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THE SEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

What Does Belong to God?
Hebrews 11:1-16; Matthew 22:15-22, 34-40

Those Pharisees were quite a crowd, weren’t they?  Although they tried
to be sneaky, they were about as subtle as Patrick Henry making his famous
“Give me liberty or give me death!” speech.  And who was it who said,
“Flattery will get you everywhere”?  Mae West, I think.  Well, Mae might have
been impressed by the silvery tongued Pharisees, but Jesus was not.  Jesus
was savvy to their deceit and wise to their ways.  He knew that if he said it
was unlawful (according to Jewish law) to pay taxes to Caesar that the
Roman authorities would be all over him for sedition.  On the other hand, if he
appeared to support the taxes (and thus the occupation of the Roman army),
the Jews would be upset with him and disregard anything else he said. 
Wisely, Jesus asked to see a piece of the currency which everyone in the
crowd used to pay those taxes.  Someone dropped a coin in his hand, and he
asked the Pharisees whose image was on it.  When they responded that it
was the emperor’s, he said, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are
the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  Amazed at how quick
he was on his feet, the Pharisees went away to regroup for their next attack.

Jesus was quick on his feet.  He offered a good answer to the
Pharisees who were not really interested in an answer at all.  They wanted to
discredit Jesus, but they could not find his Achilles heel.  As much as
everyone hated paying taxes to the Romans, they knew they received some
services in return.  While they despised the army of occupation, it did offer
protection from other potential invading armies.  The soldiers kept order in the
streets, dealt with thieves, murderers, and other villains, and were a boon to
the local economy.  Just as we bemoan the taxes we have to pay, the Jews
also knew that those taxes bought important services.  Besides, Caesar
demanded taxes and the people had no choice but to comply.  It was that
simple.  We understand, don’t we?

Like the Pharisees, we know what belongs to Caesar–to the city,
county, state, and federal governments.  We may not like the tax rates or how
all of our taxes are spent, but we know taxes and laws are essential for a
government to operate effectively.



Jesus was clever and hushed the Pharisees for the moment, but we
don’t need to leave the conversation there.  If we know what belongs to
Caesar, then what belongs to God?  We tend to think this conversation is all
about money.  Ordinarily at this point, you would expect me to take the logical
leap to remind you that God deserves his share of the money that you don’t
have to give to Caesar.  If that is where you want me to go, I will, but it is not
where I intend to go.  I don’t think I need to remind you how important it is for
each and every one of us to support the ministry and mission of this
congregation.  Instead, I want you to think about how it is that we know what
belongs to God.

I suggest we use Jesus’ own trick and ask ourselves where we see
God’s image.  If Jesus could take a denarius, which was equivalent to a day’s
wages and was used to pay taxes, and make his point by reminding the
Pharisees whose image was on the coin, then can we not look for those
things which bear God’s image to discover what belongs to God?

Look around you–literally.  Look to your left and now to your right.  Look
behind you and in front of you.  What do you see?  You see people who bear
the image of God.  Surely you remember that critical bit of information from
the first creation story which tells us, “So God created humankind in his
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created
them” (Genesis 1:27).

All around you are people who belong to God because we are all
created in God’s image.  Just as images of former Presidents on our currency
remind us that it is legal tender of the United States of America, so the imprint
of God on each and every person reminds us that we belong to God.

Look outside.  You will also see that all of creation carries the
fingerprints of God.  The truth is, it all belongs to God, doesn’t it?  That is what
scripture teaches and that is what we believe–that everything that exists is
God’s gift to us for our use and benefit.

Obviously not everyone agrees with that perspective.  Some people look
at creation and see nothing but an opportunity for self-satisfaction, either
through personal pleasure or monetary gain.  Creation and its resources are
little more than the means to an end that is ultimately selfish so the world is
exploited and spoiled and we ultimately suffer as a result.
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Some people look at other people and find no resemblance to God
whatsoever.  Prejudice, abuse, enmity, theft, murder, injustice, hatred, and
war arise simply because we do not recognize God in the face of another
person or see the resemblance we share in their eyes.  Many of the ills that
afflict humanity occur because of our nearsightedness.

In truth we need to be far-sighted and broad-minded in order to look
beyond our own interests to the interests of others and beyond them to the
concerns of God.  As the writer of Hebrews reminds us, like Abraham and
other ancestors of our faith, we must look far and wide to discern what God
is doing all around us and beyond us.  

We belong to God and our only and proper response to God comes by
returning God’s love with heart, soul, and mind, as Jesus affirmed to the
Pharisees when they returned to try and trick him yet again.

We love God with our heart, faithfully worshiping God in whatever ways
convey our gratitude and praise.  We love God with our souls, connecting to
the divine in a way which merges the temporal with the eternal.  We love God
with our minds, recognizing that the Creator of all that exists is not honored
by small-mindedness and shallow thought.  And as we have been reminded
for several weeks now, we love God by loving one another and recognizing
God in each and every person we meet.  That will be the lasting work of
Gatekeepers this week.

We also love God by safeguarding what is his from what is Caesar’s
and vice-versa.  We are fortunate to live in a country where devout men and
women, committed to loving God with heart, soul, and mind, saw fit to protect
both government and religion from one another when necessary.  Thus the
wall of separation, as Thomas Jefferson referred to it, was constructed so that
government would stay out of matters of faith and so that no particular faith
would have control over government.

In a country bountiful with resources and opportunity, it is easy for us to
slip into a complacency that does not protect our resources or insure our
opportunities.  We have experienced the diminution of both of these gifts in
recent years.  In a country which was indeed founded in part for the purpose
of freedom of religious expression, it is easy to slip into a complacency which
assumes that with our faith comes a certain power to rule.  Christian believers
have always been a minority, however, and to protect our right to worship as
we see fit, we have guaranteed that what is Caesar’s will remain separate
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from what is God’s.  It does not mean that Christians should have no part in
government or the political process.  We should.  We must.  It does mean that
we cannot force our particular faith perspective on others through legislation
nor can we allow others to control our expression of faith with the power of the
state.  Let Caesar have his due, but do not presume to control what God is
doing!

In truth, it all belongs to God, but God graciously allows us to operate
with free will.  We are not forced or coerced into faith.  Jesus never twisted
anyone’s arm to get them to profess faith.  In fact, his own submission to
human law was a witness to the desire of God for us to believe of our own
free will, not because we have to, but because we want to.  God invites us to
walk the path of faith willingly, happily, lovingly.

What belongs to God?  It all does, but God lends the world, its powers
and principalities, and its resources to us for our use.  Ultimately, however, it
is our response to God’s invitation to love and follow him freely that matters
the most.  That is what this table is about.  That is what our worship is about. 
That is what Christ’s life, death, and resurrection are about.  We are God’s
children, created in God’s image, to enjoy the goodness of life, to love and
serve one another, and to share in the richness of eternal life.  Thanks be to
God!
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July 7, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We admit, O God, that we are not used to depending on what we
cannot see or hoping for what we cannot guarantee.  We tend to study and
research and investigate those risks that we take in life in order to minimize
our losses and vulnerability.  But you call us to venture into the unknown by
faith.  You recognize the importance of counting the cost, but still call us to
step out into life by faith, trusting that you will guide us and walk with us.

While our steps are often shaky and uncertain, we have learned that
your promises are true, O God.  You illumine the path we ought to follow.  You
make a way for us when we see nothing but dead ends.  You find us when we
become lost, and you rejoice over us when we return home.  Thank you, O
God, for proving the validity of our faith over and over again.

We thank you for all of the help you provide us.  We are deeply
concerned for our loved ones, our friends, and for ourselves in a myriad of
ways.  We pray for healing for those who are ill.  We ask for comfort for all
who are filled with sorrow.  We pray for courage for anyone who is afraid and
for safety for those who are lost and alone.  We ask for grace and protection
and renewal of life for us all, O God, and we thank you for the ways in which
you respond to our prayers.

On this holiday weekend, we are especially grateful for the nation in
which we live.  We are not a perfect union, but we were established on a
strong foundation and we can continue to build on the wisdom and courage
of our forebearers.  We ask for your guidance, O God, and for the courage to
do what is right for all the people of this good land.  We offer our thanks for
all who serve on our behalf in legislatures, executive offices, local
governments, military units, classrooms, protective services, and extensions
of our nation at home and abroad.  Keep us honest and earnest, we pray. 
Keep us safe and vigilant.  Keep us generous and helpful.  Keep us true to
the vision our Founders had for us so long ago.

We ask your blessing upon all of the volunteers who will participate in
Workcamp this week and upon the homeowners and neighborhoods they will
serve.  Grant them energy for each day’s work, enjoyment of their tasks, and
compassion for each person who becomes a part of their lives this week.

Above all, thank you for your presence and patience with us, O God. 
As we gather around your table, remind us of your vast love for us and
engender that same love for one another as we have experienced in Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen. 


