
Politics & Religion

Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22

I was at a meeting recently where we were talking about the recent cuts to spiritual care

departments in Saskatchewan hospitals. One of the board members said that the only way that we

could change that would be to gather supporters together and lobby the government to make them

change their policy. One member of the committee said we need to be very careful because some

church people do not want to be “political.” They can get very angry when you try to mix religion and

politics. Maybe that’s because the two institutions have such animosity toward one another.

There was a little boy who wanted $100.00 so he prayed about it for 2 weeks asking God to

send him $100.00. When no money appeared he decided to write a letter to God and since the

government’s motto was “In God We Trust” he decided that he would send his request to The

President U.S.A to make the request of God.

When the letter arrived at the White House, it was given to the President and he thought that

the request was so cute he directed his aide to send the boy $50.00.

When the little boy received the $50 he wrote a thank you letter back to God saying, “Thank

you for the money. I am unsure as to why you had to have it sent through Washington but

unfortunately, as usual, the devils took half of it!”

Thinking about politics is a challenging assignment for any Christian, principally for two

reasons. First, as Christians, we believe that an unemployed, homeless Jew who was tortured to

death by the government is the whole truth about who God really is. Jesus, who apparently had little

interest in government, managed to get the government interested in him—enough to kill him. 

This Sunday’s Gospel, the dispute about payment of taxes to Caesar, is one of the few explicit

passages where Jesus makes any reference to the government (“Caesar”). Please note that this
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dispute about paying taxes is initiated by Jesus’s critics, not by Jesus. That Jesus was executed by

the governing authorities (with a mocking sign “King of the Jews” over his head) suggests that

something about Jesus and his message had serious, deadly serious, political importance, even

though Jesus doesn’t explicitly talk much about politics.

Second, talking about politics like a Christian is a challenge because we’re all in politics. That

is, we are all enmeshed in, both victims and beneficiaries of, the omnipotent, democratic nation-state.

There was a time when we looked to clergy like me for security, meaning, eternity, a reason to get

out of bed in the morning. Today we’re more likely to expect all that from the government, and from

the economy to which government is subservient. That is, politics has become the functional

equivalent of God.

In The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics, and the Modern West, Mark Lilla shows that in the

European Enlightenment, religion and politics went through the “great separation.” God was left free

to go God’s own way while politics was secularized (made atheistic) and went its way. Ironically, the

separation was pushed to promote peace and lessen violence produced by religion—or at least that

was the standard account. The result was the modern nation: the most violent creation of the modern

world. (If one just does a body count, more people were killed in the twentieth century by their own

governments than were even killed in war.) In modernity we progressed to the point that it was no

longer acceptable to ask your children to die for God. Now the only sovereign over life, the only entity

worthy of the sacrifice of your children, is the nation.

The curious thing is that the omnipotent, sovereign, unaccountable-to-God nation-state has

thereby (unwittingly) restored the wonder and peculiarity of being a Christian, without trying to do so.

To be a Christian today is to experience the strangeness of being one of the few people running
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around loose who believes that God, not government, rules the world—who believes that our ultimate

security and meaning is Jesus Christ, not the modern nation.

I can understand why a congregation lets out a collective groan when we preachers talk

politics from the pulpit. I’m old enough to remember when the laity told liberal clergy to stop messing

in politics back in the sixties. Nowadays, it’s more common to be a conservative, alleged evangelical

who is enamored with politics. Sadly, the political engagement of these Christians serves only to

underwrite the modern, atheist ideology that there is no power on earth greater than politics.

There’s only one means of working any good in the world—through a judge on the Supreme

Court or a member of parliament who can use the Canadian legal system to cram whatever it is you

think is good down everyone else’s throats through legal coercion.

The story that enthralls us is this: there once was a time when Christians had a problem with

Caesar, but then came the notion of democracy, which made the people into Caesar. Now our only

problem is whether the politics of the right or the left is a closer approximation to vaguely Christian

values. 

In today’s Gospel critics ask Jesus, “Should we pay taxes to Caesar?” (option 1) or “Should we

not pay taxes to Caesar?” (option 2). Jesus surprises them by offering a third option, “Whose image

is on the coin? Well, if it’s Caesar’s coin, give it to Caesar. But you be careful; don’t dare give to

Caesar what belongs to God.”

It’s an answer that raises another question: what belongs to God? And the answer to that

question was known by every person who witnessed this interrogation. “The earth is the Lord’s and

everything in it” (Ps 24:1 CEB). You are God’s property. That’s option 3. God created and therefore

owns everything. Not much left for Caesar! In this exchange, Jesus explodes a rather narrow debate

about taxes into a holy matter of worship. Whom do you trust in life and death? To whom do you owe
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ultimate allegiance? 

This exchange reminds me that Jesus Christ does not mesh well with the politics of the right or

the left. Christians practice a peculiar politics. It makes a difference that Matthew says that baby

Jesus’s family where immigrants into Egypt. It makes a difference that Christians are commanded to

give food, shelter, and hospitality to all in need regardless of whether the state regards them as

criminals. As our government defends its borders (that’s what all governments are obliged to do);

what difference does it make that Christians can’t think of any intellectual, theological means of

honoring any national border in preaching and enacting the gospel? Our missionaries go everywhere

with the gospel because we believe that God’s sovereignty is greater than the sovereignty of the

modern nation.

Some years ago our neighbours to the south politicians (like Senator John McCain) were

concerned that the Bush administration didn’t simply condone but publicly defended torture. As we

attempt to enter that conversation, you soon realize that we are limited by our belief that Jesus

Christ—whom we attempt to worship—was a victim of government torture. That doesn’t end the

discussion, but it does frame it in a peculiarly Christian way.

“Jesus, should we pay taxes to Caesar?” Please note that Jesus’s pockets are empty.

Someone else produces a coin with the idolatrous image of Caesar stamped on it. 

“Whose picture is on the coin?” asks Jesus. 

“Caesar,” they reply.

“Well you give to Caesar what he owns, but take care to give to God what God owns,” says

Jesus. 

That’s about as close as Jesus comes to a theology of government. No careful specification or

precise delineation. It’s hard to take him seriously. In fact, Jesus makes me wonder if a primary
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Christian posture toward politics is humor. Elsewhere (Rom 13:1) Paul says to obey the governing

authorities because they are appointed by and accountable to God. In other words, the governing

authorities, for all their pompousness, are lackeys for God. You are accountable for your actions to

governing authorities, whereas the governing authorities are answerable to God!

Christianity has had friction with every politics in which it has found itself, including the very

first state where the faith was born. Canadian Christians bought into the erroneous notion that we

had at last created a culture in which people could worship Jesus without getting hurt, a world in

which we had at last created a government that was roughly the same as God’s kingdom, where

democratic values are closely aligned with Christian values. Now we’re having the odd experience of

feeling like missionaries in the very culture we thought we owned. 

Let me resort to a concluding with Things I’ve Learned about Christians and Politics:

Christians ought to be engaged in politics, if they have the stomach for it, very carefully.

When Christians get involved politically, they will be impressed that issues are rarely solely

political (of the right or the left) but are, down deep, theological—i.e., who is the God whom you are

attempting to worship?

Jesus Christ and his church are about matters much more complex and important than the

concerns of modern, democratic, self-interested politics. Sometimes the best the church can do is to

deprive modern, secular politics of its all-consuming, God-like presumptions. We might help the

modern state think beyond questions of rights and freedom to ask, “What is the life worth living?”

Christians believe that church is where we are given the intellectual resources to tell the

difference between Canada and God’s kingdom.

As Christians we carry two passports. I admire any of you Christians who are called to public
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service and pray that here in church you receive the spiritual equipment you need not to forsake

Jesus’s vocation to be a faithful disciple. Most of us find that our faith is strengthened through testing,

and I can think of few more challenging places to live out the faith than the floor of our legislature.

Christians are in politics partly in order to resist an essentially atheistic national polity’s attempt

to force the Christian faith into something that is personal and private. The claims of the Christian

faith, like any religion I know of, are inherently public, cosmic claims. Jesus Christ isn’t interested in

conquering just my heart; he wants everything. Render to God what’s God’s—namely, all of it. Please

don’t buy into the notion that Christianity is mostly private and personal but occasionally goes public

and political. “Public” for us is something like the Catholic Church, which is everywhere and believes

that Jesus died for everyone. For Christians, “private” is like Canada, which draws boundaries

between people for whom Christ died and then defends these boundaries with murderous intensity. 

The Apostles’ Creed is limited to simple recitation of facts about Jesus. One purpose of this

creed is to squarely place Jesus in history, our history. Jesus Christ, God’s Son, was no angelic

figure hovering above earth and sky, not really touching down where we live. He was born, lived,

suffered, and died right here in human history.

Christians carry two passports, one for the country in which we find ourselves and another for

that baptismal nation being made by God from all the nations, a realm not made by us and our savvy

political strategies but by the active grace of a loving God.  Thanks be to God. Amen.

6Politics & Religion.ser.wpd


