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Imagine this: an Austrian man with white hair and beard being followed around by a long row of baby 
geese. Or, just his head, the rest of his body underwater, and two geese nibbling gently on his hair. Or,  
a cartoon drawing of the Austrian man with two geese gazing at him, asking, “Dad?”

This Goose Man – Konrad Lorenz – studied imprinting: an instinctive behavior some animals have, in 
which they strongly (STRONGLY) bond with “the first moving object they see within the first hours of
hatching.”1 Lorenz would gather a batch of geese eggs, wait for them to hatch, and then make sure that 
he was the first being they saw after being born.2 And he would even quack at them to help seal the 
deal.3

And those baby geese acted like he was their mother. They waddled along after him, following him 
wherever he went. That’s imprinting. 

Today’s Gospel story is, at first glance, Jesus providing an answer to the question, “Should we pay our 
taxes?” But as we look closer, we’ll see that Jesus takes that question about taxes and uses it to teach a 
lesson about imprinting. 

We humans don’t have that intense, immediate imprinting instinct that baby geese have. But as we 
grow up, and even as adults, it seems like we do our own kind of imprinting. We give our loyalty to 
people or causes that are important to us. We buy clothes to show how much we love our favorite 
sports team, and then we root for them through winning and losing. We learn to trust certain thinkers or
writers and follow their interpretations of things. When I’m asked why I’m Lutheran, I can give a 
whole lot of answers about our emphasis on God’s grace and our understanding of the sacraments and 
the way we organize ourselves as a denominational structure – but I also have to be honest and say a 
strong part of it has to be that I grew up Lutheran. I imprinted on Luther’s Small Catechism and the 
smell of candles being put out after worship and a few favorite hymns.

Unfortunately, sometimes the Church develops a reputation for imprinting on something other than 
God. There’s an old joke that a certain denomination ought to be called “The Republican Party at 
Prayer.”

You might see this intense election season in a new way if you look at it through this idea of 
imprinting.

Now what I’m calling imprinting here – it’s all normal and can be really good, right? Our loyalty to 
people and causes and institutions helps us build community and can help us find some good guidance 
for our lives. But if what we’ve imprinted on goes against the will of God, and we continue to give our 
loyalty to it, continue to waddle along after it like baby geese – that’s not good anymore. We call that 
having an idol.
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So, this group of Pharisees and Herodians approach Jesus, trying to trap him, and they ask: “Is it lawful
to pay taxes to the emperor or not?” It’s a much more touchy question than it is in our time and place, 
because these aren’t taxes like our taxes. This tax was a tax that only non-Roman citizens had to pay to 
Rome (see Matt. 17:24-27). So for Israelites like Jesus, this would have meant that a foreign empire has
taken over your country, and you don’t have the full rights of a citizen in that empire, but you have to 
pay taxes that citizens don’t have to pay. Taxation without representation and then some. So the 
question of paying this tax came loaded with other questions about loyalty to your own nation and 
loyalty to your God.

But for Jesus, it’s an easy question. Take a coin out of your pocket. Whose face is on it? Caesar’s. That 
money you’ve got is is already Caesar’s thing. Go ahead and give it to him. 

But, he adds: and give to God the things that are God’s.

What does that mean? It seems like a confusing thing for Jesus to say – until I phrase it just a little 
differently. I bet all of us can answer this question. In fact, if you know a child, go ahead and ask them 
this question: “What belongs to God?”

You know the answer, right? Everything belongs to God – because God created it all. We ourselves 
belong to God.

So then the next question is: Do we give it all to God? Everything we have control over, our very selves
– do we give to God what is God’s? Or are we waddling after idols?

The Pharisees and Herodians tried to trap Jesus, but Jesus traps them with his answer. Because Jesus 
catches them red-handed. They’d hoped if Jesus had simply said, “Yes, pay your taxes,” they could call
him a traitor to the nation and the Jewish faith. But maybe they were really banking on this radical 
rabbi rebelling against the tax. If Jesus had said, “No, don’t pay your taxes to this pagan Empire,” what 
would they have done? Presumably they would have turned him in to the Roman authorities, right?

Wait a minute. These leaders of the people of Israel, of God’s chosen people – they would ask a 
question about the faithfulness of handing one of Caesar’s coins back to Caesar in taxes – but they were
also willing to take a human being, a child of God, made in the image of God, a fellow Israelite and 
Jew, a teacher of God’s word – and give him to Caesar? Without Caesar even asking? No wonder Jesus 
called them hypocrites, right there in front of God and everybody.

So Jesus left them hanging with questions: Who were they imprinting on? Were they following God – 
or Caesar? Did they live as God created them, bearing the image of God – or had they let themselves 
become like one of those coins, imprinted with the mark of Caesar, living in someone else’s pocket?

And what about us?

Let us pray.

On [the] day of internal revenue, some of us are paid up, some of us owe, some of us await a refund, 
some of us have no income to tax. But all of us are taxed, by war, by violence, by anxiety, by 
deathliness. And Caesar never gives any deep tax relief.



We render to Caesar...to some it feels like a grab, to some it is clearly a war tax, to some – some few – 
it is a way to contribute to the common good.

In any case we are haunted by what we render to Caesar, by what we might render to you, by the way 
we invest our wealth and our lives, when what you ask is an “easy yoke”: to do justice, to love mercy, 
to walk humbly with you. 

Give us courage for your easy burden, so to live untaxed lives.4 
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