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“Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.”

The Pharisees and Herodians came to lay a trap for Jesus. After some flattery they challenge Him with the question: “Is it permissible to pay taxes to Caesar or not? Yes or No.”  To answer Yes, would mean losing the support of many orthodox Jews. To say No, would be to court arrest for inciting insurrection against Rome. 
The tax under debate was the poll tax or kensos – whence our word census. The tax was levied in two parts – a tax upon agricultural yield (tributum soli); and a tax upon personal property (tributum capitis). This second was collected through census or registration.

Payment of this tax was required as a prerequisite for living peacefully as a subject of the Roman Empire, and exercising one’s civic rights.

The imposition of the tax in Judea began in 6 AD. It applied to all men, women and slaves from the ages of 14 to 65. It had to be paid in Roman currency, one denarius (ten sesterces) per year, equivalent to a labourer’s daily wages. It was hardly onerous compared to our modern taxes.
The denarius coin in most widespread circulation in Jesus’ day bore the image of the emperor Tiberius, and his inscription: “Tiberius Caesar Divi Augusti Filius Augustus Pontifex Maximus” – Tiberius Caesar, august son of the divine Augustus, high priest. He reigned from 14 to 37 AD.
The Pharisees, who had separated themselves in order to fulfil the details of the divine Torah, begrudged the payment. The Zealots, in their hatred of all things Roman, were furiously opposed to it. The Herodians – supporters of the puppet King Herod Antipas – were in favour, since the Romans maintained Herod in power.
St Matthew’s intent is to show us Jesus’ wit and wisdom. The Lord does not answer the question directly, but knocks the ball straight back into His opponents’ court.

His words draw attention to the separation of the secular power from the divine. They have frequently served as a starting point for Christian thought about Church-State relations. 

The denarius bears the image of Caesar, and as the temporal ruler, Caesar has the right to enact just laws for the common good. Christ’s followers have the duty to obey such laws.
The human being, however, bears another image in his soul. He is made in the image and likeness of God. It is to His Creator that every man must pay tribute. Only God, not Caesar, can claim absolute rights over human life, and absolute allegiance from His creatures. 

This separation and limitation of the secular power from the divine power has many consequences. 
Firstly, no dictator, no Emperor, no King, no Parliament has the right to claim absolute allegiance from its subjects. The secular power deals with the organisation of this world, but man is a transcendent being, created for the world beyond. No state can claim jurisdiction over a man’s soul. 
Jesus’ words limit the power of all who try to make themselves gods – Napoleon, Hitler, Stalin, even the British Parliament when it thinks it can rewrite the moral law in defiance of the Creator. 
For the first 300 years of the Church’s existence, the Christian faithful were struggling to survive and spread the Faith against an unsympathetic – and frequently hostile  - Roman Empire. 

From the end of the fourth century, Catholicism became the established religion of the Empire. The distinction between what is due to Caesar and what is due to God, was not always observed. Byzantine Emperors took a leading role in Church affairs. The bishops had to struggle to maintain any independence.

This system of Caesaropapism – where the secular ruler governs the Church too – worsened once the East was separated by schism from Rome. Its most extreme form was found in Moscow. Here the Tsar controlled the Patriarch: for one entire century he left the Patriarchate vacant, and ran the Church through a Synod of his own appointing – a type of Ministry of Religion. 

England and the Lutheran nations took a similar route – that of Erastianism. The monarch nationalised the local Church, split it off from the international koinonia, and controlled the appointment of bishops. 
Thus Henry VIII and Elizabeth I resolved the longstanding problem of Church-State tension in favour of the Crown. The old conflict between King Henry II and Archbishop Thomas Becket was brought to an opposite conclusion. By abolishing the independence of the Catholic Church, they introduced for the first time totalitarian government in England and Wales. Previously the Catholic Church had acted as a counterweight to the power of monarchy and barons. It was an irksome reminder to the megalomaniac sovereign that he was not God, and that his writ stopped at the church door. 

After the “Reformation”, monarchs could gaol or execute those dissenters  - Puritans or Papists - who publicly refused in conscience to accept the governance of religion and definition of doctrine by secular authorities. For the first time in English history, men were hanged in their thousands for their conscientiously held religious convictions.

The opposite extreme is where the Church or a religion takes over the State and establishes a hierocracy - rule by priests - or a divine theocracy. We see this right now in Iran where the ayatollahs rule, or in Calvin’s Geneva in which a Consistory of elders and pastors exercised strict discipline over the population.
The Papal States too was a type of hierocracy. Granted, Pope Gregory the Great assumed temporal power in 600 AD only because there was a vacuum of authority. Rome was collapsing, and the people turned to him as their natural leader. 

Exercising temporal power involved the Pope for 13 centuries in internecine Italian strife. It is hardly edifying to read of the tenth century Roman princes poisoning each other in order to grasp hold of Peter’s throne, or of Pope Julius II who had no greater pleasure than leading his troops into battle. 

Spain too at the time of the Inquisition affords an unwelcome picture of a Catholic police state, in which dissent from the Faith, or unorthodox practices, could lead – as in about 3000 cases – to burning at the stake.
When the Church is in a position of power, or has a near monopoly on religious belief, her bishops too easily grow used to wielding political power, and succumb to the temptations of wealth and privilege which it brings. 

We need not hark back to Cardinal Wolsey, or to Richelieu and Mazarin who served the ancient regime in France prior to the Revolution. 19th and 20th century Ireland, where the Church’s influence was overwhelming, has enough examples of clerical misbehaviour and undue clerical control. 

The separation of the Church from the civil power may be an insight of Christianity often disregarded, yet it is implied in Jesus’ words.
The full understanding of religious freedom is in historical terms relatively recent. Ironically such freedom is still denied by many communists and secularists, in their zeal to impose their pet theories and eliminate all religious alternatives.

The Christian separation of the civil power from religion is not found in Islam. In many interpretations of Islam there is no separate realm apart from religion. Many Muslims demand a theocracy ruled by sharia law as the perfect state of society. Puzzlingly, countless other Muslims desire to emigrate from such sharia states to the “unbelieving” nations of the West, in order to enjoy freedoms built upon a Christian basis.

Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto God what is God’s, has other ramifications. 

The normal response of Christians to State law is certainly one of obedience. This is a moral obligation in the vast majority of cases.

Occasionally, where civil laws are opposed to the law of God, the correct response may be one of disobedience. At times, such disobedience will be a serious moral duty. We must obey God rather than man.

Finally, and only in extreme cases, a response of outright rebellion against a wicked government may be justified. Pius XII is said to have known of Stauffenburg’s assassination attempt against Hitler in 1944. This attempt at tyrannicide is regarded positively by canonists and moralists. The Budapest uprising of 1956 against the communists had episcopal support; Solidarnosc in Poland enjoyed Papal support! 

Therefore, a Christian who engages in party politics, can never give blind obedience to his party. His loyalty must be always a critical, and never unquestioning. Ruth Kelly surely knows this only too well.
Too many of our contemporaries accept a voluntarist morality. They believe that if an act is permitted or commanded by the will of the Ruler – in this case a democratic Parliament - then it is moral and must be obeyed. This leaves us open to the “dictatorship of relativism.”
However, as the Nuremburg trials reminded us, “We were only obeying orders” is no excuse. Thomas Aquinas taught long ago that a state law which contradicts divine law has no moral force. Indeed, it may be an act of violence.

Unfortunately, the unchurched who never read the Bible, often have no independent yardstick of reference. Devoid of a measuring rod by which to judge the laws and mores of their society, they too easily become victims of our media-cracy (sic), swept along by public opinion or political correctness. When God disappears, Caesar soon tries to become omnipotent.
