NEWS COMMENT INSPIRATION DEBATE

Small group study materials, July/August 2019

‘“Render unto Caesar” may be more
all-encompassing than we’d imagined’

‘Jesus said to them: “Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to
God the things that are God’s.” And they were utterly amazed at him.’
Mark 12:17

F

ranz Jägerstätter sat in his dark
prison cell, deep in prayer. It was
1943, and this Austrian Catholic
farmer faced a simple choice:
promise to serve the Nazi medical
corps, or be hanged. His guards, parish
priest and bishop all urged him to serve.
But Franz could not be swayed. His
was a one-man stand against imperial
violence. He sat quietly, at peace with the
God of nonviolence.
Jägerstätter’s execution on 9 August
1943 testified to one of the 20th century’s
most courageous examples of Christian
discipleship. Would I have made the
same decision? No. Christians are
blinded and co-opted by the domination
Jesus confronted. We fail miserably with
the system’s most effective means of
control – Caesar’s coin.
Jesus was executed for refusing to
compromise with empire. His enemies
had been gunning for him for ages –
long before he overturned the temple
tables. The problem for the Jerusalem
elite was that Jesus’ ministry was,
unacceptably, a danger to the state.
The Herodians were in league with
Rome, and Jesus’ presence posed a clear
and present danger. The Pharisees,
less tolerant of the Romans, detested
Jesus’ flouting of the purity laws. They
would not have thought of themselves
as collaborators. Nevertheless, in this
passage, both formed an uneasy alliance
to trap the troublemaker. If Jesus agreed
to pay taxes, he’d immediately lose
all credibility with his debt-stricken
followers. If he refused to pay, they could
nail him for sedition. They set their
snare like hunters onto prey.
‘Show me a coin,’ responded Jesus.
Could the gospel author be suggesting

‘We must wake up to
the power of money’
that Jesus did not own or use coins?
Possibly, but it’s clear that the money
bearer ultimately betrayed Jesus.
An eager Pharisee whipped out a
denarius. Imagine the awkward silence! A
Pharisee – from a group that had sworn
to avoid all engraved images – with coin
in hand? Never! The message could not
be clearer: if the money has Caesar’s
face and inscription on it, give it back.
All of it. The whole debt-based system.
‘Render unto Caesar’ may be more allencompassing than we’d imagined.
Some see this passage as a call to pay
tax fairly. The UN and the IMF estimate
that developing countries lose around
$300bn USD every year due to tax
dodging. Its well known that companies
like Amazon, Google and Starbucks pay
very little tax. Funds from fair taxation,
could be used to provide clean water,
healthcare and education.
But as beneficial as a progressive
taxation regime may be, the debt-based,
interest-bearing monetary system

has inequality, bankruptcy, slavery and
death built into its very foundation. After
5,000 years of existence, it still does not
deliver justice. Debt, with the economy it
spawns, says London School of Economics
professor David Graeber, is the problem.
The forces it unleashes are devastating,
even for the planet.
Jesus was not crucified for suggesting
we all pay our fair share of tax. His
ministry fundamentally exposed and
deconstructed the moral and religious
legitimacy of the entire monetary
system itself. No wonder his upending
of the moneylenders’ tables caused such
mayhem. What was wrong with this
populist, uneducated, parentally suspect
and unsavoury rabbi from backwater
Galilee? Why could he not simply agree
to just the tiniest little bit of compromise?
That choice plays itself out at
practically every church meeting. Our
‘guards, parish priests and bishops’ urge
us to use money for good, for things like
mission and discipleship. As long as we
only use money and not love it, that’s
not compromise, is it? Jesus, I submit,
disagreed.
To be fair, we were born into this
system. Like fish in water, we are so
thoroughly immersed in empire’s
assumptions that we hardly recognise
the difficulty. We struggle to locate the
quintessential core of myriad, planetary
problems. We fail to envision Jesus-shaped
alternatives. We display very little of
Franz Jägerstätter’s determination not to
compromise with empire.
If Jesus’ resurrection makes anything
clear, another world is possible. But we
must wake up to the all-consuming
power of money. We must accept that
we cannot control it. And we must plead
for God’s help to resist the temptation
to use it. Finally, we must ask the Spirit
to enable us to imagine life-giving,
abundance sharing, kingdom alternatives
to the destructive effects of the system
represented by money.
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Kevin Snyman is the United Reformed
Church’s Programme Officer for Global
Justice and Partnerships
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Chapter & verse – Kevin Snyman (page 16)
Read Mark 12:13-17, followed by Kevin Snyman’s article.
1. Kevin begins by telling Franz Jägerstätter’s story, which he describes as ‘one of the 20th
century’s most courageous examples of Christian discipleship’. What other examples of
Christian discipleship can you think of, and what tools or qualities do you think helped those
people walk the way of Jesus?
2. Mark 12:13 explains that the Pharisees and Herodians wanted to trap Jesus using his own
words. What emotions might you experience if you were Jesus in that situation? What tools
can we equip ourselves with in situations when we’re asked to defend what we believe?
3. In verse 17, Jesus says: ‘Give to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the
things that are God’s.’ These words have been interpreted in various ways. How would you
explain Jesus’ meaning?
4. Kevin’s seventh paragraph highlights the consequences of corporate tax avoidance,
saying that ‘funds from fair taxation, could be used to provide clean water, healthcare and
education’. If you were in government, how would you suggest this money be spent? Why?
5. The monetary system ‘has inequality, bankruptcy, slavery and death built into its very
foundation’, says Kevin. Are there any positives to money? Is the monetary system good, bad,
or neither?
6. Kevin goes on to argue that Jesus would not approve of Christians using the debt-based
system of money. Do you agree? Why?
7. ‘Another world is possible,’ argues Kevin in the final paragraph of his article. Can you imagine
what a world without money would look like? If not, why? How might you feel in such a world?
For further reflection: ‘The lover of money will not be satisfied with money; nor the lover of
wealth, with gain. …’ Ecclesiastes 5:10
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Prayer: Father, we thank you for the abundance of the world we live in. Help us to make our
way through it more justly and more generously, we pray. Amen.
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