Church and State 16 October 2011.
Today’s gospel reading gives us that old chestnut ‘Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s’. It’s a chestnut for good reason. It’s one of the most memorable sayings attributed to Jesus and therefore one of the most likely to have been uttered by him. It ranks along with, ‘The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath’, and the joke about a camel going though the eye of a needle. 
So can we assume then from this that Jesus makes a clear separation between Church and State? It would certainly seem a prudent strategy in the context of the Roman Empire, but even so he still eventually fell foul of the State under Pontius Pilate.
Perhaps the saying reminds you of another New Testament statement in Romans 13.1-2: ‘Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those authorities that exist have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgement.’
It does seem ludicrous that that people ever thought the civil authorities were empowered by God, when many of them from Egypt to Rome were hostile to the God of Abraham, Isaac and Christ. And it’s just as hard to understand why, in our own culture, the idea of the divine right of Kings was accepted for so long. 
Perhaps Paul and Jesus are articulating a general moral view that, in normal circumstances, Christians share the duty of civil obedience and respect for authority. Religion is not so other-worldly that it makes you immune from worldly responsibility.

But what about abnormal circumstances? What if the State approves torture (Guantanamo Bay) are you to go along with it just because the State says so? What if the State fails to tax the rich, but screws the poor? What if the State starts shooting its own people to maintain power? What if the State wages unjust war? Is this God’s will because the state decrees it? Clearly not.
In this morning’s gospel story, Jesus’ critics are trying to trap him. If he says Roman tribute money is a good thing, the people who naturally hate the tax will be against him. If he says don’t pay the tribute money, then his enemies will report him to the authorities and he’ll be in trouble. So he provides this clever and seemingly balanced answer: render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s. It’s another way of saying, where your treasure is there will your heart be also - don’t let the burdens of civic life distract you from your spiritual life. 
But Jesus also knows very well that prophets like Amos and Hosea railed against the injustices of the political systems in which they lived. 

Amos 2.6

‘Thus says the Lord:
For three transgressions of Israel,
   and for four, I will not revoke the punishment;
because they sell the righteous for silver,
   and the needy for a pair of sandals— 
they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth,
   and push the afflicted out of the way;’

He, himself, spoke up for the poor and told his followers to give to the poor. He gave dignity to women, as in the case of the woman who anointed his feet. But on the other hand he steadfastly refused to take up arms against his own people in the Garden of Gethsemane or against the Romans by leading a Zealot uprising. 

So this memorable saying is an example of what on the surface looks like an unambiguous biblical teaching, but is in fact a teaching that needs to be heard in the context of other biblical ideas: selfless love, thirst for justice, and liberation for the oppressed.
Indeed it was just as Leonardo Boff was promoting liberation theology in Brazil in the 1980’s that Mrs Thatcher and John Selwyn Gummer (a man with a very Anglican name) was telling Christians in this country not ‘to meddle in politics’. We were to keep to our expertise of – prayer and service taking and visiting the sick – while the conservative government got on with fighting the Argentineans for the Falkland Islands and laying the foundations of the current banking and debt crisis, which this very morning has people protesting outside ST Paul’s Cathedral in the City of London.
But Christian social conscience has always made political intervention inevitable, sometimes in good ways – like the campaigns against slavery, against capital punishment, for the decriminalisation of homosexuality, and for the liberalisation of divorce laws; sometimes in seemingly crazy ways – like missionary martyrs in China or the Congo dying in the process of trying to impose their ideas and culture on people that don’t want it.
But this week we’ve had a splendid and laudable example of religion challenging Caesar, in the meeting between Archbishop Rowan Williams and President Mugabe, in which the Archbishop protested to Mugabe about the activities of pro-Mugabe, breakaway Bishop Norbert Kunonga, who is accused of inciting violence against Anglicans who do not support him. In the dossier presented by Williams the abuses detailed included:

· Zimbabwean bishops had received death threats by phone, in person and at gun point

· Access to churches, schools, clinics and mission stations had been denied

· Police had tear-gassed and beaten congregations 

· An Anglican Church member had been murdered after refusing to join Dr Kunonga’s Church

· Clinics had been told they could not accept donated drugs – leading to deaths when drugs were rejected

· Priests had been evicted from their rectories

This was good and brave leadership. And I think Dr Williams is to be congratulated for it. It often takes persecution to galvanise people into action. 
Last week we were fortunate to have a visit from the Chief Executive of OXFAM, Barbara Stocking. One or two people said to me that they thought it a pity Barbara Stocking didn’t give a sermon as such, but a talk. Too neutral. But I think Jesus often didn’t give sermons as such. He told stories and then said he who has ears to hear let him hear. So Barbara brought political knowledge and added it to the mix of our reflection and thinking. 

We all know politics, and to a large degree economics, is an imprecise science. If it weren’t, we should have solved the Euro crisis by now and possibly negotiated our way through many an international crisis without recourse to violence. But I think there is a legitimate place for prophetic voices which highlight social injustices without necessarily being able to provide political answers: The gap between the very rich enjoying bonuses and the very poor on £67 a week, the widespread use of torture both in war and in civil life in the middle east, the sexual exploitation of children, the exploitative plundering of fish stocks, the exploitative plundering of the world’s finite resources and so on. Protest is a proper part of religion, while we render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s. 
