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The Politics of the Kingdom

Things That Trouble Presbyterians:  Sermon 8 (Politics)
Matthew 22:15-22

  We’ve been talking this summer about things that are troubling to Presbyterians, and we’ve finally arrived at one that troubles just about any tradition.  What to make of politics and our faith.

In today’s text, Jesus offers us a splendid principle—“Give therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God's."  But, as someone once pointed out, this splendid principle, like all splendid principles, is a little short on practical advice.
  Most of us muddle through our lives as if suspended in that pregnant pause between the two parts of Jesus’ words; we live in the pause between what belongs to Caesar,....... and what belongs to God.  We live in that space between knowing whose we are.......and whose we aren’t.  Sometimes we dance in unity with the God who made us, while at other times we dance dangerously close to gods of our own making.

Jesus, it seems, isn’t the only one put to the test in this text today.  Those who hear his exchange with the questioning troublemakers—including us—must decide what to make of his answer.

Obviously, what many have made of his answer is this: religion and politics don’t mix.  They hear Jesus’ answer about giving the stuff that belongs to Caesar to Caesar, and the stuff of God to God, and they come to a simple conclusion: There are two realms—God’s and Caesar’s.  And we should keep them separate.

A character in a novel once quipped, “Religion is a queer thing.  By itself it’s all right.  But sprinkle a little politics into it and dynamite is bran flour compared with it.  Alone religion prepares a person for a better life.  Combined with politics it hurries him into it.”

Recently, I read a letter to the editor in a newspaper that expressed outrage that the church was trying to meddle in politics by raising its voice on some political issue of the day.  The writer ended with this conclusion: “The church has no right to say anything about political or national issues because they don’t pay taxes.”

And many agree, including many within the church.  Some hear what Jesus said in this text and come to a plausible conclusion: religion and politics don’t mix.  There are two separate realms—one for Caesar’s stuff and one for God’s stuff—and never, ever, will they meet.

That’s why those who read the newspapers want all religious reflection to occur in the “Faith and Values” section of Saturday’s paper.  And, the truth be told, that’s why many who come to worship do so expecting to escape from the so-called real world.

For some, the church’s language is too unworldly to speak to the political world in which we live; for others the church’s sanctuary is too sacred of a space to defile with language of politics and worldly concern.

And so, upon hearing this text, some have divided their lives into separate living compartments.  In one area, they live out their life as citizens of a country, as members of a political world, while, in another area, they live out their faith.  And they do their level best to keep those realms separate.  They do this because they’re convinced that that’s what Jesus meant for them to do when he uttered his famous principle: “Give what belongs to Caesar to Caesar, and what belongs to God to God.”
But, as far-reaching as that understanding of Jesus’ answer is, I’m convinced that Jesus doesn’t share it.  In his answer to his questioners, Jesus didn’t merely split life into two halves.  None of his answers were ever that easy.  No, he subverted that very notion by saying, “It’s all God’s realm.”

In fact, this whole scene plays out that truth.  In this section of Matthew’s Gospel, representatives of the various strands of Judaism step forward and ask Jesus a series of questions about difficult theological problems, and Jesus responds with astonishing wisdom in each case.  These questioners aren’t just out to stump Jesus; they are seeking to get him in trouble either with the Roman authorities or with his fellow Jews.  And they went to great extremes to trap him, including forming partnerships that would have never been made otherwise.

Just look at who shows up together in today’s text.  Matthew tells us that the questioners represent two groups: the Pharisees and the Herodians.  This union of forces proves the old saying:  politics makes for strange bedfellows.  The Pharisees hated the Roman taxes and other such intrusions into Jewish life.  The Herodians, on the other hand, supported the Rome-endorsed Herod dynasty and, therefore, the tax.  The delegation represents both yes and no on the tax issue, which means that Jesus will surely upset someone in his answer.

One of the graduation requirements at Louisville Seminary was to write a statement of faith and then defend it before two faculty members.  The students hated this process, because the school seemed to delight in pairing the professors in polar opposites.  They swore they didn’t do this intentionally, but all of us students knew the truth: they always paired professors from opposite ends of the theological spectrum so that any answer would trouble at least one person in the room.
My pair consisted of Virgil Cruz, a very traditional New Testament professor, and Hal Warheim, who was anything but traditional.  I remember sitting in Hal’s office, in an old fake leather chair, the sweat dripping down my back, and being asked a question and knowing that no matter how I answered, one of them wasn’t going to like it.

It was this way for Jesus with the Pharisees and the Herodians, only it wasn’t graduation on the line for Jesus.  It was his whole life and mission.  For Jesus to answer yes or no meant offending a party that could spell disaster.  If he said, “No, it is not lawful to pay the tax,” Rome would swoop down and lock him away or kill him.  If he said, “Yes, pay the tax,” he risked losing the support of the Jewish people, who hated that tax with a passion.  No matter how he answered—yes or no—his life was in the balance.

Jesus’ answer, though, negotiated that space between yes and no by pushing the question to a place it never dreamed of going.  What had started as a question about taxes, which was really a question about the power of the emperor, became for Jesus a chance to talk not about Caesar, but about God.  Jesus in essence says—“That coin has Caesar’s image on it, so let him have it.  It’s not a big deal.”

But then he goes on to the big deal—“But you have God’s image on you.  Don’t forget to give to God the things that belong to God.”
Do you see what’s happened?  Jesus has outsmarted his questioners by moving their question from talk about Caesar to talk about God.  Jesus has shouted to all who would hear: “No matter what taxes you pay, no matter what flag you live under, no matter what Caesar may tell you, you are God’s; you never have and never will belong to Caesar.  You belong, body and soul, to God.”

In this story, Jesus reminds us that we are all marked with God’s image.  “That coin may have Caesar’s image on it, but you have God’s image on you.”  We’ve known that since Genesis.  This text challenges us to find out how much belongs to Caesar, and how much belongs to God.

It’s a tough question.  And Jesus refuses to answer it.  What do you give to Caesar and what do you give to God?  Jesus doesn’t answer it.

Will Willimon, the former chaplain at Duke University who preached at the Massanetta Bible Conference last week, once wrote about a college Bible study group talking about this passage.  At the end of their discussion, someone said, “Jesus never answered the question.  What belongs to God and what belongs to Caesar?”  Another student, Willimon noted, answered with this: “Perhaps when it comes to what belongs to Caesar and what belongs to God, we never can be too sure.  Maybe Jesus wants us to be permanently uneasy.”

Some, of course, refuse to live in this permanent unease.  They have taken the easy way out by saying either “Caesar is Lord” or “Caesar is Satan.”  Either, “There’s nothing wrong with the world as we know it,” or “There’s nothing right with the world as we know it.”

But most of us, I think, live somewhere in that pause between Jesus’ words.  We realize that we can at times support the state, but at other times we must resist, because our answers are never simple or final; the struggle resumes with every new situation.
Jesus was not exempt from this wrestling.  In fact, in his decisions he was finally alone, with church and state conspiring against him.  One can hardly imagine a heavier demand: called upon to obey God, not simply in the face of political wrath but without the support of the community of faith.

A friend of mine once told me about one of her the kids that had been in her eighth grade class decades ago.   One day in class he had said to her: “I’ve got to be baptized again this Sunday.”  It seems that he was part of a believers’ baptism church that practiced immersion.  And, when he had been baptized the previous week, someone had noticed that one of his hands hadn’t gone under the water.  So he would need to be baptized again—so that all of him was baptized.  It was their way of saying, “All of you has been baptized into Christ.”

Though we do it differently, we say the same thing.  Over those dripping with baptismal waters we pronounce, “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s own forever.”  It’s our way of saying whose image you bear.
You will never belong to Caesar.  You belong to God.  Not just part of you, but all of you.  It’s that identity—it’s that reminder of who we are—that helps us live in that space between deciding what to give Caesar, and far more importantly, what to give God.
In his outstanding book, The Prophetic Imagination, Walter Brueggemann writes that one of the greatest responsibilities a prophet has is to keep alive the ministry of imagination.  By this, he means that the church must keep lifting up alternative futures to the one the ruler wants to suggest is the only thinkable option.

In this politically polarized—even paralyzed world—can you imagine what a politics of the kingdom might sound like?  It might sound like an invitation to the table of God’s grace, where we celebrate that God will draw people from the East and West and from the North and the South—that God will draw all peoples to feast in the heavenly kingdom.  Strangers will be welcomed; enemies will be forgiven; fear will be vanquished; hatred will pass away.
Or it might sound like the words of baptism as we remind one another of our true identity:  “You have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism, and marked as Christ’s own forever.  You are a beloved child of God.”

The politics of the kingdom is all about love, and that understanding challenges everything about our politics.  As Jim Wallis has written, “God’s politics challenges narrow national, ethnic, economic, or cultural self-interest, reminding us of a much wider world and the creative human diversity of all those made in the image of the creator.”

Do you see what has happened?  From a question about taxes, Jesus has moved from an image on a coin to an image on you and me.  And, once we comprehend that image marked upon us, by the sheer mercy of God we will begin to see that image on others—even those very different from us.

And so we Presbyterians make two significant political statements all the time:  “Jesus Christ is Lord,” and “In life and in death, we belong to God.”
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