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Prologue

Triumph Too Soon, Tragedy Too Fast


Between the great wars of conquest and the rise of the Caesars [80s–30s BCE] . . . [is] an era full of historical echoes that will sound eerily familiar to the modern reader . . . rising economic inequality, dislocation of traditional ways of life, increasing political polarization, the breakdown of unspoken rules of political conduct, the privatization of the military, rampant corruption, endemic social and ethnic prejudice, battles over access to citizenship and voting rights, ongoing military quagmires, the introduction of violence as a political tool, and a set of elites so obsessed with their own privileges that they refused to reform the system in time to save it.1



—Mike Duncan, The Storm Before the Storm

WHAT IS OFTEN MISSED WHEN STUDYING THE LIFE AND ministry of Jesus is his movement’s location within the larger drama of the Roman Empire at the time—something people during Jesus’s time could never forget. From the 80s to the 30s BCE, Rome, having become an empire, lost its republic. Throughout those successive decades, through political venom and armed violence, Rome self-slaughtered its way relentlessly toward dictatorial autocracy. It achieved it under Augustus, who, as inscribed on monuments, was officially designated “Conqueror”—IMP (imperator in Latin, autokrator in Greek).

Around 40 BCE, the Roman poet Virgil, mistaking lull for peace, proclaimed the return to Rome of earth’s Golden Age as “the great line of the centuries begins anew” with a messianic vision of unlabored fertility and feral pacifism (Eclogue 4.5). Not so for another contemporary Roman poet-theologian, as Horace (65–8 BCE) flatly contradicted Virgil’s vision. Yes, he said, the latest round in the Roman Republic’s lurch toward dictatorship was over—with Julius Caesar and Pompey Magnus dead by assassination. But the next round was already well underway between their sons Octavian Caesar and Sextus Pompey. And, after that, what? Another round in a permanent on-again, off-again civil war?

In rebuttal to Virgil’s rhapsodic hymn, Horace launched an indictment, as savage as it was accurate, against the murderous polarization of Roman republican power. He asked, “Does some blind frenzy drive us on, or some stronger power, or guilt (culpa)?” and wondered whether “a bitter fate pursues the Romans” since their fratricidal origins in Romulus’s killing of Remus, “a curse upon posterity” (Epode 7.13-20). Against such inaugural damnation, what eventual salvation could there be?

Since nobody can conquer all-powerful Rome, Horace wondered, as “already a second generation is being ground to pieces by civil war,” if “this selfsame city we ourselves shall ruin, we, an impious generation, of stock accurst.” His bitterly sarcastic solution was to abandon Rome to the wild beasts and sail westward to some never-never utopia (Epode 16.9-22). The Golden Age was not here in Rome, but far from Rome!

That was rhetorical hyperbole, to be sure, but the challenge was clear as Rome’s senatorial Republic stumbled toward dictatorial autocracy. No external power could overcome the Roman Republic, said Horace, but Rome could still destroy itself internally. Also, he asked, was such internal destruction already symbolized in or even caused by Rome’s foundational murder, the fratricide of Remus by Romulus?

The challenge of maintaining a democratic republic is not limited to past centuries. You may recall John Adams’s reply to John Taylor on December 17, 1814: “Democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts and murders itself. There never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.” You may also recall that earlier, in a letter of presidential farewell to his “fellow citizens,” published on September 19, 1796, George Washington warned that a republic’s death is often an assisted suicide: “The disorders and miseries . . . seek security and repose in the absolute power of an individual . . . [who] turns this disposition to . . . his own elevation, on the ruins of public liberty.”

Horace wondered if the Roman Republic was cursed by the inaugural fratricide of Remus by Rome/ulus. The American Republic too has had an inaugural fratricide, decades after those two warning letters, in an absolutely hot civil war that continued and still continues as a relatively cold civil war. Republics fall—possibly—by fratricidal curses, but they fall—certainly—by fratricidal politics.

Furthermore, within a far fuller matrix, we humans are an evolutionary anomaly, a social species with individual wills. (Our genetic woe is not original sin but original state.) As such, we survive on a tightrope suspended over the chasmic extremes of anarchic individualism and autocratic communalism. When we are wise, therefore, we always walk slowly, carefully, and with relentless concentration.

* * *

On Wednesday to Friday, May 3–5, 2006, the Japan Bible Society held an International Bible Forum with the theme, “From the Original Text to Modern Translations: How to Convey the Bible to Modern Society?” My wife, Sarah, and I spent those days in Tokyo as I gave two lectures during that symposium. Afterward, we took the Shinkansen bullet train from Tokyo for two days in Kyoto and then, on Monday, May 8, took another one from there to Hiroshima.

Before leaving home, I had finished God and Empire: Jesus Against Rome, Then and Now and took a first draft of its prologue with me to Japan. I deliberately wanted to work on it to and from Hiroshima, to let that tragedy interact with it, and, yes, to name that city as the place of that prologue.

I mentioned in it that, from the 1990s onward, writers had asserted—as either triumph or tragedy—that America was now “Nova Roma,” the “New Roman Empire,” “Rome on the Potomac.” I noted that such claims started before our Civil War and that, since our fratricidal slaughter paralleled Rome’s, America’s Roman destiny was confirmed. At the end of that prologue, my final question was: “Is Bible-fed Christian violence supporting or even instigating our imperial violence as the New Roman Empire?”2

It is now fifteen years later as I write another prologue to another finished book. But now the Rome/America parallel has turned all too soon from triumph to tragedy. We no longer live in the certainty of imperial success abroad, but in the uncertainty of imperial decline at home. America is still—as the above epigraph/epitaph suggests—like Rome, but less like that republic on the ascent to internationally violent glory than on the descent to nationally violent ignominy. Any Rome/America parallel must now focus on that mutual moment when foreign violence rebounds as—increasing—domestic violence, when republicanism slouches toward dictatorship, and when our poisoned chalice returns to our own lips.

In this book, I move to deeper questions than those parallels—whether of ascendant imperialism or descendant republicanism—between ancient Rome and modern America. I turn from any parallel between “the things of Rome” and “the things of America” to Jesus’s famous contrast between “the things of Caesar” and “the things of God” (Matt. 22:21; Mark 12:17; Luke 20:25). But what still and ever holds from that to this book is whether escalatory violence is a human inevitability and nonviolent resistance against it is but a human fantasy.

Furthermore, the Greek transcription of Jesus’s challenge is ta tou Theou, or “the [things] of God,” and ta Kaisaros, or “the [things] of Caesar.” In English, “things” is a perfectly good insertion, but so would be, for example, “affairs” or “matters” or “demands.” Compare, for example, the Greek of Mark 8:33, which speaks of “the [things] of God” and “the [things] of humans.”

In this book, as you know already from its subtitle, “things” is taken to mean “culture” in its fullest sense as one’s religiopolitical and socioeconomic world. Indeed, within the Bible’s covenantal theology and Rome’s imperial theology, the “cultural things” of God or Caesar could just as accurately be transcribed as the “rule things” of God or Caesar. “The [things] of” is a deliberately open phrase that begs specification and application—so think of it as “culture,” but understand it as “rule.”

That dichotomy generates these constitutive questions. What is meant by the culture (“things”) of God as distinct from the culture (“things”) of Caesar? Is the culture of God to be equated with, distinguished from, or opposed to the culture of Caesar? Where is each of those cultures set in relation to violent domination or nonviolent resistance? What about acculturation from the culture of God to the culture of Caesar or the reverse? How did early Christians reconcile practically what Jesus has separated theoretically? How do Christians do so today?

Specifically, what answers on acculturation between the cultures of God and Caesar are present in the New Testament in response to Jesus’s challenge? Where precisely do we go to find them most fully? Obviously, the worlds of God and Caesar are incarnated and come face-to-face when Jesus confronts Pilate at the former’s arrest and crucifixion. But, as for book-length rather than chapter-length texts, the first two major sources for consideration are Revelation and Luke-Acts. Then, since those represent polar opposites, is there any third option available in the New Testament?

* * *

First, I begin this book with an Overture on that famous scene in which Jesus, shown a tribute coin with its Greek “inscription” GOD AUGUSTUS CAESAR, denies that equation and asserts the separation of those two framing titles into “the things of God” and “the things of Caesar.” Jesus, you will notice, separates God and Caesar, not Christ and Caesar, or religion and politics, let alone church and state. Granted that theoretical separation, the book’s constitutive question is: How are God and Caesar to be reconciled on the practical level?

Next, since Jesus’s apodictic comment established the problem of God versus Caesar—always a contentious one throughout American history—how do we contemporary Christians live in a single world with both God and Caesar? The obvious first step is to turn to the New Testament for an answer to that dichotomy, but in doing so we soon discover a reason the issue is so controversial.

In the New Testament itself, the issue is already fully contested by a past religiopolitical polarization as extreme as the present one in which we ourselves are standing. Furthermore, one New Testament response certainly equates “the things of God” and “the things of Caesar” and does so on the level of transcendental violence.

One side of the New Testament’s religiopolitical polarization on God and Caesar is in the book of Revelation. There, contemporary culture is rejected and demonized (which is explored in Part One of this book). The writer reasons that Rome slaughtered Christians in the immediate past and so, in just vengeance, Christ will return in the imminent future to slaughter Romans. Living Christians are not invited to join that program. But why not? Why not go the route of The Chronicles of Narnia or the Left Behind series, both of which end with humans deeply involved in the apocalyptic battles, or even thereby justify January 6, with blood outside and prayer inside the United States Capitol?

Another side of the New Testament’s religiopolitical polarization on God and Caesar is in the two-volume book of Luke-Acts. Here contemporary culture is accepted and canonized (Part Two of this book). The author imagines the future of Christianity not as Jewish, but as Roman, and celebrates the Holy Spirit’s transfer of headquarters from Jerusalem to Rome. As the first step toward what would occur under Constantine, this author alone got the future right—for better or for worse.

What if contemporary Christians—especially but not exclusively American Christians—accept demonization of other cultures based on Revelation’s false claim that Rome regularly slaughtered Christians and, at the same time, accept canonization of “our” culture based on the claim of Luke-Acts that Rome regularly exculpated Christians? What if alternative biblical facts, fake good news, and religiopolitical lies from then inspire such mendacity anew now?

Granted those temptations from the New Testament’s rather absolute dichotomy between culture demonized and culture canonized, where else can Christians turn to ponder Jesus’s response on God and culture? The obvious answer is to see if and how Jesus reconciled his own asserted separation between God and Caesar elsewhere or throughout his own life. But having just seen the New Testament create—in the name of the same Jesus—two such discordant responses to that question of reconciling God and Caesar (Part One and Part Two), it seemed to me unwise to excavate a third option in that same Jesus’s name from that same small library.

My solution was to begin with a historical experiment conducted completely outside the New Testament and ask what we could know about God and Caesar in the life of Jesus from the Jewish historian Josephus—as if there were no New Testament at all. Only once that was independently established, would I add on anything from the Gospels. In other words, what can we learn from the historically grounded Jesus apart from the canonical portraits?

That provides us with a third option, of culture confronted and criticized, pioneered by the historical Jesus, a culture with a permanent confrontation between God and Caesar, a constant tension between what the New Testament describes as “the world” of divine creation and “this world” of human civilization (Part Three). That critical confrontation is grounded on and empowered by Jesus’s nonviolent resistance for distributive justice against the violence of nondistributive injustice.

One concluding thought. It was said, for what it is worth, that the emperor Nero’s dying words were: “What an artist dies [in me].” Be that as it may, he had adherents loyal enough to create, celebrate, and even incarnate the hope that he was not finished, but only gone for a time, and would soon return in victorious and avenging triumph.

That legend of Nero Redivivus (“Nero’s Return”) was so alive in the late first century and is so important, as we shall see, for the book of Revelation in Part One, that I end this Prologue by suggesting another version of Nero’s last words: “I shall be back in some form. I will see you soon.”




Overture

The Things of Caesar and the Things of God


The things of Caesar give back (apodote) to Caesar.

—Mark 12:17

Give back (apodote) therefore the things of Caesar to Caesar.

—Matt. 22:21

Then give back (apodote) the things of Caesar to Caesar.

—Luke 20:25



BEFORE MOVING INTO JESUS’S OVERLY FAMILIAR STORY, HERE are some questions that allow us to see the events in a new light. Why was Jesus executed? If Jesus went regularly to Jerusalem for Passover, what led to his execution on that final visit? If Jesus went only once to Jerusalem for Passover, why did he go there that single time and how did it lead to his execution?

Either way, this question presses: In the most plausible historical reconstruction—as in a detective story—what happened, why did it happen, and how did it happen that Jesus of Nazareth died publicly, legally, and officially on a Roman cross before the end of Passover at Jerusalem around the year 30? The follow-up question, then, is: What does this tell us about the nature of Jesus’s movement?

To understand Jesus’s intention, we can focus on his activity and determine his purpose by assessing his strategy at Jerusalem that Passover week. The best guide is to follow the general sequence in Mark, the earliest of the four Gospels, certainly the major source for Matthew and Luke and probably for John as well. Without Mark, we have no way to explain—apart from polemics and apologetics—why Jesus was executed on that specific Passover. More significantly, without Mark’s general context, there is no way to explain why Jesus was not arrested for his specific activity on (Palm) Sunday, at the earliest, or on Tuesday, at the latest—especially in the tinderbox context of the Temple at Passover in Jerusalem. But why the tinderbox context?

In the close quarters of the Temple at Passover, massed Jewish pilgrims celebrated Israel’s deliverance from Egyptian bondage in the ancient past even while they were under Roman bondage in the present. That paradox was particularly evident as they assembled for sacrifice in the Temple, which was overlooked by the Fortress Antonia, a northern attachment that both observed and controlled Temple activity and symbolized their present imperial oppression.

No wonder, then, that two massive riots happened in the Temple at Passover, according to the Jewish historian Josephus. One was in 4 BCE in which “three thousand” were killed and another in around 50 CE in which either “twenty thousand” or “thirty thousand” were killed (Jewish War 2.10–13, 223–47; Jewish Antiquities 17.213–18; 20.105–12; henceforth abbreviated as JW and JA).

Furthermore, at Passover, Pilate, the Roman prefect, or second-rank governor of southern Israel, was present with extra troops to enforce zero toleration for anything subversive. Pilate, by the way, was not exactly that indecisive character, half Hamlet and half Polonius, portrayed in the Gospel accounts. We know more about him than about any other governor in the first-century Jewish homeland. After a decade in power (26–36), he was finally sent back to Rome by his superior, Vitellius, the legate, or first-rank governor of Syria, to defend himself before the emperor Tiberius (JA 18.88–89).

With all of that in mind, this Overture concentrates on the first days of Jesus’s final week—our Palm Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday—and, within those three days, it focuses on the tribute question during that Tuesday: What did Jesus do on those three days, and how do those actions reveal the intention of his visit and the overall strategy of that week?

On our Palm Sunday, Jesus mounted (pun intended) a public demonstration against Roman imperial control, starting from “Bethphage and Bethany, near the Mount of Olives” and going toward Jerusalem (Mark 11:1). In an anti-triumphal entry, he rode into Jerusalem from the east on a donkey in a symbolic subversive demonstration against the Roman governor Pilate, arriving from the west on a stallion. Pilate came from his headquarters at coastal Caesarea to overpower the Passover crowds if necessary. Jesus came from Galilee to empower those same crowds—if possible.

According to Mark, Jesus was greeted as the Davidic Messiah, as a New David: “Many people spread their cloaks on the road, and others spread leafy branches that they had cut in the fields. Then those who went ahead and those who followed were shouting . . . ‘Blessed is the coming kingdom of our ancestor David!’” (11:8–10). Why was Jesus not immediately arrested?

On the next day, Jesus conducted the other half of his ongoing single demonstration—this time against Temple-based collaboration with the Roman oppressors. He did not “purify” the Temple; he closed it down by symbolically overturning the tables for its annual taxes, its sacred gifts, and its fiscal supports (Mark 11:15–17).

Quoting the prophet Jeremiah, Jesus invoked God’s priority for distributive justice over liturgical worship. Jeremiah and Jesus accused the Temple of having become a refuge, a hideaway, a safe house, “a den” for “robbers” (Mark 11:17), because sacrificial worship inside had supplanted social justice outside (Jer. 7:1–15). That challenge, by the way, almost cost Jeremiah his life (26:1–24). Again, then, why was Jesus not arrested by that second night?

The answer to those two preceding questions is that Mark describes Jesus during those first three days in Jerusalem as opposed by Jewish authorities but protected by Jewish crowds. (No need, by the way, to demonize those high-priestly authorities. As collaborators, they feared Jesus; according to John 11:48, they said: “Everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation”—themselves included!)

On Palm Sunday, as we just saw, Mark detailed the “many people” who welcomed Jesus into Jerusalem. No mention yet of tension with the authorities—but it can be fairly presumed. On Monday, after the Temple incident, both sides appeared in explicit confrontation over Jesus: “When the chief priests and the scribes heard it, they kept looking for a way to kill him; for they were afraid of him, because the whole crowd was spellbound by his teaching” (Mark 11:18). On Tuesday, this conflict between authorities and crowds over Jesus intensified dramatically according to Mark. On that day, Mark has Jesus “win” a series of five debates in Jerusalem’s Temple (11:27–12:40) to mirror deliberately the inaugural series of five debates that he “won” in Galilee (2:1–3:6).

During those Temple debates, the authorities included chief priests, scribes, elders (11:27–12:12), Pharisees and Herodians (12:13–17), Sadducees (12:18–27), and scribes again (12:28–40). Against that serried opposition, all that protected Jesus was “the crowd,” and Mark mentions them three times that day:


They were afraid of the crowd, for all regarded John as truly a prophet. (11:32)

When they realized that he had told this parable against them, they wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowd. So they left him and went away. (12:12)

The large crowd was listening to him with delight. (12:37)



That protective screen of supporting “crowds” kept Jesus safe from the authorities even in the Temple itself.

But Jesus also adopted another security measure. He did not stay overnight in Jerusalem. Instead, each day, he came from and returned to a safe location out of sight on the southeastern slopes of the Mount of Olives about two miles from Jerusalem. There, at Bethany, he stayed in the home of Martha, Mary, and Lazarus—probably Judean relatives—a place accurately called al-Eizariya, the Place of Lazarus, today.

Mark emphasizes that Jesus left from and returned to Bethany each of the first three days that Passover week:


[Sunday] He entered Jerusalem and went into the temple; and when he had looked around at everything, as it was already late, he went out to Bethany with the twelve. (11:11)

[Monday] On the following day, when they came from Bethany, he was hungry. . . . When evening came, Jesus and his disciples went out of the city. (11:12, 19)

[Tuesday] In the morning as they passed by, they saw the fig tree withered away to its roots. . . . Again they came to Jerusalem. . . . When he was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple . . . (11:20, 27; 13:3)



It is only those two items—protective crowds and Jesus’s suburban refuge—that explain why he was not arrested by Sunday, Monday, or Tuesday of that Passover week, all according to prearranged security plans.

From that we may draw two conclusions about Jesus’s intentions based on his actions that Passover week. He did not go to Jerusalem deliberately to be martyred, either as a sacrifice for sin, as in evangelical Protestant theology, or as a model for suffering, as in Roman Catholic theology. He went there because Judean supporters and relatives said something like this: “If you are serious about this rule of God movement, take it out of those small villages in Galilee and bring it to the holy city of Jerusalem. Also, bring it here at Passover because of its traditional liberation meaning and also because pilgrim visitors will then carry it everywhere. Furthermore, we can protect you this Passover—in the Temple by day and in Bethany by night.”

* * *

Granted that intentional matrix derived from Jesus’s public actions and safety strategies, we can focus next on Jesus in the Temple on (our) Tuesday of that Passover week (Mark 11:27–12:44). On that day, in the Markan context, Jesus was asked a question whose answer was calculated to either strip him of his protective crowd or enable the inimical authorities to accuse him before Pilate.

Recall that, as just mentioned, Mark frames his life of Jesus between the inaugural debates in Galilee and the terminal ones in Jerusalem. After the five Galilean debates, “The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him” (Mark 3:6). Then, during the five Jerusalem debates, that same combination of scholarly and princely power reappeared against Jesus.

Each of the five Jerusalem debates began with a question. The first one came from “the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders” (Mark 11:27–33). It involved the question of Jesus’s authority and, after deflecting it, he rebutted them with the parable of the Wicked Tenants (12:1–11). That led directly into the second question-based debate: “When they realized that he had told this parable against them, they wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowd. So they left him and went away. Then they sent to him some Pharisees and some Herodians to trap him in what he said” (12:12–13).

In Jerusalem at the end, as in Galilee at the start, the scholarly/religious and princely/political authorities combined forces against Jesus, and a three-step “they/he” dialogue ensued in which, of course, Jesus got the last word:


They came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality, but teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” (12:14–15a)

But knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why are you putting me to the test? Bring me a denarius and let me see it.” (12:15b)




And they brought one. (12:16a)

Then he said to them, “Whose image (eikon) is this, and whose inscription (epigraphē)?” (12:16b)




They answered, “Caesar’s (Kaisaros).” (12:16c)

Jesus said to them, “Caesar’s (ta Kaisaros) give back to Caesar and God’s to God.” (12:17ab)



In what follows, each stage in the overall dialogue will be looked at separately, but that is simply for explanatory focus, as the incident must always be seen as a unitary whole.

Taxes and Test (12:14–15). In the first stage of the incident, the question was a rather obvious gotcha—especially in that time and place. The result of a “no” answer, against Roman taxation, was always dangerous, but for Jesus to refute imperial tribute in the Temple at Passover was particularly so, because it focused his opposition on Pilate’s political power rather than on Caiaphas’s religious power. Luke alone, by the way, makes a refusal to pay Roman taxes part of the accusation against Jesus before Pilate: “We found this man perverting our nation, forbidding us to pay taxes to the emperor, and saying that he himself is the Messiah, a king” (23:1–2).

Granted that a “no” response to Roman taxation was extremely dangerous, a “yes” answer, in favor of Roman taxation, was equally, if differently, dangerous. Jesus would lose the protective screen of his supporters, thereby allowing the authorities to move against him safely. Either response seemed fatal for Jesus.

Image and Inscription (12:16ab). To the gotcha in the opening, Jesus first countered with his own gotcha. Jesus himself did not carry the tribute coin. He asked the group to show him one, questioned them as if he had never seen one before, and forced them to tell him whose “image” and “inscription” were on it. But, at this point, what follows depends on which Roman coin Jesus observed, Mark presumed, and we hearers/readers imagine.

What tribute coin fits best with the exchange in the second section and especially with Jesus’s climactic conclusion, “The things of Caesar give back (apodote) to Caesar and the things of God to God” (Mark 12:17b, literally)? What coin’s inscription might best have generated such a specific distinction between “God” and “Caesar”?1

In answering that question in what follows, we need to pay close attention not just to a coin’s central “image,” but also to its surrounding “inscription,” since Jesus explicitly asked about both those elements. Also, for clarity and legibility, schematic drawings are used rather than photos of actual coins, because in some cases the dies were bigger than the blanks or badly centered on them or the coins were simply abraded over time.

The silver denarius of Tiberius is the classic example of the tribute coin and is the one usually described, discussed, and depicted in connection with this passage. Mark calls it a “denarius” (dēnarion). That is a Latin coin, 11/16 of an inch in diameter, about the size of a US penny or dime, and in value the equivalent of a Greek drachma.

On this coin Tiberius’s “image” appears facing right on its front, or obverse, and the surrounding “inscription” reads counterclockwise in abbreviated Latin: TI CAESAR DIVI AVG F AVGVSTVS, or Tiberius Caesar, Son of the Divine Augustus, Augustus.

The back, or reverse, side shows the goddess Pax seated, facing right, with an inverted spear in her right hand and an olive branch in her left. The abbreviated counterclockwise Latin inscription reads: PONTIF MAXIM, or Pontifex Maximus, the “Supreme Bridgebuilder” between earth and heaven—from pons, “bridge,” and facere, “to build” (Figure 1).

There are, however, several intractable problems with that coin as the one observed by Jesus or intended by Mark. First, it is a Latin coin minted at Lyons in faraway Gaul (France)—which explains why none that date before the 60s have ever been discovered in Israel. Second, this denarius is a tiny coin and, on the front, the abbreviated six-word Latin counterclockwise “inscription” would be visually difficult to read, and the reader would have to know Latin case endings to read DIVI AVG F correctly as DIVI AVGVSTI FILIVS.

Finally, and in any case, Mark probably used “denarius” as a general term for whatever silver coin those questioners produced—just as the King James Bible used “penny” in its translation. (I grew up in Ireland with the old British coinage of “pounds, shillings, and pence/pennies,” indicated by £, s, and d—d from denarii but used for pennies.)

[image: image]


FIGURE 1

Roman Imperial Coins I.26-30: http://numismatics.org/ocre/id/ric.1(2).tib.30, and https://www.forumancientcoins.com/numiswiki/view.asp?key=tribute%20penny




A better candidate for the coin in question is the silver tetradrachm of Tiberius. As its name indicates, this coin was worth four drachmas, or four denarii. At an inch in diameter (the size of the US quarter), it was bigger than a denarius and therefore easier to observe. Also, rather than abbreviated Latin inscriptions, it had large unabbreviated Greek ones, which would have been easier to both read and debate.

There are two tetradrachms worth considering—one from the mint in Alexandria, Egypt, the other from the mint in Antioch, Syria—with only ten known examples. On the obverse of both types is the wreathed head of Tiberius; the Egyptian coin reads TIBERIOS KAISAR SEBASTOS (Tiberius Caesar Augustus) and the Syrian coin reads TIBERIOS SEBASTOS KAISAR (Tiberius Augustus Caesar).

The reverse of both coins shows the crowned head of Augustus and, since the following discussion focuses on them, here they are:

[image: image]


FIGURE 2

Roman Provincial Coins I.5089: https://rpc.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/coins/1/5089




[image: image]


FIGURE 3

Roman Provincial Coins I.4161: https://rpc.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/coins/1/4161




As you can see, the clockwise two-word inscription in Figure 2 reads ΘEOΣ ΣEBAΣTOΣ (THEOS SEBASTOS, God Augustus); the counterclockwise three-word inscription in Figure 3 reads ΘEOΣ ΣEBAΣTOΣ KAIΣAΡ (THEOS SEBASTOS KAISAR, God Augustus Caesar). But before considering which coin type best fits Jesus’s specific response, a word about words and especially about titles.

We know that Jesus’s title “Messiah” is based on the Semitic word for the Greek term we translate as “Christ.” Caesar’s title Sebastos is the Greek word for the Latin term Augustus. Sebastos is an adjective from the verb sebō, “to worship,” and should be properly translated as “worshiped.” It is, in fact, the verb used six times in Acts for “God-worshipers” (sebomenoi). Sebastos/Augustus means “the worshiped one.” So Caesar represented not only the military, economic, and political power, but also the ideological or theological power that held together Rome’s Mediterranean globalization. It is, therefore, a serious mistake to consider that theological title to be empty court protocol or to dismiss it as merely part of the workings of the ruler cult.

In the last decade of his life, for example, the poet Horace began a literary letter to Augustus in which he noted that ancient heroes like Hercules and Romulus were only divinized after death. To Augustus he said: “Upon you [Augustus], however, while still among us, we bestow honors betimes, set up altars to swear by in your name, and confess that nothing like you will hereafter arise or has arisen ever now” (Epistles 2.1.15–17).

Granted all that, it is no surprise to find Augustus entitled Theos Sebastos (God Augustus) on the reverse side of both tetradrachm coin types. But which is the one best suited within the full account of Mark’s tribute debate?

Caesar and God (12:16c–17b). The questioners opened with this trap: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not? Should we pay them, or should we not?” As we just saw, their “test” was to trap Jesus into an equally dangerous yes or no choice. Jesus’s countertrap was to force them into their equally dangerous Caesar-or-God choice, based on his double question about “image” and “inscription.”

First, in this third stage of the incident, think about Jesus’s question, “Whose image is this?” In the literal Greek text, the questioners had to admit that it is “Caesar’s” (Kaisaros), and Jesus immediately picked up their word and replied, “Caesar’s (ta Kaisaros) give back to Caesar.” Note, it is not simply “give” or “render” (dote), but “give back” or “render back” (apodote). That exchange is thus as linguistically appropriate as it is beautifully ambiguous, especially since Jesus did not carry Caesar’s coin but they did!

Jesus’s reply, “Caesar’s give back to Caesar,” could mean yes, keep Caesar’s coin and pay your taxes, or no, return Caesar’s coin and do not—because you then cannot—pay your taxes. If you do not accept Caesar’s coin, how can you pay Caesar’s taxes? No wonder the questioners and/or observers “were utterly amazed at him” (12:17c).

Second, think now about Jesus’s question, “Whose inscription is this?” Once Jesus had avoided their clever trap with an even more clever countertrap, he concluded with a profound challenge—especially among Jews, who were aniconic monotheists, under domination by Romans, who were iconic polytheists.

On the obverse of the silver tetradrachm offered as the tribute coin, the Greek “inscription” called Augustus both “God” (Theos) and “Caesar” (Kaisar). Augustus was not just Sebastos, “the worshiped one,” but, lest there be any mistake, he was “the worshiped God.” On that coin, as so often elsewhere in Roman imperial theology, Caesar and God were identified.

We can now see why Jesus’s final comment brought up “Caesar” and “God.” It was because the Syrian coin had already equated them. And, in response, he had quietly denied that equation and serenely separated “the things of Caesar” from “the things of God.”

That coin’s identification of God and Caesar announced, as it were: Render to Caesar the things that are God’s, and to God the things that are Caesar’s. Jesus’s distinction between Caesar and God instead announced: Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.

That final quotation from Jesus should never be cited as if it were a stand-alone proverb or aphorism dividing the world between Caesar and God, politics and religion, state and temple/church/mosque. That is to ignore its context, negate its challenge, and betray its meaning.

* * *

All of that, however, leaves us with these rather obvious questions: If Caesar and God are not identified, then how are they distinguished? If Caesar and God are not equated, then how are they related? If Caesar and God are neither identified nor equated, how are they associated, accommodated, adapted, assimilated, or acculturated to one another in the actual world in which we all live?

Notice that those five verbs represent the classic slippery slope toward full acculturation. By that word I designate deep integration in the surrounding culture so that you swim in it smoothly, unconsciously, and uncritically—like fish in the sea. Acculturation is the drag of normalcy, the lure of conformity, the curse of careerism that can—under certain leaders, in certain circumstances, at certain times and places—turn some of us into monsters, many of us into liars, and most of us into cowards.

Next we look, first, at two contradictory New Testament answers to the question of divine rule and human acculturation. One solution is to demonize acculturation, as is done in the book of Revelation (Part One). Another solution is to canonize acculturation, as in the two-volume book of Luke-Acts (Part Two). Then, granted that dichotomy, what about radically criticizing acculturation as the way forward for Christian faith—and human evolution (Part Three)?




Part One

Culture Rejected and Demonized

To demonize others is to fail to learn the lessons of history.1

—Phillip Cole, The Myth of Evil




1

God Shall Overcome Someday

THE LAST BOOK OF THE CHRISTIAN BIBLE ANNOUNCES ITSELF as: “The revelation (apokalypsis) of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place; he made it known by sending his angel to his servant John” (Rev. 1:1). The author then announces himself as: “I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the rule of God and the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9). Patmos is, today, a small Greek island off the southwestern coast of Turkey. John of Patmos likes to emphasize certain elements by repeating them at the start and finish of his text. Using that framing style, he identifies himself again later as: “I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things. And when I heard and saw them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me” (22:8).

The opening word, apokalypsis in the original Greek, or “revelation” in English translation, promises the unveiling or disclosing of a hidden or secret content, presumably one that is important, momentous, or even cataclysmic. But after that single inaugural use of apocalypse, the author prefers to describe the book as prophecy, a term that, once again, appears at the start and finish to frame the entire text. At the start, we get this promise: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in it; for the time is near” (1:3). At the end, we get that same promise, but now tempered with a threat:

Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book. . . . Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book. . . . I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone adds to them, God will add to that person the plagues described in this book; if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away that person’s share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book. (22:7, 10, 18–19)

Those framing promises are a forceful hint that, whatever external enemies exist, there are also internal forces to be praised and/or threatened. But, more to the point, by using the term “prophecy,” this book’s apocalyptic vision declares itself—defensively and polemically—as belonging to, depending on, and continuing forward the authoritative prophetic vision of ancient biblical tradition.

Furthermore, the author also specifies that prophetic content, again at the start and finish of his book, with these framing details on a coming what and a coming who. The what is described as “what must soon take place” in 1:1 at the beginning and then again in 22:6 at the end, and the who as “I will come to you soon” in 2:16 and 3:11 at the beginning and “I am coming soon” in 22:7, 12, 20 at the end. This book’s content is about a coming what and a coming who, both of which are specified as coming soon, as an imminent when.

How, then, does John’s announcement of a coming what and a coming who connect with previous prophetic announcements of a similar double advent?

Toward the conclusion of his book, John describes climactically what is coming as a new and transfigured world summed up within a vision of a new Jerusalem:

I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.”

And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.” . . .

Then one of the seven angels . . . carried me away to a great, high mountain and showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God. (21:2–5, 9–10)

That magnificent vision of “a new heaven and a new earth” (21:1) is both the soaring climax of John’s apocalyptic prophecy and the deliberate recall of another equally climactic prophecy from half a millennium earlier. That is also, of course, why—despite the redundancy—John labels his apocalypse precisely as prophecy and, indeed, as the climactic fulfillment of biblical prophecy.

First, the theme of a new creation and a new Jerusalem recalls the ecstatic chapters added to the book of Isaiah at the time of Israel’s Persian restoration from its Babylonian captivity in the late 500s BCE:

I am about to create new heavens and a new earth; the former things shall not be remembered or come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I am creating; for I am about to create Jerusalem as a joy, and its people as a delight. I will rejoice in Jerusalem, and delight in my people; no more shall the sound of weeping be heard in it, or the cry of distress. (Isa. 65:17–19)

Next, John’s promise of tears wiped from every eye, of an end to death, and of a new Jerusalem recalls this promise of the Persian restoration as a great divine feast for all the nations on the mountain of Jerusalem:

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear. And he will destroy on this mountain the shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all nations; he will swallow up death forever. Then the Lord GOD will wipe away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth, for the LORD has spoken. (Isa. 25:6–8)

For our first glimpse of what John sees as coming, we start by going back—as we just saw John himself doing—into Israel’s deepest hopes for a new and very different world here below. Why was a new world needed? What would make it new? Who would inaugurate it here below? When would it happen? How would it happen?

* * *

The Hebrew scriptures, and the Christian Old Testament derived from it, repeatedly describe Israel in idyllic fashion as “a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Exod. 3:8) or “a land flowing with milk and honey, the most glorious of all lands” (Ezek. 20:6). Be that as it may, this promised land is located on the Mediterranean’s Levantine coast as the connecting link between the continents of Europe, Asia, and Africa. As such, Israel is permanently positioned on the highway of superpower conflict between Mesopotamia and Egypt, Persia and Greece, Parthia and Rome, and repeatedly struggled under the occupation and oppression that resulted from that location.

Furthermore, if your faith is in a God who rules the world by distributive justice (for example, Ps. 82), but your experience is one of repeated imperial injustice, how do you reconcile that discrepancy or resolve that profound cognitive dissonance? Israel’s answer was, in summary: God will overcome—someday!

There would be, there
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