
Proper 24
Matthew 22:15-22

“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor's, and to God
the things that are God's.” There are many deep divisions between “Caesar”
and God,  between earthly kingdoms and the kingdom of  heaven.  In  this
gospel, the Pharisee's disciples and the Herodians raise what amounts to be
a minor division, when they raise the question of paying the “tax to Caesar.”
Seeing through their ruse, Jesus turns the tables and entraps them “with the
truth.” The “way of God” is not found in opposing civil and religious realms,
but  in  acting  as  Jesus  would  in  both  areas  of  life.  That  is  responding
appropriately in each “kingdom.” Like Jesus, we are to give ourselves for the
good of others in all areas of life. Giving ourselves first to God, we will know
the “way” and the “truth” of other loyalties, and our choices and behaviors
will further God's plan for salvation.

Jesus quickly dispatches this false divide between realms in which we live.
Telling his hearers to give to each realm what properly belongs to it. This is
actually the easy part of life. The deepest divide to which we must attend is
between disingenuous hearts living a lie and transparent hearts living  “in
accordance with the truth.” This deepest divide is what Jesus came to heal –
for those who wish to be healed. It would seem that the religious leaders –
who ought to be, the very ones who model for the people, how undivided
hearts live and act – are the very ones who do not choose to be healed. They
seem to do everything to foster division. They pretend to be turned toward
God  through  their  strict  religious  observations,  but  in  effect  are  turning
toward themselves.

They  pretend  to  be  deeply  religious,  but  in  effect  are  shallow  and  self-
promoting.  By  trying  to entrap Jesus,  these religious  leaders  are  actually
putting  “Caesar,” that  is  their  own will  and agenda,  their  own fears  and
obstinacy,  ahead of  God. Their  own response and actions have betrayed,
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that they themselves do anything but “teach the way of God in accordance
with the truth.” Their own lifestyle and way of relating to others betray who
and what is first in their life.

The obligations to Caesar and God are radically different. To the state we pay
taxes, but to God we give undivided hearts. Isaiah speaks for God: “I am the
Lord, there is no other.” Our ultimate loyalty and self-offering is to God and
so “we give to the Lord the glory due his name!” If we keep God central in
our lives, then there is no problem with giving “to Caesar what belongs to
Caesar.” Further,  if  we  place  this  in  the  eschatological,  which  is  a  fancy
theological term for end times and fulfillment, context of Matthew's gospel,
the  controversy  with  which  the  religious  leaders  confront  Jesus  simply
crumbles. For everything in this world ultimately belongs to God. There is
nothing of this world that compares to who God is and how much God cares
for us, and nothing, nothing, nothing of this world is worth more than what
God offers us. The only thing God asks of us is the self-offering, our own
journey to generosity, that acknowledges who God is and who we are in
relation to God. In return, God gives what no emperor or state can give: a
share in divine life.

Often our struggle with living the gospel is not really about two “kingdoms”
presenting opposing values. But rather that our own divided hearts trump
everything else. This kind of self-giving that gives to God what is God's due
and to society what is society's due, necessitates that we think of others
first. It truly is that simple. Yet sometimes so hard to live!

The confrontation over Caesar's coin is not a solution to any church-versus-
state controversy. Jesus' response to the Pharisees confronts them – and us
– with the demand to respond and act out of our convictions and to take
responsibility  for  our  actions.  While  we  yearn  for  easy  answers  to
complicated questions and “soundbite” solutions to complex problems, the
real  purpose  and  meaning  of  life  are  found  in  the  intricacies  of  our
consciences and the things we believe in the depths of our hearts.
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Jesus  appeals  to  us  to look  beyond the simplistic  politics  and black-and-
white legalisms, represented by the coin and realize that we are called to
embrace the values centered in a faith that sees the hand of God in all things
and every human being as a part of a single family under the providence of
God. As Thomas Merton wrote: “We are warmed by fire not by the smoke
of the fire. We are carried over the sea by a ship, not by the wake of the
ship. So, too, what we are is to be sought in the invisible depths of our own
being,  not in our outward reflection in our own acts. We must find our
real selves not in the froth stirred up by the impact of our beings upon the
beings around us, but in our own soul which is the principal in our acts.” 

In other words, like it states in our Baptismal Covenant on page 305 in the
Book of Common Prayer,  “Will  you seek and serve Christ  in all  persons,
loving your neighbor as yourself?” Our answer is,  “I will with God's help.”
Further more, “Will you strive for justice and peace among all people, and
respect the dignity of every human being?” Our answer again is, “I will with
God's help.”

The Pharisees who confront Jesus with Caesar's coin are trying to trap Jesus
– and us – into making a choice between one's country and God. But Jesus'
response, and our response, indicates that one's citizenship does not have to
be at odds with one's faith. In fact, when government seeks to provide for
the just welfare of its citizens, it is doing the “things” of God.

The preamble to our nation's constitution reads more like a covenant we
have made with one another, than a legal outline of how our government
will operate. Although God is not mentioned at all, we can sense the Spirit in
the Preamble:  “We the people of  the United States,  in order to form a
more prefect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide
for  the common defense,  promote the general  welfare,  and secure the
blessings of liberty for ourselves and our prosperity...”
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To strike that balance between the things of Caesar and the things of God,
demands that we respond to the invitation, I preached about last week. That
we participate in the affairs of government, responsibly and intelligently. In
order that our public  policies reflect  the wisdom and justice of our God.
Amen.
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