Homily for 29th Ordinary, A
Is. 45:1, 4-6
    Ps. 96: 1, 3-5, 7-10
 I Thess. 1: 1-5b

Mt. 22 15-21


 Today’s readings present us with some disturbing images concerning the use and abuse of power. Our first reading from Isaiah 45 recounts the story of how, paradoxically, at the time of Second Isaiah , Cyrus, a foreign ruler, a Persian  who does not know the God of Israel, is understood to be anointed  by God as ruler of Israel “for the sake of Israel’s well-being!” Wow! Reading that brought to memory having heard an Evangelical Christian preacher a few years ago say that Donald Trump is like Cyrus in the Bible. Not a believer, not even a part of the community’s understanding of its relationship with God,  but somehow chosen by God to lead our country in the  ways of God’s reign. Hmnn….

Our psalm reading is from Psalm 96, which is one of the psalms known as “coronation psalms” – psalms which emphasize how glorious and worthy of praise God is, and how God’s reign is supreme – a cause for rejoicing because God is just and faithful and true toward all God’s creatures. Somehow, the image of Cyrus wielding power over God’s people just does not seem to jive with having trust that God’s justice will prevail.

The passage from Matthew is very familiar to us all. How many times have we heard it proclaimed? “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” What can that possibly mean? The Jerome Biblical Commentary says about the question to which Jesus makes this enigmatic response, first of all that the question is posed by two groups who have little in common with one another except that they are Jews. The Pharisees were rabbis – teachers of the Law. For them, a question such as whether or not to pay taxes to the imperial Roman government would have been a true test of conscience. For them, doing such a thing was an insult to God - Israel’s true sovereign. The Herodians, on the other hand, were those who had made their peace with the conquerors – for whom paying the tax was the price of doing business in their occupied country. They were not willing to find themselves in open rebellion against Rome. These two very different religious/political groups were both seeking to put Jesus on the hot seat. If he sided with the Pharisees, he would expose himself to suspicion of political insurrection. On the other hand, if he agreed with the Herodians, he would be castigated as an unfaithful Jew. But Jesus really wasn’t seeing things through the same dualistic lense as were his questioners. The counter question he sought to raise was what is the true meaning of power and justice and authority. He wanted to propose his own vision of the reign of justice as something – not separate from earthly power, but also as not constricted by the limits of earthly power. Rather, the reign of God is something that grows subversively within the world. Give Caesar the coins that are used to turn the wheels of government, but do not give him your heart and your allegiance. Do not settle for what the world can provide. Jesus is saying that the kingdom of justice and peace garners its strength from the margins and not from the center – the seat of earthly power. God’s reign is all-encompassing and includes everyone, while earthly kingdoms exist within the larger framework, which of course all belongs to the Creator and Sustainer of all! As the first line of Psalm 24 tells us: “The earth is our God’s and everything in it!” The reign of God is a vision that includes everyone and everything. It is not a specific decision-making plan, but our adherence to the vision of God’s reign re-configures us and impacts how we understand our loyalties and our responsibilities.

When it comes to church and state, the conflation of the two (that is, looking at them as one and the same), and the total separation of the two spheres of influence both represent a false dichotomy. In giving the answer he gave to the question about paying the tax, Jesus is rejecting both approaches. He is saying that we must overcome our natural tendency toward dualism, and become wholistic in our thinking and also in our actions. Our vision must be universal and inclusive even as we approach the difficult task of sorting out exactly how and where we choose to make God’s priorities our own – even as we discern our role - exactly how we belong to God’s reign, and how we are called to implement the fruits of that belonging. 

As St. Paul tells the Thessalonians, “You are proving your faith by your actions, laboring in love, and showing constancy of hope in our Savior Jesus Christ…..You have been chosen!....” At the end of the day, we do not belong to the world’s loyalty systems; we belong to the reign of God. In effect, we must offer our entire lives to participating in the divine life – the all-inclusive divine plan – of which we are an integral part. “The earth is our God’s and everything (and everyone) in it!” It is about who we, who are created in God’s image, truly are.
