heart” while everything else that is

public and social and lived out is determined by the state.

One of the most pernicious examples of this is Nazi Germany, where good
German Lutherans could faithfully go to church and pray on Sunday, while going
along with the Nazi state because they believed that’s the way God set up the

governance of the world.

Several years ago, I testified in front of the Nacogdoches City Commission
in favor of a citizen’s oversight board for the police department. I was followed by
a person who testified against police oversight saying that God ordained the state
and the state’s laws, therefore our job is to obey the law, every law and any law.
Since I spoke before him, I did not have an opportunity to ask about the laws we
used to have supporting slavery, or segregation, for example. My guess is that the
fellow who spoke believed deeply in Jesus and was in church most every Sunday
but come Monday and the rest of the week everything was up to Caesar. He
reminded me that many of us are tempted to compartmentalize our lives so we can
say, set aside our financial offering to God, but everything else belongs to me and
to Caesar. Or we can love God in our hearts but participate in injustice during the
week and never see any conflict between the two. There are all sorts of ways we
compartmentalize our lives so that God rules only the most interior and private and

individual, leaving everything else up to Caesar and ourselves.

Discerning what belongs to Caesar and what belongs to God is among
the most important things we Christians are to do. How do we decide which

laws are just and right and which ones are unjust and wrong? Do we simply give



the state a blank check? Do we always support Caesar and give him whatever he
wants no matter what kind of Caesar we have? And as I mentioned, who decides
such matters? Where is the line between God and Caesar and who draws the

line?

The key is to remember when Jesus said, “Render unto God that which is
God’s,” those of us who seek to follow Jesus should ask the question, what belongs
to God? Or rather, what does not belong to God? When we give our lives to
Jesus Christ, we give all our lives to Christ. Not just some of it. Our entire bodies

go through baptism, not just parts.

We confess that Jesus is Lord of all — the entire cosmos. There are not some
areas we sub-contract to Caesar or to mega-corporations. A few years ago when we
opposed the TransCanada KXL tarsands pipeline, we held up signs “The Earth is
the Lord’s and the fullness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein” from
Psalm 24:1, to say to them, as well as remind ourselves, that all of this Earth is

God’s, not TransCanada’s.

There are not two distinctly defined kingdoms or realms divided between

God and Caesar. Jesus Christ 1s Lord of all.

In 1934, in Nazi Germany, some (a few) pastors gathered in the face of the
Nazi totalizing domination of all of life including the German church. The Nazis
proclaimed that the revelation and word of God was in and through Hitler and
German blood and country. In defiance, the great theologian Karl Barth wrote what
is known as the Barmen Declaration. Article One said: Jesus Christ, as he is
attested to us in Holy Scripture, is the one Word of God whom we have to hear,

and whom we have to trust and obey in life and in death.



We reject the false doctrine that the Church could and should recognize as a
source of its proclamation, beyond and besides this one Word of God, yet other
events, powers, historic figures and truths as God'’s revelation. (In other words, we

do not recognize Hitler and the nation of Germany as a source of God’s word.)

Article Two said: 4s Jesus Christ is God’s comforting pronouncement of the
forgiveness of all our sins, so, with equal seriousness, he is also God’s vigorous

announcement of his claim upon our whole life.

We reject the false doctrine that there could be areas of our life in which we
would not belong to Jesus Christ but to other lords, areas in which we would not
need justification and sanctification through him. (In other words, all of life

belongs to Jesus Christ, not Hitler.)

Several years later Barth wrote an essay in which he gave a helpful image
for us to think about this morning. Barth said that Christ is at the center of two
concentric circles. The smaller circle is the Christian community, the church,
Christ’s followers who recognize Jesus Christ is Lord and seek to live the Way of
Jesus. The larger circle is the wider civic community and even though Christ is still
at the center, the civic community does not necessarily recognize it. We Christ
followers are engaged most specifically in Christian community, immersing
ourselves in the Way of Jesus. But the Way of Jesus calls us out into the wider
circle, being witnesses to Christ by serving, healing, seeking justice, working for
peace, and reconciling the world with God, with each other, and with Creation
(Karl Barth, “The Christian Community and the Civil Community” in Community,
Church, and State: Three Essays, p. 149-189).

Depending on old Mr. Caesar and the kind of wider circle we’re in, how we

Christians witness might vary. So perhaps much of the time, we see no major



conflict with Caesar and the wider world. We obey the laws and so on, all the
while witnessing to the God we know in Christ, demonstrating to the wider circle
that there 1s much more to be and do. Because of Jesus, we witness to God’s
compassion and love of those who are hungry by feeding them, by those suffering
illness and grief, by healing and comforting. On and on — all various ways we
witness in the wider circle of the civic community and in the midst of what Caesar

would consider his realm.

But there are times, when our witness is more contrarian. For example, there
are times when the Emperor says like in the book of Daniel (chap. 3), “Everyone
must bow to my image,” and we join Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego by
standing. Or perhaps Caesar says, “The law is if you are black you must sit in the
back of the bus,” and therefore, we join Rosa Parks by sitting in the front of the
bus. We also know there are repercussions from challenging Caesar, and here’s the
deal — as followers of the suffering servant Jesus, we must be willing to live with
the repercussions. We may face social estrangement or worse, we may go to jail or

who knows. But whatever happens we make a witness to Christ.

Or perhaps Caesar commands our public schools to post his version of the
Ten Commandments and teach his version of Bible stories, so among our
responses, we have to figure out how to teach our children alternatively. For
example, we do not believe that the Ten Commandments make sense abstracted
from the Living God, and we also believe that any faith that is coerced

(commanded by the state) is not true faith.

So, we vote, we sit, we stand, we march, we organize, we pray and
participate in vigils, we train and teach, and we build community. We feed the
hungry, visit the sick, and care for the Earth. We practice justice and reconciliation.

We love our neighbors, including our neighbors who are not easy to love. And



when Caesar builds walls and separates children from their parents in detention
centers down on the border, we stand up and say, “What you are doing is unjust,
wrong, and against God’s will! We stand against your bigotry and violence!” And

then we find ways to build bridges, bring healing, and care for those who suffer.

In two weeks is election day. Early voting begins tomorrow. I know and you
know this election is important. But [ want you to remember, that no matter how
the election turns out and no matter what happens, our calling is to be a witness.
We witness to the reconciling and redeeming Way of Christ Jesus no matter who

gets elected Caesar.

Please bear with me one more minute while I add this Postscript. Lydia
Wylie-Kellerman, in her book The Sandbox Revolution: Raising Kids for a Just
World, talks about raising her two small children in Detroit. Her father is the Rev.
Bill Wylie-Kellerman who is a long-time pastor in Detroit and veteran social
justice activist. (In fact, one of the things Lydia has learned to tell her small
children is a story called, “Why Grandpa is in jail.”) In her book, Lydia writes,
“We stand at a time of unraveling. ... The systems that have nursed us all our lives
... are crumbling.” She points out how much of this crumbling, this unraveling, is
sorely needed in a world of dire poverty, racism, injustice, hunger, and so on, but it
also is painful and scary. She goes on, “We have been invited into this time of
sacred shifting,” (I might say we have been called into this time.) “which must
move us from corporate, globalized systems that deal in death to localized,
communal systems that nurture life. It is in this time and space that we all are
nurturing children and being prodded by their laughter, fears, and questions™ (pp.
x1-Xi1).

In her work on the origins of totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt said, in her

memorable phrase, that “totalitarianism is organized loneliness.” It is built upon



mass disconnection, mass alienation, and mass dismemberment, where the familiar
and what has always seemed to be reliant is crumbling and people are left on their
own, alienated, and today, left with only social media technology and Al that says
it wants to befriend us, have sex with us, love us, take our jobs, and do them better,
more efficiently and for greater profit, and place the blame for our alienation on
people we are told are different and suspicious and who have moved in down the

street. All the while we are becoming less and less human.

In this kind of world, Austin Heights, we are organizing ourselves, building
and nurturing community for the long haul and it feels like God has called us for

such a time as this.

So, hear these words that have encouraged me for several years, from R.S.

Thomas, poet and priest of small churches in Wales:

What to do? Stay green

Never mind the machine,

Whose fuel is human souls.

Live large, man, and dream small.

‘(Lore”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. One True God,

Mother of us all. Amen.



