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Recently a parishioner heard his wife call out, “Come quick!  Our baby swallowed a quarter!”  As he was 

checking the baby out, his wife asked, “Is he going to be ok?  Do we need to call the doctor?”  He said, 

“A doctor won’t do any good.  You better call Fr. John.”  “Fr. John?!” his wife exclaimed.  “Is our baby 

going to die?”  The man replied, “No, but Fr. John can get money out of anybody.” 

 

Money is the pretext the Pharisees and Herodians used to try to set a trap for Jesus in today’s gospel.  

The Pharisees, who were religious leaders, hated Jesus so much that they made an alliance of 

convenience with their enemies the Herodians, who were a Jewish political party that supported the 

dynasty of Herod and were loyal to the Romans, but who also hated Jesus.  

 

Their question about paying the tax to Caesar was intended to corner Him.  If He condemned paying the 

tax, then the Herodians would charge him with treason for opposing the payment of taxes to Rome.  But 

if he supported paying the tax, he’d be in trouble with the Pharisees for being an unfaithful Jew and 

supporting Rome.  But Jesus saw through their scheme and asked them whose image was on the Roman 

coin.  When they replied that it was Caesar’s image, he told them, “Then repay to Caesar what belongs 

to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.” 

 

Jesus very deliberately used the word “image” here.  Because the coin had Caesar’s image on it, it was 

his, and there was no religious compromise is giving back to Caesar what already belonged to him.  But 

there’s more.  We are made in the image and likeness of God, so Jesus also reminds us that we belong 

to Him, and are called to repay Him by offering ourselves to Him in all that we do. 

 

“Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God” is sometimes used to argue 

that Jesus advocated for the total separation of Church and state.  But the opposite is true.  In fact, the 

Church teaches that participation in political life is a moral obligation.   
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I’m going to let you in on a secret: there’s an election coming up.  Today’s Gospel is timely, because it 

reminds us that our vote is not something separated from our faith, but rather an expression of it.  

Whether we are democrat, republican or independent, green party or libertarian, socialist or communist, 

we are first of all Catholics, and that brings with it some moral responsibilities.     

 

I’ve read and heard plenty of misleading information about what that entails, so I wanted to share a few 

things the US Conference of Catholic Bishops says in their document called “Forming Consciences for 

Faithful Citizenship.”  I can’t possibly cover everything (unless you’re ok with a 60-minute homily), but I 

wanted to share some excerpts to motivate you to read the entire document, which is available for 

download on the main page of our website. 

 

The bishops say, “As Catholics, we are called to participate in public life in a manner consistent with the 

mission of the Lord.  Catholics have a serious and lifelong obligation to form their consciences in accord 

with human reason and the teaching of the Church.  Conscience is not something that allows us to justify 

doing whatever we want, nor is it a mere “feeling” about what we should or should not do.  Rather, 

conscience is the voice of God resounding in human hearts, revealing the truth to us and calling us to do 

what is good while shunning what is evil.  For all Catholics, including those seeking public office, our 

participation in political parties…should be influenced by our faith, not the other way around.  We should 

not let the party transform us in such a way that we neglect or deny fundamental moral truths or approve 

intrinsically evil acts.” 

 

The bishops call the dignity of the human person the core of Catholic moral teaching and say the right 

to life is the “fundamental right that makes all other rights possible.” They call abortion a preeminent 

priority, one that surpasses all others.  They say, “The threat of abortion remains our preeminent priority 

because it directly attacks life itself, because it takes place within the sanctuary of the family, and 

because of the number of lives destroyed.  The direct and intentional destruction of innocent human life 

from the moment of conception until natural death is always wrong and is not just one issue among 

many.  Abortion… is never morally acceptable and must always be opposed.  Other direct threats to the 

sanctity of life include euthanasia and assisted suicide, human cloning, in-vitro fertilization, and the 
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destruction of human embryos for research.  At the same time, we cannot dismiss or ignore other serious 

threats to human life and dignity such as the death penalty, gun violence, xenophobia, and capital 

punishment.  Catholic teaching about the dignity of life calls us to oppose torture, unjust war, [and] the 

indiscriminate use of drones for violent purposes; to prevent genocide and attacks against 

noncombatants, to oppose racism, human trafficking, and to overcome poverty and suffering.  It is also 

essential to affirm the nature of the human person as male and female, to protect the family based on 

marriage between a man and a woman, and to uphold the rights of children in that regard.  We are called 

to practice Christ’s commandment to “love on another;” to share our blessings with those most in need, 

to protect the lives and dignity of the weak, the vulnerable, and the voiceless – feeding the hungry, 

housing the homeless, welcoming the immigrant, and protecting the environment.  At our border, we 

must ensure that we receive refugees, asylum seekers, and other migrants in light of the teachings of 

Christ and the Church, while assuring the security of our citizens.  We are one human family, whatever 

our national, racial, ethnic, economic, and ideological differences.  Every human being has a right to 

access those things required for human decency – food and shelter, education and employment, health 

care and housing, freedom of religion, and family life.” 

 

The bishops further say that, “Catholics may choose different ways to respond to compelling social 

problems, but we cannot differ on our moral obligation to help build a more just and peaceful world 

through morally acceptable means, so that the weak and vulnerable are protected and human rights and 

dignity are defended.  The Church’s teaching is clear that a good end does not justify an immoral means.    

A Catholic cannot vote for a candidate who favors a policy promoting an intrinsically evil act, such as 

abortion, euthanasia, assisted suicide, deliberately subjecting workers or the poor to subhuman living 

conditions, redefining marriage in ways that violate its essential meaning, or racist behavior, if the voter’s 

intent is to support that position.  In such cases, a Catholic would be guilty of formal cooperation with 

evil.  At the same time, a voter should not use a candidate’s opposition to an intrinsic evil to justify 

indifference or inattentiveness to other important moral issues involving human life and dignity.”   

 

“There may be times when a Catholic who rejects a candidate’s unacceptable position even on policies 

promoting an intrinsically evil act may reasonably decide to vote for that candidate for other morally 
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grave reasons.  Voting in this way would be permissible only for morally grave reasons, not to advance 

narrow interests or partisan preference or to ignore a fundamental moral evil.  We should be guided 

more by our moral convictions than by our attachment to a political party or interest group.  It is 

important to be clear that the political choices faced by citizens not only have an impact on general 

peace and prosperity, but may also affect the individual’s salvation.” 

 

Heavy stuff.  I actually hope that some of what I just shared makes you uncomfortable, regardless of 

your party affiliation.  Neither candidate fully embraces Catholic social teaching.  We have a difficult 

decision ahead of us.  So what are we to do?  Read the full document.  Use it to carefully examine your 

conscience to make sure it is properly formed.  Don’t take your Catholic moral responsibilities lightly.  

And above all, pray.  I’d like to close with a prayer from a prayer card I picked up at the Shrine of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe a couple weeks ago: 

 

Lord Jesus Christ, You told us to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.  

Enlighten the minds of our people in America.  May we choose a president of the United States, and 

other government officials, according to your Divine will.  Give our citizens the courage to choose leaders 

of our nation who respect the sanctity of unborn human life, the sanctity of marriage, the sanctity of 

marital relations, the sanctity of the family, and the sanctity of the aging.  Grant us the wisdom to give 

You what belongs to You, our God.  If we do this, as a nation, we are confident You will give us an 

abundance of Your blessings through our elected leaders.  Amen 


