Sermon:
What we heard today sounds like Jesus is running for public office. There are two groups posing a difficult question.  The Pharisees want to obey the Jewish law to the letter and are therefore against paying taxes to the Romans; the Herodians, or in today’s lingo, the more progressive Jews on this issue, have decided that there is no point in living in the past, one should live with the reality that surrounds us, so if the reality is that paying taxes is essential for peaceful co-existence with the Romans, then, that is what the religion also says.  Or at least we should try every effort to interpret it to suit our contemporary needs.  

If one is able to move beyond the bias of the Gospel writer, one discovers that they both are good people with good intentions…  let me put it in our contemporary religious language: they are both seeking to serve God in truth and honesty! What’s wrong with that?  What is wrong with seeking to live peaceably with your neighbor?  Isn’t that what all this God-stuff is about?  Aren’t we all called to be good stewards, which also means, to live in God’s peace with those around us; and obviously that requires certain accommodations from our traditions. So if the Herodians are making some accommodations, what is so wrong about that?
And what is wrong with the position that the Pharisees wish to take?  Was it not God that gave God’s people a set of laws to live by?  Was that not the whole point of sending Moses and a whole bunch of prophets before and after him?  So, why is it wrong to assert that one should live by the law and therefore not pay taxes to the Romans?  
Aha I understand now, the culprit really is the Gospel writer. In order to present Jesus as the good guy, he is setting up these two groups as bad when really both these groups are good people.  Perhaps the Gospel writer works for an interest group, or he could also be a journalist trying his best to be noticed within the media community.  Who ever he is, he apparently does not understand the basics: God created everybody good.  So, everybody is good and we should never be judgmental; god forbid.  Besides, don’t we all have the right to have our own views?  Why should anybody be considered harboring “malice”, when asking an intelligent question?  
Well, the next time anybody writes the “good news” s/he should make sure that it is not biased and judgmental; and most important, it should have a good message for everybody.  After all the whole point of sharing the “good news” is to extend God’s hospitality. Who will come to our churches if we do not move beyond our prejudices?

So really, there is no Good Christians and bad Christians, there is no conservative Christians and liberal Christians, there are no fundamentalists and Unitarians, there is only one kind of Christians, the “one body of Christ” kind of Christians! 
Of course that is the kind of maverick statement we expect from Jesus. We want him to have the ability to work with both sides of the aisle, the pro Roman Herodians and the pro Law Pharisees. 

But to our dismay, Jesus does not get it. Instead of making friends on both sides of the aisle, he is belligerent, he calls both the groups “Hypocrites”! What a mean thing to say to anyone!  And to add insult to injury, he comes up with such an intelligent response that amazes both the groups because it is way beyond their projected outcome.  No wonder they wanted Jesus dead. Every smart person deserves to be crucified.  Only if Jesus was a good astute people’s leader, he could have led his people out of misery. But he did not, and perhaps that was the greatest disappointment of the one who betrayed him.  

But the fact is that today we hardly remember any public servant from 2000 years ago. We could care less who ran for office and who ran his or her campaign on what issues.  However, at least for the past 2000 years Paul’s words have been pretty accurate for many in this world: 
Being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.  Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father!

Those running for office today would do anything to receive such an endorsement. Yet, chances are that you will not remember them 10 years from now.

So what is the secret to Jesus’ popularity?  Is it that he arose from the dead? So did Lazarus. Is it that he ascended into heaven? So did Elijah. Or is it that he was smart enough to understand the difference between worldly success and heavenly success?  
Often times we entertain all aspects of our living from a worldly perspective. We make laws to govern our behavior. We make institutions for instruction and execution of what we agree as a society.  We develop mechanisms to best represent the will of the people. We man those mechanisms through our votes. We also develop forums for people to reflect on our actions so that all that we do can be made more efficient.  We perhaps do the same today in our churches. We develop surveys, we congregate to converse, we reflect together on the vision of our mutual ministry. 

Yet in everything we do, we seem to come across three options. The two options that stand in contradiction to each other and the third option that employs intelligence to make the matter so confusing that the person taking this position can never be accused of picking sides.  With each passing day we seem to be getting better with the language of the third option. Now we even have a name for it. We call it “purposeful ambiguity”.  The sole purpose of keeping things ambiguous is no more than a desire to please all opposing sides and therefore essentially maintain the status quo.  
And those who know a little about societies and institutions will tell us that when a society or an institution seeks to maintain status quo it is essentially on the defensive.  And being defensive is being on a retreat. Creative energies that may lead to something new are not welcomed.  The word “change” acquires such a vocal presence, precisely because its actual presence in the realm of action is feared.  So, people talk about change all the time because they spend no time bringing about change.  

Purposeful ambiguity which is intended to save a system from shattering into pieces eventually leads to just that.

Yet there would be many today who would use today’s Gospel passage to sell the idea of purposeful ambiguity; the third option. It would be sold as the wise option; the option that saves from disunity; the option that answers the question but really does not.  Frankly, based on Jesus’ answer, can we tell whether it was lawful to give taxes to the Roman emperor?  Jesus did not really answer the question, did he?

But can we call his response an attempt to create purposeful ambiguity? Did his answer satisfy both sides? NO.  Did he satisfy any one side? NO. Did he endorse both sides? NO.  Did he endorse any one side? NO.  Did he repudiate any or both sides? NO, NOT REALLY.  Well, then, what did he do?  

I believe he introduced the fourth option; the option that we in the church today do not have the courage to entertain.  Some of us live with the first option of following the fundamentals. Some of us live with the second option of seeking accommodation in religion for everything that our culture demands of us. And then there are some who take the third option. They are interested in preserving diversity both physical and intellectual. They speak a lot about change; respect for the other and dialogue is their favorite posture. Their sound is extremely pleasing to the ears seeking a fix for everything without disturbing the peace of the status quo. 
But Jesus’ fourth option is none of the above. It is not about following the fundamentals to the iota. It is not about cultural accommodation either. It has no desire to suggest any change; the Jews of his time were paying taxes to the Romans while they also believed that they were created in God’s image. So nothing that Jesus said was a shift from what they already were doing or believing.  

So what is Jesus’ fourth option?  I believe it is the juxtaposition of what we profess with what we do. And when we opt for this fourth option we discover our hypocrisy; it amazes us, it angers us, and it brings us to a point where we decide either to follow Jesus or to leave him with a desire of plotting against him.  Both the Pharisees and the Herodians believed that they were created in God’s image; yet they both paid taxes to the Romans. What they were unaware of, however, was their own hypocrisy. Usually we do not want to focus on the unkind words that Jesus is reported to have uttered; yet when we do focus on them, they are extremely telling. In his very first sentence uttered in response to the question by the Pharisees and the Herodians, Jesus calls them Hypocrites! 

Today, do we have the courage to truly juxtapose what we say we profess with how we act?  If we really believe that our Lord God does things inexplicable by human reason – like resurrection of the body, the life everlasting etc. – all those lovely things that we will be affirming in a minute through the Nicene Creed, then why do we insist on “reason” so much in our day to day lives, and lately so much in our faith communities? Perhaps, we fear the fourth option because we fear what we will learn that we all sin and fall short of the glory of God? And that feeling of total loss and total dependence scares us.   
Do we have the courage to entertain the fourth option? I know friends, it would have been much easier for me to preach on the necessity to submit to God or I could preach about submission to worldly authorities, or best, I could have given you a sales pitch for purposeful ambiguity. But if we are to be desiring of real change in our lives, we need to accept the fourth option. We need to think through all the ways in which the Gospel is challenging us today.  And that my friends is not an easy task.  It will anger us and it will amaze us; but ultimately, if we do it right, it will make us the true bearers of that name that is above every name. Amen
