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       Matthew 22:15-22


“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar.  Give to God that which belongs to God.”  How many of you are familiar with those words?  This is certainly one of Jesus’ most quotable teachings, but what does it mean?  Does this teaching have any application to our lives?


Jesus said these famous words in response to a question about whether or not he supported paying taxes.  The text says that the Pharisees asked this question as a trap, but I can imagine a number of the people around Jesus leaning in to hear his answer.  After all, they had to answer this question themselves.  Paying taxes to Rome was supporting an idolatrous foreign occupying power, and there were certainly groups in Palestine at the time that advocated resisting taxes and resisting Rome’s occupation.  But if you didn’t pay taxes you faced the full force and power of the Roman state.  These people didn’t just deduct from your paycheck—if you didn’t pay your taxes you could be charged with insurrection and crucified.  In fact, tax resistance was one of the charges that led to Jesus’ own death.  So this question about taxes was not just a trick question—it was also a really loaded question, one that people lost their lives over.


“Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar.  Give to God that which belongs to God.”  Perhaps Jesus’ response is meant to diffuse the tension that surrounded this issue.  After all, once he gives his answer, everyone is amazed and walks away thinking—no one is incited to riot, no one cheers, “He’s on our side!”  Perhaps he’s suggesting that the coin he’s been handed, this piece of metal with Caesar’s face on it, isn’t really that important, anyways.  Is it really worth dying over?  It’s got his face on it, so give it back to him.  But remember there are all sorts of things that Caesar can’t lay claim to, things like your spirit, your soul, your relationship with God.  Perhaps Jesus is trying to direct some of the crowd’s attention away from taxes and direct it towards spiritual topics.  So in other words he’s saying, “You guys are focused on the wrong things!  Caesar’s got you all tied up in knots about taxes, but in the end, is this really important?  Taxes?  Whatever.  Now let’s get back to talking about your spiritual life, or lack there of!  That’s what I’m here to address.  Minimize the amount of energy that’s preoccupied with Caesar so that you have more energy for some of the other parts of your life.  Put some boundaries around Caesar so that you can develop some of the other realms of your life.”


This is a pretty easy way to understand what Jesus is saying because conversations like this are a big part of our modern day lives.  Look at the cover of any women’s magazine, just about any month of the year, and you’ll see some kind of headline about finding balance and defining boundaries.  After all, we’re as preoccupied by the competing claims in our life as the first century Palestinians were.  How should we negotiate all the claims on our time and our money that press in on us on any given day?  The answer often is that we should try to give each claim a very boundaried position within our lives, and keep them each in proportion to each other.


I remember an exercise I did a few years back as part of “The Artist’s Way”, a very helpful guide to enhancing your creative life.  I was supposed to draw a circle, divide it into six parts, and label the section according to different parts of my life:  work, play, friends, spirituality, exercise and romance/adventure.  Then, I was to put a dot in each sector suggesting whether I had a lot or a little of that thing in my life—a dot on the rim of the circle indicated I had a huge amount of that thing; a dot towards the center of the circle indicated I had very little.  Can you imagine doing that exercise for yourself?  According to the Artist’s Way, the goal was to nurture each of these areas so that you could more or less connect the dots in an even line around the circle.  It’s an exercise that underscores the conventional wisdom that a healthy life is a balanced life, and that when we keep each part of our life in its place we can find room for the other parts.  So when we think of work as just one segment of a six-segmented life, we are more apt to make time for play and for friends, and for God.  Keep each thing in its place and then give each thing its due.  Isn’t that basically what Jesus is recommending when he says, “Give to Caesar that which belongs to Caesar.  Give to God that which belongs to God”?


Maybe, but maybe not.  The only problem with this understanding of Jesus’ teaching is that in order to live it out, we have to know what things go into what segment.  When we talk about keeping work and family life in balance, it’s usually pretty clear what counts as work and what counts as family life.  But was it clear to Jesus’ listeners what part of their lives belonged to Caesar, and what part belonged to God?  To make his point about what belonged to Caesar, Jesus asked to see a coin, and pointed out that Caesar had his image stamped on it.  You could tell that Caesar had a claim to that coin because you could see his image on it.  So by the same logic, what belongs to God?  Everything that is stamped with God’s image.  And since God is the creator of the earth, then everything bears God’s mark, everything belongs to God.


I know what I’d like to hear in this scripture.  I’d like to hear a message about boundaries and balance, a method of negotiating all the competing claims in my life.  But I think that if we follow the logic of Jesus’ answer it doesn’t lead to moderation.  I think this answer, like Jesus himself, is immoderate and out of balance.  He doesn’t give an answer that will let any one of the competing groups of his day claim him as their own, but instead he gives his listeners a question that will lead them to a whole different place.  When we start asking, “What belongs to God?  What bears God’s image?” we find ourselves erasing all the lines in our pie chart and labeling it all “God’s”  Spirituality isn’t just one activity among many in our life.  Spirituality is our life since everything we encounter is grounded and rooted in God.


Perhaps it will be easier for me to explore this way of understanding Jesus’ teaching if I use an example from my own life.  I am a working mom, and I spend a most of my life trying to balance competing claims on my resources---my time, my money and my attention—between work and family and spouse and friends and exercise and yes, even God.  For three weeks in the summer, I take a break from this constant juggling act and go on vacation.  Part of the time that I’m on vacation I’m with Dan and my extended family, but part of the time I’m just with my three kids.  This year, I had nine days alone with my kids as we drove from Maryland to Minnesota by way of Memphis.  During this time, I could think of very few things besides my kids.  I loved it—and somewhere in the middle of this time it occurred to me, “I’m called to be a mom!  This is one of the most deeply connected and spiritual responsive parts of myself.”  


I know this may sound strange, but this was a totally new thought for me.  Before, whenever I thought about my call, I thought about being a pastor, or perhaps being a person who ministers to others.  Being a mom was another part of my life, a joyous part, but essentially one that I had to manage carefully so that it didn’t impinge on my real calling.  I have thought and journaled and prayed quite a bit this fall about my call to parenting.  One thing has become clear to me.  If I’m called to be a parent and called to be a pastor, then there can’t really be two segments in my life that are clearly separated from each other.  That might be what the women’s magazines recommend, but that’s not where Jesus is leading me.  If these things are both calls, then really there is just one segment, and its labeled “CALL”.  And ministry and motherhood are two ways to respond to God’s call.  For that matter, maybe all those other areas---play and romance and exercise and friends—maybe they are all part of that segment too.  I’m not sure about that, but I am sure that my relationship to God is not just one part of my life.  When I’m attentive and when I’m open, I discover that every part of my life is a way to respond to God, a way to be in relationship with God.


So if the whole pie chart is about call, then I define my time, I set my priorities, not according to how I can best balance a series of conflicting and competing claims.  Instead, I am attentive to one core claim on my life and I organize my time according to what helps me stay attentive and attuned to my call, that one central claim.  I do things that help me tune into God’s voice instead of worrying about how to simultaneously listen to all the different voices that are screaming at me at any given time.  I organize my life with only one goal:  to be open and available to God in an unlimited, unmeasured way. 
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