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“THE and “IRS” spells “THEIRS”

October 15th was yesterday, which may be an irrelevant yawner to the vast majority of you. But to some of us it was a day of infamy. And I am included in this number. October 15th was the last day of the year to file your income tax return for those who filed an extension back on April 15th. And by the way, April 15th is likewise an infamous day. It is the day the Titanic sunk and the day Lincoln was shot. 

Taxes, taxes, taxes……dollars, dollars, dollars. And I don’t mean Dollars, Taxes as Chico Marx used to say. Will Rogers once quipped, “The income tax has made more liars out of people than golf has.” There are only two things which are inevitable goes the old expression, death and taxes. At least death doesn’t increase, someone has opined, every time Congress meets. And finally, have you ever noticed that when you combine the two words, “THE” and “IRS,” it spells “THEIRS”?
“Render therefore unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s,” thunders Jesus this morning (Matthew 22:21) in a familiar saying, even to non-believers especially in the King James Version. Taxes are on everyone’s mind nowadays. Should we add more taxes on the very wealthy? Should the Bush era tax cuts be allowed to expire? How can we cut the national debt without raising taxes?

Actually taxes were on the mind of people in Jesus’ time as well. However, taxation carried an even more sinister connotation in biblical times, because when you paid taxes you were helping prop up Israel’s oppressors, the Romans. Taxes did not benefit Israel because most of the tax dollars went directly to Rome. And to most Jews this was extremely offensive. “No taxation without representation,” came the shouts from that wintry day in 1773 from Boston Harbor. The people of Israel were no different than any other occupied land. They resented their hard earned money going to the treasury of the people who ruled over them.
And to add insult to injury, the Roman tax could only be paid with a Roman coin. This coin had stamped on it the image of Caesar himself. The inscription on it read: “Tiberius Caesar, august son of the divine Augustus, high priest.” This coin with Caesar’s image on it violated the first commandment. For there was to be no other God but God. Caesar, thus, was a false god.

So, the Pharisees and the Herodians, that is, those in league with Herod, thought they had a winning hand when they posed a question to Jesus about paying taxes to Rome. The whole idea was to entrap Jesus and not seek an answer. By this time, the Jewish leaders had had about enough of this troublemaker who spouted off free grace and inclusivity. Thus, the Pharisees and the Herodians posed a question to Jesus about paying taxes to Rome. “Teacher,” they said hypocritically, “we know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth, and show deference to no one; for you do not regard people with partiality. Tell us, then, what you think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not?”
It was a no win situation for Jesus, or so they thought. If he counseled against paying taxes, he would be in trouble with the Romans and charged with sedition; if he spoke in favor of paying the tax, the common people would be enraged. His enemies, thus, would have him just where they wanted him.

Aware of their trap, Jesus asks for a simple coin. “Whose head is on this? And whose title?” he asks. They said, “The emperor’s.” To which Jesus responds with the famous, “Render (or give) to Caesar (the emperor) the things that are Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.” Great stuff! His questioners were trapped………And I guess so are we. We are trapped in the Jeffersonian concept referred to as “separation of church and state.” And we have gone from mere taxes to jurisprudence regarding prayer in public schools, crosses on public shields to the belief that saying “Merry Christmas” is offensive. And it all comes down to Matthew 22:21, “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.” It all comes down to the separation of what we owe to secular civil society and what we owe to God. The idea is to keep the two separate.
It is essential that we keep all of our civil governments and authorities secular, in other words things that are not religious, sacred or spiritual. I couldn’t agree more. Trust me that last thing we want is a bunch of clergy running the government. You think we have a debt crisis now! However, we all know that when our elected officials vote, they vote with all that have and all that they are. They vote with their conscience, which if they are religious, involves the values of their particular faith. No one is advocating this change because it can’t. We can never know someone’s motives. Goodness knows we don’t even know why we do the things we, ourselves do, let alone why someone else does what they do. In order to be fair, governments must be secular which is why we have what is called the Establishment Clause in the First Amendment to the Constitution which states, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof;” It is the modern version of “render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.”
For the most part, we, citizens of this here U S of A keep this. And every so often the ACLU makes a big splash over singing Christmas carols in a public school or how government agencies can no longer use pins because angels dance on the heads of them. This all makes for good press. But in reality, when it comes to the most important issues, there really isn’t any separation between faith and civil responsibility. Thus, as a civil society, there is no way our civil authorities can govern without being informed by the spiritual or sacred or religious. These issues involve human life and death. Arguing over “under God” in the pledge of allegiance is small potatoes to issues like euthanasia or abortion. And this is because life and death issues involve the definition and meaning of human life. Secular science can’t answer questions regarding these issues. They can only be answered in religious, sacred or philosophical terms. Now, let me show you what I mean. 
Euthanasia is the act of putting to death painlessly or allowing to die. It comes from the Greek meaning ‘easy death’. Every year in our adult faith formation program we offer a segment called “5 Wishes”. 5 Wishes is an advanced directive program. Essentially, it involves an individual’s wishes should, for some reason, that individual be unable to make medical decisions on their own due to some incapacity. Most of us think of what would we want to happen should we become brain dead. Would we want to be kept alive by a machine? What measures do we want done to save our life? 
My wife, Janice, has taken this to the extreme. Once, while recovering from anesthesia from a simple colonoscopy, I overheard her discussing funeral plans with the nurse. Upon arriving home, all my clothes were in a box marked Goodwill.
Despite the availability of advanced directives, it is my experience that most of us make no arrangements in the event of our inability to make serious medical decisions on our own behalf. And thus, it falls to relatives who frequently don’t know or to hospitals and hospital staff members who have all sorts of ideas of what to do. And all of this is governed by the courts. However, when it comes right down to it the courts can’t make decisions regarding life and death because they are secular and by virtue of the Constitution and the Establishment Clause, then, by law they can’t make these decisions. The courts can, however, decide who should make the decision, but they can not rule as to what that decision should be……but they do all the time……which is a violation of the Establishment Clause.

Here is what I mean. Purely secular means by definition cannot rule on human life and death situations. By definition, secular means things that are temporal…..of this world. How can someone who is secular rule on when a life should be terminated? The very questions beg an answer to the “quality” of life. Science cannot answer a quality of life question. Science or the purely temporal can only tell us when human life ceases to exist, which is when the heart stops pumping blood. Science knows what death looks like. It knows what a living human being looks like. But it doesn’t know what human life looks like. This can only be answered by religion…..by faith in whatever one wants to claim as one’s faith. It is a question that is other worldly which is the antithesis of the definition of secular which is temporal or this worldly. Thus, for a civil court to rule on when it is appropriate or not to end a person’s or your own life is beyond their scope as defined in the Constitution because it requires them to make a religious response which then is establishing a religion. The courts are in a Catch-22. We want them to rule on life and death issues, but the law doesn’t allow them to do so. Justice John Paul Stevens, a Supreme Court member, once commented when adjudicating a reproductive case, “the definition of human life is an irreducibly religious one, and thus, one in which the state cannot engage.”
And yet, we all want the courts to engage in it. And they do engage in it, and they should engage in it, in my humble opinion. And since we want them to, and they do so, then this entire debate over the separation of church and state is nothing but a red herring! Because civil authorities engage in religious decisions all the time! And my point is then fine, let’s not hide it. Let’s allow the debate to encompass religious leaders and stop the gamesmanship. Discussing the meaning of life and death has to be discussed in the public square. And the Church et al should be allowed to participate without the threat of violating the separation of church and state which the very courts who support the separation of church and state violate all the time!

The abortion debate is another such issue. I don’t care what side of the Roe v Wade side you are on. One thing, however, we can all agree on is that the decision on whether a woman has the right to choose to have an abortion or not is all about who should make the decision and NOT about when life begins.
Again, a secular court cannot rule on when life starts. It can’t because it is not a secular question because no one knows. Science doesn’t know. We all have our opinions but our opinions are based upon our other worldly faith whatever that may be. It doesn’t matter if you are pro-life or pro-choice. What matters is the decision about the viability of life---when life actually starts----is a religious matter. And for the life of me I can’t understand why this is such a problem. So what if it is a religious or faith issue? It certainly isn’t a secular civil decision by definition. Courts cannot answer that which is a spiritual question because they are specifically bound to be a secular authority. Thus, when they do make a decision based upon the definition of human life, they are establishing a religion and thus violating the First Amendment.

Please understand me. I DO NOT want lunatic clergy of any stripe making judicial decisions. I love our court system------well……you get my drift. I simply want us to admit and thus honor a religious voice when it comes to the more difficult human life issues that courts have to and in my opinion should decide. Allow faith---any and all faith to be part of the dialogue. It is time for reasonableness. 
What is the human? As we try to cope with the seemingly endless supply of agonizing questions that abortion, euthanasia (passive and active) and capital punishment generate, the faith community must be consulted and heard without fear of “establishing a religion.” As I mentioned, the courts are establishing religion every time they rule on such cases as well as laws as diverse as inheritance, torts and whether to prosecute for murder. Can the state, in deciding whether to terminate life support, take account of the incompetent’s religious views----including, for instance, their opinion on what follows death? Can the state refuse permission to remove a pregnant but brain-dead woman from life support in the interest of preserving fetal life? Does it matter if a woman was a supporter or opponent of abortion? Can the state continue to supply life support to anencephalic infants, in the hope of harvesting their organs for other infants? What about stem cell research?
As a society, we struggle with these questions; we agonize over them; we suffer. We do this because we strive to understand the human essence. So, the hell with “render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s! This might be fine when it comes to a Christmas tree in the middle of the town square, but when it comes down to a human life, I want the experts on human life----the spiritual part of human life----those who spend a lifetime trying to understand the meaning of life and our part in it to have a say……at least a say. 

When it comes right down to it, if I am brain dead or more particularly if my brain is intact but my body is dying, I would prefer the Dalai Lama at my bedside making decisions than Anthony Scalia or Ruth Bader Ginsburg. I think most of us would as well.
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