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Isaiah 45:1, 4-6; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5; Matthew 22:15-21; Psalm 96, Pay tribute to the God of glory and power.   


I think the message of our readings today might be captured in a Taoist teaching tale that we may have heard before, but that might bear repeating today. So let’s listen.
There once  was an old farmer who had worked his crops for many years. One day his horse ran away. Upon hearing the news, his neighbors came to visit. “What bad luck,” they said sympathetically. “Maybe,” the farmer replied
.
The next morning the horse returned, and brought with it three other wild horses. “What good luck,” the neighbors exclaimed. “Maybe,” replied the old man.
The following day, his son tried to ride one of the untamed horses, but he was thrown off, and broke his leg. Once again, the neighbors  came to offer their sympathy. “What bad luck,” they said. “Maybe,” answered the farmer.

Just one day after, military officials came to the village to draft young men into the army. Seeing that the son's leg was broken, they passed him by. The neighbors congratulated the farmer on how well things had turned out, as they said “What good luck.”  “Maybe,” said the farmer.
The story could go on and on, but I think we all get the idea. There’s no guarantee that anything is as we see it. Our call is to be awake and aware … to hold lightly to whatever we cling to as truth … and to be open to the reality of God’s presence in everything, no matter how that reality presents itself to us. 
 
I can’t help but believe that after nearly 50 years in captivity in Babylon, the Israelites in exile  were hoping for a great king in the line of David to rise up and come to their rescue. They must have been sure that Jesse’s root would take hold once again in their lives. In their despair, I imagine they placed their hopes in a great messiah like David or Solomon who  would come to liberate them from their captivity

So can you  imagine the shock they must have felt when their liberator turned out to be not at all from the royal line of David. Their hoped-for messiah turned out to be Cyrus, the King of Persia who worshiped not Adonai but the pagan god Marduk.  It was this King Cyrus who conquered Babylon, set the captives free, sent them back to their  homeland, and even supported the rebuilding of their temple. 

In our first reading, we heard  Isaiah say that for the sake of his chosen people, God had called this King Cyrus by name to conquer Babylon, and to be the savior of those in captivity. God was present in that most unlikely moment of liberation by that most unlikely person. It was up to the Israelites not to cling to their expectations  of who their messiah should be, but  be open to the presence of God in all things, and be grateful for the liberation that was theirs.  
        Connected with this idea of being open to the presence of God,  we move on to the Gospel proclaimed this afternoon, where Jesus has once again been upsetting people’s apple carts, asking them to find God where they might be least likely to look. . At the point where we are in Matthew’s gospel today, Jesus has entered Jerusalem, and he’s moving toward Good Friday … he’s expelled the money changers from the temple … he’s told a few parables that implicate the Pharisees and scribes in the sins of hypocrisy and injustice …  and those who have a stake in the status quo are disturbed by him, and  out to get him. 
So they come to Jesus in an unholy alliance – some Pharisees who are very strict Jews, and some Herodians, who are apostate Jews, in that they support the presence of the Roman Empire in their midst. And in all their hypocritical cunning, they ask Jesus  “Is it lawful to pay taxes to the Roman emperor or not?” They have sprung what they believe to be the perfect trap. If Jesus says YES, loyal Jews will hate him, and he will lose his following.  But if he says NO, the Romans will have reason to kill him for the crime of sedition. Jesus is in a NO WIN situation. There is no escape.
And yet there is. Because Jesus  is so conscious, so aware, so alive to the presence of the Holy Spirit in all things, he can think on  his feet. And so instead of being confined to one of two binary choices,  Jesus suggests a third option entirely. Instead of either/or, Jesus suggests both/and. “Give to Caesar whatever is due him, and to God whatever belongs to God.” He throws his questioners completely off base by moving the discourse from our natural human tendency to polarize things as right/wrong, black/white, good/bad to the more spiritual level of finding a way to make opposites whole, finding a way to come together where there appears to be only division.  

In a world that is increasingly  divided, Jesus shows us that being able to stand between polar opposites and not be torn apart is part of our spiritual journey. By his behavior in today’s Gospel, Jesus says – in effect – don’t look for the clarity of simple answers.  Be constantly aware that you are always going to be  stretched between two poles. So don’t rush to choose all or none, one or the other. Be aware … notice … always look for how God – usually in the person of the Holy Spirit –  might be manifesting in this situation.

As we move toward November 3, this is an important lesson to hear -- not to cling to expectations, but to find God in whatever presents itself to us.  Our call is to be like that farmer who could stand calmly between so-called good and bad fortune, and remain unattached to either. If Donald Trump is elected, that’s terrible. Well, maybe. If Joe Biden is elected,  that’s wonderful. Well, maybe. Sure, we can cry or we can laugh at whatever happens. But in the end, our call will  always be to stand calmly with Jesus as we discern God’s presence in all things, and we act in God’s Wisdom. 
Perhaps the great St. Teresa of Avila said it best in a poem she once wrote back in the mid-16th century. I’m not sure how life under Donald Trump compares with life under the Spanish Inquisition, but here’s the prayer Teresa was able to pray back then: 

Let nothing disturb you,
nothing surprise you,
all things pass;
God does not change.
Patience wins everything;
Whoever holds onto God
lacks nothing;
God alone is enough.  
AMEN. 
Homily Divina: Try not to cling to expectations of outcomes. As Teresa of Avila once said, “Nada te turbe,” let nothing disturb you.
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