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This past Wednesday morning I found myself at the Rockingham County Fairgrounds 
accompanying a group of 3rd graders from John Wayland to “Ag Day” – a special educational 
event sponsored by the County Farm Bureau for students in Harrisonburg and Rockingham 
County to learn about Virginia agriculture.  As I walked around with Shylah and her 
classmates, we stopped at various stations that had been set up in the barns and show rings.  
The kids got to check out farm equipment and even sit inside a big John Deer tractor, visit up 
close with some dairy cows and sample some of their products (how could you go wrong 
giving elementary school kids ice cream and chocolate milk in the middle of the morning?!?), 
see how a farrier cares for horses’ hooves and fits them for horseshoes, peek inside chicken 
eggs in a candling booth, and learn about better ways to care for the soil and reduce pollution 
and erosion.   
 
Those few hours took me back to the days of my own youth when I was immersed in the world 
of agriculture rather than just a visitor.  And it brought to mind especially memories of doing 
demonstrations as a 4-Her, when I was on the other side the table, teaching other kids and 
adults alike about the digestive processes of dairy cows, where and how to set up a rabbit 
hutch, how to shear and groom sheep, or how to identify desirable traits in market swine.  I 
always dreaded doing them at the time, but looking back, those demonstrations  
unquestionably provided me opportunities to grow and develop as a speaker and leader.  
Whether or not those who endured my 4-H demonstrations learned anything, I can’t say.   
 
But I’ve been thinking about that question this week as I have been pondering our scripture 
texts and planning for worship today.  Because behind events such as AG day is a belief and 
an assumption that we learn things better when they are engaged through experience.  
Whether or not we consciously invoke the theory of multiple intelligences or sensory learning, 
such events provide students with an opportunity to see and hear, but also taste, touch, and 
smell their way to familiarity with new ideas and possibilities and experiences.  You can teach 
kids a lot about dairy farming in a classroom, but when you can let them pet a cow, feel her 
swollen udder and squeeze a teat to watch the milk come out, observe her being hooked up to 
a milking machine and watch the milk enter a pipeline to flow to the milk tank, dodge the 
stream of urine from the cow relieving herself next door, and top it all off by sampling some 
milk, cheese, and ice cream made from all that milk, you hope that the kids can really “get” 
what dairy farming means and where all the milk products they enjoy come from and a little bit 
of what it takes to get them to their table in a deeper and more lasting way than they could 
ever get from a classroom lesson about “where milk comes from.”   
 
I don’t know that Jesus had ever taken any classes on educational theory, but he certainly 
understood object lessons and experiential learning.  And so when the Pharisees and 
Herodians came to him and asked him a simple question about paying taxes, Jesus didn’t just 
give them an answer.  He set up a demonstration.   
 
Now when I say it was a “simple” question, I don’t mean that it was an easy one.  I mean that 
Jesus could have answered simply – yes it is lawful or no it is not lawful to pay .  But the 
question wasn’t as simple as it was framed for Jesus, and he knew it.  For while the question 
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was about the lawfulness of paying taxes on the surface, it was really about loyalty and 
allegiance.  For Jesus to answer that yes, the tax is lawful, would be to align himself with the 
political establishment and assert loyalty or at least submission to the oppressors in an 
occupied territory.  It would have been akin to being a loyalist in the Revolutionary American 
colonies.  On the other hand, to say that no, it is not lawful to pay the tax, would be for Jesus a 
public declaration of sedition against Rome, sure to bring trouble upon him of a different sort.  
It was a “gotcha” religious inquisition – a no-win question put to Jesus with the intention of 
forcing him into a public blunder.   
 
But Jesus turned the tables when he took the academic question put to him and turned it into a 
demonstration.  “Show me the coin used to pay the tax” he said.  “Show me the money.”  And 
when they did, he played a little bit of “gotcha” questioning right back on them.  “Whose image 
is on that coin?”  he asked them.  “Caesar’s” they answered.  Now this is where our English 
translations fail us a bit.  The Greek word used for image here, and translated in the NRSV as 
“head,” is “eikon.”  That particular word is explosive in this context, for it is unmistakably 
evocative of the prohibition of the 2nd Commandment in Exodus 20 – “You shall not make for 
yourselves any graven images” – any “eikons.”  By asking them to show him a coin and 
identify the likeness inscribed upon it, Jesus caused his questioners to produce from their own 
pockets, and hold in their own hands – in the very center of their place of worship no less – a 
violation of one of their most sacred commandments.  For the coin they had produced for 
Jesus’ demonstration, like all coins in the empire, bore an inscription along with the image – 
“Tiberius Caesar, Son of the Divine Augustus.”1  So when Jesus told them to give to Caesar 
what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s, the Pharisees and the Herodians knew that they 
were had.  They finally “got it” – and what began as a question to Jesus about the law 
concerning taxes became a question to his inquisitors about their hearts and their lives– to 
whose law and whose purposes they were loyal.   
 
This scripture always reminds me of a scene in the movie Jerry Maguire.  In it, Jerry, a sports 
agent, is fired from his job at a prominent agency after writing a mission statement calling into 
question the basic loyalties and honesty of the business.  In a last-ditch and desperate counter 
move, Jerry tries calling all of the clients that he has been working with to try to convince them 
to come with him and not stay with the agency that just fired him.  In this memorable scene, 
one particular client tests his resolve with a very long phone call that leaves Jerry sitting in his 
office shouting over and over the phrase demanded by his client – “Show me the money.”  In 
the end, the conversation isn’t really about the money.  The client wants to get paid for sure.  
But the real question is one of loyalty and the lengths to which Jerry will go to serve his client 
and his client’s interests.  Jerry’s initial question – “Will you let me continue to be your 
representing agent?” turns into a test and a demonstration of his true intent and loyalty when 
that client asks him to “Show me the money.”  What Jerry really showed in that scene and the 
story that followed was much more than money. 
 
So it is with our scriptural scene in Matthew.  Jesus tests the resolve, loyalty, and true intent of 
his questioners by asking them to “show me the money.”  In doing so, he demonstrates that 
they really aren’t in the same business after all.   
 

                                                
1 Homiletics Online.  Accessed October 18, 2014.  

http://www.homileticsonline.com/subscriber/commentary_display.asp?installment_id=93040849&item_id=93057723 
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So let’s rewind the story, just a little bit, and lets visit the other lectionary text we read today 
from Exodus 33.  When I read these assigned texts for today, I was struck by the parallel 
occurrence of that phrase, “Show me…”  Here in Exodus, Moses is speaking with God, which 
was apparently a fairly normal thing for Moses to do, for we read in the verse immediately 
preceding our reading for today that the Lord would speak to Moses “face to face, as one 
speaks to a friend.”2  The conversation is taking place in the aftermath of the episode with the 
Golden Calf, when Moses had come down from the mountain of God carrying the two tablets 
of stone upon which God had inscribed the covenant made with Israel, only to find that while 
he was away the people had made for themselves a golden idol – an eikon – and had made it 
the focus of their worship in his absence.  A lot of immediate ugliness follows, but now the dust 
has settled, and Moses is back talking with God about whether and how they can all move 
forward.  Moses has asked God whether he and his people have again found favor in the sight 
of God, and he has received assurance that yes, he has found favor with God – that God even 
knows him by name.  And then out comes Moses with this doozy -- “Show me your glory.”  
Which seems to me a rather odd request coming from a dude having a face to face 
conversation with God.  It’s as if Moses is not convinced that God really means what God is 
telling him, and wants the proof of a peak into God’s very being.  I wonder if Moses, not really 
believing that what God is saying is true, wants to see into the heart of God and judge for 
himself.  It’s as if Moses is saying to God – “Show me you really mean it – show me in your 
heart of hearts, in all your glory.”   
 
Which is when God, like a wise teacher, takes the opportunity to turn Moses’ request into an 
experiential lesson.  While God could have simply said to Moses, “no, I can’t give you what you 
are asking for,” God goes to the trouble of showing Moses something he didn’t ask for.  And 
we get this fascinating scene in which God tucks Moses into the cleft of a rock, covers his sight 
while God passes by in all God’s glory, and then allows Moses to just catch a glimpse of the 
divine backside.  What is up with that?!? 
 
This infamous passage has been a favorite of mine ever since I heard Walter Brueggemann 
mention that one possible way to look at this passage is that God was returning Moses’ rather 
cheeky request with some divine cheek of God’s own.  But as much fun as it is to speculate 
about the irreverent possibility of God’s sense of humor in such a situation, in truth, this scene 
packs much more than a humorous punchline.  For in it, we see a divine demonstration of the 
proper relationship between God and mortals.   
 
Moses beseeches God – “show me your glory.”  God responds by literally putting Moses in his 
place, by showing Moses where he belongs.  He says in essence, “I go first, you go behind 
me.”  Actually, God doesn’t say it.  But by showing Moses where he belonged, did God really 
have to say anything?   
 
I don’t know about you, but when I read the scriptures, it is often with the expectation that God 
will show me something – some new insight or challenge or model for living.  But as I consider 
our texts for this morning, what I realize is that while I am waiting for God to show me 
something in those pages, I am actually showing God something.  Like the Pharisees and 
Herodians, sometimes I am asking all the wrong questions, and I find my loyalties crossed and 
my hypocrisy exposed.  In better times, I am like Moses, asking for too much, but seeing just 
enough to keep me going and showing up.  And in my best times, those moments when I am 

                                                
2 Exodus 33:11, NRSV. 



 4 

able to come to the scriptures or to worship or to prayer free of my own agendas and truly 
ready to see what God is willing and able to show me, I am showing God that I am willing to be 
led, that I am willing to follow.   
 
And in those rare and precious moments, I demonstrate my faith, and every once in a while, I 
really get it.  I get that a life of faith isn’t about what is lawful or knowing the fullness of the glory 
of God, but rather about giving to God what is God’s – namely all of my heart and mind and 
soul and strength, and knowing where I belong – keeping God’s back in my sights so that I can 
follow where I am led.   
 
Every once in a while I get it.  But the real question for me, and for all of us, is whether or not 
we will show it… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Benediction 
 
I imagine that if I were God,  
hearing folks sing those words,  
“Take myself, and I will be,  
ever only all for thee,”   
My response would be “OK, great.   
Now show me…” 
 
That’s what comes next.  May it be so… 
 


