
 

Text:  Mathew 22:15-21 Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words.  They sent 

their disciples to him along with the Herodians.  Teacher, they said, we know you are a man of integrity 

and that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth.  You aren't swayed by men, because 

you pay no attention to who they are.  Tell us then, what is your opinion?  Is it right to pay taxes to 

Caesar or not? 

But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? Show me the 

coin used for paying the tax.  They brought him a denarius, and he asked them, whose portrait is this? 

And whose inscription? Caesar’s, they replied.  Then he said to them. Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s 

and to God what is God’s.   

Church and State:  Lapdog vs Uneasy Moral Watchdog  

Religions and nations have spent   thousands of years exploring the limits of religious lapdogs. Christians 

have spent two thousand years defining the lapdog relationship of church and state.  But nations have 

spent only two hundred forty-five years exploring the meaning of religion as moral watch dog.  We have 

the United State to thank for that.  While the Declaration of Independence does not specifically address 

the church-state issue, Thomas Jefferson, the author of the Declaration’s draft, did count his work on 

the church and state relations to be his crowning achievement.  He led the successful effort to get 

Virginia to defund religion and his statement about the wall of separation between church and state has 

gone down in American history as a most important statement.  While we revere the language of the 

Declaration, Jefferson was very unhappy with the editing by Congress.  He said that Congress “mangled” 

his draft and he was particularly concerned that Congress removed remarks blaming King George III for 

the slave trade.   

Today we often focus on the fact that the Declaration made no mention of America’s “peculiar 

institution”, slavery, nor were Native Americans or women specifically noted as deserving of mention, 

except to describe “the merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished 

destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions.”  In spite of these lapses, we should remember that the 

first four lines of the second paragraph of the Declaration laid the foundation for the eventual freedom 

of U. S. residents and later, the residents of the world.   “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. “ We are still working on making those 

words ring true for all, we often fail, but we are, at least, working on fulfilling that promise made 245 

years ago.  

Jefferson’s wall has suffered a good many attacks.  During both Republican and Democratic 

presidencies, the wall has been breached.  The first large scale breach was the passage of the Hill-Burton 

Act in 1946.  Faced with uncertain medical facilities, especially in smaller communities, this act provided 

for grants to non profits for the building and enlarging of hospital and other health care facilities.  Hill-

Burton was often referred to as the Build Catholic Hospital Act.  The Act provides us with a good 

example of why being a moral watchdog is an uneasy position for churches.  At first may non catholic 

churches were opposed to the Act.  Later, other churches learned to use the Act as they established 

hospitals and health care facilities of their own.   



Currently, other examples exist that also create difficult and murky choices for churches.  For the past 

thirty-five years churches have both applauded the cultural wars and criticized them.  Whether the issue 

is women’s rights, abortion, war, health care or censorship, all sides call their position one of principles.  

The problem with that is that one does not compromise principles.  That makes it almost impossible to 

create public policy, the heart of which is always compromise.   

Leaders from both major political parties have joined in extolling United States exceptionalism.  The 

citizens of most countries believe that their country is exceptional.  Such national ego building 

sentiments do little harm.  It is when exceptional becomes exceptionalism that grave damage occurs.  

Once ism is attached to exceptional, religion gets to be a major player. What was once public policy, 

now becomes God’s will.  What was once debatable, is now a religious tenant.  That is how Muslims 

justify killing Christians and Christians justify killing Jews.   

In such a manner, religious freedom legislation becomes religious oppression.  In American 

constitutional law a shorthand way of talking about civil liberties is to say :  your rights end where my 

nose begins.  With religious freedom legislation, we can now say that you have the right to punch my 

nose so long as it is done in God’s name.  No wonder more and more young people are talking about 

“freedom from religion.”   

Recently the Southern Baptist Convention, which used to be the most powerful defender of the 

separation of church and state in the country, has been split by its forty-year romance with politics and 

the cultural wars.  The outgoing president of the Convention noted that “when the church gets in bed 

with politics, the church gets pregnant and the offspring do not look like our Father in heaven.” 

 

When Jesus tells us to remember the difference between that which belongs to God and that which 

belongs to the nation-state, He is making a comment as relevant today as it was two thousand years 

ago.  To put it in the folksy terms of an Indiana writer:  In God we Trust, all others pay cash.  Amen. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


