Taxing Dilemmas

Matthew 22:15-22


Well, I’ve been thinking long and hard about becoming a candidate for President of the United States.  I know what you’re thinking: I have about as much chance as Vern Wuensche (don’t recognize him?  How about Carl Person (Libertarian), Stewart Alexander (Socialist), Tom Miller (Career Flight attendant), or Jimmy McMillan (Rent is Too Damn High Party))?  I could represent the Republic of Noank party.
It’s not that I have such high ambition (the good Lord knows I’ve met my match in trying to lead this flock), but I just think it’s time someone proposed a tax code that is most likely to pass Congress and carry the approval of the American people. 

Yes, I know they say President Obama wants to tax the rich to solve the debt crisis, and Republicans are convinced that taxes are already too high.  But as we all know, neither side is going to win this endless debate and pass a bill that will get signed into law.  


So I’ve decided to inaugurate a campaign to promote my own tax plan, which isn’t fair, by any means, but it’s effective.  I propose the party that wins the Presidential election gets to tax everyone else who isn’t a member of their party!  Not only that, in true championship-style, the party that comes out on top automatically gets to control Congress as well.  In that way, if Mr. Obama wins, everyone who isn’t a registered Democrat gets taxed; if the Republicans win, then everyone who isn’t a party member pays the bill.  It’s winner-take-all on steroids.  Simple, straight-forward, no clever gimmicks—and you’ll know for certain on Election Day what the next four years will cost you.  You may be skeptical, but it makes perfect sense, not only for solving the revenue crisis, but even for the fundamentals of democracy.  

First, you can virtually guarantee that every eligible voter in this country will cast their ballot—no more 50% or lower voter turnouts.  No one’s going to sit home when even one vote might mean the difference for whether you’ll get a hefty tax bill or a free pass for the next four years.  
Second, it will inspire astronomical interest and growth in the current political system, adding millions upon millions to the two parties, which means we will eliminate this wishy-washy, noncommittal group in the middle called “independents” (wait!  I’m an independent!).  With all their newfound popular support, the two major parties also won’t have to cater to rich fat cats who will bankroll their campaigns with $35,000 a plate dinners in Greenwich and Hollywood.  They won’t have to worry about fundraising so they can focus on fielding the very best candidates, not just the richest ones, so that your party will win by popular appeal and you won’t have to pay any taxes!  It’s the greatest political motivation ever!
Third, can you imagine how quickly laws will pass in Congress when they know the people who voted them into office won’t have to pick up the costs?  What a deal!  Passing laws will be like cutting through cream cakes!  It will become the most efficient legislature on earth!  

Of course, if the party that wins and rules for four years does a lousy job of running the government, then you’ll know that for certain without having to sift through all the campaign rhetoric about whether or not your taxes were raised over the last term.  There will be no debate—you either paid taxes or you didn’t.  In that way, if you don’t like them, then switch parties and join the revolution to throw the bums out and tax the losers.  It’s like the spirit of 1776 every four years!  A perfect system for the American way!  What do you think?  Does anyone want to sign up to be my campaign manager?
I fear some of you may think I’m serious, so I best get to my sermon.   By no coincidence, our text for today actually is about paying taxes—should we or should we not pay them.  Specifically, it was a challenge posed to Jesus by the authorities to flush out his intentions and that of his populist movement.  Were they rising up to challenge the authority of the present ruling class—a political and economic system dominated by Rome and its emperor, Tiberius, or was he seeking to do something else?  
The flashpoint, as it is in most rebellions, was over the payment of taxes.  Taxes represent the authority of those holding power.  In Galilee and Judea, there was a long and violent history related to Roman taxes and rebellion.  So Judean leaders wanted to know: Did Jesus seek to start another rebellion by encouraging his followers to refuse to pay tribute to Caesar, or would he risk losing their support once they discovered he wouldn’t actually challenge the authority of Rome?  
How much bite did his prophetic word have?  How much was it worth, when it really counted?  Was Jesus’ proclamation of God’s reign another courageous and heroic Judean rebellion against Rome, or was it only populist rhetoric?  Was Jesus reluctant to cross the line of open rebellion—unwilling to stand up and publicly declare that paying taxes to Rome was not only unjust, but it broke half of the Ten Commandments (#1—no other gods, #2—no idols, #3—misappropriating the name of Lord, #8—no stealing, #10—no coveting)?
It was supposed to be a perfect moral and political dilemma—a taxing one to be sure.  The local Judean authorities, who were publicly associated with Roman rule, were eager to find this out for their Roman overseers.  What was this Galilean, Jesus from Nazareth, and his populist movement all about?  
Popular rebellions have a place in the world because they are an expression of widespread anger over injustice, usually rising up when powerless people are tired of being on the losing end of the haves and the have-nots.  As you know, we’re seeing the same thing now in the streets all across this country—the popular cause (“We’re the 99%”) to challenge the economic and political system that is inherently unfair to so many people on the middle and lower wage scales.

Jesus’ movement was perceived by those in power to be similar in cause.  He had gathered around him a host of lost souls, who didn’t have a way or a means to change the present system, particularly related to debt, that kept them scratching out a destitute existence, always in debt to the rich.  Fishermen, day-laborers, farmers who had lost their land in virtual foreclosure, perpetually poor and marginalized people, even a tax-collector or two, who knew firsthand how corrupt the Roman system was, with graft and fraud and political favors operating without restraint, unchallenged by the local Judean authorities who benefited from it and made sure it remained that way.      
So here was Jesus proclaiming the ushering in of the reign of God—a veritable call to revolution with a promise that God’s justice would prevail—the last would be first, the first would be last; the meek, not the powerful, would inherit the earth; the tables would be turned, even in the temple; that God almighty was on the side of the losers, not the winners, and would make things right.  His actions underscored his moral authority by freeing people of the things that oppressed them in life: symbolized by blindness, diseases, paralysis, shame, even death itself!  His remarkable charismatic powers and wisdom gave desperate people hope that God was listening to their complaints and working through him in an extraordinary way.  
Jesus and his rural Galilean popular movement came to the capital in Judea as a force to be reckoned with—as a universal hope for those on the losing end of life and a growing concern to those who were targeted by his prophetic complaints.
So like John the Baptist before him, the Pharisees and the Herodians conspired to bring Jesus down—the religious and the political leaders uniting to undermine Jesus’ authority and his popular appeal.  The Herodians benefited from Rome’s rule, even though they despised it, and the Pharisees distrusted Jesus’ morality and spiritual authority.  Together these Judean leaders had much to lose if Jesus’ rebellion grew too large and too quickly.
So what happened?  In this story, in shrewd fashion so as not to reveal their hand, these local authorities came to Jesus in an attempt to trap him over the issue of taxes.  That would unmask Jesus’ intentions at the outset.  “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”  Do you support Rome and its oppressive system or will you publicly declare your rebellion against it?

Politics are always dicey, aren’t they?  Candidates hate to be caught at a debate making claims they’ll regret later.  So when they think they’re being cornered, when they’re crossing into what they perceive as a “malfunction junction,” they’re cautious to reveal what their real beliefs are, in case they lose support from those who would disagree with them.  Many would rather hide in the fog of meaningless, imprecise rhetoric than be plain spoken and upfront.  But a skeptical public catches on quickly.  They can smell a rat—they can tell when the responses are insincere and evasive.

Perhaps that’s the way the Pharisees and Herodians expected this to go down: Jesus would either publicly declare his opposition to Rome, or else he’d be caught in a taxing dilemma, trying to squirm out of a dicey place.  Either way, it would serve to undermine his authority and neutralize his cause.
Except as we know, it didn’t play out that way.  Jesus turned the tables on them with the simple request, “Show me the coin used for the tax.”  When they produced it, he asked them whose impression and title was on it.  They replied, “The emperor’s.”  As everyone knew at the time, one Roman denarius (a single day’s wage for the average worker) was required for the Roman poll tax from every adult male in a household.  This was but one more sign of subjugation: having to make a tax payment with a Roman coin that had been imposed upon the Judeans in the first place.    

Then very perceptively, with the wisdom of Solomon, Jesus turned the taxing dilemma back onto the Pharisees and Herodians themselves.  Instead of generating an evasive answer, they got a straight-forward declaration: “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  So simple, so clear.  Except it wasn’t so clear to Jesus’ accusers.  Oh, yes, they professed like every other Judean that God alone was worthy of worship and that all things ultimately belong to God.  There was no disagreement among any of them—Pharisee, Herodian, Sadducee, Zealot, or any other Jew—that the imperial cult of Rome was blasphemous to their beliefs and identity.  That was the standard line.
Except how did that play out in life?  Who was most invested in the status quo?  Who was owned more by the emperor—the religious and political leaders of Judea, or Jesus and his movement—those who bought into the present system though they didn’t like it, or Jesus and his band who never had depended upon the benefits of Roman rule?  That was clearly evident.  At most, the only things that Jesus had that belonged to the emperor were a few coins.  For the others, however, the answer was much more complex and complicated.  Herod and his cronies, obviously, were kept in power by Roman provincial control.  The religious leaders were dependent on the institution of the temple and its central place, which was used by Rome to keep Judea stable and Jerusalem compliant.  Jesus and his movement, on the other hand, were among the least indebted to Rome in all Judea.  
What Jesus did in this turnaround was challenge the leadership over their own hypocrisy and complicity with Rome.  Where was their moral center—in God, in Caesar, or in their own self-interest?  
Yet, at the same time, Jesus made another point in this taxing dilemma: paying the tax itself doesn’t imply unquestioning loyalty or even support for Rome and its emperor.  It was simply a fact of life: under law you were required to pay the tax using Roman currency.  Taxes were a duty for being a part of a society, regardless of who rules it; you can continue to be a part of a society as a citizen even if you disagree with the principalities and powers than run it.  
Jesus and his disciples could make a clear distinction between their faith and trust in God and their gainful place in society.  It wasn’t a taxing dilemma for them.  They were proclaiming the reign of God which would revolutionize and transform the world, even though not a sword would be drawn in order to bring it about.  They viewed themselves more like ambassadors—representing the interests of God in a society spiritually foreign to them in terms of values, yet still requiring them to abide by the laws of the land.  They could pay their required tax without supporting the interests and intentions of Rome in the process.  
The Apostle Paul, a Roman citizen himself, years later shared a similar view and spelled it out in Romans 13: 

Pay to all what is due them—taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due. (vs. 7)
The powers that be may not be your choice or ones in whom you are deeply invested.  You can work to change that.  But as long as you are part of a society, you are obliged to participate.  For the transformation of the values of the world doesn’t take place if you are removed from it, or if you seek to merely destroy it violently.  The values change when you engage people considerately, respectfully, and honestly, so they, in turn, will join with you to change it for the better.  It’s about changing the values of people, not just overthrowing a government!
Even though I was being facetious about running for office, it is something that should be in the minds of people of faith—not to create faith-based political parties or political action committees that use religion to influence elections.  Instead, it’s to inspire the values of those who lead, particularly in how they view and treat people.  
Likewise, we are to view government’s role as legitimate and constantly in need of reform.  The values espoused by Jesus challenge any authority that claims to be greater than it is; but when it is responsive to people at the grassroots level and to the calls for fairness and justice in society, protecting the most vulnerable and disadvantaged, then it becomes even more legitimate and morally capable of doing the right thing.  

Granted, I may be a dreamer, but should we reach a time when the values of God are fully embraced and those who rule our lives express them without reservation in a world that is truly just, compassionate, and merciful toward all people—not just a favored few—then there will be no taxing dilemmas, for what is required of us now to give unto others, albeit reluctantly, will be more freely and enthusiastically given for good.  We will all benefit from the spirit of such a peaceable kingdom.  And it just might be a world worth everyone’s interest and investment. 
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