
CALVIN 07

GOD and CAESAR
(Or: the SACRED and the SECULAR)

Then pay Caesar what is due to Caesar, and God what is due to God. Matthew 22:21

The readings for today, Matthew 22:21 and Exodus 32:12-25, have a common
theme: rebellion against God. I will take them one by one and discuss Calvin’s
perspective and explain why I think this.

Exodus 33:12-23 follows the story of Moses returning from Mount Sinai with
the Ten Commandments and discovering that in his absence the Israelites have
made themselves a golden calf to worship. Moses is thoroughly disgusted and
demolishes the tablets. God is very angry too and smites ‘the people for
worshipping the bull-calf (Exodus 32:35).’ The Israelites are now very sorry and
God decides to give them a second chance.

Moses returns to Mount Sinai for a second set of Ten Commandments, but then
complains to God that it would be helpful if He were a bit more visible, implying
that the whole golden calf episode would have never occurred if He (God) had
been better known. How do the Israelites know that they are now returned in
his favour unless there is some evidence?

Moreover, says Moses, (and now we are back at our reading for today), I too am
personally in a bit of a quandary. You may have put me in charge of leading
this Nation into the Promised Land, but you have not taught me ‘to know thy
way (Exodus 33:13).’ And the Lord then assures him: ‘I will go with you in
person and set your mind at rest (Exodus 33:14).’

Moses is still not satisfied. ‘Show me thy glory’, he says (Exodus 33:18).’ God
again assures him: ‘I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have
compassion on whom I will have compassion (Exodus 33:19).’ That still does not
cut any ice with Moses, particularly when God then adds: ‘My face you cannot
see, for no mortal man may see me and live (Exodus 33:20).’

Obviously things are at a standstill, but God is ready for some give and take.
All right, he says, I will ‘cover you with my hand until I have passed by. Then
I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be
seen (Exodus 33:22-23).’ And so it happens. Subsequently God reveals his proper
name, Jehovah, and tells Moses that he is ‘compassionate and gracious,
long-suffering, ever constant and true, maintaining constancy to thousands,
forgiving inequity, rebellion and sin (Exodus 34:6-7).’ He also makes a solemn
covenant with the Israelites (Exodus 34:10).
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Even to the present day, Jews, substitute ‘adonai’ (Lord) whenever they come
across God’s name, Jehovah. In year five at high school in the Netherlands a
few of us took Hebrew taught by a Jewish rabbi. I vividly remember the first
lesson, when he implored us to never pronounce JHV when we read it in the
Hebrew text, as this would upset him and instead say ‘adonai.’

In other words, God represents red-hot majesty to Moses as well as to our rabbi
in year five. God may remain a mystery who can never be fully known, but he
is also concretely present in the love, compassion, the faith and order of his
people, his tribe or nation. That faith and that order may have a human element,
but it is also divine and therefore pure. It is safeguarded through its separation
from man’s disorderly existence.

Man’s rebellion against God consists primarily in his desire to possess, hog and
command the very purity which can only be God’s, because man lost this purity
in the fall, or in the inevitable mixture of good and evil, perfection and
imperfection, self-seeking and self-denial part and parcel of his existence. The
Bible calls this ‘original sin.’

The Bible also insists that the only way out of this dilemma is to recognize the
distance between God’s purity and man’s impurity, or God’s holiness ands man’s
sinfulness. There is a bridge between God and man, but it does not consist in
God’s surrender to man, but in man’s surrender to God. It does not consist in
man’s usurping God’s place, but in letting God be Himself. And in today’s story
it is made clear that totally knowing God is just another word for possessing
Him. There is a distance between God and man and it has to remain that way
for the good of man. Consequently Moses is only allowed to see Jehovah’s back.

Therefore the Bible uses words like ‘repentance’, ‘forgiveness’, ‘pardon’,
‘remission of sin’ as often as it does. It is the vital bridge between God and man.
Without it humans would have no intimate experience of perfection, integrity
and purity. However with it, God and the transcendental vision of goodness,
compassion and love are accessible, because man now realistically confesses his
true state of imperfection and submission in a broken existence.

In his commentary on Exodus 33 Calvin almost exclusively stresses ‘humility.’
I wondered why, until I realized that Calvin rightfully insists that God can only
be partially understood and comprehended and that man’s pride and his
instinctive need to be master of his own destiny leads him to usurp God’s place
in the scheme of things. The Bible and the Westminster Confession call that
‘original sin.’ It is the essential recognition of the distance between God’s
perfection, purity and compassion and man’s imperfection, impurity and
selfishness.

God assures Moses that He will be with him and the Israelites through thick and
thin. Yet He also safeguards His independence by protecting the mystery of His
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being and preventing corrosion of the treasures of heaven by moth and rust
(Matthew 6:19). Repentance, remission of sin and humility are all the practical
means to accomplish that goal.

How does our New Testament reading (Matthew 22:15-22) fit this goal? You
remember the story. Jesus’ reputation had been established far and wide in the
population. The people had accepted him as an authentic mouthpiece of God in
line with the prophets of old such as Nathan, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah and others.
They too had spoken fearlessly. They too had not been afraid to say whatever
was politically unwelcome to the rulers.

Yet the religious establishment had not been happy with the way things were
going. And so it had combined with the opposition (the Herodians, the followers
of King Herod who were collaborating with the Roman occupation) to entangle
him and ask: ‘Should we pay tax (tribute) to the Romans (as the Herodians wanted
them to do) or to God (as the Pharisees thought should happen) (Matthew 22:17).’

Jesus sees through their game. If he says ‘Caesar’ the religious establishment
and the people will brand him a traitor and if he says ‘God’ the occupying forces
will be on his back as a dangerous rebel. He therefore begins by calling them
hypocrites but then realizes that the issue is genuine, requests a coin and asks
(Matthew 22:20): ‘Whose is this image and superscription?’ They answer: ‘Caesar’,
upon which Jesus replies with the words of our text for today: ‘Then pay Caesar
what is due to Caesar, and God what is due to God.’

If nothing else Jesus’ reply to the Pharisee is a highly political, yet also clever
response to what is an attempt to entrap him. Jesus separates the secular from
the sacred to avoid conflict between the separate functions of religion reinforcing
the solidarity of the subjugated nation (as the Pharisees want him to insist upon)
and reinforcing the function of subjugating the nation (as the Herodians want
him to do).

Both the Herodians and the Pharisees rebel against God by squeezing Him into
the narrow mould of local patronage. King Herod was the stooge for the real
power. He was put on the throne to pacify the recalcitrant nation by providing
it with a token self-government. By contrast the Pharisees wanted Jesus to bless
and therefore strengthen their resistance to the foreigners occupying Israel.
Jesus refuses to do either. Both are attempts to use God for conflicting purposes
and therefore implicit acts of rebellion. None allows God to be God and to be
worshipped for what God is in God’s own right rather than what others want
God to be.

But Jesus also has to be practical. God has a unique relation with Israel, so much
so, that the latter claims God to be their special protector. What is more natural
than expecting Jehovah to exert God’s cosmic authority and safeguard their
political independence? Yet the real power seems to be with the Romans and
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King Herod who is only partly of Israelite stock. Perhaps God is impotent to
liberate Israel? Or do priest and prophets misread His purpose for its existence?
And more important, does God’s authority not actually have to bow to man’s
authority?

Jesus’ answer to these questions is to practically separate heavenly and mundane
authority, as has happened ever since when religion and education, or religion
and welfare provisions, were separated during the twentieth century. Jesus
suggests that God’s and Caesar’s authorities have different functions. God’s
authority deals with a purified kind of order distilled from the actual situation
in which humans find themselves. It is the ideal separated and yet linked to the
real. It functions to bolster the confidence in, and commitment to, an underlying
order eclipsed by the more obvious conflict and disorder of human existence,
or original sin as the Bible calls it. It is the heavenly blueprint or the heavenly
treasures as Jesus calls them in Matthew 6:19.

By contrast the mundane authority, as exercised by Caesar and his henchmen,
such as King Herod and Pontius Pilate, is geared to perpetuate itself and
strengthen the very subjugation to which the Israelites object so strongly. It is
pure human power. Its owners will use anything to strengthen the latter,
including religious authority. Yet it is also order and therefore Jesus (and Calvin
following him) claims that with some reservation it also has God’s blessing. The
reservation is that this kind of civic order may have its own potential for disorder
and injustice.

Using God’s heavenly authority for justifying either an Israeli uprising or Roman
subjugation may be blasphemy, the Gospel story suggests. God’s intent and
God’s heavenly authority may be falsely used for narrow human ends. Yet the
separation does not mean that God’s authority is irrelevant to Israelite resentment
or human power. Heavenly authority consoles through elaborating the peace
and serenity transcending the deep conflicts ravaging the country. It also
relativizes, and strenuously warns about, the dangers of overindulgence in
mundane authority however much order is a plus for a sane society.

Given due consideration Calvin’s comments on Matthew 22:21 are downright
conservative. Jews obeying the Romans, he says, do not violate God’s authority.
In the same way as children obey their parents and servants their masters, so
citizens should obey their rulers. He goes so far as equating destruction of
political order with rebellion against God.

So far so good. But then Calvin creates quite a loophole for his conservative
view. God, he says, is the only governor of our souls and if princes and
magistrates claim ‘any part of God’s authority’ one has the right not to obey
them any further. God is offended, he says, if one usurps His power. Furthermore
outward subjection (to civil authorities) ‘does not prevent us from having a free
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conscience.’ And that conscience, as Calvin keeps pointing out in numerous
other places in his voluminous writings, is God’s gift to man.

Unfortunately for Calvin, this loophole is so large that it effectively negates his
statement that humans who do not obey their rulers are rebels against God.
Many rulers are godless and have no qualms in claiming divine powers. And
men’s consciences are conditioned by upbringing, socialization and the changing
norms and values of one’s community. If therefore one’s social environment, as
obviously was the case in Jesus’ time in Israel, unanimously despises the Roman
occupation, people’s consciences would be clearly anti-Roman and pro-Jehovah.

Jesus was therefore quite astute in separating the spiritual and the civil order.
Yet Calvin’s introduction of the private conscience in the debate was less
fortunate in the light of present day scientific thinking about formation and
changing content of consciences. It makes more sense to think about the separate
functions of God and Caesar: God epitomizes fairness and spiritual order in
human affairs, Caesar concretely looks after the civil order hopefully judged in
terms congenial to the larger context in which God has placed the human race.

Yet separation does not mean a complete break. The mundane political order
may now be separate, but its independence is only relative. It is still subject to
God’s expectations as to what is fair and not corrupt. It still has to meet rules of
order, and reconciliation. The chaos of man’s war, cruelty and conflicts is still
subject to God’s condemnation. God continues to promote order out of man’s
chaos.

In other words there is a symbiosis between God’s order and civil order, similar
to the symbiosis between Calvin’s faith and law. The more complex a culture
and society, the more differentiation or division of labour progresses, the more
stress has to be put on ‘symbiosis’ rather than ‘separation.’ The relationship
changes rather than disappears. Evolution works via superimposition rather
than elimination.

Caesar and God may now have separate functions, but the civic order still needs
the sacred one. The power of the first is finite. Not just because individuals
possessing or usurping that power have to die like all other humans, but because
absolute power corrupts absolutely. God does not just legitimate any power and
is thereby relegated to a tool of human manipulations. Making God a victim of
what man wants God to be is tantamount to rebelling against man’s essential
being.

God is authority. Or to be more specific: God’s authority and being are closely
linked to an order counterbalancing existential disorder. Abuse of power is part
of disorder because it denies justice to its victims. God’s authority is anchored
above all in his compassion, understanding, justice and fairness: all elements
necessary for a balanced society or balanced individual.
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The prophetic strain in the Biblical tradition insists on God’s compassion and
justice. Kings who abuse their power are clearly and utterly denounced. The
prophet Nathan condemns King David for his successful attempt to do away
with Bathsheba’s husband so that he can possess her (2 Samuel 12:7) and King
Ahab is similarly censured by the prophet Elijah for having Naboth killed so
that he can appropriate his vineyard (l Kings 21:21). In other words, powerless
individuals have rights surpassing the power of absolute monarchs.

Yet this also means that we should have a second look at Calvin’s individual
conscience. After all conscience is more than the seat of moral principles affected
by time and place which as ‘laws’ have their own symbiotic relations with faith
and commitment. Conscience also has an individual right’s aspect that Calvin
assumes and the Bible clearly adopts. It is directly linked to God’s eternal being
transcending time and place.

This may also explain why Calvin puts so much emphasis on individualism. Not
only does he start the Institutes with a clearly unbiblical, Greek principle of self
knowledge, but he elevates both conscience and individual reason as God given.

And this is rather remarkable because Calvin following scripture is very (I feel
almost like saying ‘extremely’) voluble on man’s sin which is anything but God
given.

A good ruler therefore should take into account individual conscience. If he
upsets too many, not only will his acceptance by the ruled suffer, but God’s
blessing is likely to become precarious as well. After all man’s individual
conscience has divine origins in Calvin’s mind and abuse of power denies this
very aspect of God’s gift!

There is extensive literature on the effect of the Calvinist ethic on rational
capitalism, science and democracy. Calvin has been accused of not being
particularly democratic in actual practice. Under his guidance Geneva was more
an oligarchy than a democracy. And indeed Calvin was worried that too much
individual freedom might lead to chaos. He wrote in his commentaries: ‘If
everyone has a right to judge and arbiter in this matter nothing can be set down
as certain and our whole religion will be filled with uncertainty.’

Yet both the Renaissance and Lutheran (‘salvation by faith’) thinking formed
Calvin’s intellectual climate. Furthermore the Reformers made the marginal
individual central in their writings, rather than an intervening church institution.
That the individual might be a sinner, at the margin of God’s holy enterprise,
but his salvation or whole making was just as central in the cosmic intentions
of the biblical drama. Coping with his marginality, standing aside from the
comforts of the economic, political and scientific establishments was therefore
an enhanced possibility for those affected by Calvin’s teaching. And there were
many thus affected in the sixteenth and seventeenth century.
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Democracy is therefore the political institution least likely to fit unimpeded
power abuse which Calvinist realism designates as a real possibility given man’s
sinful nature. It protects the powerless not only by limiting the time the rulers
can rule, but also by giving the powerless a vote in the election of government.
Often democratic constitutions in the West mention the supremacy of God for
the nation. These counterbalance the discontinuity of the ruling bodies in the
same way as a hereditary, yet powerless monarchy or a representative system
of governors-general provides the continuity or fixed point of reference for some
nations.

By separating civil from religious power, as Jesus did in our text, justice for all
has been promoted. What started out as an insoluble national conflict in Israel
(ruled by foreigners rather than by natives), Jesus made into a practical solution.
Yet it did not suspend the pain of occupation. It may have rescued God’s power
and the religious relevance for order. It also implicitly warned against usurping
God’s power by using him for parochial patronage.

Through our bond with God rather than through our possession of God can the
power of the positive, the pure, love, compassion and kindness be enhanced in
human affairs. Certainly that is what the Bible insists on. However, if we refuse
to expect it solely from human efforts, but from God alone, it can still exist (and
flourish) independent from human interference.
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