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    “The Nation Under God” – Independence Day Sermon 
Matt. 22:15-22(render unto Caesar), Isa. 58. 

 

 The Rev. Dr. Teresa L. Stricklen 

Preached July 4, 2004, Sixth Presbyterian Church, Pittsburgh, PA 

 

 

Israel was supposed to be different.  Israel’s center, Jerusalem, was supposed to be like a 

city set on a hill to which all nations streamed in order to be blessed by God.  

 

Israel was supposed to be a people governed by God, the One God, Creator of us all who 

created us to live in the lush shalom of harmony, peace, health for all of creation.     

 

Israel was a people set apart to show God’s intentions of blessing for all of creation, a 

place under the governance of God where no one hurt or destroyed because they were too 

busy serving one another in light of the glory of God.  Called to be a nation under God, 

Israel was supposed to be different.   

 

            ******* 

So imagine Jesus’ dismay as he entered Jerusalem, looked around.  Jesus wept over  what 

Jerusalem had become—a den of thieves who oppressed poor pilgrims.   

 

      * 

Maybe Jesus entered Jerusalem the day after his triumphal entry like any other pilgrim.  

With all those who went up to the Temple mount, Jesus found it to be more than just a 

high holy place.   

       

People from all nations who streamed up to the Temple Mount found it to be far from the 

place of glory envisioned by the prophets of old.     

 

Instead of holiness, they found commerce.  They had to pay to pray.   

 

So as pilgrims flowed up into the Temple, rising higher and higher into holier and holier 

places, money flowed right out of their pocket like tourists on vacation into the coffers of 

those whom the Temple commerce supported—the holy men of Jerusalem.  

 

As pilgrims entered the Temple Mount, they had to stop, like at customs, and exchange 

their local money for the Temple currency.   Only Temple money was accepted because 

Caesar’s money was deemed too tainted to enter the Temple Mount.  So you had to 

exchange all your secular money for Temple money when you got there in order to be 

ritually pure.   

 

Problem is, there were no other exchange places where you could trade in your hard-

earned denarii, no banks where you could get a good exchange rate.  No, pilgrims had no 

choice but to accept whatever exorbitant exchange rate with a handling charge tacked on 

as well—all of which was set by the ones whose salary was paid out of the Temple 
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economy, so you can imagine that by the time all the exchange rates were done, a dollar 

in our local currency had a purchasing power of about 65 cents on the Temple Mount.  

Adding to the injustice of exorbitant exchange fees was the realization that the Temple 

leaders were living lavish lives off the monies raised from poor pious peasants, as the 

pilgrims could see through the alleys of the streets leading up into the Temple Mount.    

 

And even though Jesus had overthrown the money changers’ tables the day before, the 

whole system was still intact, still bilking pilgrims for all they were worth, he saw, as he 

watched the pilgrims who now had the appropriate Temple money, stroll through the 

porticoes lining the Temple, with everything imaginable you could buy.  The porticoes 

were like modern-day shopping mall and then some.  Of course, first of all the pilgrims  

had to buy the appropriate sacrificial animal.   Then as they processed along the 

porticoes, they could buy food, gifts, Our God is an Awesome God coffee mugs,  

Someone-Went-to-the-Temple-and-all-I-got-was-this-prayer shawl prayer shawl.    

 

All could be yours as a pilgrim to the Temple in Jerusalem . . . if you had the Temple 

cash.  But you had to pay to pray in a place where religion and commerce were in cahoots 

to fleece the pockets of the poor, as was obvious to Jesus as he flowed up into the Temple 

with all the other pilgrims.  Jerusalem was supposed to be different, a high, holy city on a 

hill, a bright light to the other nations testifying to the sovereign shalom of God.   No 

wonder Jesus had raged the day before. 

 

  

      * 

But it’s also no wonder that our Lord drew fire from the chief priests.  No wonder the 

religious leaders milling about in the Temple courts began to plot his demise.  After all,   

Jesus’ proletariat theology was something of a threat to the religious leaders.   The 

religious elite wasted no time trying to get rid of Jesus because he was teaching a radical 

revisioning of life as they knew it, threatening to upset the careful balance Israel had 

worked out with Rome.  Jesus had to be dealt with.  So the religious leaders try to handle 

Jesus by trapping him.   

 

One by one they keep sending clergy in like relief pitchers with trick questions for Jesus 

until finally the good theologians come up with a doozey of a question: “Is it lawful to 

pay taxes,” the religious authorities ask Jesus.  It’s a good question to trap anyone.  To 

the Jewish mind, paying tribute to Caesar could be considered equivalent to worshiping 

Caesar because the coin depicted Caesar as a god, a clear violation to Jewish law.  So if 

Jesus says yes, it’s lawful to pay taxes, he’s in violation of Jewish law.  If Jesus says no, 

though, he’s in effect saying it’s ok not to pay taxes, and he can be charged with treason 

against Rome.  It’s a dandy of a trap set by the religious elite to do away with this Jesus, a 

threat to their way of life.   

  

      *       

But Jesus is not so easily caught.  Our Lord knows who these folks are—Herodians, 

priests who a few generations back had bought their way into religious power by paying 

off the Roman authorities so they could be put in office, which set a precedent for Rome 
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to just appoint their own political loyalists to Jewish priestly office.  Herodians thus 

helped the Romans keep Jewish nationalism under control.  So when Jesus sees the 

Herodians, he can see what’s going on here and is not so easily trapped when the 

religious leaders ask their doozey of a question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,”  

Jesus responds to the question most brilliantly by simply saying,  “Show me the money 

for the tax.”  One of the Herodians squirrels his phylacteried hand bound with the law of 

God down into the folds of his flowing silk robe to come up with a coin.   

 

A denarius, a Roman coin.     

 

Well, it’s obvious to everyone now how the priests’ true allegiances are lining up, what 

law all the good religious folks considered most precious.  By their own religious law, the 

good religious leaders had deemed that no decent religious person was to have any other 

money than that minted by the Temple within the Temple precincts cause Caesar’s 

money was deemed too dirty to touch holy hands—that’s why the pilgrims had to 

exchange their money.  So ven though all the money that flowed up into the Temple was 

to support good religious folks so they could devote themselves to the things of God, here 

the high holy men were walking around with Caesar’s money, not the Temple’s.    

 

 

So the fact that one of the religious leaders has a Roman coin in his pocket with Caesar’s 

image on it and an inscription declaring Caesar Augustus to be god means the Herodian 

priests are exposed for who they really are—sold out.  The righteous leaders of Israel 

were caught in their own trap.  They were caught red-handed with their hands in the 

pocket of Roman imperialism.   Jesus says, “Sure pay your taxes to Rome, but render to 

God what is God’s first and foremost.” 

 

Though they tried to trap Jesus in order to get rid of him, the religious leaders just wound 

up looking like the corrupt men they were.   

        

Israel was supposed to be different, a people set apart to follow God’s ways, a people 

sold out to God, not just plain sold out.   

 

 

 

     ******** 

When our Puritan ancestors came to this land, they were supposed to be different.  They 

wanted to establish the New Jerusalem.  A holy nation.  Our ancestors in the faith had 

high hopes for America, high hopes that freedom from the governmental entanglements 

of established religion would help God establish them as a city set upon a hill shining 

forth with the glory of the Lord’s presence among them,1 as John Winthrop preached 

before stepping off the ship into the new world.    

 

 The image of America as the New Jerusalem, a city shining as a beacon of hope to the 

rest of the world, is now so engrained in the American psyche that political pundits say 

                                                 
1
 John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity,” Sermon preached aboard the Arbella, April 7, 1630. 
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it’s almost impossible to win an election without referring to America as the city set upon 

a hill.   It’s part of our national identity to be a people under God, which is why the big 

fight to keep the phrase in the pledge of allegiance.   

 

America was set up to be different from the oppression of European society.  America 

was supposed to be a land of freedom from religious persecution, a land of equality free 

from the stratification of European society, a land not ruled by the power of money.  

America was supposed to be different, our ancestors preached, a holy nation, a place of 

hope, a nation under God.   

 

 

* 

But religion is only one pillar upon which America is founded.  The other pillar upon 

which the bright marble slab of liberty rests was commerce, money, profit.  Truth is, most 

of our American ancestors came to this country for economic, not religious reasons,  

which is why one preacher as early as 1663 felt the need to remind his congregation that 

“our country was founded with a religious and not a commercial aim . . . purity in 

doctrine and discipline is America’s true vocation, not profit.”2   

 

If you saw the PBS series Colonial House, you know that the earliest colonies in America 

were actually business ventures.  In exchange for passage to a new life in a new world 

people went to America to work the land, indebted to the companies that sent them.  

After paying off the debt of their passage, they were free to live brand new lives in a 

brand new world.   

 

What we didn’t see on Colonial House is that the majority of folks in the earliest 

settlements never lived to pay off their debt.  Cotton Mather attributed the high death rate 

among the early colonists to the fact that they “aimed no higher than the advancement of 

some worldly interests.”3  Not until Plymouth was established with its reliance upon the 

help of God, Mather wrote, did New England succeed.  And God looked upon the devout 

people of Plymouth so favorably that they did indeed prosper—Mather argues--so much 

so that only ten years after coming to the new world they could contribute 400 pounds 

sterling to found what is now Harvard University.4  

 

But did you notice how the principles of Godly living are rhetorically entangled with the 

advancement of commerce as early as Cotton Mather in the late 17
th

 century? 

 

So religion is not the only pillar supporting the bright marble of our country’s ideals.  

Prosperity is the other.  From the beginning, religion and commerce, the two pillars that 

supported the establishment of this great nation were both seen as equals firmly under the 

power of Almighty God.    

                                                 
2
 Alex deTocqueville, Democracy in America, Appendix F, documenting Jeremy Belknap, The 

History of New Hampshire, 2 volumes (Boston: 1789), I.iii.  
3
 de Tocqueville, Appendix F referencing Cotton Mather’s, "Magnalia Christi Americana, or the 

Ecclesiastical History of New England, 1620-1698, 2 vols.  reprinted at Hartford, CT, 1820), I.iv.  
4
 Cotton Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana.   
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     **** 

But watch what happens as American history progresses.    We begin to see the interests 

of money usurp the aims of God.     

 

At about the same time that the black cloud of industrialization starts spreading across the 

blue skies of this beautiful land, religious revival also spread across the country with its 

unique view of religion that renders God as a feeling of piety in individual human hearts 

shaped by rugged American individualism.   

 

Religion became a matter for the individual, a private act that polite company no longer 

talked about.   

 

God was thereby relegated to personal life, pushed more and more to the margins of 

public life, leaving the door of America open for robber barons who’d given their hearts 

to Jesus to be declared righteous as good providers for their families on Sunday when 

Monday thru Saturday their greed sucked the life right out of their workers.   

 

Do you see what happened?  The greed of commerce begins knocking religion down to a 

mere private practice so that true piety no longer has much of a place in public life.  

Instead, pious words are used to cover greed as robber barons grow rich off cheap 

immigrant labor.   

 

Religion and commerce may have been equal columns of liberty’s support in the 

beginning of this nation, but as commerce grew strong and religion was relegated to 

personal interests, big business took over the soul of this nation as God.  The result was 

that our nation under God was sold out.   

  

 

***** 

Now ya gotta wonder:  How could the church speaking on behalf of the Almighty God 

allow itself to be silenced by a bunch of shopkeepers?   Somehow, we lost our prophetic 

verve. Doesn’t the church on Christ’s behalf, bear a prophetic responsibility to call a 

nation to hold to its divinely sanctioned duty to promote God’s shalom for all people?     

 

Were we to get prophetic, we would have to point out how things are so bad now as a 

result of business interests that big companies pollute our air and water at the expense of 

people’s health because it’s cheaper to pay fines and legal expenses in court battles 

they’ll most likely win than it is to care about the health of people.   

 

Were we to get more prophetic we could denounce the fact that in between the bone-

racking nausea of chemo, cancer patients have to fight for dr.-prescribed treatments with 

insurance companies beholden to stockholders who expect the tangible dividend of a 

check instead of the intangible profit of some unknown person’s health. 
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Were we to get even more prophetic, we could question why the same free market 

economy would just encourage us to put out a jar in the local Seven-Eleven begging for 

money for a dr. prescribed but insurance-denied medial procedure so that good religious 

folks can have something to drop their coins into and feel righteous about.   

 

Oh, were the church to get prophetic, we could go on and on.  

 

But we don’t.   

 

Instead, we keep quiet.  Maybe not this church, of course.  You’re not like most other 

churches here.   You “rage, rage against the dying of the light.”5 But you also know 

you’re a small minority in a church that’s so sold out it’s lost its prophetic edge in 

society, so I trust you’ll allow me a little prophetic indulgence.   

 

In the past few decades the church as a whole has stood by watching mental health 

facilities turn out people who do the Thorazine shuffle down our streets to the cardboard 

lean-to’s they call home under an interstate bridge.  Instead of uttering a prophetic word 

against the values guiding public policy, though, the church as a whole was silent.  Too 

busy buying our better homes and gardens. 

 

We saw social services cut jobs so that children the state is supposed to protect are found 

starved to death and stuffed in picnic coolers.  Yet the church said nothing when social 

services budgets were cut, so intent on watching our stocks rise that we could spoil our 

own children rotten with more and more things.   

  

We watched Welfare cuts go deeper and deeper, and this time we said something: 

because there was no money budgeted for childcare in the new mandatory work 

requirements for Welfare, good church-going folks complained  . . . about all the kids 

roaming the streets unattended 

 

We watched our young men and women go off to war in the fervor of post-9-11 

patriotism to the lie perpetuated by our leaders who evidently figured one Middle Eastern 

country’s pretty much like another—“Afghanistan?  Iraq?  Whatever.  Just bomb 

someone.  Anyone.  Do unto others.  That’s in the Bible, right?”   

 

So off to war we went only to discover our tax dollars buying dog leashes of torture for 

naked prisoners of war who have been so abused it’s no wonder the news media,  (the 

defenders of freedom now run by big, big business) diverted our attention from all our 

country is doing overseas by showing us a week of eulogy for a beloved national leader, 

Ronald Reagan, an engaging personality who spoke noble words of God even while his 

administration passed legislation that set the growing divide between the rich and poor in 

this nation that are contrary to the aims of God’s shalom. 

 

                                                 
5
 Dylan Thomas, “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night.”  
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And all the while the church, shoved so far from public life that it was happy to hear 

church words once more on the lips of political leaders, just went on worshiping Jesus, 

raising our hands in praise while the contemporary band played on.  Reduced further and 

further into personal life, we just loved Jesus and chose to play bedroom police instead so 

we could feel morally superior,  

  

evidently all the while forgetting that we follow a God who gets up close and political—

so political that he got killed for calling his nation to be the nation under God it was 

called to be, a holy nation where righteousness is judged not just on personal piety, but by 

how well we care for the most vulnerable of society.   

 

We have watched our nation’s high ideals crumble and where was the church?  Watching 

it all happen with very little outcry.  Sold out. 

  

So now here we stand in a corrupt nation caught redhanded with even our hands pulling 

out tribute money to support Caesar’s wars and lavish lifestyles while the poor go 

oppressed.  Lord, have mercy. We were supposed to be different.   

 

 

**** 

Whew!  So what do we do now?   On this day when we remember the founding of this 

country, maybe we also need to remember that the church is not a group of Americans 

who love Jesus.  We are Christians who happen to live in America.  Christians who 

follow Christ as the way the truth and the life.  Maybe we need to remember that we ARE  

different.  We live by a different set of values, we live in a different way than that 

promoted by our nation’s consumeristic culture.    

 

Fourteen-year-old Jesse is in the church today because he saw something different in the 

church.  Jesse’s alcoholic father was never home.  His mother had left earlier in the year, 

leaving Jesse behind.  Jesse was a bright kid, but he was troubled and acted out to the 

point where he was always in trouble.  Then one day a quiet kid named Carlton, 

something of a geek and also not welcome at the cool kids’ table at lunch, sat down and 

ate lunch with Jesse.  Jesse found someone in Carlton who treated him like a person, not 

a problem.  They became unlikely friends.  Carlton invited Jesse on an overnight youth 

trip at his church, and there Jesse met a lot of other youth like Carlton—caring people of 

depth who kept talking about this Jesus.  Jesse came to worship, and kept coming because 

they did things differently there.  They valued people no matter what—all kinds of 

people. 

 

Jesse was right: we do do things differently here.  We don’t follow our society’s 

objectifying consumeristic values.  We follow the  Way Jesus Christ opened up to us 

through his call to society to live in accord with God’s Kingdom way.   We live in the 

Way of Jesus Christ, a man who died for his challenge of the powers that be,  so that we 

might live a new life under God’s new world order—the Kingdom of our Lord and of the 

Christ, a Kingdom lived not under the sovereign rule of any earthly government ruled by 

whatever political party, but a way of living in accord with the life of blessing God 
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intends for all of creation in the Light of divine love--a harmonious, just society where 

justice for all and peace and plenty shape life for the common good, where no one hurts 

or destroys or takes more than their fair share and where those who don’t share with 

others are called down in the name of God for the sake of God’s Kingdom come, God’s 

will be done on earth as it is in heaven.   

 

So what do we do when we see the structures of this world’s sin?  We live in accord with 

Christ the Way.  We live differently because, thanks be to God, we are different. 

 

     *** 

But as the passage from Isaiah we read this morning reminds us, we also have a mandate 

to cry out.   We’re charged with the unique task of crying out, proclaiming to the world 

that there’s another way.  We proclaim, cry out, God’s intentions of blessing for all the 

world.   

 

As the ecclesia, which literally means the called out ones,  the word for church in the 

New Testament, we, the church, the called-out ones, are called out to cry out the good 

news about what God has done for us in Jesus Christ so that we might all live the way 

God intends us to live—in shalom.   

 

We, the church, are called out to cry out against whatever anyone says about how public 

life should be ordered if it’s not in accord with God’s vision of a life of blessing for all 

God’s children—not just the rich and powerful and not just politicians who proclaim they 

pray.  We’re called out to cry out against injustice. 

 

We, the church, have gotta start speaking out what we know God wants for us all instead 

of leaving the public God-talk to just those churches who are so compromised they can’t 

even see how they’re compromised.  We’re called out to cry out against religious leaders  

who’ve sold out. 

 

As the church, we’ve gotta be out there in our daily public life testifying, talking, calling 

people to think about how Christianity would have us order society instead of just closing 

our eyes in prayer and following the political propaganda in front of us like dumb sheep 

heading for mass slaughter.         

 

Cause we are the called-out-ones, the ecclesia, the church, who are called out to cry out 

what we know to be God’s good for all. 

 

We’re the ones who are called-out to be the city set on a hill—the church, not America.     

 

So it’s time to take our metaphor back, church, and tell the nation what it really looks like 

to live in God’s City of Light.  

 

It’s time to cry out, church.  Cry out God’s sovereign intentions for how all life is to be 

organized, a vision that’s in accord with the vision of the good life that all major religions 

adhere to—a vision of life where all are blessed with health and peace and abundant life.   
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It’s time to cry out not just our nation’s sins, but more importantly, the good news that 

our redemption can still draw nigh if . . . if  we start caring more for our common good 

than we do for personal capital gains.   It’s time for the ecclesial called-out ones to cry 

out, call out the gospel. 

 

 

      **** 

 

So with Isaiah we pledge our allegiance to the vision of shalom fulfilled in Christ’s Way.  

We declare our faith, crying out our belief that  

 

“when we [as a nation] share our bread with the hungry, and house the homeless poor, 

when we see the naked and cover them with respect, 

when we don’t hide from one another,  

 

then shall our light break forth like the dawn and our healing spring up.  Then shall our 

righteousness go before us and the glory of the Lord have our back. 

 

We will call upon God and the Lord will answer our cries, saying, ‘Here I am’ 

 

If we take away the yoke of oppression, the judgmental pointing of the finger and quit 

spreading wickedness with our speech,  

 

If we pour ourselves out for the poor and satisfy the desires of the afflicted,  

 

Then shall our light rise in the darkness and our gloom disappear in the noon. 

 

Then the Lord will guide us continually and satisfy our desires with good things, making 

us strong. 

 

Then we shall be like a lush garden fed by eternal springs  

and our ancient ruins shall be rebuilt on foundations that will see many generations.” 

 

When we tend to one another, especially the most vulnerable, then, and only then, can we 

be called what we were called out to be—a nation under God.   

 

      * 

It’s our job as the church to be called out, not sold out.  And as the church, it’s our call to 

call out.  Cry out!   “Lift up your voice like a trumpet and declare to the people their 

transgression”  so this nation can repent and live as it was intended to live, under divine 

rule.  Then and only then can we be called a righteous nation, a nation under God with 

liberty and justice and shalom for all.   

  

  


