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THE SIXTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

A Birthday Gift to Our Nation
Micah 6:6-8; Matthew 22:15-22

 I don't suppose much has changed in the past two thousand years or
so as far as taxes go.  I don't know too many people who joyfully write that
check on April 15 each year and whistle a happy tune as they slip the
envelope into the outgoing mailbox.

We don't like taxes, do we?

Yet, we know they are necessary.  They pay for roads and bridges, for
schools and parks, for police and firefighters and emergency responders, all
of whom protect and take care of us.  Our taxes provide us with a lot of things
that we take for granted.  Still, we don't like to pay taxes.  Furthermore, we will
find every loophole, exemption, and advantage that we can to reduce the
amount of tax we have to pay.

In Jesus' day, the mood was no different.  Granted, the taxes demanded
of the Jews in Jerusalem went into the coffers of the Roman Emperor whose
army occupied Israel, so it felt like you were paying for the "privilege" of living
under occupation.  Nevertheless, the Roman army did provide protection
against other invaders who would also like to control the major trade routes
which coursed through Palestine.  We know that the Jews who worked for the
Romans as tax collectors were considered sinners of the worst sort because
they often cheated their own people and unfairly charged them higher tax
rates.  The Pharisees were well aware that no one liked giving Caesar their
hard-earned money and they often debated whether or not the Emperor had
the right to demand it.

We don't know whose idea it was, but I bet the guy who came up with
“the question” was instantly regarded a hero.  “The question” was the straw
that would finally break the camel’s back.  It was going to be the thing would
bring Jesus down.  It had to be the kind of question that left no wiggle room. 
Any answer given would be wrong.  “The question,” of course, was that
question always on everybody’s mind: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar?”



The brilliance of the question was that if Jesus answered, “No, it is not
lawful to pay taxes to Caesar,” he could be arrested for sedition or some other
serious charge.  On the other hand, if he answered, “Yes, it is lawful to pay
taxes to Caesar,” he would ignite the ire of the people who were the ones
clamoring to see and hear him every day.  Either way, the question would put
Jesus right where the Pharisees wanted him–in trouble!

Of course, Jesus was a lot sharper than the Pharisees or anyone else
gave him credit.  His answer was to ask for a coin, a denarius, basically a full
day's wage for most laborers.  When someone handed the coin to him, he
asked whose image was on the coin.  “Caesar's,” they said.  “Then give to
Caesar what is his and give to God what is God's.”

Brilliant!  Absolutely brilliant!  He answered a great question with a clear
but still ambiguous answer.  He really said nothing about taxes and yet he told
them what to do about taxes.  What he did do was put the burden back on the
Pharisees because his answer made them decide what belonged to Caesar
and what belonged to God.  That answer is not as clear cut as we often think. 
They could answer that the taxes belonged to Caesar which might upset
some people but keep the Romans happy.  Or, they could take the approach
of their faith which stressed that everything belonged to God.  In that case,
nothing would go to Caesar.  Sometimes ambiguity is the clearest path to
truth because it makes us think more deeply.

Give to Caesar what is his and give to God what is God's.  How do we
determine what we should give to God?  What is a fair portion that we should
give to our community, state, and nation?  I am not thinking only of the money
we are motivated or required to hand over, but what gift of ourselves should
we offer to the One who created us and loves us and to the land where we
live and, hopefully, thrive?

We have to admit that for all of the good things that our country provides
for us, we are often hesitant about what we give back in return.  So, on this
Fourth of July, when we celebrate our nation's independence, the birthday of
this great land that we call home, let’s consider what might be a fitting
birthday gift for our nation?  What do you give to a country that has everything
and yet still needs so much?

As I thought about this question, I realized that the best answer might
be discovered in the first question: what should we give to God?  I
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remembered what one of the ancient Hebrew prophets told his people about
the best they could give to God.  We heard it earlier from the voice of Micah.

The context of the passage is that God and Israel are at odds and they
have taken their controversy to court.  God is unhappy because Israel has not
been faithful to their covenant.  When it comes time for Israel to speak in their
defense, they sarcastically grill God as to what might possibly make God
happy.  Should they give a burnt offering?  How about a year old,
unblemished calf?  Or maybe a thousand rams?  Would that do it?  God, you
seem to like oil.  How about ten thousand rivers of oil?  Would that make you
happy?  Or how about my firstborn child?  If I sacrificed my child like my
neighbors do, would that appease you and restore the covenant?  Then
Micah, speaking on behalf of God, reminds the people that they already know
what God wants and it is not calves or rams or oil or the lives of their children. 
What God wants is for them to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly
with God.  That is the heart of a covenant of faith.

Justice is simply doing what is right.  Our justice system is based on
being fair to all parties with regard to the law.  Sometimes our laws are not fair
and we have to work to make them just for all people.  The premise is that
everyone should be treated the same way.

For us to do justice day by day means that we are supposed to live in
a manner that treats everyone else fairly.  We do what is right, what is fair,
what is equitable.  The Golden Rule which predated Jesus is based upon
justice being done: do unto others as you would have them do unto you, or,
to put it another way, do not do to another what you would not have them do
to you.  Justice is living in such a way that everyone has a fair chance in life
regardless of circumstance.

God’s sense of justice is not based on human law.  Instead, it is
grounded on mercy, the second gift we can give to God.  The Hebrew word
we translate as mercy is hesed.  Hesed lies at the core of our relationship with
God.  It means loving-kindness or steadfast love.  It is the rock-steady love
God has demonstrated from the beginning though time and again we break
covenant with God.  It is the affection and commitment of the father who waits
for the prodigal to return home and who stands by the child who has never
left.  It is the unwavering love of a spouse, the loyal pledge of a friend, the
kindness offered to a stranger or anyone in need.  Mercy is a bond which will
not break, compassion that never wears thin, and generosity that knows no
boundaries.  It is the kind of love God has for us and expects us to have for
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one another.  To love mercy is to rejoice in the privilege of being able to love
God and one another.

And humility?  Simply put, humility is not thinking more highly of
ourselves than we ought.  It is taking a good, honest look at ourselves so that
we know exactly who we are and do not attempt to represent ourselves in any
other way to God or anyone else.  Humility is not allowing other people to take
advantage of us or not standing up for our rights, but it is the characteristic of
not expecting anything that is not due us.  Humility is recognizing that we are
a child of God whom God loves us unconditionally.  In turn, we are humble
enough to love one another because we know what true love is.

Imagine what our community would be like if  everyone lived justly,
loved mercy, and related humbly with God?  We would still have differences. 
We would not agree on everything.  We would be at odds from time to time. 
But we would together work for what is right and fair for everyone.  We would
treat one another with kindness.  We would regard others as more important
than ourselves and seek what is best for them as they would do for us.  And
if everyone in our nation lived by these three principles what a transformation
would take place.  I know how impossible it sounds, but I also know that faith
is about changing our reality and God calls us to change our lives and the
world.  Within each of us is the power and possibility to do exactly what God
requires of us.  We can live justly in the world.  We can relate to one another
with steadfast love.  And we can have a realistic understanding of who we are
in this wonderful world God has given to us.

There is nothing better we can offer to our nation than to be the best
citizens we can be.  God’s desire is for us to be the people we were created
to be which means to live justly, to act with mercy, and to be humble before
God and one another.  If we give to God what is due God, then anything we
give to our nation will be just what it needs.  And what our nation needs is
justice, kindness, and humility.  Amen.
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July 4, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We waste our breath when we ask what you want of us, O God, for we
already know.  To live justly, to act with mercy, and to be humble are the
hallmarks of the life of faith.  Yet we so often want exclusions, substitutions,
and exemptions from having to follow these three dimensions of the life of
faith.  Teach us humility, we pray, so that we might be more prone to kindness
which will bend us toward justice.  Then we will know that we are truly walking
with you.

On this day when we celebrate the birth of our nation, we pray that
these same principles will be the hallmarks of good citizenship.  We are
thankful to be a part of this nation, not because you have favored us more
than any other people, but because we have the opportunity to live out our
faith without fear of ridicule or reprisal.  We are thankful to be able to worship
openly and joyfully.  We are blessed to have the freedom to follow the leaning
of our hearts in order to discover truth and grace in this world.

We pray for our leaders that they will make right decisions that will
benefit us all.  We pray for one another that we will strive for the goals of
equality and prosperity for all people upon which our nation was founded.  We
pray that we will find common ground upon which we can continue to build a
republic that values and respects all people.  Help us, O God, to work our way
through all of the challenges we face at this time and to do so united in our
commitment to one another.

We offer our prayers for our sisters and brothers here and throughout
the world who are ill, suffering, fearful, and grieving.  Use the rest of us to
comfort and encourage them.  We continue to pray for the heartbroken
families in Florida, for the rescue workers who are giving their all to find
survivors, and for a community traumatized by yet another tragedy of life.  We
continue to pray for all of the good efforts to overcome the pandemic and for
a return to a way of living without fear of dying.  Our prayers for hope and help
extend throughout the nation for everyone who feels as if life hangs in the
balance and they are alone in their struggle.  Unite us in our fight for health
and wholeness and do not allow our good intentions to divide us.

We thank you for the privilege of worship today and for the opportunity
to sing and pray together again.  Let us not take this gift for granted, but
cherish it as the lifeline of our faith.  We offer our lives as a gift of gratitude
and pray that you will use us to speak your love to the world; through Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.


