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To Whom Do We Belong?

On this beautiful morning, as we gather out here in the midst of God’s creation I am reminded of the old joke about the scientist who discovered how to create life.  He was pretty proud of himself so he said to God that he no longer had need of God because he could create mankind himself.  So God said, “Go ahead.”  Then the scientist took some dirt but God stopped him and said, “No, no.  That’s my dirt, use your own.”

Our Gospel reading from Matthew takes us back to Holy Week.  Our Lord is in the temple.  The Pharisees, Herodians, Sadducees, Scribes, and their disciples are doing everything they can to discredit Jesus.  Here the Pharisees and the Herodians join together.  These are not natural allies.  I doubt if they are collaborating.  More likely the Pharisees have shown up at the same time as the Herodians thinking they can work this to their advantage somehow.  One of the young disciples of the Pharisees tries to catch Jesus in a debate trick.  

It is a straight enough question, one that we might expect to be directed to a candidate during a political debate.  “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not.”  If he says “No” the Herodians will report him for sedition and he will be crucified.  On the other hand, if he says that it is lawful to pay the taxes the people will turn against him.  Ironically, within less than a week Jesus will be put to death for sedition and the people will have turned against him.
Maybe one of the messages that we should draw from this story is what those who were trying to trick Jesus said to him.  “We know that you show deference to no one…”  Jesus will not “play to the crowd” but will fearlessly and courageously speak the truth with love - like it or not.  I wonder how popular a candidate he would be.  

As usual, Jesus deflects the question and uses it for a teaching moment.  He asks for a coin.  On it is the face of the emperor and also the title “divine son.”  This coin is a violation of the first two commandments, it contains the face - the graven image of the emperor and it says that he is a god.  That is why the Jews could not use this coin as an offering in the temple, it was sacrilege.  That is why they had to change it for temple coins that did not have a graven image on them.  This was of course where the temple leaders made their profit, in the exchange of coins.  This is the apple cart that Jesus overturned and some say that got him is so much trouble in the first place.

Jesus says, “It as the emperor’s face on it, it belongs to him.  Give it back to him.”  But then he goes on to say, “And give to God the things that are God’s.”  The bad guys are stymied and go off muttering to themselves.  

Now the question remains, what does this episode tell us?  Does it say that we are to pay taxes to a legitimate government, or not?  I’m sure that there are those who would love to, and have found justification for not paying their taxes.  Others have found a division between church and state as though the church were a parallel authority that had nothing to say to the powers of the world.  But when we do that we forget the second part, “And ‘render’ unto God the things that are God’s.”  
The KJV uses the word “render.”  I like that word.  It means to take something from, as in heating something until the parts separate.  You can render certain elements by boiling, a judge can render a decision by taking the arguments and separating out what is important and what is not.  In rendering to the emperor, for example, that which is the emperor’s we separate out like dross that which belongs to him.  What then belongs to God?

In Genesis we learn that God made humankind – “male and female did God make them” (Genesis 1:27) in the image of God.  In this account this is the final touch the completion of creation.  Humanity is the image of God.  It is as though creation was a clay pot and God the potter.  After God finished making the pot God did as so many potters do, God put God’s seal, God’s signature, God’s image like a trademark on the pot so all could see that God had created it and that it belongs to God.  We are that image, that seal, God’s mark on creation.  

So Jesus said, ‘Ah, the coin has the image of the emperor on it, give him back his coin.  All creation has the image of God on it - now give that to God.’   

I think that the part that is sometimes missed is that the New Testament never calls Christians not be law abiding or good citizens, but it also calls us all to live under the reign of God and that applies to the government just as much as it does to people.  For those of us living in a democracy that just means that we don’t step away from God’s reign when we go into the voting booth or walk on to the floor of congress.  God is Lord of the courtroom and the boardroom just as much as the classroom and the bedroom, for what is there that does not belong to God?  We may be able to make marvelous things with our hands, but what we make it with - even our hands themselves and our minds that imagine it - are God’s own.  

As we enjoy the beauty of this day and all the joy of God’s creation let us remember to give thanks and praise to God.  One way to do that is by how we treat the image of God – how we treat one another.  That is one reason I support Bread for the World (our special offering today) and have with regular monthly contributions for almost 10 years now.  It is one way to honor the image of God by caring for the least among us.

Look around you.  Look at the face of the person next to you, across from you.  Look at the face you see in the mirror each morning.  That is the image of God, God’s claim on creation.  As you treat that image so you treat our Lord.  Be kind and loving to your neighbor, to your friends and family, to strangers, even to those who persecute you and seek you harm; for they too are the sign of the presence of God.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.


