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In our culture, image is everything.

What is valued is how we look and how much stuff we have.

We live in a consumer culture which uses the image of wealth and possession of things

as the measure of stature, personal value, and meaning.

Thus, we are sorely tempted to make money our God.

We live in a culture that divides the world into three parts—

One part (as much as I can get) for me and mine,

Another part (as little as possible) for Ceasar, 

And, oh yes, a third part (whatever is left over) for God.

Disciples of Jesus, though, see the world differently 

and understand that everything belongs to God.

So Jesus teaches, “Repay to God what belongs to God.”

Render to God what belongs to God.

Contained within his answer to the question about paying the census tax 

is an even deeper question:   “What on earth does not belong to God?”

Most people, though, focus only on Jesus’ statement, “Repay to Caesar 

what belongs to Caesar” and miss the larger context of what belongs to God.
Throughout the ages, various people have taken Jesus’ statement 

about giving Caesar his due and God His due out of context.  

Some people have used this teaching of Jesus to justify the separation of church and state, or to divide life into two separate realms of the secular and the religious.

But Jesus is not pointing to two mutually exclusive areas of life 

but rather declaring that God is the ruler of all of life.

God, speaking through the prophet Isaiah, could not be clearer on this point:

“I am the Lord and there is no other.”

Thus, obedience to Caesar, though in order, 

never should take precedence over obedience to God.

The context of Jesus’ statement is a trap laid for Jesus by his opponents: 

the Pharisees and the Herodians.

These strange bedfellows, brought together by their dislike for Jesus, set a trap where Jesus will either be accused of being a collaborator with the Romans or an insurrectionist.  

The issue at stake is paying taxes, not the autonomy of Caesar in the secular sphere.

By replying, “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar” Jesus narrows his response only to the census tax---he in no way calling for unswerving obedience to secular authority.

The Master Teacher then traps the trappers by asking for a coin, which they “give” him.

(Notice---Jesus does not carry such a coin.)

Roman coins contain the image of the emperor on one side

and on the other side his title, “Pontifex Maximus” (meaning “high priest”).  

Since the evangelist Matthew locates this dispute in the temple area, 

the questioners are discredited from the start for breaking the Jewish law

by carrying the “graven image” of a pagan emperor into the sacred space of the temple.

Jesus, having discredited his hypocritical foes, then takes the dispute to a deeper level.

Jesus, who is the true High Priest, the “Pontifex Maximus,”

places political participation within the grander scheme of obedience to God by stating, “Repay to God what belongs to God.”

Jesus works from the spiritual dimension, which informs every part of life.

Notice, though, Jesus does not give direct advice on this thorny issue of taxation;

in fact, he does not really answer the question put to him.

Jesus knows that how the spiritual dimension is manifested in the physical dimension
is often very difficult and very tricky.

However, when wondering what to repay Caesar, Jesus wants his followers to always 

ask the question:   “What do I owe God in this situation, at this time, in this place?”

Repay to God what belongs to God!!

Love of God and love of neighbor guide our participation in the socio-political arena.

In every age, Christians are faced with balancing the demands of Caesar

with the commands of God.

The commands of God must inform how we respond to the demands of Caesar.

Later in this same chapter of Matthew’s Gospel, in another trap laid for Jesus, 

Jesus escapes the trap by clearly stating how to repay God for all God has done for us.

“Love the Lord God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength

and love your neighbor as yourself.”

Thus, the coinage Jesus carries is the image of God in other human beings---

love God by loving neighbor.

Jesus honors the image of God imprinted in every person he encounters,

including the ancient enemies of the Jewish people, the Samaritans;
lepers who no one else will even touch; and even the thief dying on the cross next to him.

Humans, not coins, bear God’s true image, and no edict of Caesar can absolve

Jesus’ followers from the mandate to love God 

and to see and love God in one’s neighbor.

This is the supreme claim of God that supersedes every other claim put upon us.

Therefore, in all things we are to ask:  How does this law, this policy, this action 
lead me and others to love God more fully and to love God present in my neighbor?

So we seek solutions to complex issues….

How do we balance tax cuts against the higher value of protecting the common good,

making certain that the goods of the earth are used to meet the basic needs of all?

How can we ensure that all people are given a living wage for their labor,

a wage allowing them to provide the basic necessities of life for their family?

How can we make health care available and affordable to all those who suffer sickness?

How can we weave the seamless garment of life into all governmental policies, respecting the inherent dignity and right to life of every human being?
How can we make sure every effort is made to look for peaceful solutions to conflicts, 

so that war is waged only as the very last resort?

How can we preserve the planet God has given to us and attend to the sufferings 
of our brothers and sisters around the globe who are made in the image of God?

Disagreement naturally arises between members of the Christian community 

over how to give God what we owe God in these particular areas of human life.

But for those who love God and who love neighbor, these disagreements 

should never lead to divisions in the Body of Christ.

Instead of demonizing those who disagree with us, 

we look closely for the image of God imbedded in them.

We are challenged to look beyond our own self-interest to realize that our own livelihood and flourishing depends up the kindness and labors of others, and that our successes, especially our financial gains, should move us to contribute proportionately 
to the wider civic community.

Love of God that pours out into love of neighbor 

is how we render to God what belongs to God.

As followers of Jesus Christ, we do not live two separate lives: 

our religious life on Sunday morning and our secular life the rest of the week.

We live one life: for God, in God and with God.

We make our return to God today by raising up the cup of salvation, 

lifting our lives in praise to the Father from whom every good gift comes.

We make our return to God in the coming week by pouring out our lives

in love of our God present in other people.

As members of the Body of Christ,

we are to rise up and teach the world what it means to love God and neighbor.

Now is the time to evangelize the world in which we live, 

to bring the Good News of the Gospel of Christ 

to every situation in which we find ourselves.

Now is the time to grow in the work of faith and the labor of love.

What better way is there to repay God what belongs to God?
