How many political ads have you seen so far?  Between television, print, billboards, even bumper stickers – hundreds?  Thousands?  I was watching the news the other night and there were two commercial breaks where the only commercials shown were political campaign ads.  To be perfectly honest, living in a so-called swing state is kind of obnoxious.  With every campaign promise and attack ad, I roll my eyes so hard that I’m afraid they’ll stick that way.  I’ll be glad when the election is over so I can stop dodging people with clipboards on street corners.

Making these sorts of important decisions is hard enough without all the competing claims for your attention.  As Christians, especially, we have a strange dilemma when it comes to elections.  We don’t just vote in a way that will help our city or family, our schools or our military, but in a way that we truly feel reflects our faith values.  That can be especially hard to do when we try to maintain a separation between church and state.  How do we know what issues and concerns we’re supposed to consider when picking a candidate or endorsing a cause? 

Many people turn to the church for answers on how to live in this world.  Good.  I do hope and pray that my tough, personal choices will reflect my place as a child of God.  I want my faith to inform how I vote.  And I want the same for you.  But, for better or worse, I’m not about to tell you who to vote for.  
Making up your mind for you is not my job as a pastor, and any one who says differently discredits you as a child of God gifted with wisdom and discernment.  So if you’re looking to me right now for another campaign endorsement, you’re not going to get it.  You’re welcome.

As Christians, we will always struggle with the way we are to represent ourselves in this world charged with politics and power.  If it’s any consolation, you’re not the first.  
In Jesus’ time, the Roman occupation of the land meant that Jews were to pay taxes to the Roman emperor who considered himself a god.  Giving their money to him felt like idolatry.  However, to not pay taxes was to be disobedient and risk imprisonment or worse.  Therefore, in spite of their fawning compliments to start out with, the question the Pharisees and Herodians ask Jesus is a ridiculous catch-22: are you an idolator or a dissident?

So when Jesus responds, his job is as much to stay out of trouble as answer correctly.  When he responds, it is brief and clean-cut.  It sounds so simple: give to the emperor what is the emperor’s, and to God what is God’s.  It’s a comment so comprehensively basic on the surface that those who put the question to Jesus actually walk away in amazement.
But think about it for a while.  A coin bears the image of the emperor, who embodies the state, so paying taxes back to the state makes sense – you’re basically returning what is due to the government who does provide protection.  But think more about the second statement: give to God the things that are God’s.  
With a coin in his hand, a coin bearing the image of the emperor, Jesus says that we should give him his due and do the same for God.  But as we have been discussing these past weeks, what is due to God?  Devotion?  Time?  Money?  Praise?  Well, yes.  All of those.  And more.

We might be tempted to hear Jesus’ instruction as a sort of separation of church and state in our belongings and our personal selves.  In other words, money is fine for here and now in this world, as long as we somehow stay holy and devout when we show up to worship.  Money is a great tool, so use it how you want in the world and keep yourself together when you show up on Sunday.  

To see Jesus’ instruction as that simplistic is to miss the point.  While Jesus held that coin in his hand, he looked at the image on the coin and said to give to the emperor what is the emperor’s.  I imagine that he then looked up into the eyes of those challenging him and instructed them, who each bore the mark of their creator, to give to God what is God’s.  In other words, when we are made in God’s image, it’s hard to say that everything we are and everything we do does not, indeed, belong completely to God. 

As Christians, we are in this world for a very important reason.  We’re not set apart from it or above it, but very clearly IN it.  Therefore, what we do here and now matters.  Where we spend our time and money matters – not just to us, but to our neighbors, and to God.  
We are called to be involved in this world.  And money works in this world.  The way we use our money now makes a difference.  And just like how who we are as people of faith can and should inform the way we vote, it can and should make all the difference with how we use our money.  Money might be a tool of the state, but it can also be used to serve God and our neighbor.

After all, a coin might be stamped by the state, but we are sealed by God.  Everything we do, including the way we spend our money, should reflect that.  At our baptism, the sign of the cross is made on our forehead.  We are washed in the water and sealed by the cross and told that no matter what, we are God’s.  Through and through, we are made in God’s image.  We are stamped with the mark of the cross for all to see, not just made but claimed as God’s.  We belong to God just as certainly as the coin belongs to the emperor.

When you go out into the world, consider whose image you bear.  When you vote, consider whose image you bear.  When you work at home or in the office, consider whose image you bear.  When you give your money, consider whose image you bear.

When you are making these very important decisions this fall, whether it’s how to use your money in the face of a world-wide financial crisis, or which boxes to check in the election booth, I challenge you to remember whose image you are made in.  Were you created by power?  Greed?  No.  
You were made by our benevolent Creator God, who makes rain and sun fall on both worthy and unworthy.  Whose image do you bear upon your forehead?  The image of a political party or special interest?  No.  You bear the image of the crucified and risen Lord upon you.  

We bear God’s image, and as God’s currency in this world we are constantly called to give to God what it due God – all glory and honor, all respect and power, all gifts and possessions.  While we are truly placed in this world and called to serve in it, we must never forget that we are ultimately and constantly under the claim of God, to whom we give all thanks and praise.  Amen.

