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What’s in your wallet?

In our Gospel lesson, the pharisees send their minions to pose a question to
Jesus. The question reveals their true intent: to trap him. Is it lawful to pay taxes
to the emperor? This tax was detested by patriotic Jews because it symbolized
their political subjection to Rome. If Jesus answers Yes, patriotic Jews will be
angry. If he answers No, Rome will be angry.

The Roman empire had begun 2 centuries earlier. At its peak, the empire
would govern 60 million people across diverse cultures. As the Roman machine
conquered, its language, currency, engineering, and religion came with it. But,
here, in Judah, there was an uneasy tolerance for the Jewish religion, so long as
there was also peace.

In the desert, Israel learns that God is serious about idols. So, when a
pharisee disciple produces a denarius...a Roman coin...Jesus turns the table. First,
a patriotic Jew would not be carrying the currency of Rome. Second, on a denarius
Is the engraved image of the current Caesar with an inscription declaring him to be
the: “son of the Divine Augustus”. In Israel, this coin is an idol.

As | was reflecting on this confrontation, | wondered what the contents of
my pockets reveal about me. So, | emptied my pockets. In my left front pocket,
there are dog treats. You never know when Dursey, my dog, is going to exhibit
good canine citizenship—and I like to be ready to affirm those moments.

The other pocket is reserved for my cell phone wallet. In it, there’s an i-
phone, capable of connecting me to people by voice or visual calls anywhere in the
world. Siri is on board and can answer most questions—she sometimes answers
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questions I didn’t realize I had asked! The phone can provide directions by car,
foot, bus, and rail...almost anywhere in the world. It doubles as a photography
camera and a video camera. Plugged into my car, it’s a traveling juke box filled
with my favorite music and my books on Audible. Its GPS knows whether I’'m in
Keller Texas or Jerusalem.

Then there are the cards. Credit cards, Health Insurance card, Health
Savings Account card, Texas driver’s license, auto insurance, and even an AARP
card.

These items are important enough to me that they are on board almost all the
time. If you were sifting through my “essentials”, what conclusions would you
draw about me?

Would you know that ’'m a Christian? An Episcopalian?

What disturbed me was that everything in my right pocket tells the story of
how I navigate in our economy. | might as well have pulled a denarius from my
pocket! Insurances, credit cards, drivers license and the rest—these are all signs
that point toward our American economy and culture. They tell a story of
privilege.

Only in my left pocket was there something that pointed to the Gift
economy. Dog treats aren’t for my own consumption or use. They are a gift.
When I offer Dursey a treat, I don’t expect something in return. This is something
God calls us to do: participating as stewards of God’s creation. It’s similar to
putting out bird seed and bird houses in the Winter. Or, for some, feeding the
crows who come to their backyard.

The Gift economy is a sharp contrast to a market economy. Market
economies seek equity: We pay $5 for a cup of coffee from our favorite barista. It
seems natural to us. We give cash, we get coffee. We’ve participated in a fair
deal.

A few years ago, | went through a drive-thru to get a café mocha. When |
got to the window and presented my payment, the barista told me that the customer
in front of me had paid for my coffee. It felt like Christmas morning. Someone
unknown to me gave a gift to me. My impulse was to even the score—to pay for
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the coffee of the person behind me. But I realized, | needed to experience the gift
that had been given. The inequity of gift.

This Summer, while my broken ankle was healing, I couldn’t exercise with
Dursey. So, | used my Chuck-It stick to throw balls for him to retrieve. During
our afternoon fetch time, we often had a visitor. An elderly man in a wheelchair
would come to watch Dursey run. He had moved into his daughter’s home when
hospice care became necessary; but, prior to that, he had lived on a farm. Hunting
dogs like Dursey had been a part of his life.

Our daily fetch ritual was something he looked forward to. He marveled at
Dursey’s speed, how far I could throw a ball, the clarity of my whistle, Dursey’s
response to commands. But I marveled at something he didn’t realize was unusual.
My dog would bring the ball to me and then go rest his head on the neighbor’s leg.
As we talked, | watched the neighbor slowly move his hand to pet Dursey.

Without a cell phone or a credit card, Dursey offered a gift that was
priceless. My dog—the one who usually greets people by pouncing on them—
seemed to know exactly what was needed. He had no expectation of receiving
something in exchange. He simply offered himself.

Last week, | posted a photograph on Facebook. It was a picture taken in the
Lake District of England...steps away from the home of Beatrix Potter. Summer
evenings in that place are surreal. | asked Facebook friends to name the first
adjective that came to mind. Answers included: tranquility, still, peaceful, pastel,
soft, serene, calm, spacious, inviting, mysterious, creation, majestic.

Those answers came from people all over America—and all over the
political spectrum.

Divine Gift draws our attention beyond human economics.

And | wonder if this is why Jesus gives the Pharisees an answer they don’t
anticipate. They’ve posed a human economics question that is politically divisive.
He invites them to participate in both the economic culture of their time and the
Divine Gift economy of God. Jesus acknowledges that we are creatures of this
world. And we are created in the image of God, invited into stewardship of all that
God has created.
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We live in the shadow of the cross. We are here, in Creation, and we are
beneficiaries of the redemptive Gift of our Creator.

Somehow, we must find our way in these two realities. To feast not only on
consumerism, but also, as the Psalmist says, to lift our eyes to the hills—to know
that our help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth.

We are surrounded by and filled with God’s abundance. Focusing our
attention on the Divine Gift economy changes us. We move toward
flourishing...becoming the fullness of our Createdness.

Jesus is remembered as saying “Render unto Caesar that which is Caeser’s;
render unto God, that which is God’s”. Giving to God is one way that we can
express our gratefulness for all that God has given to us--to acknowledge that even
the denarius in our pocket reflects God’s goodness--to lean into our calling as
stewards of Creation.
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