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Good morning. [ know that the bulletin has the title for this sermon listed as
“Rendering Unto Caesar.” But I’ve been thinking. Perhaps a better title would be “of
death and taxes.” How exciting does that sound for the first Sunday after Easter? But
just hang in there with me. I don’t want to ruin the powerful, earth shattering conclusion,
but I think you will find resurrection in there somewhere, at least that’s my intention.
Will you pray with me? God we come to you this morning still filled with Easter joy. As
the season of new life ebbs and flows, we remember—with deep gratitude—that the sting
of death is not the final word on the journey. For this, and the many blessings of the
season, we give you thanks and pray that your Spirit might dwell among us this morning.
Amen.

Today we find ourselves in the Christian season of Eastertide—a season not
unlike the April springtime we’re experiencing outside—the stir of awakening from
hibernation and death, the blades of green things popping up through the earth, the
pretentious colors and pretty perfumes of petals falling everywhere like grace. Itis a
season of beauty, a season in which we once again learn of God’s compassion and
extravagant mercies.

The wonder of new life is intoxicating. Little Myles learned just last week that he
has a left hand. He spent most of his waking hours examining that hand, holding it up in
the light, twisting it back and forth, making his tiny hand into pincers so he could grab at
dangling toys. By sheer will, he was able to make contact with a toy, hang on, and swing
his left arm for hours. The wonder of new life and growth is difficult to articulate, a thing
of pure astonishment. And to think that next week he might discover that he also has a
right hand!

I am grateful for this season of resurrection, because sometimes it seems as if
death has a stronghold in our world. My brother in law commented just last week that the
war is on the cover of the New York Times every day. He said, “You know, just once,
I’d like to see a picture of a smiling baby on the front page.” But the reality is, whether it
makes front page news or not, the war has continued every day for over four years.
Worse yet, it has spiraled into hatred, segregation, and violence between the various
factions of Iraqi society...the Sunnis, the Shiites, and the Kurds. Death seems to have a
stronghold.

For some of us, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan seem distant and surreal. The
face of death with which we are most acquainted may come in the form of loss, betrayal,
or disease. I don’t know about you, but it seems to me that cancer is all around these
days. Images of it haunt me—my dad in a hospital bed with tubes running in and out of
his body. My dad, who eats healthy, gets regular checkups, and can jog five miles on any
given day. Then there’s my friend Karson who is just 30 years old and shaved her head
two weeks ago after losing a breast to cancer.

And if cancer of the body wasn’t enough, this week our nation took a stark look at
the cancerous racism that is eating away at our national spirit, thanks to Don Imus and his
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racist, sexist comments about the Rutgers’ women’s basketball team. The outrage is
good, if not a little late, but where will it take us? We have yet to grapple with our
national bondage to a history soaked in the blood of people of native and African descent.
We have yet to grapple with our national bondage to a present in which racism thrives in
our media, institutions and communities...and even in our own hearts. Death seems to
have a stronghold.

We live in a Good Friday world, but this resurrection season reminds me that
death does not have the last word. Because upon closer examination, we discover a life
giving spirit in the midst of disease. We notice that a confrontation with death often
gives birth to new life.

I read a stunning interview with Elizabeth Edwards in a recent copy of Newsweek
magazine. Of the return of cancer to her body, Edwards says, “When I was first
diagnosed, I was going to beat this. I was going to be the champion of cancer. And I
don’t have that feeling now. The cancer will eventually kill me.” But in the next breath
she adds, “I have a lot I intend to do in this life. I’'m going to build paths through these
woods so we can take long walks that I intended to take when I was 80.”

Though death will eventually have its way with each of us, I believe Elizabeth
Edwards is a courageous example of our common calling to set our faces toward
Jerusalem, as Jesus did...our common calling to live abundant lives not in spite of, but
because of, our confrontations with death. In fact, we don’t need to look to people of
celebrity status to find such life-giving spirits. We have many in our community of faith
who have confronted cancer or disease or depression or death with wide open spirits and
a deep gratitude for each new dawn. I believe this is Easter joy, a joy that comes not
from the absence of death, but from victory over it and the butterfly resurrections that
take wing in the dust of our struggles.

Easter joy, as we remember each year during holy week, does not bubble up in a
vacuum. It often arrives on the heels of betrayal, despair, and suffering. But perhaps an
even harder place to find Easter joy is in the numbing routine of the mundane. Where is
Easter joy in the grind of daily living?

This week, most of us will wait until Tuesday to pay our federal taxes. Is it
possible that the season of resurrection coincides with tax season? This morning, though
it’s not in our weekly pile of liturgical texts, I couldn’t resist the challenge to put Easter
resurrection in conversation with the gloom of tax season. On the surface it would seem
that the mundane routine of paying our taxes couldn’t have less in common with the life
giving miracle of Easter. But Ben Franklin told us that in this world, nothing is more
certain than death and taxes. So if death is not the last word in this Easter season, I’'m
thinking that maybe we ought to talk about taxes too.

At tax time, one of our favorite Bible stories is Jesus’ response to the question of
paying taxes. We just heard the story: a group of religious authorities set out to entrap
Jesus by publicly confronting him with a tricky tax question. In an effort to discredit
Jesus, they introduced a wedge issue: should Jews pay the annual tribute tax to the
Roman Empire?

It’s a fascinating question. I imagine the burgeoning crowd of followers leaned
forward with bated breath to hear Jesus’ response. Perhaps they knew the question was a
set up. Jesus’ interrogators were not particularly interested in the ethics of taxation.
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They wanted to watch Jesus squirm. If he answered affirmatively, he angered those
disgruntled by Roman oppression. If he advocated tax resistance, Rome would surely
catch wind of it and punish him accordingly. So these religious authorities weren’t
looking for a right answer. They asked a question to which they believed there was no
right answer.

But Jesus outmaneuvered them. He asked his interrogators to pull out the coin
with which they’d pay such a tax. And in many ways, this was Jesus’ question to his
questioners. You see, the Jews had a local currency, which had to be exchanged for
Roman currency in order to do business with the Empire. Many devout Jews, according
to theologian Marcus Borg, avoided using coins with a graven image, but the Roman
currency was doubly blasphemous.' It not only revealed a graven image of the emperor,
but also had these words inscribed beneath: “Caesar Augustus Tiberius, son of the Divine
Augustus.” The assertion of Augustus’ divinity was offensive to Jews, so when one of
Jesus’ interrogators pulled out a Roman coin, he revealed the compromising position of
these religious authorities. They did business with the Empire.

Jesus asked whose image was on the coin. The answer came, “The emperor’s.”
Then he uttered the line that has baffled religious authorities and scholars ever since. He
said, “Then render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that
are God’s.”

Some confrontations with death in our lives function as mirrors, reflecting back to
us the beliefs we hold closest to our hearts. 9/11 was like that. Each side of the political
spectrum claimed the tragedy as proof that their worldview comprised reality. Those on
the right spoke of “evildoers” that we would hunt down and smoke out of their holes in
an unrelenting war. Those on the left asserted that religious fundamentalism breeds
terrorism and must be dismantled in all forms. We all wanted to diagnose the disease
called terror. Armed with the correct cause of terrorism, we believed we could fight it, or
heal it, depending upon our political persuasion. For most of us, the tragic events of 9/11
did little to widen our worldview. Rather, we each screened images of the event through
our particular lens of the world, and found within them evidence to prove the points we
were already making.

The same can be said, I believe, of Jesus’ statement on the question of paying
taxes. Both sides of the political and theological spectrum have claimed his statement as
justification for their position on taxes.

At tax time, some Christians argue that Jesus quite literally affirmed that we ought
to give to the government that which belongs to the government—it’s our duty as
responsible citizens to pay our taxes. Others claim Jesus’ statement suggested that
nothing on earth really belongs to Caesar or to anyone, for all things truly belong to
God—thus we ought to resist paying taxes that fund oppression, war, or any destruction
of God’s good creation.

And perhaps this is just what Jesus intended—to throw up a mirror with this
obscure phrase, that we might decide for ourselves what we owe to Caesar and what we
owe to God in this Good Friday world. Mennonite Dale Glass-Hess remarks, “We may
refuse to serve Caesar as soldiers and even try to resist paying for Caesar’s army. But the

' Marcus Borg, “What Belongs to God?” www.beliefnet.com.
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fact is that by our lifestyles we’ve run up a debt with Caesar, who has defended the
interests that support our lifestyle.”

We may vary in exactly where we draw the line, but we each have to negotiate
how we will live as citizens of the empire in a Good Friday world. Congress recently
faced a similar debate over Bush’s request of supplemental funding for the war in Iraq.
Some believe it’s our duty to continue to provide a funding stream for this war in which
our soldiers are embroiled. Others, like Rep. John Lewis of Georgia, have flatly stated, “I
cannot in good conscience vote for another dollar or another dime to support this war.”
Most of us find ourselves in a frustrating fog of uncertainty. We know we want this war
to end, but we don’t know what kind of exit strategy we ought to support as Congress
squabbles over how our tax dollars will be spent.

With so many of our dollars going to fight a war so few of us believe in, tax time
inundates us with an ethical dilemma. Some of us pay our taxes with a grumble, others
are war tax resisters, and some pay taxes while advocating for a shift in federal spending
priorities—but we each have to decide for ourselves how we will navigate life as a citizen
of the empire in a Good Friday world.

When Jesus asked whose image was engraved upon the coin used to pay Roman
taxes, he must have known that the image of the Emperor represented the ideology of the
empire and the priorities of its governing body. Likewise, our federal budget reflects our
nation’s priorities—not our priorities as we wish they were or think they ought to be, but
the actual way in which our tax dollars are allocated.

If you want to know what people value, look at how they spend their money. If
you want to get a glimpse of the priorities of an institution, check the annual budget.

So few Americans know that in our federal budget, over half of our nation’s
discretionary spending is allocated toward militarism. For fiscal year 2008, the Bush
administration has requested $502 billion for the Defense Department and the nuclear
weapons portion of the Department of Energy. This is an 8% increase from the previous
year and more than we spend on education, health, housing, veterans benefits, science,
the environment, economic development, and international affairs combined. This does
not include the $142 billion supplement requested for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Not exactly the national priorities you envisioned in a moral budget? As citizens
of the empire living in a Good Friday world, we ought to question how our dollars are
spent and even advocate for a shift in our national priorities.

But the question remains: What belongs to God? I think Mary Oliver has it right:
the sun, which slides out of night every morning like a red flower. And also: green things
shooting up through the earth. What belongs to God? Children, wide-eyed with
discovery. And also: miracle, mystery, and butterfly resurrections. What belongs to
God? Justice, peace, and reconciliation in a gun toting, war torn world.

The religious authorities asked a question which is still applicable today: How
will we participate in the business of the empire? How do we participate in the tragedies
of a Good Friday world? Jesus’ response is to ask an even better question: How will we

* Titus Peachy, Silence and Courage: Income Taxes, War, and Mennonites 1940-1993 MCC, August 1993,
p- 29.
? Jonathan Weisman, “Democrats Split on Iraq Bill,” The Washington Post. March 21,2007, p. A13.
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participate in God’s business? How do we participate in the Easter resurrection and the
thousands of resurrections tucked into the possibilities of each new dawn? Easter joy has
come to us like water to a thirsty land. It’s here for the taking. Death and—yes—taxes
don’t have the last word. Let’s run like Mary to share the good news. Amen.
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