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Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10; Matthew 22:15-22 

 

I used to play gin rummy with my father. I remember sitting opposite him and wishing I 
could see his cards. He taught me early on that this was cheating, and I knew not to try. So, I 
learned to seek hints about what was in his hand. Hints from his face, or from the way he’d 
answer a question. Of course, he knew what I was up to. Sometimes he gave the hint. He 
knew it would keep me playing the game. 

Moses had one of the most intimate relationships with God recorded in Scripture. 

Still, he could not get God to show his hand. Or, we might better say today, his face. It’s the 
same idea. 

Today’s texts deal with images—the image of God, of Caesar—what we can see, what we 
want to see but cannot. 

And these texts also deal with how those images are reflected in our own lives. How we bear 
those images in everything we do and say. In our actions and in our being. 

In the gospel, those who approach Jesus want to trap him. If he leans one way—saying not 
to pay taxes, they can hand his words to Roman officials to get him in trouble with the 
government. If he leans the other way, telling them to pay taxes, they can take his words to 
the religious leaders and point out his being complicit with the oppressor of the people. 
Either way, they figure, they’ve got him. Pinned down and managed. 

Then he takes a coin and, looking at it asks them, “Whose image is on this coin?” Caesar’s 
they say. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s. 

I don’t think this is just a story about material things and spiritual things. The lines are not 
that clear. There are material dimensions to spirituality and spiritual dimensions to material 
reality. At the heart of our faith is a doctrine, the doctrine of the Incarnation, that proclaims 
the two are inseparable. 

I think he is answering their questions with a direct challenge concerning loyalties. How do 
we determine those loyalties? This passage has been at the root of much speculation in the 
discipline of philosophy about the nature of loyalty. Can loyalty be given to an object or idea 
or only to a person? Must it be exclusionary—that is, can one have multiple loyalties? If so, 
what constitutes divided loyalties? And finally, are some loyalties more fundamental than 
others?  

Interestingly, this same set of questions lies within today’s passage from Exodus. But on a 
much more intimate, personal level. It is not a question posed by God but by Moses. He 
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knows God is angry with the Israelites. He knows he has been loyal to God in his attempts 
to bring them back to God. His question now is will God be loyal to him?  The evidence he 
needs is contact with God. A personal, intimate meeting is what he seeks. He thinks he 
needs to see God. He needs God to show his face. 

But God does not give what Moses wants. Or maybe he gives it, sort of. He places Moses in 
a crack in the mountain. He covers Moses’ eyes and passes by him. Like a lover in the night 
whom you know is there but cannot quite see. God is a breath away from him, but he will 
not let Moses see. 

It’s frustrating. God is coy. It makes sealing the deal of utter, unchallenged loyalty to God all 
the more difficult for Moses.  

What Moses desires is what we desire. If Moses can just see God, fully and unencumbered, 
then he can be reassured of God’s loyalty to him, which will make him all the more solid in 
his loyalty to God. 

Isn’t this the dilemma we face in every relationship that matters to us? 

You first—no you…you show me the goods of your loyalty. No, you first. And also—don’t get out of my 
sight…don’t do things I cannot see or understand fully. Because if you do, it might mean you are acting in 
disloyalty. Stay right in front of me where I can watch your every move. 

We are a distrustful bunch, we humans. We have our trusting side, I don’t mean to neglect 
that. But it is usually far too fragile. The evils of this world have worn it down. 

We believe we must see without hindrance, the other. We want to see what they are up to, 
what they are doing and thinking. Whether they are lovers, friends, family members, 
employers, or leaders whom we follow, we want the same thing from all of them. We want 
to see their hand. We want our bets to be sure ones. 

But that’s not the way it works. There is a certain coyness at the center of reality. A certain 
coyness in the divine human relationship. 

We never get to see the hand ahead of time. Relationships simply don’t work that way. Not 
ours with one another or ours with God. Relationships are not instant. They must unfold. 

There is no coin with the face of God on it.  

God’s image is stamped on us in our not seeing. In the moments when God passes by and 
we recognize only afterwards that we were a breath away from him. 

We have to intuit, infer, judge by what we see after God passes by. We have to sense God 
when he is nearer than our breath. We have to close our eyes, breathe in, and sense him. 

I think we bear much frustration over this central truth. We are always guessing whether we 
have the loyalties of others and, ultimately, of God. We want to see evidence. But God does 
not reveal himself in that way. 
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And so we become frustrated. And we divide our loyalties. It’s like hedging our bets. 

Having multiple loyalties is a different matter from having divided loyalties. Multiple loyalties, 
when they are in harmony with one another, reflect the numerous ways we live from our 
core commitments. You can be loyal to your family, your friends, your community, your co-
workers. All of these loyalties can spring from your core sense of what matters to you.  

Divided loyalties are different; they reflect a tension in your core commitments. Divided 
loyalties occur when you give up on your core commitments because they have disappointed 
you. And so you wander. You entertain a new loyalty in direct competition to your core.  

In addition to divided loyalties, we can get badly burned by misplaced loyalties. Loyalty is a 
15th century term. It refers to an oath of faithfulness. And sometimes those oaths were 
misplaced, in unjust rulers, in nefarious leaders. That’s the gamble. You can’t know up front 
what another’s hand looks like in this world.  

Our misplaced loyalties have made us quite skeptical. Much of our lives, God tries to woo us 
back, to convince us that with him it is different. With the rulers of this world, we may not 
know at sunrise whether they will betray us before nightfall. 

But with God, it is different. Loyalty to God is loyalty to love, unconditional, steadfast love. 
When this is our first loyalty, it will guide us through every other. And this loyalty is a 
discipline requiring sacrifice. Sacrifice of our mistrust; sacrifice of the competing loyalties we 
entertain to protect ourselves from our fears of being betrayed. It is in rendering our primary 
loyalty to this way of loving that we make sense of all other relationships and commitments. 

This is Jesus’ point in today’s parable. Our loyalty in God is not misplaced, nor can it be 
divided. It is, he wants us to know, fundamental. It is the primary loyalty of the heart from 
which all others come.  

Ironically, it is the image we cannot see directly, the Imago Dei, that is worthy of our deepest 
commitment. The images that scream at us every day like Caesar’s face on the coin, these 
must be dealt with in our lives. But they are not primary. They must give way to a deeper 
loyalty. In the end, there is one core commitment for you and me. It is to bear the image of 
God in everything we do. We are the Imago Dei. We bear the image that we cannot fully see. 

Every other loyalty gives way to this one. This is the image stamped on our souls. When you 
wake up in the morning, no matter what is on your calendar, it is bearing this image, the 
Imago Dei, that will bring you joy. 

An image revealed not directly or all at once between us and others. But by hints and glances 
as love unfolds. Not being able to pin down the image, not being able to manipulate and 
control it, this is what makes it divine.  Life involves these risks; life involves the slow 
unfolding of relationships into unknown futures in which we take one step and then the next 
and then next by faith. This is what trust in God looks like. This is what delights us, in the 
end. The coy game of God. May we always play. And may God never fully reveal his face.  


