
 “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what 

belongs to God.” It’s just over two weeks until the election. Amy Coney 

Barret’s Supreme Court confirmation hearings were this week. God and 

Caesar are in the news, and I want to preach one last homily in this 

series about the Church and the America. (and then I’ll go back to 

lighter topics!). But on September 6th I preached a homily about 

America, Liberal Democracy, and the Church – and that Liberal 

Democracy was in danger of collapsing in America. In the two and a half 

months since then this story has developed further.  

 The death of Ruth Bader Ginsburg has accelerated a crisis around 

the Supreme Court, which in turn, will further threatened the stability 

of our society, which will impact the Church. The Supreme Court has 

been a relatively stable and respected institution in our government. It 

has retained its legitimacy as the ultimate authority in terms of what is 

legal and constitutional. But now it, too, is being sucked deeper into the 

quicksand of American cultural division.  



 But for context I want to first sum up briefly my September 6th 

homily. My point in that homily: America was founded as a Liberal 

Democracy, that is, a regime based on the Founders’ 18th-century 

classical liberalism – representative government, free and fair elections, 

freedom of religion, speech, the press, etc. We Americans have 

assumed that this is the inevitable form of government for us.  

But Liberal Democracies are actually very fragile. They require 

several things to survive and thrive. First, the political losers must 

accept the results of losing elections without resorting to violence in an 

attempt to gain on the streets what they lost in the ballot box.  

But, in addition to this buy-in from the losers, Liberal Democracy 

also requires that there be no fundamental philosophical divisions in 

society. Liberal Democracy doesn’t handle those big questions very well 

because people won’t compromise on the meaning of their lives. If they 

lose those political battles they might very well refuse to abide by the 

results of elections. The southern states refusing to accept the results 



of the 1860 election is the classic American example of that. 

Historically, Americans have believed the same basic philosophy. But 

today the divisions in society have grown very deep. 

The third requirement for a Liberal Democracy to survive is that 

the major parties must view each other as legitimate, that is, we see 

the other party as people we’re willing to surrender to. The other side 

is within acceptable bounds, and if we turn over power to them, they 

won’t try to hurt us and outlaw the way we live. 

The crisis in the country is that today all of these necessary 

conditions are crumbling. Our mutual trust is disappearing and so we’re 

terrified of the other side gaining power. That fear has led to mutual 

contempt. We’ve started to despise one another. We think, “We can’t 

be governed by those kind of people.” 

And that brings me back to today’s Supreme Court. Perhaps some 

of you believe that the rush to confirm Amy Coney Barret is illegitimate. 

Others of you may think that the real transgression would be a packing 



of the Supreme Court by raising the number of Justices if she is 

confirmed. But the truth is, both sides would now do exactly the same 

thing their opponents are doing if the circumstances were reversed. 

They can’t stop themselves because of their fear of the other side 

getting ultimate power. So, no matter who wins, the Supreme Court 

could soon lose its legitimacy and moral authority, because it, too, will 

be seen in purely blue vs. red terms.  

In 2000 Bush and Gore were separated by a few hundred votes. It 

was the Supreme Court that finally decided the question – and its 

decision was accepted by the losers, even though they weren’t happy. 

Would the losers today accept the Supreme Court’s decision if its 

composition is seen as being a result of illegitimate political maneuvers 

by the other side? If not, who ultimately decides what is legal?  

When factions in a Liberal Democracy represent, not merely 

different political programs, but opposing cultures, there’s too much at 

stake for the system to handle. The courtesies, conventions, and 



compromises, that grease a working democracy disappear – and 

fighting over the letter of the law takes over. That’s us. It’s matter of 

raw power now. We’re constrained only, and just barely, by the strict 

letter of the law. How much longer will even that constraint last 

without a mutually accepted referee for disputes between parties? 

“Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what 

belongs to God.” I know many of you are understandably very 

concerned about the up-coming election. You would like me to talk 

more about that. And I want to make sure that nothing I’ve said these 

past weeks be understood to mean that I don’t think we should bother 

about politics as Catholics. By all means vote, reject R-90, prioritize life 

issues, use your formed, Catholic conscience to fight for the good.  

But I see much bigger problems in America and in our future as 

Catholics than in the results of a single election – even this one. That’s a 

wave. I’m talking about the tide. No matter what happens November 3 

we Catholics are still going to face a new, difficult life very soon. That’s 



what I’m trying to prepare us for in these homilies. Basically, I’m saying 

that, given the direction our culture’s heading, we’re not going to be 

saved by politics – as important as it is. That’s Christendom thinking. 

And the courts aren’t going to save us either in the long run. They 

only have independent authority in a liberal democracy – and that 

regime and those freedoms of religion and speech will slip away more 

rapidly than we imagine once the tipping point comes. And I feel that 

point coming. And something different is taking shape. And that 

“something” will be hostile to Catholicism. 

 This means we Catholics will suffer as the secular establishment 

finds us more and more alien. We American Catholics haven’t really 

suffered much this past century. I’m not sure how many of us are ready 

to suffer for the faith. I’m not sure how ready I am. But we’ll soon see. 

At the end of this homily series about God and Caesar I want to 

make a final point about these times. For many American Catholics, if 

the American Republic falls, it will bring a temptation to despair. We 



Americans have historically, almost unconsciously, been tempted to 

worship Caesar. By that I don’t mean we have burnt incense to a pagan 

god. But many Americans have always seen the United States as more 

than just another nation. We see ourselves as a nation with a mission to 

bring democracy, freedom, and peace to the world.  

 There can be an almost religious fervor to our patriotism. 

Although I think such American Catholics would deny it when stated so 

baldly, I also believe that for some of us America has slid into the place 

in our lives only the Church can fill. Whatever the genuine good, 

blessings, and accomplishments that America has brought to the world 

– and they are many -- we must remember that all of it has nothing to 

do with Christian faith and the salvation of humanity. I love my country, 

but God is God and Caesar is Caesar, and our first allegiance is to God. 

The collapse, confusion, and chaos that would occur if America spirals 

downward and mutates into something other than a liberal democracy 



would be disastrous for the world’s peace and stability. But America is 

not the hope of the world.  

Only Jesus Christ is the hope of the world. And Jesus does not 

depend on the United States to save humanity. And Jesus has already 

won the victory – and we are members of His Victorious and Risen Body 

no matter what happens in the temporal world. I’ve said in this homily 

series that we don’t choose the times we live in. But we are called to be 

faithful in the times we’re given. We have been given the challenge to 

retain and even increase the Catholic Faith in this gathering dark age. 

Our task may be simply to persevere and endure -- to remain faithful 

when all around us flee or forget Jesus. We have each been individually 

chosen by Jesus for that honor. Obviously, Christ our King believes we 

are capable of it or we wouldn’t be alive here and now. Let us, then, 

looking toward this future, resolve to be worthy of the King’s 

confidence and trust His grace to see us through whatever comes. 


