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It is a situation so far from our own that we must stop to think it through before we can 
understand it.  For most of us, the majority of our lives have been spent in a place where political 
authority puts no limits on what we believe, what we think, what we say, or how we choose to 
worship.  Instead, our government protects what some refer to as freedom of conscience, a 
freedom that our Baptist forebears struggled for, were jailed for, and even died for.  First in 
Roger Williams’ colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations, chartered by the British 
Crown, then in more of the British Colonies in America, and ultimately in the United States, 
freedom of and from religion became an established fact.  And along with that freedom came a 
separation of Church and State, also championed by Baptists, which our country enjoys today 
almost without thinking about it.  No one here today is in danger of imprisonment or fine simply 
for being here.  No laws tell us how we may or may not relate to our God or how to describe that 
God.  Our lawmakers need not clear actions they hold necessary for the common good with any 
ecclesiastic authority.  Our laws are based on moral standards but they are moral standards held 
by men and women of all religions and of no religion.  We are religiously free. 
 
We are also free from tyranny, although extremists of both the right and the left would often try 
to convince us otherwise.  Our admittedly flawed political system allows us, the people, to have 
a voice in selecting those who represent us in government, from the local elections that tend to 
produce candidates for higher office, to the nominating party systems, to fair and free elections 
that are still the envy of many other countries.  Is there too much money in politics?  Yes.  Is 
there too much propaganda and truth-bending?  Yes.  Do we still manage to have a functioning 
democracy?  Absolutely. 
 
So it is with those realities of our lives that we approach this story of Jesus and the Pharisees, 
living in a world where it was fully expected that the ruler of a country ruled as the 
representative of the divine and with little real responsibility to the vast majority of the people he 
(or, very rarely, she) ruled.  It is important for us to remember that nowhere in the Roman 
Empire, or indeed in the world, was there any objection to Tiberius Caesar styling himself as the 
son of a god – it was the expected thing – except among those pesky Jews in Palestine.  And 
nowhere in the world that the Romans and their clients or their enemies knew of was there any 
sort of democracy.  The brief experiments in Athens and Republican Rome, where the franchise 
had been severely limited, were long since forgotten. 
 
We live in a completely different world.  We often don’t exercise it very effectively but we do 
possess a political power undreamed of by those who heard Jesus teach.  And because we do, 
ultimately, control our government, we control the taxes that they impose and how they are used.  
We do not render unto Caesar; we render unto those that we ourselves have put in charge and 
have the power to depose on a regular basis, if enough of our fellows agree with us. 
 
This does not, however, obviate the central point that Jesus makes in this little story.  No matter 
what we pay in taxes and no matter the form of the government to which we pay them, our 
ultimate allegiance is to God.  Psalm 24:1 says, “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the 
world, and those who live in it…”  Our lives are not really split into what we give the 
government versus what we give to God.  Everything we have, including our very selves, all 
come from God as a gift to us, and everything, in the end, belongs to God.  Every part of our 
lives is something that we owe to God and something that we should offer up to God: our 
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careers, our relationships, our bodies and minds, our finances.  “The earth is the Lord’s and all 
that is in it, the world, and those who live in it…” 
 
Giving God our allegiance includes seeking the will of God not just for our own lives but for the 
world around us.  We are reminded by Psalm 99, which we used as our Call to Worship, that our 
God is a lover of justice.  Our God is a lover of fairness.  Our God is the One who wants what is 
best for all people.  God wants us to have and enjoy a life that is abundant – abundant in love, 
abundant in things that are good, abundant in things that are beautiful.  God grieves for those 
who are hungry and thirsty, for those who are without shelter or proper clothing, for those who 
are sick, for those who are lonely.  This, too, is the message of Jesus. 
 
So we are called, my sisters and my brothers, to do what we can for those for whom God grieves.  
We are called to do what we can for the lonely and the sick, for the hungry and the thirsty.  It is 
beyond the power of each of us individually to clothe everyone, to feed everyone, to comfort 
everyone.  But we can act together to touch many of the least of these.  Because we are blessed 
to live in a democracy, we can hold our government accountable to help in these efforts, to 
extend our reach, and to touch even those in countries around the world. 
 
One way that we can ensure that our government acts in moral ways to relieve the burden of the 
suffering is to empower a few dedicated people to act on behalf of the many of us to convince 
and persuade our elected representatives of their duty in this matter.  We generally hear about 
lobbyists who work to convince the government to take action that will benefit their clients in 
self-serving ways but some lobbyists actually work to help those who cannot help themselves, to 
give voice to the voiceless.  That is the function of organizations like Bread for the World.  
“Bread for the World is a collective Christian voice urging our nation’s decision makers to end 
hunger at home and abroad.”  They work tirelessly with lawmakers to make decisions about food 
and aid programs that will make a real difference for those who are hungry.  Because they work 
on our behalf, people are helped whom we could never reach as individuals, as a church, or even 
as a denomination. 
 
Too often, we hear of the needs but we don’t hear about the increasing frequency with which 
needs are met.  I want to share some good news with you this morning about world hunger.  Last 
month, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations reported that the global 
number of hungry people fell more than 100 million over the past decade, and by more than 200 
million since 1990-92.  That still leaves some 805 million chronically undernourished people in 
the world but the decrease is astonishing to those who would tell us that we cannot make a 
difference.  As the U.N. report concluded, “This is proof that we can win the war against hunger 
and should inspire countries to move forward, with the assistance of the international community 
as needed.”  In other words, this is no time to let up.  Bread for the World continues to need our 
help in changing policies and conditions that allow hunger to persist. 
 
There is a corollary set of statistics that provide yet more good news.  As we know, the 
population most vulnerable to death from malnutrition is children.  The decrease in hunger has 
made the largest difference for the little ones.  A report from UNICEF last month shows that 
“since 1990, the number of children under age 5 who die each year has been cut in half: from 
12.7 million then to 6.3 million now. This is a remarkable achievement that amounts to saving 
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17,000 lives every day.”  Bread for the World reports: “Moving forward, the most important area 
in which to focus health and nutrition interventions is the first month of a child’s life. Two 
million infants die within a week of birth. Some effective and low-cost interventions for both 
mothers and children are available. These could make a big difference, but sometimes this needs 
to be communicated to pregnant women, their husbands, their families, and their communities. 
For example, breastfeeding within an hour of birth reduces the risk of neonatal death by 44 
percent—but less than half of newborns around the world have that opportunity.” 
 
Again, this is no time to drop our efforts to feed people properly.  Despite the reduction in the 
number of chronically undernourished people that I mentioned before, last week Bread for the 
World helped to publish another report about a more insidious form of hunger: “hidden hunger.”  
According to studies sponsored by the International Food Policy Research Institute and others, “a 
staggering 2 billion people do not get the essential vitamins and minerals from the food they eat. 
They remain undernourished, suffering from the “hidden hunger” of micronutrient and vitamin 
deficiencies.”  There is much work left to be done. 
 
By supporting Bread for the World and other organizations like it, we can advocate for the best 
use of our tax dollars by our government to benefit the most vulnerable persons in our world.  
We can speak up and use our voices for good on behalf of those who have no voice.  This is the 
blessing of living when and where we do.  We possess political power unheard of by the 
contemporaries of Jesus who had no choice but to render unto Caesar or be crushed by the 
Empire. 
 
While I’m on the subject of taxes, I want to point out another issue of economic injustice which 
we have the power to affect.  I’ve mentioned here before the study by The Institute on Taxation 
and Economic Policy which ranked Washington State’s system of taxation as the most regressive 
in the country.  Our tax system is completely upside down, with poor Washingtonians paying the 
highest percentages of their income to support the state.  Those in the lowest 20% of income pay 
nearly 17% of their income in taxes, while the top 1% pay not quite 3% of theirs.  This is the 
result of a reliance upon sales taxes and property taxes with no income tax or tax on gains in 
assets.  Now, a personal finance website, WalletHub has produced its own study with identical 
findings.  WalletHub found that among states where the top 1% are most undertaxed, 
Washington ranks seventh. Among states where the poor (bottom 20%) are the most overtaxed, 
Washington ranks first.  The good news is it doesn’t have to be this way. According to 
WalletHub’s study, there exists some consensus on just what may constitute a more fair system.  
Among those who took part in the survey, both those who identified as conservatives and those 
who identified as liberals agreed that a progressive tax rate was preferable to our current system. 
 
I’m particularly feeling the pinch of this taxation injustice in my other job just now.  As those of 
you who live in Lynnwood probably know, many city services were scaled back during the 
recession.  As a result, the city is several years behind in our program of repaving roads so that 
the road beds do not become damaged and require complete rebuilding.  Our police and fire 
departments have had to leave several open positions unfilled.  Those wishing to build or 
renovate buildings must wait weeks for permits to be filled and the city is down to one Code 
Enforcement Officer, the folks who answer your complaints about problem properties in your 
neighborhood.  Obviously, the mayor and city council want to rectify these problems.  We want 
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people to continue to be proud to live in Lynnwood.  But as the economy begins to recover, costs 
rise.  City employees who’ve not had raises in six years need to keep up with inflation.  On the 
other hand, sales tax levels have not yet returned to pre-Recession levels.  So, what do we do?  
Do we continue to hack away at services or do we raise taxes?  I can tell you that I’d feel a lot 
better about raising taxes if they were taxes that were progressive in nature, so that the poorest 
among us didn’t pay the largest percentage.  Or if the so-called “regressive taxes,” like sales tax, 
weren’t already so high.  But since the state takes 69¢ of every dollar in sales tax that you pay in 
Lynnwood, and other entities get their cut, there’s not much left for the city – just 9¢ of each 
dollar.  I am left with the question of justice – is it more just to protect all citizens with more fire 
fighters and police and good streets for them to travel in emergencies or to favor the poor by not 
raising regressive taxes? 
 
I’d like to not have that problem.  I’d like for the State of Washington not to be the scorn of the 
rest of the nation for our taxation system.  But there’s not much that I as a city councilmember 
can do about it.  As a pastor, however, I can say to you, my friends, that we ought not let this 
situation stand.  We ought to be on our phones and on our e-mail accounts and writing letters to 
our state representatives to tell them that we are demanding justice in our tax system.  We need 
to remind them that they are not Caesar and that they are responsible to us.  We need to get the 
attention of Ruth Kagi and Cyndi Ryu and Marilyn Chase, of Marko Liias and Strom Petersen 
and Lilian Ortiz-Self, who, by the way, is the wife of the pastor of Faith Fellowship in Mill 
Creek, where our friend Denise Aanenson is an associate.  We need to tell our state legislators 
that it is time for tax fairness in Washington State and for those who publicly acknowledge the 
leadership of Christ in our lives, like Cyndi Ryu and Lilian Ortiz-Self, we need to ask them what 
they are doing to help the least of these, Jesus’ sisters and brothers. 
 
It would be easier, wouldn’t it, if money was like love.  It would be easier, if all our pennies were 
magic pennies – lend them, spend them and have so many they’ll roll all over the floor.  But our 
little bits of copper with the image of Lincoln on them are not like that, any more than were the 
denarii with the image of Caesar that Jesus used to catch the Pharisees in their hypocrisy.  We 
must make choices about where to spend and where not to spend.  But nobody forces our 
choices.  If we don’t like our tax system, we can use the power of the vote to change it.  If we 
want to follow the teaching of our Master and feed the hungry people in the world, we can give 
to Bread for the World and Church World Service and International Missions so that they can 
feed hungry people and influence policy to feed even more. 
 
Is it in the will of God for us to pay taxes?  In our time and place, we can answer with a 
resounding yes.  But we must know that God holds us accountable for how our taxes are spent 
and how they are assessed because in this free democracy, we have the ultimate say.  So let us 
strive with all our might to be sure that our tax system is just and that our country’s money is 
spent to help and not to harm.  Otherwise, we make our democratic experiment just another 
empire and ourselves a mob of little Caesars.  Let us remember that the earth is the Lord’s and 
the fullness thereof.  Let us follow in the way of our young and fearless prophet.  Amen. 


