
Loving God, may the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts 
meet with your gracious approval, my strength, my rock, and our King. 
Amen. 

You know this story, so I’m not going to go through the details. My focus 
this week was on the words Jesus said to the religious leaders of the day, 
“Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to 
God the things that are God’s.”  

Figuring out my taxes is the easy part. What I’m thinking about today what 
is the result of paying those taxes? What was the outcome, the result of the 
people paying taxes to Caesar? Was everyone, were all peoples served 
through this system for the common good of all, with love, with dignity and 
respect. What’s the outcome, the result of paying my taxes today, of giving 
back to our government? Does the paying of my taxes foster the common 
good for the benefit of everyone? You know the answer to that. It works for 
many, but because the way our systems and institutions are set up just 
paying taxes doesn’t work for all. You don’t have to look far or read too 
many news articles to see that ALL are not served by our government. All 
have never been served by or within our systems and institutions.  

But we’re Christians, correct, bearing the image of God, imprinted right on 
our hearts. So while paying my taxes most times is the easy part, giving 
back to God what belongs to God, that’s a whole other ball game. We 
belong to God, all of us and everything belongs to God. Everything! Right? 
Am I correct in saying Everything, everything belongs to God? Our very 
lives, these plants, this wood, this church, OUR VERY EXISTENCE, the air 
we breathe, belongs to God. So then what do we give back. What do we 
give back and not for our benefit, my benefit, but for the benefit of all.  

“Religion abandoned a prophetic and creative vision for humanity’s 
common life in favor of an individual quest to get one’s sorry ass to 
heaven.”  --Diana Butler Bass 

This giving back is so much more about the common good then it is about 
what’s in it for me. It’s the giving back that the South shore quilters practice 
making quilts for Lutheran World Relief. It’s you who work at the South 
Shore Food Shelf, helping not to just feed your selves but our community. 
It’s like responding to this covid thing by simply wearing a mask that 
benefits not only me but benefits whom ever I am with. And when you go to 



vote do you think of how this or that candidate this or that party benefits me 
or do we think about how this party or candidate benefits my neighbor?  

Richard Rohr in my devotions this week talked regarding sins, “that 
contrary to history’s interpretation of Jesus’ practice, he did not concentrate 
on personal, “flesh” sins nearly as much as the sins of “the world” and “the 
devil,” but few of us were taught to see him that way.” 

Rohr continues. Jesus seems to have avoided the monetary system as 
much as possible by using “a common purse.” His three-year ministry, in 
effect, offers free healing and healthcare for any who want it. 

Jesus knew the destructive power of what Walter Wink wisely called the 
“domination system.” These systems usually wield power over the poor, the 
defenseless, and the outsider in every culture. When he does take on the 
temple system directly, Jesus is killed within a week. 

In fact, Jesus is always forgiving individual sinners, which was a problem 
for the righteous from the beginning. In contrast, I do not once see him 
“forgiving” the sins of systems and empires. Instead, he just makes them 
show themselves and name themselves—as did Desmond Tutu in South 
Africa and Martin Luther King, Jr. in America. 

Significantly, Jesus says “Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida!” 
and “Alas for you [cultures of the] lawyers, scribes, and Pharisees.” He 
didn’t warn Bill from Bethsaida, Cathy from Chorazin, or Simon the 
Pharisee, with whom he engages and eats. He laments over “Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem” instead of attacking Jerry from Jerusalem. Today we would call 
that making an “unfair generalization”; but if what I am saying here has any 
truth to it, maybe it is a much more truthful and fair diagnosis of the 
problem. It is Bethsaida and Jerusalem that should fear judgment more 
than Bill and Jerry! It is “Capernaum” that is to be cast into hell, not 
necessarily Corey from Capernaum. How did we miss that?” End quote. 

So I guess what I’m saying, or thinking is…at this time and place…what do 
I, can we, what are we called to give back for the common good. What 
belongs to God, that we give back, but love. And where there is love, there 
is truth, there is hope for all people. And remember we’re talking about God 
here, the creator who gave us the gift of not only love but our very lives, our 
planet, the cosmos. Think big when you think about God’s gift of love, 



God’s gift of truth, God’s gift of peace, God’s gift of goodwill for all. Think 
big. Think big, and think community when you give back to what belongs to 
God. 

So I want to share with you that some members from Bethesda and 
Immanuel and some more members from our greater community have 
been thinking big. In the last couple of days our adventure of sponsorship 
from the detention center on our southern border has moved with lightening 
speed. We are now in the process of sponsoring a Russian family that has 
been in transient to this country for asylum for two years. They have been 
separated in the Karnes detention center in Texas for months and just this 
past Friday were released from detention. The Dad, Pavel, who may 
change his name to Paul, the mom Alla, the 15 year old son Oleg, who may 
change his name to Oliver, and the 2 year old daughter, Victoria are now in 
a hotel in San Antonia, Texas, together for the first time in months. They do 
not have family in these United States. We will be there family. They will be 
among us maybe as soon as one or two weeks. This is what we are called 
to do. To give of OUR God given resources for the benefit of all. We have 
named our group the Lake Superior Bridge Builders. I will share what we 
know so far about the family during the coffee hour this morning. If this is a 
project that moves your heart, make out a check to Bethesda earmarked 
LSBB, Lake Superior Bridge Builders and drop it off at the church or mail to 
Bethesda PO Box 724. Right now our urgency is housing, money and 
prayers for the family and the Lake Superior Bridge Builders. 

And with the image of God plastered on our hearts, the only possible way 
we can accomplish this endeavor, is with the presence and guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, of Jesus, walking by our side and with humility. Micah 6:8, 
“What does the Lord require from you, except to carry out justice and to 
love mercy and to walk humbly with your God? And from Romans chapter 
12:  Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love 
one another with mutual affection, outdo one another in showing honor.   

So yes, by all means give the emperor what belongs to him. But remember 
that our first debt is to a power that will remain long after earthly empires 
rise and fall. Our first and highest debt is to God, is to love. As image-
bearers of a loving, forgiving, and gracious God, maybe what we give back 
to God in this hour is what we give our neighbor, that very same grace and 
generosity that God extends to me and to you. Amen.


