Spiritual Life
29th Sunday in Ordinary Time
By: Fr. Chris
Have you ever noticed that the teachings of Jesus often leave
us with more questions than answers? The religious officials
ask Jesus whether it is legal to pay the tax to the emperor.
They think that a yes answer will discredit him with the people who hate Rome’s domination of Israel. If he says no, they
figure they can tell the political authorities that Jesus is advocating rebellion. It seems very simple.
Jesus responds by asking a simple question: Whose head is on
the coin? It is Caesar’s, of course. Well then, if it belongs to
Caesar, give it back to him. But, Jesus is quick to add, give to
God what belongs to God. Now the dilemma is in the Pharisee’s court. What belongs to Caesar and what belongs to
God? How do you know?
Jesus did not answer that question. Every age has had to ask
that same question and try to determine how to answer it.
During the time of the persecutions in the first few centuries
giving to God meant risking persecution and maybe death.
Later, giving to Caesar during the Middle Ages meant giving
loyal allegiance to your king or prince. He kept you safe from
the barbarians and warring bandits. During war most people
knew that giving to Caesar meant fighting for your country.
But should one give to Caesar if the king or leader is corrupt?
What if the political system itself is corrupt? Can one truly
divide their loyalties to God and king? That has been the
question Christians have had to ask who lived in Nazi Germany, Stalinist Russia, Cuba, and other communist and fascist
nations.
There are two questions that have to be asked. The first one is
what belongs to Caesar? In other words, what do we owe to
the state and to civil rulers? In a society that is benign or supportive to our faith we are required to be good citizens. We
should support the efforts of the state to provide roads,
schools, and police for public safety and well-being. It is necessary to have a military to defend the country. In times of
national emergency it would be necessary to join the military
for national defense. These things can only happen by the
state raising money through taxation and fees. It is necessary
to pay just taxes for these enterprises. Likewise, it is not lawful or moral to incite riots, do violence, or commit arson to
get our way.
In those states that are hostile to religion or are hostile to
basic human rights and dignity the Christian has a moral obligation to care for and support life. If the nation does not uphold life and protect it then it is moral to disobey the state. It
was right for citizens of Nazi Germany to sabotage their war

efforts so that justice and human rights could be restored to
the German people. In our nation it is good for people to organize town meetings, marches, and civil disobedience, short
of violence, when the rights of people are not protected. That
happened in the civil rights marches of the 50’s and 60’s.
Today we do this to secure the rights of the unborn. Yet, even
in those cases it is not right to harm life or cause murder or
mayhem to change laws. That is not acceptable. We always
look to the cross and realize that evil can only be toppled with
goodness, not more evil.
What do we owe God? That is more difficult for God has given us everything. We realize that God has given us life. He
has given us our family. Love, friendship, and kindness are
gifts from God. Therefore, it is necessary that we preserve life
and family. That means we should not abuse food, alcohol or
drugs. It means that we should not destroy our family through
violence. It means in marriage couples should strive to work
through problems rather than seek divorce.
God gave us all of creation. We have been entrusted with the
natural world. We are to protect the environment from pollution and needless waste. We should look for opportunities to
recycle and reuse rather than to discard things. That is very
difficult in our society of plenty. It’s often more cost effective
to buy something new than to have it fixed. That makes it
very difficult to justify the expense. But if we are seriously
trying to give to God what is His, then we have to care for the
natural resources of the planet.
God also has given us time. That is probably our most precious gift. Since none of us knows how much time we have
we should use it well. Giving time to God is so critical. We
need time for worship. An hour a week is not a lot. But hopefully we also spend time each day in prayer. This is very necessary too. Then our time is needed in ministry and service.
We are never done with God’s work. Yet, all he asks is for
just a bit of time back from the 24 hours we get every day.
So, look to give back to God time in ministry, prayer, and
worship.
See I told you this is trickier than it first looks. Jesus always
gets us to see things in a new way. So, be good citizens of the
earth, but more importantly, be citizens of the Kingdom of
Heaven.
Amen.
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