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Proper 24 Year A 
Oct. 22, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
There’s a tale from the Sufi tradition.  
It’s called “The Oath.”  
It goes like this: 
 
A certain man was weighed down by problems.  
His business was struggling.  
His marriage was suffering.  
His health was failing.  
His children were getting into trouble.  
Nothing was working out for him. 
 
In desperation, he made a deal with God.  
He told God that if all his problems could be solved,  
he vowed he would sell his house  
and give all the money to the poor.  
 
Eventually, things turned around for the man.  
His business improved.  
His marriage stabilized.  
His health got better.  
His children grew into fine young adults.  
And he remembered his vow,  
which now he regretted making.  
After all, things had finally gotten good for him!  
He convinced himself  
that God would not really want him  
to risk wrecking his hard-won financial security.  
But on the other hand,  
he HAD sworn an oath,  
and you can’t lightly dismiss an oath. 
 
Then he had an idea.  
He would sell his house for one silver coin.  
But the house came with a cat,  
and the cost of the cat would be 10,000 silver coins.  
 
A buyer was found,  
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and the house and the cat were sold.  
The man gave the one silver coin to the poor,  
and he kept for himself  
the 10,000 silver coins  
allegedly paid for the cat.  
 
Now that’s a pretty smart trick, isn’t it?  
Today, we’d pay a lawyer a lot of money  
to come up with a trick like that.  
Technically speaking, he got to keep his oath  
and it didn't cost him anything but one coin.  
But here’s a question:  
Where was the man’s true allegiance? 
 
Not to the poor.  
Probably not to the cat.  
Certainly not to God.  
No, his true allegiance was only to himself. 
And, in the long run, how smart is that, really? 
 
In this morning’s gospel,  
we read of another smart lawyer trick.  
Those Pharisees were cunning.  
They wanted to trap Jesus.  
So they sent some of their disciples  
to ask Jesus a trick question.  
 
 “Tell us, teacher, is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?” 
 
Not THAT is a gotcha question.  
Because whatever Jesus answers,  
they think it will get him in trouble.  
 
On the one hand,  
if he encourages people NOT to pay their taxes,  
he’s encouraging them to break Roman law,  
and the might of Rome will come down on his head.  
Citizens of a conquered nation, as Israel is, 
simply do not have the right to withhold taxes 
no matter how much they may object. 
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But saying yes, pay your taxes, is also problematic.  
There are serious religious objections  
to paying taxes to the Roman occupiers.  
The very coin used to the pay the taxes bears a graven image,  
which is strictly against Jewish law.  
It’s an image of the emperor,  
and the inscription on the coin identifies the emperor as a god.  
How could any self-respecting Jew  
pay tribute to someone who claims to be god?  
If Jesus doesn’t acknowledge this,  
he’s gonna lose all credibility with people.  
 
It looks like they have him over a barrel.  
Is it or is it not right to pay taxes to Caesar? 
Where is our true allegiance? 
 
The particulars may be different for us today, 
 but this issue of allegiance is one we also face.  
There are times when deeply held values  
and nonnegotiable realities  
seem to pull us in opposite directions:  
times when we feel as if, no matter what we decide,  
we will be wrong, or in deep trouble.  
 
As Christians living in a consumer society 
every day we have to ask ourselves, 
“what’s our priority?” 
Do we put priority on our own personal standard of living,  
or do we prioritize the standards of God’s realm, 
a realm where debts are forgiven,  
slaves are set free,  
where the lowly are lifted up and the rich are sent away empty.  
 
Fortunately for us,  
Jesus’s answer to those who sought to trap him 
has reverberated down through the centuries. 
Jesus didn’t fall into their trap. 
They wanted an either/or answer. 
But what Jesus gave them was a both/and answer. 
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And his answer shows us 
how to go about resolving  
our own thorny issues of allegiance.  
 
Jesus asks them to show him a coin.  
“Whose picture is on it, and whose title?  he asks.   
The emperor's.  
Whether you think the emperor is a god or just a narcissistic fool,  
Jesus says this coin belongs to the Caesar.  
So let him have it.  
Give to God what belongs to God. 
 
Now that may sound like a concession to the realities of this world.   
It may sound like a justification  
for living as unabashed consumers all week long,  
just so long as we come to church and say our prayers on Sunday.  
Think again. 
 
If the coin belongs to Caesar,  
if the likeness it bears is that of the emperor,  
to whom it should be given … 
then what should be given to God?  
What belongs to God?  
What is stamped with God's likeness in this world? 
 
Think about this for a minute. 
Think back to the first chapter of Genesis. 
That part where God says 
“Let us make humankind in our image,  
according to our likeness ...' " 
and so "God created humankind in [God's] image,  
in the image of God he created them,  
male and female [God] created them."  
And God then set the human beings as God's agents in the world,  
to exercise stewardship over the creation on God's behalf.  
 
So there you have it 
We are the coin of God's realm.  
God's likeness stamped on us  
declares that we  
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belong wholly and entirely to God. 
Next to that, who cares what stupid thing the emperor puts on a penny? 
 
All the power of human love and thought and action belong to God. 
And if we actually give to God what belongs to God  
the coin is a non-issue.  
Human beings who are wholly given to God  
will not fail to use their money  
in a way that honors God and helps build up the Kingdom of God, 
no matter whose picture is on the that money. 
 
Jesus reminds us, by his answer to the question about taxes,  
and by his own life and death,  
that we are, body and soul, the people of God,  
created in God's likeness,  
living here as stewards of the earth  
and ambassadors of God's reign.  
 
Later this morning,  
we’re going to be launching our stewardship campaign,  
in which we’ll ask every person here  
to pledge their support for the work of God’s kingdom  
as it is lived out at St. James.  
You’ll be asked to ponder over the next month  
how much you’re willing to pledge  
in terms of money and time and talent.  
You’ll be asked to consider doing more than you did last year.  
You’ll be asked to consider where your true allegiance lies. 
 
As we consider these questions,  
let us remember Jesus’ answer today. 
We are each blessed to be a part of St. James. 
We are blessed to be a part of a  
plucky, courageous, generous, risk-taking congregation, 
a congregation that challenges us every day to grow in love.  
A congregation blessed with members  
who dedicate significant portions of their life and resources 
to the glory of God in this place.  
We are part of a congregation  
that is working hard to be faithful to a vision 
of what Christ has called our church to be.  
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Emperors may pressure us to do things we’d rather not do. 
There are false gods all around us that may try to control us. 
But if we remember that we are God’s, 
that opens up possibilities  
even the smartest lawyers may not have thought of.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


