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Soon the American people will vote for various offices and issues in the November elections.  Wouldn’t you like to ask the Lord about how we should vote?

In today’s Gospel, some do ask Jesus about a political matter.  Is it lawful to pay the census tax or not?  However, their intent is to trap the Lord.  Jesus knows this and asks why they are testing him.  We, too, test the Lord, when we already have what we consider to be the right answer and we want the Lord to act in conformity with what we think. This can happen, for example, when we approach the Lord after having already decided upon political issues and candidates based upon our own standards irrespective of God’s law.

But the Lord is the one who holds the standard; he can neither deceive nor be deceived.  After this first question concerning the test, Christ’s answer to the political question comes in the form of another question.  Jesus frequently makes people think in the Gospel by asking them questions.  The questions the Lord asks signify something of his love that stoops down to allow us to think in the right direction.  He who knows the inmost thoughts of the human heart wants us to answer for ourselves.  A good teacher displays patience so that students can be led to the right answer.  Sometimes, the right answer involves the recognition of one’s previous mistake.  Here in our Gospel today, the one acknowledged as the “Teacher” who teaches “the way of God” reveals the error of his questioners by allowing them to think more deeply.

Now, let’s look more closely at the question Jesus asks concerning the Roman coin: “Whose image is this?”  The answer is of course Caesar’s.  But Christ’s response can broaden our understanding of his piercing question.  “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and to God what belongs to God.”  Earthly powers do have some legitimate authority, and Christians have always prayed for political rulers.  But what belongs to God?  Psalm 24 says, “The earth is the LORD’S and all it holds, the world and those who live there.”  And what especially in the world belongs to God? Here, we return to Genesis.  On the sixth day God created humans, male and female, in his image.  Both the coin and the human bear an image.  Whose image is on us?  It is not Caesar’s.  It is the Blessed Trinity’s.  God has stamped us with the image of his very being.  The Lord is like the widow in the gospel of Luke, who has gone in search of the lost coin. Both in today’s Gospel and in Luke, the coin can symbolize what most concerns Christ, who says, “The Son of Man has come to seek and to save what was lost”.

Jesus asks not only about whose image the coin bears, but also whose inscription.  All humans are created in the image of God.  Another kind of likeness, a deeper image, can be seen in how God writes his covenant upon the hearts of his chosen people.  Jeremiah says, “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD.  I will place my law within them, and write it upon their hearts; I will be their God, and they shall be my people.”  Christ’s opponents are concerned about a Roman law and coins that bear a Roman inscription.  Jesus directs our attention to the deepest meaning of God’s law and the inscription God writes on our hearts.  How does this help us make political decisions?  It redirects our focus to God’s claim on the human person when we consider politics.

In 2002, Rome’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith published a doctrinal note on some questions regarding the participation of Catholics in political life. The Congregation says, “The Church recognizes that while democracy is the best expression of the direct participation of citizens in political choices, it succeeds only to the extent that it is based on a correct understanding of the human person. Catholic involvement in political life cannot compromise on this principle, for otherwise the witness of the Christian faith in the world, as well as the unity and interior coherence of the faithful, would be non-existent.  The democratic structures on which the modern state is based would be quite fragile were its foundation not the centrality of the human person.”  The Congregation continues, “[A] wellformed Christian conscience does not permit one to vote for a political program or an individual law which contradicts the fundamental contents of faith and morals.”

In this document, the church highlights certain issues at stake when citizens vote.  These issues include defending the basic right to life from conception to natural death, family needs to be safeguarded and promoted, based on monogamous marriage between a man and a woman, and protected in its unity and stability in the face of modern laws on divorce, freedom of parents for the education of children, protection of minors, freedom from modern forms of slavery, rights to religious freedom, development of the economy at the service of the human person, and the absolute rejection of violence.  The document ends by quoting Vatican II’s Gaudium et Spes: “May Christians…be proud of the opportunity to carry out their earthly activity in such a way as to integrate human, domestic, professional, scientific and technical enterprises with religious values, under whose supreme direction all things are ordered to the glory of God.”

As Catholic Christians in America, we have a great opportunity to integrate what we know and believe with how we act as citizens.  There cannot be a wall of separation between God and the humans he made in his own image. We turn to the Lord in prayer, listening to the questions he asks us and wanting to answer according to his law.
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