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“Give, therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s…”
Well, these days, with the meltdown in the financial markets, even the emperor is worried!

The Conference of Bishops of the E.L.C.A. recently released a statement on the current crises
; 

“This crisis is causing fear and loss in our country as thousands of families face unemployment, foreclosure, and uncertainty about savings and pensions… the future is uncertain for all of us, but it is especially frightening for those who are already vulnerable and struggling to survive… We call on all people in our own communities of faith and those from every segment of our society who seek the health of our nation to join in conversation and prayer about our collective economic life, our financial behaviors, and the interconnectedness of all life and creation that cries out to be reclaimed.”

Even though our retirement accounts/college savings might have all been drastically reduced and our employment situation might be more uncertain than ever, our church teaches that: 
As Christians, we are not excused from helping those who never had portfolios in the first place, 

As Christians we are not excused from helping those who have no pension other than social security,
As Christians, we are not excused from helping those who stand on soup kitchen lines and live on the streets.

As disciples of Jesus – claimed forever by the Spirit in the free flowing waters of baptism –
We are called to lives of perspective that place wealth in its proper place.

After all, is not life worth more than printed paper, electronic balances, and precious metals?
Is not life worth more than new cars, fancy clothes, and the latest electronic gadgets?

Is not life worth more than our consumptive appetites and addictions?

When Jesus held up that coin for the Pharisees to see, he invited them and us to get back to basics.

Give to the emperor the things that are his – AND TO GOD THE THINGS THAT ARE GOD’S.

Even though no one likes paying taxes, the first part is easy… 

But GIVING TO GOD THE THINGS THAT ARE GOD’S… 

if we take that part of Jesus’ teaching seriously – Wow – it covers everything, doesn’t it? 
After all what doesn’t belong to God – the Creator of the heavens and earth?

Giving back to God will require everything we have!
Roman Catholic monk, Thomas Merton once wrote,

“To be grateful is to recognize the love of God in everything he has given us – and he has given us everything… gratitude therefore takes nothing for granted, is never unresponsive, is constantly awakening to new wonder and to praise the goodness of God.  
For the grateful person knows that God is good, not by hearsay but by experience.”

When a crisis hits – whether it is a national one or a personal one – there is always an opportunity

To stop and consider the very things that we so often take for granted as we go about busy days.

To take the time to reorient our lives around gratitude;

focusing not on what we have lost but on what God has already given and continues to give.
Time to stop and think about the many relationships that we continue to find ourselves in…

For whom in our lives are we most grateful?  Do we express our gratitude to them? For them?
Might we consider the blessing of a life partner, parent, child, or friend as a sign of God’s love?

Time to stop and think about the relationship that God established with us in our baptisms…
Do we ever think about the love and care that God gave us as water claimed our lives forever?
Might we consider the blessing of being joined to other Christians in a community of faith?

Time to stop and think about the calling that is ours as followers of Jesus to care for others…
Do we ever think about how Jesus reached out with love and acceptance to everyone he met?

Might we consider the blessing of being invited to follow Christ in paths of compassion and grace? 
As we stop and think about such things, we will find ourselves awakening to new wonders…
No longer will God’s goodness be hearsay – something preachers talk about on Sunday morning…

Instead, the depth of God’s love and goodness – which surrounds even as we might be unaware- 

will be known as first hand experience on Monday and Tuesday morning as well.

Last Sunday was a joyous time as Pastor Mtui and Mr. Masawe worshiped with us.
All the way from Tanzania, they brought a sense of joy which is theirs in the gospel.

They were simply amazed at the wealth which surrounds us, which we so often take for granted.
As we walked through the Bronx Zoo on Monday – they kept remarking about the good roads.

What a joy and an important witness for our Family of Faith to have them here…

Both pastor and I found ourselves inspired by these wonderful teachers of the gospel.

Not shy or loss for words, Pastor Mtui took every opportunity to teach.

And so it didn’t surprise me when after we shared prayers of Godspeed for their safe return,

Pastor Mtui had something to say… he said he wanted to tell us two things:

1) Be thankful that you were born in a great nation with riches, good roads, and many things.

2) Be thankful most of all that you are Christians. For through Christ you are blessed by God.
Blessed Christians, in just a few minutes we will approach God’s table, 

We will raise our great thanksgiving for all the blessings we have been given.

We will encounter the presence of Jesus in bread and wine.

We will invite the Spirit to join our hearts and minds together so that we might be renewed, strengthened for the work of justice and peace that leaves no one uncared for. 

May the Spirit so open our eyes so that we might see our blessings and take none for granted.  
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