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Exodus 33:12-23, Psalm 99, 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10, Matthew 22:15-22

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.   Amen.


Have you ever had the experience of being sure you knew where you were going, only to end up some place else?   Coming from a “bigger city” experience in California and after living in Nebraska for almost four and a half years, Tom and I are pretty good at navigating in Omaha even without a GPS...  Or so we thought...     On a visit to Omaha in late August, we decided that before we returned to Norfolk, we would make a Sam’s Club run.  I even commented that I was glad we were familiar enough with Omaha to get to Sam’s without too much trouble.


Normally we go to Sam’s Club directly from Norfolk, but this time we were coming from the Old Market area; and it had been almost 18 months since we have been to Sam’s in Omaha.   Somehow we made a wrong turn and drove and drove and drove finally ending up on Interstate 80 going towards Lincoln.   We finally had to return to Dodge St. and retrace our steps,  arriving at Sam’s Club about an hour after we had left downtown.  Sometimes even though we think we know where we are going there are 

various unexpected side trips that delay us or even cause us to end up some place we hadn’t expected.


I suspect that is what happened to the Pharisees and Herodians in today’s gospel from Matthew.  Like the three previous weeks, this gospel confrontation occurs during Holy Week.  The Pharisees and Herodians thought they had Jesus trapped only to discover that there was an escape door that they had never considered.  And that door led to a place that they had never been. 


The religious leaders ask a seemingly simple question “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor. Or not?”   It was a Catch-22 question. If Jesus declared that the Torah forbids paying the taxes that sustain the Roman occupation and pagan temples, he could be arrested by Pilate’s security forces for sedition.  On the other hand, if Jesus claims that Torah allows paying the tax, knowing how such taxes will be used, he could be accused of being blasphemous according to those who were rigorous in their interpretation of Jewish law.  


Jesus cleverly avoids the trap, illustrating quite well the statement. “The Gospel is simple; but it is not simpleminded.”    When Jesus inquires whose image in stamped on the coin, the inevitable answer is “the emperor’s.” Thus our Lord puts himself in the position of the questioner rather than responder and his “answer” to their original question becomes a command to: “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s...”  The coin is already Caesar’s, hence it should be given back to him.  This reply leaves no opportunity for Jesus’ enemies to denounce him to the Romans as a rebel.  Neither can the religious zealots say that he is disloyal to their faith.


But there is more.. because Jesus doesn’t stop there.  They are to give back to Caesar the things that belong to Caesar,.. And to God the things that are God’s.”  Jesus’ audience would know well the biblical teaching from Genesis 1:26 that God had created humanity in the Divine image.   Each listener was thus stamped with the likeness of God–a living visual reminder that God had a claim on every aspect of life.


To give back to God that which, by right of creation itself, belongs to God means to return all that we are and all that we have.  What we may be required to give to the emperor...the state and temporal order... is only money.  In his reply Jesus called attention to the fact that what God asks of us–our total devotion and obedience–does not belong to Caesar, and therefore cannot be given back to him.


The Pharisees and Herodians have an agenda.  They are intending to entrap our Lord with malice even though they start off with flattery, “Teacher, 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.”   They have an ulterior motive and that is to discredit Jesus which will ultimately lead to the cross of crucifixion.  They are seeking information.   Should people pay taxes?  The tax in question was levied by the Roman occupation on every man, woman, child, and slave and had to be paid in Roman currency.  The amount of the usual tax was a denarius, which represented the average daily wage for a laborer.  They are seeking information, and so they produce a denarius when Jesus asks for it, expecting an informational answer.


But look what they get... they get a transformational answer.  Because our Lord is not so much interested in information but in transformation.  The  transformative nature of Christ  is liberally sprinkled through the Gospel stories.   Consider how the life of the Samaritan woman of the well is transformed when she of questionable background asks for the living water that our Lord can provide.   She changes into a woman who goes from avoiding people to bringing her whole town to meet Jesus and experience his transformative stories.


Consider how the life of the writer of today’s gospel, Matthew is transformed by Jesus.  At Jesus’ invitation, Matthew leaves the lucrative tax collecting profession to follow our Lord and his life is totally transformed.   Jesus invites us to be transformed as well.  Notice that is invites not commands or forces, for our Lord does not coerce us into transformation.  He simply knocks on the door of our lives and waits for us to open the door.  


How might we open the door of our hearts?  First we need to pay attention and formally or informally give permission to God to show us what our path is.  Something like a prayer that Joyce Rupp has in her book Open the Door.    

“Open my mind that I might know your presence. 

Open my mouth to speak your wisdom. 

Open my heart to extend your love.   

Open my hands to serve you generously.  

Open my whole being to you”   

Then pay attention to those things that empower you.  Pay attention to those things that you love to do and bring the peace that passes understanding when you do them.   Chances are the things that God is asking you to do are use your spiritual gifts.   Also pay attention to scripture.  See what draws you in.   See what jumps off the page at you and where that might be leading.  


Secondly, spend some dedicated prayer time or devotional time with God each day.   Read the Day by Day or other devotional.  There are literally hundreds to choose from.  Some like Sacred Space are even on-line.  Get a Bible that is broken down into daily readings and see what messages God has for you.  Some people  find that they look forward to reading a chapter of  a Max Lucado book or other such “Christian” writer each day.   The point is to find something that delights you and keep at it.   Joanna Weaver in her book Having a Mary Heart in a Martha World shares the following from an article by Robert Munger.


“Without question one of the most remarkable Christian doctrines is that Jesus Christ himself through the presence of the Holy Spirit will actually enter a heart, settle down and be at home there. “ Munger goes on to describe how he showed Christ around the rooms of his own heart.  He describes various rooms like the library of the mind or the closet that needs to be cleaned out  containing dead, rotting things that had been hoarded. Then Munger describes the drawing room or the place where he met Jesus regularly in prayer or devotional time.


We walked next into the drawing room. This room was rather intimate and comfortable.  I liked it.  It had a fireplace, overstuffed chairs, a book case, sofa, and a quiet atmosphere.  


Jesus also seemed please with it.  He said, “This is indeed a delightful room.  Let us come here often.  It is secluded and quiet and we can have fellowship together.”


Munger continues, “Well, naturally as a young Christian I was thrilled. I could not think of anything I would rather do than have a few minutes apart with Christ in intimate comradeship.


Jesus promised, “I will be here every morning early.  Meet with me here, and we will start the day together.”  So, morning after morning, I would come downstairs to the drawing room and He would take a book of the Bible... open it and then we would read together.  They were wonderful hours together.  It was a period when we had our quiet time together.


But little by little, under the pressure of many responsibilities, this time began to be shortened... I began to miss a day now and then... I would miss it two days in a row and often more.


I remember one morning when I was in a hurry... As I passed the drawing room, the door was ajar.  Looking in I saw a fire in the fireplace and the Lord sitting there...”Blessed Master, forgive me.  Have You been here all these mornings?”


‘Yes,” He said, “I told you I would be here every morning to meet with you.”  Then I was even more ashamed.  He had been faithful in spite of my faithless ness.  I asked His forgiveness and He readily forgave me.


He said, “The trouble with you is this: You have been thinking of the quiet time, of the Bible study and prayer time, as a factor in your own spiritual progress, but you have forgotten that this hour means something to Me also.”


“What an amazing thought,” says Weaver—“ that Christ wants to spend quality time with me.  That he looks forward to our time together and misses me when I don’t show up.”  She adds, “ I started looking at my devotional time not as a ritual, but as a relationship.  And a relationship doesn’t just happen. It has to be nurtured, protected, and loved.”


In today’s gospel the religious leaders are seeking information.  Jesus today and always is seeking transformation.   We are created in the divine image, therefore our transformation should always seek to “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things that are God’s”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

