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Matthew 22:15-22 (Rendering to God)
“Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  Once again the KJV trumps the modern translations in terms of poetic style and force.  This is how most of us remember the passage and how it is most often quoted.

It is a brilliant retort, foiling Jesus’ enemies’ plan at trapping him.  While it may be missed by us, the grouping of the Pharisees and the Herodians would not have been missed by the early readers of the gospels of Matthew and Mark.  Here were two factions that detested each other, but bound by one commonality – a shared hatred of Jesus.  It was a case of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”  The Herodians were closely tied with the Roman Empire, governing Palestine and the adjacent areas from about 55 B.C. until the close of the 1st century.  Their family was of Idumean origin, the land of the Edomites.  Denounced by God, according to the book of Ezekiel.
  The Herodians hated Jesus because they feared he would incite insurrection of the Jews against Rome.  The Herodians would have been the first to tip off Rome if Jesus had said that the Jews should not pay taxes to the empire.

The Pharisees hated Jesus because he was relentless in criticizing them, repeated calling them hypocrites.  They hated him because the Jews were captivated by his teachings and the miracles he performed.  Some even thinking of him as the Messiah.  They would have been the first to broadcast the news that Jesus had endorsed paying tribute to Rome, a tax despised by the people.  He would be branded as a traitor and a coward.

So the two opposing factions thought they had him.  It was a straightforward, yes/no question:  “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?”  If he says yes, he is a collaborator with Rome.  No better than the tax collectors he associates with.  If he says no, Rome would deal with him quickly.  So he loses credibility, or he dies.  Either way, a win for both factions.

But without missing a beat, Jesus tells them to show him a denarius, the poll tax imposed by Rome on each man (aged 14-65) and each woman (aged 12-65).  They produce the coin, and Jesus asks, “Whose likeness and inscription is this?”  The image would have been that of Tiberius Caesar, with words declaring the coin to be of “Tiberius Caesar, the divine Augustus, son of Augustus.”  On the other side of the coin it said “pontifex maximus,” the high priest of the Roman nation.  It was a coin that any good Pharisee would not even touch.  It claimed Caesar to be god, an intolerable blasphemy.

After answering Jesus’ question, saying that the image and inscription were Caesar’s, Jesus comes back with the unforgettable response:  “Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and unto God that which is God’s.”

They were silenced.  It was hard to figure out what he meant, but they didn’t care about that.  What they wanted to know is whether they could still trap him with his words.  Trouble was, he didn’t leave them much rope.  He hadn’t said not to pay the taxes; it seemed if anything more the opposite – rendering unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s.

But he didn’t endorse it, either.  His words made it crystal clear that Caesar was not God.  The most zealous of the Jews, Judas the Gaulonite, claimed that Roman taxation was no better than slavery.  He had called on the Jews to resort to all the violence they could muster.  His position was that for the Jews, God was their only ruler.  Jesus’ response fit well with it, for rendering unto God what was God’s meant that the Jews should not pay the tax.  Caesar was owed nothing; all taxes belonged to God.

“Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and to God that which is God’s.”  Timeless.  Still quoted, 2000 years later.  And people still argue, as they did then, what he meant by it.

Do a Google search on render unto Caesar and see what you find.  One site claims:

Christians have traditionally interpreted the famous passage "Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar's; and to God, the things that are God's," to mean that Jesus endorsed paying taxes . . . The objective of this piece is . . . simply to show that the traditional, pro-tax interpretation of the Tribute Episode is utterly untenable. The passage unequivocally does not stand for the proposition that Jesus thought it was morally obligatory to pay taxes . . .  In sum, the pro-tax position of the Tribute Episode is not supportable historically, rhetorically, contextually, or within the confines of the Catholic Church’s own understanding.
  If you detect a libertarian ring to this, you are not off base.  Tribute is paid on the homepage, but it’s to Ron Paul.

The American Quakers held a more nuanced position.  As their war tax resistance developed during the 17th through 19th centuries, the resisters had to find a way to reconcile their tax resistance with the "Render unto Caesar" verse and other verses from the New Testament that encourage submission to the government. Around 1715, a pamphlet entitled Tribute to Cæsar, How paid by the Best Christians... argues that while Christians must pay "general" taxes, a tax that is explicitly for war purposes is the equivalent to an offering on an altar to a pagan god, and this is forbidden.

So the interpretation of our gospel passage regarding taxation runs the gamut from an endorsement of paying taxes, to not paying them, or to paying only part of them.

The disagreement goes broader than just taxes.  Some claim that in this passage Jesus endorses the separation of church and state.  Others hold that this is an anachronism – that no one in ancient Palestine would have understood this at all.  Church and state were synonymous – even the Roman Empire had its favored religion.  Beyond the separation of church and state, some interpret our gospel as saying we should obey all laws.  Others maintain that we are required to challenge and disobey any laws that are contrary to the law of God.

Rather than try and differentiate the laws of man vs. the law of God, which is bound to end up in a variety of politically charged issues, let’s step aside from the attempt to distinguish between the two.  Most of the time we don’t have a problem with rendering unto Caesar.  We may not much care for taxes, but we pay them.  We may not agree with all the laws, but for the most part we obey them.  But how well do we do with the other part – rendering unto God that which is God’s?

Sometimes I find it useful to put questions like this into the context of the world we live in.  Jesus taught that we should pray to God as our father, so let’s think of what we are to render to our parents.  Now I know that some of you had parents that were cruel.  Please think of what follows as how you would respond to a loving parent, not to the one who abused you.

Honor comes to mind.  Honor your father and mother.  And what does this mean?  To treat them with dignity and respect.  To talk with them.  To listen to them.  To do what they ask, as best we can.  To put their wishes ahead of our own.

Time also comes to mind.  Rendering time with them.  There is a novel called Water for Elephants that made the NY Times bestseller list.  It is written in flashback format, with the protagonist a man who is unsure of his exact age, but between 90 and 93.  He had spent a good part of his life working at a traveling circus in the 1930’s, and was finishing out his life at a nursing home.  He would brag that his family would come to visit regularly, but secretly confess that he felt their visits were out of a sense of obligation – a chore to be accomplished as quickly as possible.  Then one day a traveling circus came to town, and he waited, with increasing impatience, as his family failed to show.  Here was something simple they could have done for him, something he would have truly enjoyed.  No one showed.  A failure to render time to their father and grandfather, not following through on their promises.  We should render time, and live up to our commitments.

Rendering time, and rendering money.  Even if they don’t need it, being generous with gifts.  Remembering the gifts they have given us.  And not to let them eat poorly, trading off money for food with money for medicines.  Not to let them dress shabbily.  Not to let them stay in a nursing home that is clearly deficient.  Or have them try and make it on their own when it is clearly no longer possible.

Rendering love, above all.  With all the other needs taken care of, there remains the need to be loved.  We owe love to those that love us.

It’s not too hard to figure out that most of what we render to our parents can, and should, be rendered unto God.  Honor, respect.  Communication – talking, listening, fulfilling our vows.  Rendering time, money, and love.

So we should ask ourselves, are we better at rendering unto our parents than  we are at rendering unto God?  Are we better at rendering unto our children than we are at rendering unto God?

We might then ask ourselves what we are actually rendering unto God, and figure out if we want to do something different.  Notice I didn’t use the “should” word.  If you start there, my experience is that you will be pretty much dead in the water.  None of us does what we “should” toward God.  Even St Paul confessed as much.  So don’t start there.  Start instead with “What gives me life?” and “What might give me more of this life that I desire?”  It works with the way we love our parents and our children.  It might just work for us in rendering unto God that which is God’s.  For it is in giving that we receive.

� Ezek 36:5


� http://www.lewrockwell.com/orig11/barr-j1.1.1.html
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