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Have you ever wondered about what it would be like to live as a monk? 

Does the thought of living in isolation from the world and all of its cares appeal to you? 

How about the prospect of spending your free time not being entertained but in studying and 

meditating upon the Word of God? Would you like to live simply, possessing and consuming 

only what you need to stay alive? 

I think there’s a part of all of us that secretly yearns to be whisked away from the daily 

rough-and-tumble of modern life and be dropped into a protective bubble where secular cares 

can be left behind and we can be free to develop our religious and spiritual lives more fully and 

deeply. 

There were the equivalent of monks back in Jesus’ day, deeply religious individuals who 

would band together in remote and desolate locations. John The Baptist, for one, may have been 

the product of such a community. In some cases, the Romans regarded these communities as 

security threats and essentially committed mass slaughters to be rid of them. 

And it is very interesting that Jesus never chose that kind of life. At least there is no 

mention of Jesus being part of a monastic community and that would have been very different 

from the mission on which God sent Him to us. We do know that Jesus was very adept at 

withdrawing into solitude when He needed to do so but He always returned to civilization, such 

as it was, when He was refreshed and ready. 

Jesus the monk could never have become Jesus the Christ. It was completely necessary 
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for Jesus to engage with the real world, as dangerous and complicated as it might have been, in 

order for Jesus to bring true grace and salvation. 

And that put Jesus in grave danger of many kinds. We are all very familiar with the 

physical danger that manifested itself on Good Friday. But the world presented other dangers to 

Jesus, perhaps more subtle but no less threatening. 

In today’s passage, Jesus faces yet another trap by the Pharisees and, I must say, this was 

really a pretty clever trap. The tax in question was what was known as a census tax, although it 

had nothing to do with taking a census in the sense that we know today. It was a flat tax imposed 

on every resident of Palestine. Simply by existing, you would have been required to pay this tax. 

The really galling aspect of the census tax for the Jewish citizens was that it had to be paid using 

Roman currency. That currency bore a portrait of the Emperor with a notation that proclaimed 

him to be a divine figure, a god to be worshiped. 

From a theological standpoint, this was utterly reprehensible to the Jews, who were 

monotheists, believing in one god and one god only. If you paid the tax, you were blaspheming. 

If you did not pay the tax, you could be arrested. The census tax was a major hot button issue in 

Jesus’ day and would ultimately lead to a bloody Jewish rebellion three decades later that 

resulted in the complete destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans. 

Jesus, with His infinite store of divine wisdom to draw upon, evades the Pharisees’ trap 

and does His usual masterful job of making the Pharisees look like idiots. 

Could any of us have handled that situation half as well as Jesus? I know I couldn’t have. 

And I think therein lies much of the appeal for us of the life of a monk. 

Everyday life often puts us square in the middle of conflicts between the demands of the 
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secular and the religious. Maintaining faith out here in the real world can be a major challenge. 

We can often feel as if the world is slowly crushing our faith and we can feel completely lost 

about how to get it back. The secular world has certain rules and customs. It can be very very 

difficult to function in that world without paying attention to those rules and customs. Things 

like feeding your family and keeping a roof over your head often depend on you knowing those 

rules and customs. 

The good news is that both Scripture and the history books show countless examples of 

ordinary Christians, like you and me, stumbling over those secular rules and customs and losing 

their way. An almost miraculous percentage of those who lose their way seem to find it again. 

Even a tiny little acorn of remaining faith can help get us back on track and keep straight what 

are the things of God versus the things of Caesar. 

And another truth to consider is that our idyllic perceptions of monasteries as divinely 

sealed sanctuaries where the cares of the world never intrude are often exaggerated. There is no 

such thing as a life guaranteed to be free from trials, tribulations or temptations. To borrow a 

catch-phrase from the world of boxing, you can run from the world but you cannot hide from it 

forever. 

I want to make a point right here I make a lot and I make this point a lot because it is very 

important and very easy to forget. None of us needs carry any of the world’s burdens completely 

on our own. We have our families. We have our friends. We have Westminster Presbyterian 

Church. Being strong in your faith does not mean being solitary in your faith. 

I really don’t think I’d make a very good monk. Yeah, there’s a lot of stress and a lot of 

pressure in trying to balance a life of faith with the demands of the secular world. Yeah, that 
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stress and pressure can feel overwhelming at times. But then I wouldn’t be father to my children, 

a husband to Kay or a pastor to you. So, I’m gonna just keep plugging along, doing my best to 

keep firmly in mind what belongs to Caesar and what belongs to God. 

  


