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Death and taxes.  “Nothing in this world can be said to be certain except…death and taxes.”  So said Benjamin 
Franklin.  And in today’s Gospel, the somewhat-slimy Pharisees are doing their level best –again—to try to trip up 
Jesus, this time over the subject of taxes.  They are confident that they have the perfect “Gotcha!” scenario with the 
question: 

“IS IT LAWFUL TO PAY THE CENSUS TAX TO CAESAR?” 
If he says YES, he’s taking a stand against his own people.  If he says NO, he will be reported to the Roman authorities, 
and likely arrested. 
 
It’s interesting –even kind of marvelous-- that this Gospel should fall so close to the U.S. Elections, because it gives us 
a ripe opportunity to talk about two elements of our Faith that are so very important: 

PUBLIC DISCOURSE AND PERSONAL CONSCIENCE 
And please allow me to say up front that, while these are critical elements of the electoral process and our civic duty, 
their importance stretches far, far beyond the boundaries of politics.  So please don’t tune me out, thinking that I’m 
going to beat you over the head and tell you for whom you should vote.  I will not. 
 
FIRST, PUBLIC DISCOURSE… 
 
It’s clear that each of us makes choices every single day.  Wouldn’t it be great if we could reduce these choices to a 
simple GOOD…or BAD.  But we all know that there are subtleties or nuance in our choices.  Choices are rarely simply 
GOOD or BAD.  They are also: 

Weak and Strong.  Foolish and Wise.  Doubtful and Confident. 
False or True.  Cruel or Kind.  Demanding or Patient. 

Proud or Humble.  Lustful or Chaste.  Prejudiced or Open. 
So…what do the tone, tenor and pitch of our discourse say about our position and about us? 
 
I’ll give you an example: 

When my kids were growing up, they were not allowed to use the word “HATE” in our house.  “I hate 
peas.”  “I hate yard work.”  “I hate that clunker of a car that my parents make me drive.”  Instead, 
they were urged to say, “I STRONLY DISLIKE.”  Why?  Because I find the word “HATE” to 
be…well…HATEFUL.  Or HATE-FILLED. 

 
So…if I say that “I HATE Candidate A” or if I say “I HATE Candidate B,” I haven’t so much shown myself to be 
thoughtful…but HATEFUL.  And while some see the response of Jesus in today’s Gospel as an artful dodge, worthy of 
the most seasoned politician, in fact Jesus is trying to put the discourse on a right path.  He isn’t going to say anything 
he doesn’t want to say.  He’s going to keep his eye on the prize.  In this case, telling his listeners that in addition to 
having some obligation to the civil authorities, their equal or greater responsibility is to their God. 
 
 
 



 
WHICH BRINGS US TO THE TOPIC OF PERSONAL CONSCIENCE… 
 
In the year 387 --over 1,600 years ago-- Saint John Chrysostom, the Archbishop of Constantinople, gave a beautiful 
Homily on today’s Gospel.  In it, he said…yes…we have an obligation to “give unto Caesar.”  But he went on to say 
that we are to render: 

ONLY THOSE THINGS THAT ARE NO DETRIMENT TO GODLINESS. 
 
The tax to Caesar, he argued, must indeed be paid to Caesar, precisely because the image on the coin is his.  BUT, HE 
EXPLAINS THAT EVERY MAN CARRIES WITHIN HIMSELF ANOTHER, GREATER IMAGE, THAT OF GOD.  And it is to God, 
and to God alone, that every man and woman is indebted for his or her own existence.  
 
Saint Augustine, speaking at roughly the same time, put it this way: 

“If Caesar claims his own image imprinted on the coin, will God not demand from man the divine 
image carved in him?  Just as money is given back to Caesar, so the soul, enlightened and impressed 
by the light of His face, is given back to God, for Christ, in fact, dwells in the inner man.” 

 
Simply put, there is another coin.  Another imprint.  And this second one, is deeper, and richer, and stronger, and 
kinder, and truer, and more humble, and more open, and more obedient to God. 
 
Some of you may know of the writings and videos of Bishop Robert Baron, Auxillary Bishop of Los Angeles and founder 
of Word On Fire Ministries.  He said this about our civic duty: 

§ Our Faith is rooted in the belief of the equality of all people, the presence of inalienable rights in 
all, and the value of ordered liberty.  Take God out of the equation, and you will see, in very short 
order, what happens to these values. 

§ Catholic social teaching holds that fundamental human rights, PREEMINENT AMONG THESE THE 
RIGHT TO LIFE, are not the gifts of the state or the culture, but of God.   

§ Hence, they are superior to any particular legislative act.  When the law turns on them, as it 
clearly has in many cases in our country, the moral integrity of the legal and political enterprise 
is compromised. 

 
Let us pray, simply, that our discourse in the days ahead be kind, and our choices recognize that we have imprinted 
on our heart the image of God. 
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