
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

Sunday closest to October 19

Year A

Proper 24

RCL

Exodus 33:12-23
Psalm 99
Matthew 22:15-22

Almighty and everlasting God, in Christ you have re-
vealed your glory among the nations: Preserve the 
works of your mercy, that your Church throughout the 
world may persevere with steadfast faith in the confes-
sion of your Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who 
lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 
for ever and ever. Amen.
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Exodus 33:12-23

Moses said to the LORD, “See, you have said to me, 
‘Bring up this people’; but you have not let me know 
whom you will send with me. Yet you have said, ‘I 
know you by name, and you have also found favor in 
my sight.’ Now if I have found favor in your sight, show 
me your ways, so that I may know you and find favor in 
your sight. Consider too that this nation is your people.” 
He said, “My presence will go with you, and I will give 
you rest.” And he said to him, “If your presence will not 
go, do not carry us up from here. For how shall it be 
known that I have found favor in your sight, I and your 
people, unless you go with us? In this way, we shall be 
distinct, I and your people, from every people on the 
face of the earth.”

The LORD said to Moses, “I will do the very thing 
that you have asked; for you have found favor in my 
sight, and I know you by name.” Moses said, “Show me 
your glory, I pray.” And he said, “I will make all my 
goodness pass before you, and will proclaim before you 
the name, ‘The LORD’; and I will be gracious to whom 
I will be gracious, and will show mercy on whom I will 
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show mercy. But,” he said, “you cannot see my face; for 
no one shall see me and live.” And the LORD contin-
ued, “See, there is a place by me where you shall stand 
on the rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you 
in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand 
until I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, 
and you shall see my back; but my face shall not be 
seen.”
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Psalm 99 Page 728, BCP

Dominus regnavit

1 The LORD is King;
let the people tremble; 
he is enthroned upon the cherubim;
let the earth shake.

2 The LORD is great in Zion; 
he is high above all peoples.

3 Let them confess his Name, which is great and awesome; 
he is the Holy One.

4 “O mighty King, lover of justice,
you have established equity; 
you have executed justice and righteousness in Jacob.”

5 Proclaim the greatness of the LORD our God
and fall down before his footstool; 
he is the Holy One.

6 Moses and Aaron among his priests,
and Samuel among those who call upon his Name, 
they called upon the LORD, and he answered them.

7 He spoke to them out of the pillar of cloud; 
they kept his testimonies and the decree that he gave them.

8 O LORD our God, you answered them indeed; 
you were a God who forgave them,
yet punished them for their evil deeds.

9 Proclaim the greatness of the LORD our God
and worship him upon his holy hill; 
for the LORD our God is the Holy One.
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Matthew 22:15-22

The Pharisees went and plotted to entrap Jesus in 
what he said. So they sent their disciples to him, along 
with the Herodians, saying, “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. Tell us, then, what you 
think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 
But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why are you 
putting me to the test, you hypocrites? Show me the 
coin used for the tax.” And they brought him a denarius. 
Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, and whose 
title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” Then he said to 
them, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are 
the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” 
When they heard this, they were amazed; and they left 
him and went away.
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SERMON

In 1960, young Cassius Clay stepped off the podium 

at the Rome Olympics with the gold. I can't  begin to 

imagine the pride this young man felt as he received the 

world's acclaim for what he had accomplished. He later 

related that was the first night he had ever slept on his 

back. If he had slept on his stomach, he said, the medal 

would have hurt his chest.

Back in his home country to which he had brought 

such honor, he sat down in a segregated diner.

The counter man said, “We don’t serve Negroes.”

Clay replied, “I don’t eat them either!”

The crowd in the diner shouted, “Boy get out!”

Frankly, it  would never occur to me to get smart-

mouth  with  the  holder  of  the  Olympic  light  heavy 

weight  gold  medal.  What  made  the  guy  behind  the 

counter think he could do that? The answer, of course, is 
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that in 1960, the black man was always wrong and the 

white man was always right. The society in which they 

lived was unjust, and that injustice favored one group at 

the expense of the other. An unjust society empowers 

unjust action by people. An angry and humiliated Clay 

later tossed his gold medal into the Ohio River  saying, 

“This thing ain't worth nothin' – it can't even get me a 

hamburger!”

It is extraordinarily hard, church, to oppose evil and 

extraordinarily  easy to  do nothing.  It's  extraordinarily 

hard to police our own hearts and our own actions, so 

the temptation is to just go along with the injustice that 

exists in our world while we work on the bad stuff we 

see  in  our  internal  world.  I  want  to  shock  you  with 

something. God’s passion is not the redemption and sal-

vation of individuals from the world, but the redemption 
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and salvation of the world1. The world, and all that is in 

it, is the Creation of God. When we take the view that 

we need to be saved from the world, we have made an 

enemy of God's own handiwork! Our story today speaks 

about the conflict between God's law, and the statutes of 

man. 

Sometimes,  when the  Lectionary  gives  us  a  well-

known parable like this one, I do an informal poll at the 

Chapel of St. Starbuck to get a sense of what people un-

derstand Jesus  to  be  saying.  When I  asked about  the 

parable in today’s text, some told me that “render unto 

Caesar” meant that Christians should be careful to obey 

the civil law because our leaders are ordained by God to 

lead us. Given the current situation in Washington, that 

may be a bit of a stretch, and it’s certainly not what I 

learned from Ruth Huddy Justice in American History 

1 Marcus J. Borg, “The Heart of Christianity”
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class about the American position on the divine right of 

kings.

Several people told me that Jesus was telling us to 

pay our taxes on time. Good Americans pay their taxes, 

but I have some difficulty reading this passage as an en-

dorsement by Jesus of the Internal Revenue Service. I 

can think of many very good reasons to pay your taxes, 

but not many of them have to do with the life and teach-

ing of Jesus.  

Surprisingly,  many people  told  me that  Jesus  was 

demonstrating the  importance of  separation of  church 

and  state  –  some  things  belong  to  Caesar,  they  ex-

plained, and some belong to God, and you should keep 

them separate. This, it  seems to me, is a very strange 

reading. How can anything in God's creation belong to 

Caesar and not to God?

One thing I do know – this conversation wasn’t an 
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amusing bit  of  thrust  and parry in the drawing room. 

This was deadly serious. Jesus’ life was on the line. The 

text tells us, right at the beginning, “The Pharisees went 

and plotted to entrap Jesus in what he said.” The Jewish 

authorities were after His life. And, eventually, they got 

it. Couldn’t keep it, to everyone’s surprise, but they ini-

tially got it.

The plot was a simple one, couched in a simple sort 

of question. Those opposing Jesus sent their  disciples 

and some Herodians (who would have been enthusiastic 

collaborators with the Romans during Jesus’ life) to ask, 

“Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes 

to the emperor, or not?” 

Well, Roman law certainly imposed a head-tax, be-

ginning in 6AD, and the Romans could certainly extract 

severe penalties for NOT paying it, but the questioners 

aren’t talking about Roman law. They are asking if it is 
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lawful  under God's Law  as set  out  in Torah,  our Old 

Testament, to pay the Roman tax. Torah governs every-

thing an obedient  Jew does,  and the disciples  sent  to 

trap Jesus are from the Pharisaic sect, one noted primar-

ily for its strict adherence to Torah. Indeed, the Phar-

isee's strict adherence to Torah caused them to bitterly 

resist this tax because it impoverished Jews while en-

riching Romans and because it had to be paid in Roman 

coin.  You really  can’t  overestimate  the  importance of 

that coin  in  this  discussion.  I’ll  show  you  why  in  a 

minute.

It’s  a  neat  trap they’ve laid for  Him. If  Jesus  an-

swered, “Yes,  Torah permits Jews to   pay taxes to the 

Emperor”, He would be discredited in the eyes of the 

people, and perhaps the crowd would turn on him. If He 

answered, “No, Torah does not permit Jews to pay taxes 

to the Emperor”, Rome could be counted on to kill him. 
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Jesus gave neither answer. Instead, He asked to see the 

coin used to pay the tax.

But Jesus, aware of their malice, said, “Why are 
you putting me to the test, you hypocrites? 
Show me the coin used for the tax.” And they 
brought him a denarius.

It sounds so distant and  strange to our ears, but it 

isn’t.  They are asking Jesus, “What law governs you? 

God's law or Caesar's law?” When you are measuring a 

position you will advocate, or an action you will take, 

do you weigh it against how much trouble you might get 

into with your neighbors and friends or do you weigh it 

against God’s Word? Worse yet, do you perhaps push 

the whole issue into the back of your mind when you 

sense some conflict  between what your community is 

doing and your understanding of God’s requirements? 

To put it even more plainly, if you had been in that diner 

with young Cassius Clay, would you have shouted “Boy 
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get  out”  with  the  crowd,  would  you  have  remained 

silent, or would you have spoken up in defense of the 

young man?

This old world creaks along doing almost everything 

wrong, and we’re carried along with it, whether we like 

it  or  not.  What are we supposed to do? All  that,  and 

more, was wrapped up in that coin Jesus asked to see.

None of us here is familiar with the coin, so the ma-

jor drama of this encounter goes whistling right by us. 

Everybody listening, though, would know exactly what 

was going on. We need to catch up to His first century 

listeners so that we can understand, too.

This was in the reign of Tiberius Julius Caesar, the 

Second Emperor of Rome. Like all emperors, he minted 

coins.  The  Tiberius  silver  denarius  was  minted  in  its 

thousands, so many that one can be bought today for as 

little as $80. It’ll be in lousy shape for that price, but 
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you can buy one. A good one will cost you about $300.

On  the  front  is  the  head  of  Tiberius,  in  profile. 

Around the rim are the words:
TI CAESAR DIVI AVG F AVGVSTVS 

(Tiberius Caesar son of the Divine Augustus, Augustus!)

On the back is his mother, Livia, dressed as the god-

dess Pax. Around the rim are these words:

PONTIF MAXIM
(Roughly, “High Priest”)

Remember, this conversation is taking place within 

the actual Temple itself! Let’s imagine how many ways 

this coin Jesus has caused his accusers to produce from 

their very own pocket would make a Jew of the time see 

red. 

1.The coin is a Roman coin. It is the coin used to 

pay the hated head-tax which impoverished Jews 

and enriched Romans for no better reason than 

that the Romans could get away with it.
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2.It has a graven image on it. Two of them, in fact. 

Jews were not permitted to carry coins with 

graven images in the Temple. That’s why there 

were money changers there.

3.The graven images portray Tiberius’ mother 

dressed idolatrously as a goddess.

4.The caption around the obverse identifies Tiberius 

as “son of the divine Augustus”, simultaneously 

reminding the holder not only that Augustus had 

been proclaimed divine by the Roman Senate and 

that Tiberius is “majestic”, but that the Roman 

Senate fancied that they had the power to create 

gods of mortals.

5.The caption on the reverse identifies Tiberius as 

“High Priest”.

Jesus calls them hypocrites and hypocrites they are. 

If they truly had the best interests of the Jewish people 
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at heart, if they were Jewish leaders and not Roman 

pawns, what were they doing walking around in the 

Temple jingling a pocketful of unlawful Roman coins 

depicting Roman politicians as gods? To the people 

watching, and the first readers of Matthew’s Gospel, Je-

sus had won the argument at this point. He had no such 

idolatrous coins in his pocket. That coin, so foreign to 

us, is central to the exchange.

Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, and 
whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.”

Jesus then told them, “If it’s the emperor’s coin, 

give it back to him.” The strong implication is that the 

coin is worthless.

I disagree most sharply with those at the Chapel 

who told me that some things belong to Caesar and 

some belong to God. If we acknowledge that the world 

and everything in it is the creation of God, and we ren-
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der unto Him all that there is, doesn’t Caesar go home a 

beggar?

Indeed he does. And those at St. Starbuck who 

would read this parable as Jesus telling us to go along 

with anything the civil authorities cook up have misun-

derstood Jesus as well. Such a reading would have Rus-

sian Christians supporting Stalin's murder of 20,000,000 

people and German Christians supporting Hitler's hor-

rors. 

The people confronting Jesus represented the society 

of the time – a society in which one group, the Romans, 

are enriched at the expense of another group, the Jews. 

This enrichment is unjust because it is enforced at the 

point of a Roman sword. Might does not make right, but 

might very often makes the laws of the time, and those 

laws often operate unjustly.

Which law guides our hands? When we say we are 
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law-abiding people, do we mean that we pay our taxes 

on time and don't speed through red lights, or do we 

mean that we are strict followers of the way taught by 

Jesus? Those opposing Jesus had made their choice. 

When Jesus forced those questioning him to produce a 

Roman coin, He was showing that they had counted 

themselves in with the unjust Roman system which was 

impoverishing Jews and enriching Romans. The unjust 

coinage of Rome had become “just money” to them, and 

the Roman system “the law”. Such assent to an unjust 

system grants it legitimacy. All that is necessary for the 

triumph of evil is that good men do nothing, or, as Dr. 

Martin Luther King put it:

He who passively accepts evil is as much in-
volved in it as he who helps to perpetrate it. He 
who accepts evil without protesting against it is 
really cooperating with it.

I said that that God’s passion is not the redemption 
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and salvation of individuals from the world, but the re-

demption and salvation of the world2. God so loved the 

world, we are told, not just me and you. God’s elect is 

called upon to address the unjust societies which em-

power unjust actions just as much as they are called 

upon to confess their own sins. As we say each Sunday, 

“In the words of Scripture we are called upon to confess 

the reality of sin in personal and common life.”

It is extraordinarily hard, church, to oppose evil and 

extraordinarily easy to close our eyes to the unjust sys-

tems of the world which unjustly impoverish some and 

unjustly enrich others. Dom Hélder Câmara, a Roman 

Catholic Bishop in Brazil, took a clear position for the 

poor. It was not an easy thing to do. He was reviled by 

secular leaders and even opposed by forces within his 

own church. He said, 

2 Marcus J. Borg, “The Heart of Christianity”
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“When I feed the poor, they call me a saint. 
When I ask why the poor have no food, they 
call me a communist.” 

Everybody feels great if you volunteer to scrounge 

some food for the poor. If you start asking too many 

questions about what injustice in the society itself pro-

duces so many poor people, they’ll sic the Herodians on 

you, every time.

Numbering  ourselves  as  among  the  followers  of 

God's  only  Son cannot  mean anything  so  trivial  as  a 

pursuit of our own salvation. To be a practicing Chris-

tian means to share God's passion for His Creation and 

His children. To be a practicing Christian means to seek 

always justice and compassion, even when we find our-

selves in a society which has turned its back on these 

Godly qualities.

In a just world, Cassius Clay would have gotten his 
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hamburger. In a compassionate world, Bishop Câmara 

would not have to ask why the poor have no food. We 

do not live in such a world, and it is not acceptable to 

silently go along with it. We are to speak up, for there is 

this about you: you are a child of the Most High.

AMEN

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square 
brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and 
Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Ver-
sion Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book 
of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon copyright © 2011 J. Stewart Schneider
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