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Escaping the Trap 

“It’s a trap!” So says Admiral Ackbar on the bridge of the Millennium Falcon at a crucial 

juncture in Return of the Jedi1. The admiral is a minor character in the Star Wars universe, but 

well known for his exclamation when the rebel forces realize that attacking the Empire’s Death 

Star won’t be so easy.  

 Jesus does not have much in common with the apparently fish based life form fighting a 

rebellion in a galaxy far, far away. However, he is up against an empire and he knows how to 

spot a trap.   

 Jesus is in the temple in Jerusalem. He made his triumphal entry into the city and he’s 

been teaching in the temple. The powers that be, both religious and secular, are increasingly 

alarmed at his popularity. Two of these groups come to speak with him in today’s reading – the 

Pharisees and the Herodians. The Pharisees, we know, were a group that interpreted the Jewish 

law. Jesus’ beef with them has been about how their commitment to purity and adhering to the 

letter of the law creates winners and losers. We’re not sure who exactly the Herodians were, 

but presumably they were those who allied themselves with Herod the king and, by extension, 

the Roman Empire. 

                                                           
1 It has been pointed out to me, and I really should have known better, that Admiral Ackbar was on the bridge of 
Home One, otherwise known as Headquarters Frigate, and not the Millennium Falcon – of course captained by 
Lando Calrissian. My apologies for making such an obvious error.  
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 These are odd bedfellows to say the least. religious purists and secular opportunists are 

not natural allies. It’s as if Chuck Schumer and Mitch McConnell got together on a common 

enterprise. The common enterprise, in this case, seems to be their interest in Jesus. 

 And while they approach Jesus with praise and flattery, the writer of the gospel lets us 

know, the readers, that they have ulterior motives. They are not there to explore the possibility 

of discipleship; they are there to trap Jesus.  

 The trap is to ask him a question for which there is no good answer. The question is, “Is 

it lawful to pay taxes to the Emperor or not?” Now, the Emperor’s taxes were very unpopular. 

Not that taxes have ever been overwhelmingly popular. But these taxes did not go toward 

improving the lives of the Judean people – paying for their healthcare or building schools; these 

taxes reminded the Judeans who was in charge, who occupied their country, and they enriched 

the Roman people.  

The trap part is that if Jesus says, “no, it is not lawful” (and law here means law 

according to Torah, religious law) he would be seen as an upstart, a rebel, a dangerous 

revolutionary. Near the time of Jesus’ birth there had been a tax revolt and it was violently put 

down. And not too long after Jesus’ death there would be another one and it too would be 

violently put down. The Romans would not be tolerant of a rabble rouser advocating 

nonpayment of tribute.  

However, If Jesus answered, “yes, paying the tax is lawful” he would lose credibility with 

the people and be seen as a collaborator. It’s a good trap and a hard question. 

Like Admiral Ackbar, however, Jesus sees the trap and reacts in time. Instead of directly 

answering the question, “is it lawful”, he asks his interrogators to produce a denarius, the coin 



3 
 

of the Roman realm. “Whose image is on the coin?” he asks. “The Emperor’s,” they reply. “Give, 

therefore, to the Emperor the things that are the Emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s.” 

It’s clever. Jesus avoids the trap. These various forces allied against Jesus will have to 

find another way to defeat him. 

But beyond clever verbal tactics, what, if anything, is Jesus saying? There have different 

interpretations over the years. Some have said that Jesus is saying that there are two realms – 

the civil realm and the heavenly realm. We obey civil leaders in our physical lives, but there is 

also some kind of spiritual realm in which we obey our spiritual leader. This is a popular 

interpretation with those who dislike mixing politics and religion. The things that are God’s are 

what goes on on Sundays in church. And there isn’t much overlap Monday through Saturday. 

Another interpretation is that Jesus is really making the point that of course, all things 

belong to God. There are no things that are Caesar’s that are not truly God’s. In other words, 

there is no realm where God does not hold sway. 

I don’t know. Neither of these answers seems satisfactory to me. A divided realm – 

physical and spiritual – seems like a convenient interpretation for those who don’t want to be 

held accountable for how their faith affects their life. It creates some other worldly, spiritual 

space that has no power in the world of real politick and worldly authority. 

On the other hand, saying that all things belong to God may be theologically sound, but 

doesn’t convey the ways in which we are all enmeshed in Caesar’s world, a world that seems to 

be Godless. But has genuine power over us. 
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We know what a denarius looked like, the denarius that Jesus requested to see in 

response to his interrogators. A denarius would have had the head of the Emperor stamped on 

it and the words, “Son of God and highest priest” printed on it. These coins were not just legal 

tender, but also little billboards, portable propaganda pieces that everyone carried around with 

them. They communicated the message that this little backwater of a territory might try to 

claim that God was Yahweh, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But when you go buy your 

goods at the market, your coin will say your God is Tiberius, son of Augustus, the true God of 

all. The denarius was a little reminder of the idolatry everyone participated in. Even Jesus would 

have had to buy something at some point and use the coin of the land.  

It’s a trap. And there’s no escape. Though we don’t have an emperor either Roman or 

galactic, we are enmeshed in idolatry, in all kinds of ways. 

As some of you might know, I was very involved in gun violence prevention work in 

Washington DC. Fortunately, my own life and those of my friends and family, has never been 

touched by gun violence. But as priest, I have worked with victims and their surviving friends 

and family. I’ve met the parents of kids killed in Newtown, Aurora, and Charleston. I’ve spoken 

with moms who lost kids on the streets of Chicago and New Orleans. I’ve heard from the 

friends of those shot in the Pulse club in Orlando. And I have no other way to describe our 

nation’s obsession with guns than to call it idolatry.  

It is only a people trapped by the idols they have made who would watch dozens by 

gunned down at a concert in Las Vegas and respond with a shrug. It is only an idolatrous people 

who would allow the slow burn of hand gun violence that will rob at least 90 Americans of their 

lives by today’s end. The false god of safety and power and control has trapped us. 
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And I do mean us. I will never own a gun, but my tax money funds the making of 

weapons – weapons that make their way to Israel and subdue Palestinians, weapons that make 

their way or did make their way to Central and South America creating the kinds of conflicts 

that send children to our borders in search of safety; the kinds of weapons that fortify our 

police forces that now sometimes march against our own people as they have in St. Louis.  

We are complicit; I am complicit. We are trapped in the emperor’s world, serving his 

needs, playing his game. 

How do we get free? How do we escape the trap? I don’t know; I hope we’ll work on it 

together. But as a start I would say we need to recognize that we are compromised, that we are 

all trapped together. And from that space of humility seek to carve out a space for God’s realm 

to break through, for the kingdom of heaven to take root.  

I think listening to doctors and public health experts tell us how we can reduce gun 

violence deaths (as is the goal of our forum today and the CFCU meeting this Wednesday) is a 

good way to start. After all, our society is sick with violence and when one is sick one should 

listen to the doctor. 

But more generally speaking, the way out of the trap is to remember that the image of 

the emperor is everywhere – violence, fear, greed, hatred, bigotry. There are all kind of idols 

demanding our tribute. But we, the baptized, the body of Christ, are stamped with a different 

image. We carry the image of God, to whom we belong and to whom we give ourselves again 

and again, day after day. 

 


