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THE TWENTIETH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Whose Image?
I Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22

I know that when most of us hear this story from Matthew's gospel, we
groan at least a little bit because we know a stewardship sermon is coming! 
You're right, but you may discover that it is not your typical sermon on
stewardship.  We'll see.

As is typical, in this story, Jesus handled a tense and problematic
situation brilliantly.  In fairness, the Pharisees were also pretty smart when it
came to their tactics.  In fact, the technique the Pharisees employed is familiar
and still in use today.  You can see it being used in political debates,
confirmation hearings, courts of law, or on any occasion someone is
attempting to disparage another person in front of his or her supporters.

Here is how it worked in today’s story.  Desperate to trap and discredit
Jesus, the Pharisees sent some of their disciples and a few Herodians to
pose as eager students wanting to drink in Jesus' wisdom.  Beforehand, they
huddled together and carefully planned their strategy.  First they chose a topic
that would make anyone cringe–taxes!  What better than a hot-button issue
to trap Jesus and expose him to the world?!

As Jesus was teaching and answering questions, these young students
buttered him up, trying flattery to gain his trust: “Teacher,” they said, “we know
that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and
show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality.”  Then
came the zinger: “Tell us, then, what you think.  Is it lawful to pay taxes to the
emperor, or not?”

I imagine that a murmur spread through the crowd.  They knew it was
a loaded question–like one of those old tropes: “Have you stopped beating
your wife?” or “When did you stop stealing from your partner?” or “Will you
ever stop lying?”  Jesus knew that if he answered “Yes” in accordance with
Roman law, he would infuriate the Jewish people who were oppressed by
Roman taxes and authority.  He also knew that if he answered “No” he could
be arrested on the spot for inciting rebellion against the emperor.  Jesus was
ready, however, and gave a shrewd response.  First, he asked to see the coin



used for the tax and someone handed him a denarius, a Roman coin. 
“Whose image is this?” he asked.  Whose head is this, and whose title?”  “The
emperor’s,” they answered.  “Give to Caesar what is Caesar's and to God
what is God's,” he told them.  Stunned by his savvy response, the young
students walked away in amazement leaving their mentors furious and Jesus’
followers delighted.  Any nearby Roman officials were satisfied as well.  Point
- Jesus!

I wonder, however, as they walked through the dusty streets of
Jerusalem talking about what had just happened, if one of those young
scholars stopped and said, “Wait a minute.  Did Jesus really answer the
question or did he throw it back to us?  If taxes belong to Caesar then we are
to pay them.  But, scripture teaches us that everything belongs to God.  If that
is true, then everything is due to God and nothing to Caesar.  Yet, we have
no choice but to pay the tax.  Jesus did not give us an answer.  He is forcing
us to decide that answer for ourselves based on what we believe about God
and God’s ways in the world!”1 I suspect they would stand silent for a few
moments then begin debating the issue as they continued on their way. 
These are good questions, questions that we should be asking: “What does
belong to Caesar (the government) and what belongs to God?”

Thankfully, we do not have an emperor, though we have, at times, had
leaders who were wanna-be emperors.  In a democracy, what is owed the
government?  What is our obligation to our community, our state, and our
nation?

First and foremost, we are supposed to be good citizens.  Wouldn’t life
be easier id everyone lived up to that ideal?  In his own way, Moses implored
the Israelites to support their community.  Jesus and Paul both urged people
to live up to their civic duty as long as it did not violate their faith.  Each of us
is supposed to benefit the community, to contribute to the general welfare,
and to do what is best for all people.  We are expected to be good neighbors,
to pay taxes for community services, to be involved in corporate decision
making, and to vote.  What we are doing right now and in the weeks to come
is a primary responsibility of citizenship.  We are to choose our leaders who
will guide and govern us in the years to come.  It is a duty we should not
neglect.

1Aaron M. Gale, “Paying Taxes,” The Jewish Annotated New Testament, Amy-Jill Levine and Marc
Zvi Btrettler, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 40.
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We do owe something to “Caesar,” to our governing bodies and leaders. 
We owe commitment to the community and a portion of our resources to
enable the community to function on behalf of us all.  Taxes are a reasonable
responsibility of citizenship as long as they are fair and everyone pays their
share.

If the community, whether it be local, state, national, or even the world
requires so much of us, isn’t that claiming a lot for our various governments? 
 It sounds like most of what exists belongs to Caesar.  What is left that is
God’s?

Listen to the words of scripture:
God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was

very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the
sixth day. Genesis 1:31

The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and
those who live in it; for he has founded it on the seas, and
established it on the rivers. Psalm 24:1-2

For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas
or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all belong
to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.

I Corinthians 3:21b-23

Jesus knew what he was saying when he advised the disciples of the
Pharisees to “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor's,
and to God the things that are God's.”  I think he meant that they were in a
position where they did not have much choice.  Rome was in charge and did
provide security and some stability in terms of government.  Above all,
however, the larger reality is that everything belongs to God.  No matter how
much an emperor may insist that he has conquered such and such a land, no
matter how fierce or kind his warriors might be, no matter how we draw the
boundaries that mark off what is ours, it all belongs to God.  I like how Paul
described it to his friends in Corinth, “all things are yours, whether Paul or
Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all
belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.”  Your
home may belong to you.  This community may belong to us all.  This nation
may be the possession of every American.  The world may belong to all
citizens of earth, but you and I belong to Christ and Christ belongs to God. 
In short, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.”  Ultimately, everything
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is God’s.  It is not really ours but is given for our use and well-being and
enjoyment.  For that reason, we must be good citizens and take care of the
world and one another on behalf of God.

Again, Jesus was clever when he answered the disciples of the
Pharisees.  He did not ask for just any coin.  He ask for the coin used to pay
the tax to the Romans, the imperial tax which was used to support the Roman
occupation of Palestine.  In short, the Jews were paying for a foreign army to
occupy their land.  That coin was a denarius, a silver coin that was worth a
day’s wages for a hardworking, average Jew.  And on that coin was likely  the
image of the Emperor Tiberius and an inscription which read, ““Tiberius
Caesar, Son of the Divine Augustus.”  Not only did this coin support the
foreign occupation they despised, it also proclaimed the emperor to be a god. 
Pretty much everything about that coin was abhorrent to a Jew.

The question he asked about the coin is important.  “Whose head is this
and whose title?  Whose image is on this coin?”  Essentially the coin
belonged to Caesar.  He might mint it and send it out into the empire, but
eventually the coin always came back to him.

The Jews who walked away from that encounter and thought about what
had happened also had to ask, “Whose image is on me?”  Jewish and
Christian theology begin with the premise that we are all created in the image
of God.  That neat little story about God forming humanity from the clay
scooped up beside the river of life is about God literally making us, shaping
us, forming us, finishing us with an imprint of God’s own divine image.

What does that mean for us?  What does it mean to bear the image of
God?

First it means being in a relationship.  We are created by God.  We are
children of God.  We think and feel and have opportunity to respond to life just
as God does.  Most often we look at ourselves and then try to project what
God must be like.  Jesus came so that we might turn that equation around. 
We should pay more attention to who God is and then figure out how we can
be more like God.  The other day Theo Pitt shared with me a video of a
sermon preached by Bishop  Michael Curry.  In that sermon, Bishop Curry
agreed that the question, “What would Jesus do?” (which we often know as
WWJD) is a good question as we make decisions in life.  He suggested,
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however, that a better question is, “What did Jesus do?”2  We don’t have to
speculate about that answer.  We already know!  We ought to pay more
attention to what we know about God as revealed in Jesus so that we
understand who we are supposed to be.  We are created in God’s image.  We
are intended to live as Christ in the world.

Being created in God’s image means that we share a connectedness
to everyone and everything in the world.  There really is no “us” over against
“them.”  There is no spot on earth that does not concern us.  We are part and
parcel of one another and the entire world because we all come from the
same Heavenly Parent.  When we look at one another, we ought to see our
similarities, not our differences.  When a baby is born, do we not look for the
features of each parent in that child’s face?  Most of the time we look for the
ways in which humans favor one another.  The story of our faith encourages
us to look for the ways we each favor God.

We are also responsible for seeing God in the world.  Every one of you
hearing my voice today has admitted that you often and undeniably see God
in nature.  In the silent mist that hovers over water at daybreak, in the glorious
colors of sunset, in the majestic views of the mountains and the endless reach
of the sea, in the faces of flowers, and in the song of rushing streams you
detect the imprint of God.  Truly natures wears the image of God.  Just as we
should care for one another because we are children of God, so we must care
for the earth because it is the creation of God.

Jesus was right and savvy.  Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s.  That is,
be responsible for living in community together.  Do what is necessary to
make life good and complete for all people.  Make sure that the kingdom of
God is evident in the ways you live together.  Give to our communal structures
what is essential for us all to live well.

But do not forget that it all belongs to God.  That means that we have
to consider how we handle life in every aspect.  That is what stewardship is
all about.  We are mindful of how we live in the world.  Jesus was savvy to ask
to see the coin that was used to pay tax to Caesar.  Not only did it bring home
his point, but it made them think about image and purpose.  How do we use
our money?  Do the images on our money mean anything to us?  Do the
images that we create with our money have meaning and purpose?  Do we

2The Right Reverend Michael B. Curry, “What Did Jesus Do?” (September 16, 2020); available online
at: https://episcopalchurch.org/posts/publicaffairs/presiding-bishop-currys-word-church-what-did-jesus-do
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use our money in ways that reflect our understanding that everything does
belong to God?

The other day I read about a pastor who placed felt tip pens in the pews
of the church.  He asked his parishioners to use those pens to make the sign
of the cross on their credit and debit cards or on their paper money.  One
person commented that he marked one dollar bills with the cross and for
months was keenly aware of asking himself whether the ways he was
spending money was consistent with the teachings of Christ.  He was aware
that his money should bear the image of God.3

We don’t handle a lot of coins these days.  In fact, there is a shortage
of coins right now.  But the next time you handle a coin or even when you pull
out that plastic card to pay for something, look to see whose image is on it. 
Try to imagine what the image of God might look like as that transaction goes
through.  In the process, decide if how we live together, how we see and treat
one another, and how we use our money reflect the image of God that we are
called to present to the world.  Remember, it all belongs to God . . . and God
generously gives it back to us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.

3David Lose, “Money, Politics, and Religion,” In the Meantime (October 2014); available online at:
http://www.davidlose.net/2014/10/pentecost-19a-money-politics-and-religion/.
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October 18, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

On this beautiful day, as nature once again dazzles us with color and
light, we are keenly aware of the gift of creation, O God.  How blessed we are
to live in the midst of such wonder that supplies us with all that we need and
delights us with sound and sights.  Thank you for these gifts and for all of the
ways you provide for us each day.

Walk with us in the majesty of this day, O God, and remind us of how
blessed we are.  As we take in all of the beauty that surrounds us, help also
to see areas of blight and need that require our attention.  Help us to notice
the places that need tender loving care and the people who crave friendship
and comfort.  Open our eyes and ears and hearts to your entire world, we
pray.

Be with us as we pray for people who are ill and for those who take care
of them.  Stand with us as we comfort people who are grieving and looking for
the next road to take.  Sit with us in our concern for the world as a virus we
cannot see threatens everything we can see.  Work with us as we do what we
can to make the world healthy and safe once again.

Hear us as we share with you those things that we cannot tell anyone
else.  Listen to our deepest fears, our greatest failures, our darkest sins. 
Receive the hopes that lie within us, the dreams that keep us moving, and the
desire to draw closer to you so that we might be closer to one another.

Carry us through these days which hold great uncertainty and
tremendous promise.  Keep our spirits strong and remind us each day that we
are not alone.

Walk with us, O God, in the creative mystery of our lives, and grant us
your peace through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


