
By the Mouth of a Fish

When they came to Capernaum, the collectors of the temple tax approached Peter and said
“Does not your teacher pay the temple tax?” “Yes,” he said. When he came into the house,
before he had time to speak, Jesus asked him, “What is your opinion, Simon? From whom do
the kings of the earth take tolls or census tax? From their subjects or from foreigners?”  When
he said “From foreigners,” Jesus said to him, “Then the subjects are exempt.  But that we may
not offend them, go to the sea, drop in a hook, and take the first fish that comes up.  Open its
mouth and you will find a coin worth twice the temple tax.  Give that to them for me and for you.”
(Matthew 17: 22-27)

From this unusual story we can derive two simple but important lessons about day-to-day
Christian living. As an acknowledged rabbi, Jesus should have been exempt from the temple
tax. By demanding a tax, these synagogue officials are denying his status as a Rabbi.  It was
clearly a slap in the face.  And yet Jesus does not take up the fight. “In order not to offend,” he
instructs Peter to pay it.  What this tells us Christians is that we need to choose our battles.  It is
true that often we have to stand up for our faith and face conflict head-on.  But there are other
times when perhaps we should hold back and wait for a better opportunity when we might be
more successful in promoting Christianity.  Time and again, we see Jesus avoiding conflict;
sometimes, he literally runs away.  Then again, there is the great conflict, the Crucifixion, in
which Jesus stood his ground and would not budge in his convictions.  From the totality of his
life and death, then, we learn of our need to carefully discern when to enter into the conflict and
when to avoid it. We don’t have to swing at every pitch.  That is the first lesson.  Now to the
second…

This coin in the fish’s mouth is an odd miracle.  While there is no doubt that he had the ability to
pull this off, it seems out of character.  Scripture scholars say this is not in keeping with Jesus’
own protocol for performing miracles, since he does not usually use miracles to help himself.
So what is going on here?  One interpretation is that there was an expression in Jesus’ day that
was not unlike our own: “I earn my keep by the sweat of my brow.”  A carpenter might say, “I pay
my bills with the hammer and the nail.”  In the passage above, we see that they’ve returned to
Peter’s fishing village.  Perhaps Jesus was telling Peter to “pay the tax by the mouth of the fish.”
In other words, he was teaching Peter (and you and me, too) that Christians are not to exempt
themselves from the day-to-day labor of secular society.  We see this point exemplified by St.
Paul who, throughout his missionary travels, earned his keep as a tentmaker.  This is a
repudiation of an early Christian belief that Christians were above society and did not have to
participate in it. There is a wonderful quote from a First Century Christian text:

The difference between Christians and others is not a matter of nationality or
language or customs.  Christians do not live apart in separate cities of their
own; nor do they speak any special dialect nor practice any eccentric way of
life.  Nevertheless, the organization of their community does exhibit some
features that are remarkable.  For instance, though they are residents at home
in their own countries, their behavior is more like that of transients.  They take



their full part as citizens but they also submit to anything and everything as if
they were aliens. For them any foreign country is the motherland and any
motherland is a foreign country.”

It reminds me of the Quaker expression: “This life is a bridge.  Walk across it but do not build a
house on it.”
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