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Sometime ago, a friend of mine told me something she had learned        
 from her stockbroker. 
People who come to the U.S. from other countries, the stockbroker said, 
 seem to have a much better understanding of stewardship. 
She didn't use the word stewardship, of course. That's my word. 
 What she said was that she was deeply impressed 
  by how hard many of her foreign-born clients worked, 
   for a wide range of people inside and beyond their families. 
    She had known people who put not only their children  
     but other people's children through college as well.  
The other thing that impressed the stockbroker was 
 the attitude of these immigrants to paying taxes. 
They felt paying taxes was a privilege. 
 "Why?" she asked from time to time 
  and the answer was always the same:  
   Because here when you turn on the electricity, it comes on. 
    Here when you call the fire department or the ambulance, they come.   
These clients had lived in places where money that went  
 for government services didn't result in services at all.  
   In the US, they said, the services are reliable  
    and they admired the difference. 
 
Today as the nation we’re wrestling with tax reform, 
 we have before us a scripture that deals with taxes, 
   though it’s not hard to see that in both settings 
    a great deal more than taxes is at stake. 
Jesus and the Pharisees have come into conflict again and again 
 in our readings these past several weeks,  
  and each time the Pharisees have ended up looking foolish.  
Now they are steaming mad, and out to get Jesus any way they can.  
 They have put their heads together to come up with         
  a sure-fire scheme to trap him.  
   It involves pulling in some recruits  
    from an opposing camp, the Herodians.  
 
Herod you will remember is the puppet Jewish King.  
 His power comes from going along with Rome in all things,  
   especially taxes, from which he probably gets a juicy cut.  
    Those who support him no doubt  



     get their own piece of the Roman pie.  
The Pharisees, on the other hand,  
 are strict interpreters of Jewish law.  
   For them, God is the only legitimate ruler of God's people, 
     and the taxes demanded by their Roman occupier are idolatrous.  
Though the Pharisees and Herodians come down  
 on different sides of the tax issue,  
    they have found a common enemy in Jesus.  
    He is as one commentator put it,i "the meat in their sandwich." 
  So the Pharisees and Herodians team up,  
    and after bit of flattery, (“you’re so wise, such a fine teacher…”) 
     they ask Jesus a question intended to get him in hot water  
      with one or the other of the authorities:  
       Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not? 
Jesus escapes the trap by saying neither one.  
 What he does say is cagey and quotable: 
   "Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor's  
    and to God the things that are God's."   
 
Today is the first official day of stewardship season, here at BPC, 
 the time of year when the church speaks fervently 
   about God's sovereignty over all of life,  
    including our money. 
This is the first of three sermons in which I will try  
 to shed some light on stewardship,  
   the faithful management of our blessings from God, 
    in which I will ask you earnestly   
     to give money to the church.  
Everything the church does, every worship service,  
 every class, every gathering, every meeting,  
   every dinner, every welcome of our neighbors 
    every outreach ministry costs something.      
 And we, the body of Christ, are fine with that,  
   because living out God's grace and love  
    in our meetings, classes, small groups, fellowship,  
     service and ministry is what we exist to do.  
 Enacting our awareness of God’s love for us and for all  
   is nothing less than the meaning of life,  
    the source of true security and joy.  
     The church exists to proclaim that reality and LIVE that reality  
      as joyously as we can.  
       And it costs money to do it. 
 
Yes, giving of our time and talents is important, too, for all of us,  
 and perhaps especially for those  
  who have less margin to give financially.  



The problem is that we live in culture that works very hard  
 to convince all of us that we DON'T have ANY money to give—ever— 
  because we "need" every cent we have to be secure. 
 
The Pharisees and the Herodians want to be secure.  
 That's why they team up against Jesus,  
  who threatens their understanding of what matters most.  
For the Pharisees religious purity is what matters most.   
 For the Herodians being in the pipeline  
  of money and power matters most.  
   For both sides, Jesus’ notions of self-giving threaten these arrangements.  
 
They are right, of course. Jesus wants nothing to do  
 with either religious purity for its own sake  
  or with the powers that be.  
He is not interested in institution-building,            
  as we who have been in the SHIFT group          
    these several weeks have been examining, 
 nor is he interested in political ideology, or the self-affirmation  
   that comes from banding together only with other people  
    who think exactly the same way you do.  
Jesus is interested in loving people and serving God,  
 a generous, faithful, reliable God who is encountered  
   in relationships with other people,            
    most readily by being generous and interested 
     in the welfare of everyone, high and low,  
      without regard for rank or station.   
"Give to God what is God’s," says Jesus,  
 and our job, YOUR job,  
   in stewardship season and every other day of the church year 
    is to decide what that means.  
 
Before Jesus makes his statement  
 about giving to God what is God's,  
  he asks for a Roman coin.  
The tax was direct, and had to be paid to Rome in Roman coin. 
 That is why Jesus says "Show me the coin for the tax." 
Notice that he doesn't have one, he has to ask someone else 
 to dig in a pocket and pull one out. 
 
On its face is the image of Caesar,  
 and Jesus uses that image for his segue  
  to the statement about giving the emperor his due.  
But an unasked question hangs in the air: 
 Whose image does Jesus himself bear?  
   Whose image is stamped on you and me?  



    The answer is God's image. We are made in the image of God.  
 
Like God the Creator of all that is, we are creative beings. 
 Like God, who in God’s self is a community, three in one, 
  we need relationship and community in order to thrive.  
Like God we are capable of compassion.  
 We can feed our children and the children from next door  
  simply because we decide to.  
We can look at Jesus' life and determine 
 that life lived with only ourselves at the center is not worth very much.  
   It’s not worth as much as life lived in ways that help those around us thrive too. 
To help others thrive is to live in the realm of God.  
 It’s what we teach our children and each other  
   every time we come in this room: 
 worth-while living is about holy encounter,  
   healing encounter, the kinds of encounter we have  
    every time we act like image bearers  
     who exercise God’s compassion.  
So we build libraries for children on the far side of the world,  
 and we fund medical clinics and religious education in Bangladesh,  
   we help poor women and children in Guatemala,  
    we welcome in our neighbors and we host activities in this building,   
     and we teach children and ourselves,         
      and we  help our near neighbors in Montgomery County.  
 We seek to follow Christ and live in the realm of God,  
   where love and grace prevail,  
     not status or money or power or even 
     believing the right set of religious ideas.   
      Living God's compassion is who we are; it's what we do. 
Exactly how much we do depends on all of us.  
 That's what the next three weeks are about.  
 
When Jesus told the Pharisees and Herodians  
 to give to God what is God's,  
   Matthew tell us that "they were amazed" and then "they left him."  
    The actual sentence is "they left him and went away." 
The church people in Thessalonica did the opposite, according to Paul.  
 They ran away from the idols of their time  
   and toward God with open arms.  
Paul's description of them is very joyous.  
 Everyone they encounter knows what they care most about.  
   They were compassionate, generous open-hearted people,  
    "imitators of The Lord" says Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit.     
     In breathed by the spirit of God. 
They sound Iike people stamped with the image of God to me,  
 people who know who they are and whose they are,  



   and what life worth living looks like. 
 
Sometimes things happen to us that make God’s image clear. 
I don’t remember if I told you this story before. 
 
When I was pregnant with our first child, Rob and I  
 were living in an ‘historic” house in a rough neighborhood  
  in downtown Mobile, Alabama, 
One night a young woman, also pregnant,  
 ran up on our porch, crying and moaning. 
  She was a prostitute and someone had beaten her up. 
   Maybe our house seemed like another planet, 
    as far from her universe as she could get. 
She came up on the porch and rocked and cried and I went out 
 with a glass of water and tried to talk to her,  
  but she never spoke one word. 
Here we were, two pregnant women, one white one black, 
 one with all the resources in the world 
  and one with nothing at all, not even safety or tenderness. 
I am not proud to tell you that I was afraid of that poor woman 
 and the brutality she knew and lived with and represented. 
  I was afraid of whoever had beaten her up, 
   that he would come and do the same to us.  
 So I didn't ask her to come inside the house, but I did sit with her, 
  and I told her she could sit on the porch as long as she liked, 
   and she could come back there any time she needed to. 
  In my heart I didn't mean it, 
   and maybe she could tell because I went in and she went away. 
    As far as I know she never took refuge on our porch again.  
The next time we saw her, a few weeks later, 
 when we were bringing our baby home from the hospital. 
  We drove around the corner onto our street  
   and there she was, walking down the street to the grocery store. 
I’m deeply ashamed to say I felt an intense, ugly anger toward her, 
 that I was bringing my new baby--so beautiful,  
  so clearly God-made and miraculous, 
   home to a street that was not as safe as I wanted it to be. 
There is an old monastic saying: 
 "Anger is the first seed of compassion."ii 
Today I know what that ugly anger of mine really was. 
 It was fear based on the absolute knowledge 
  that woman and I were no different at all. 
   We were both God's own, we were both stamped with God's image, 
    and we were both vulnerable  
     to the rearrangements the world makes 
      when being made in God's image  



       is last on everybody’s list instead of first.   
"Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor's 
  and to God the things that are God's", says Jesus,  
  knowing that everything is God's, including his life.  
 For the Pharisees and the Herodians  
   that statement meant leaving Jesus behind. They left him and went away. 
    What does giving to God the things that are God's  
     mean to us? AMEN.  
                                                 
i A great phrase, but I can’t find the reference! 
ii. Norris, Kathleen. Amazing Grace.  


