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18th Sunday after Pentecost, Matthew 22: 15-22, October 16, 2011, The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
Let’s face it, the economic news that we hear daily puts a lot of stress on us.  This past week, with the news about Greece struggling to hold on, did not help.  Our economic situation locally, nationally, and globally causes fear, anxiety, and even panic. What are we to do?  The Bible has words that can help.  In fact, Jesus gives us some help today in the Gospel.  
This Gospel begins with some of the religious leaders of Jerusalem asking Jesus questions.  They began their questions by buttering up Jesus, but Jesus saw through their sneaky intentions – for He knew that they were threatened by Him. They asked Jesus a controversial question in order to find grounds to arrest Him.  They asked: Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not? They figured that anyway Jesus answered this question He was in a pickle….but, of course, they were wrong.  Why did they think they were trapping Jesus?  Because they thought if He said “Yes”, He would lose credibility with many of the people, as the audience included both supporters of the Roman government and faithful Jews who hated paying the exorbitant Roman government’s tax – and in fact Jews saw the Romans as illegal occupiers of their country.  So, if Jesus said “No, its not lawful to pay taxes to the emperor” then he would have the Roman authorities swooping down upon Him – as paying the tax was THE law, whether they liked it or not.  Jesus answers in a surprising way, by asking them to take out one of the coins that were used to pay the tax, the currency of the day, called a denarius.  A denarius has the likeness of Caesar on it.  So, when they got the coin out, He asks them: “Whose head is this, and whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” Then he said to them, “Give therefore to the emperor (i.e., Caesar) the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.”  In other words, Jesus is saying to them “You already carry the emperor’s money in your pocket, so by this you proving you are part of the Roman system.  So, pay your taxes; don’t retreat from your responsibility as a citizen.”  But also you are to, “give to God the things that are God’s.”  What then are the things that are God’s, and how do we know what they are?  What is God’s divine economy?  
My mother lived through the worst part of the depression, and she is full of economic lessons for us children.  She said this about how she and my dad handled the little bit of money they had back then, “We had an envelope for each need:  utilities, food, clothes, rent, gifts, church, and the car.  Each month when we got paid, we put the required cash into the right envelope – and paid the bills from those envelopes.”  This system sure worked for them—but it also illustrates something that we tend to do in our lives – we partition, in other words, we separate out our energy, time, and resources into different categories.   You know:  a piece for my home, a piece for my work, a piece for the government, a piece for the family, a piece for me, a piece for God.  And as we live this partitioned kind of life, these partitions can compete against one another, getting us all stressed out. You know, like when your parent or child wants your attention when you have your boss breathing down your neck on a project.  Or, when you have friends who want you to go out, but your spouse has planned something special at home.  Or, when you have a new toy you want to buy but then a big bill comes for the same the amount that toy was going to cost you?  So, the question is:  Does this model of partitioned our lives make sense to God? Jesus said, “give to God the things that are God’s.”  The divine economy of God’s is that not just one of those categories, not just one of those envelopes, belong to God – they are all God’s.  Everything we have, everything we are, everything we have done, everything we hope to be are gifts from God.  It’s all God’s. We cannot live without God anymore than a tree or a corn plant can live without sunshine, water and nutrients.  As St. Paul says in the book of Acts, “In Him we live and move and have our being.”
Once, a father was driving down the highway with his 8-year-old son.  The son said, “Dad, I’m hungry.”  So, at the next off-ramp, dad pulled off the interstate and into the driveway of the Golden Arches.  The dad purchased his son a Happy Meal and within minutes, they were seated at one of those little plastic booths.  The boy ate happily, and played with the toy from the Happy Meal.  The father enjoyed watching his son eat.  After awhile, the Dad started to get a little bit hungry – and he reached over and took one of the French fries on his son’s tray. I know, none of us have ever done that – right?  But at that booth that day, the little boy snapped, “Stop it, Dad, you get your own fries.”  The Dad stopped eating the fries, the boy finished eating and they quietly went off back down the highway – the father said nothing to the boy about how he was hurting inside because of what the boy had said and how he said it.  The child had no concept of the fact that his Dad had purchased the whole meal, had made his lunch even possible, and in fact had the authority – if he had so desired – to take the whole meal away from the son!  Jesus said, “give to God the things that are God’s.”  God is not just another segment of our life.  Every bit of us, 100%, belongs to God all the time.  Christ is permeating and giving life to every aspect of your being.  The mark of Christ is deep within us, and can be seen when people see the way we reach out to others with love.    
Blake Barrow learned the lesson of this Gospel.  Blake is a guy I knew when I lived in El Paso.  He’s just a normal middle-aged, middle class family guy:  a hard worker during the week, a football watcher on the weekends, and a pew sitter on Sundays.  But he was troubled by the problem of the homeless and needy he saw daily, driving to work.  For a while, he tried to ignore this gnawing inside of him – but it would not go away.  Then, after a while, he answered this tugging inside of himself by writing checks.  But even that did not get rid of the lack of peace inside him.  Blake told me that he finally realized that this inner gnawing was nothing other than God speaking to him, asking him to give to God what was God’s, to put God first in his life.  So, he pray with new earnestness, and asked for guidance about how to go forward….he also asked his family for support with his new priority.  He asked them to join him in living with God being first, and they agreed– and they also agreed to change some of the ways they were living, to cut back on certain things.  He had teenagers at home at this time, so this was not an easy decision for any of them.  Blake sensed God calling him to open a shelter, even though he had no professional background in how to do this.  He went part time at his work and looked for a building to open the shelter.  He said God led him to an old abandoned warehouse that just happened to be for sale really really cheap.  So, he bought it, raised some money for refurbishing it, trained volunteers, and opened the “Rescue Mission of El Paso.”  He gave me a tour of the Mission about 10 years ago.  At that time it had about 100 residents, mostly women and children.  It began to really making a difference—but it was bursting at the seams! They had to turn many people away daily.  Blake showed me two other old run down buildings in the area that had just been donated.  I just saw on their website (which you can check out too – Blake’s name is still on it) they now have a brand new building and one of the old warehouses is now a furniture factory for residents to work in while they are getting back on their feet.  Impressive, yet all this started with one ordinary guy in a pew listening to the pulling he felt within him.  Blake went from being a person who lived a portioned out life, a life with his energy and resources all apportioned into different envelopes – to a person who lived putting Christ first.  
St. Paul said in today’s Epistle reading, “Brothers and sisters beloved by God…He has chosen you.”  God did not just call Blake beloved and chosen, you are also God’s beloved one, and He has chosen you too. When you begin to live in the reality of putting God first, your heart will become captivated by God’s grace – and that pushing and pulling and inner lack of peace just will float away as you are filled with God’s Holy Spirit.  

Please open your hymnal to hymn 711. Jesus said in Matthew 6:33:  “Seek first the kingdom of God, and then all those things will be added unto us.”  Things fall into place when we seek first the Kingdom of God.  Let us pray together the first verse of hymn 711:  Seek ye first the kingdom of God and its righteousness and all these things shall be added unto you; Allelu, alleluia.  


Amen.
