Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily, 29th Sunday in Ordinary Time, A, October 22, 2023
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.

In the Gospels, whenever Jesus calls someone a hypocrite, you know things are not going to go well for them. You know he’s going to drop some kind of verbal bomb that they never see coming. And so it was with those who approached Jesus in today’s Gospel. 


You can almost see those Wile E. Coyote-types setting the trap, the anvil that was intended to land on Jesus’ head – “Teacher, we know you are honest and teach God’s way sincerely. You court no one’s favor and you do not act out of respect for important people. Give us your opinion, then, in this case. Is it lawful to pay tax to the Roman emperor or not?”  And in response to that, you can almost hear the Road Runner’s “Meep, Meep!” as Jesus drops their own anvil on all of them. “You hypocrites!” – no, things did not go well for them. Once again in today’s Gospel, we see Jesus as Trickster … Jesus as Road Runner … Jesus as the one who sets conventional thinking on its head … Jesus, the one who comes up with a third way when most of us are stuck in our binaries. 


The Pharisees and the Herodians hated each other, plain and simple. Pharisees were the Jewish elite who kept their distance from all things unclean, including Romans. Herodians were the Jewish low-lifes who collected Roman taxes (and profits) in exchange for their acceptance of Roman rule.  But these Pharisees and Herodians had a common enemy who made them an unholy alliance of strange bedfellows, proving again the truth of the old adage, The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Jesus was their common enemy, so together they approached Jesus with a question intended to trick him. They knew that, at best, his answer would get him tossed from the Jewish community (if he said pay the tax), or that, at worst, his answer would get him executed by the Romans (if he said don’t pay the tax). Either way, Jesus would no longer be a thorn in their sides, and these Wile E. Coyotes would not have this Jesus continually pointing out their hypocrisy to them.

But – “Meep, Meep,” here comes the anvil down on their own heads. – “Show me the coin that is used to pay the tax.” And the coin they presented to Jesus was as two-faced as they were – with the picture of a Roman emperor on both sides.       


Jesus escaped their trap by suggesting a third option entirely – not either/or but both/and. “Give to Caesar whatever is due him, and to God whatever belongs to God.” He threw 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 a higher level of consciousness, finding a way  to make opposites whole, finding a way to heal what appear to be contradictions. 
What Jesus is doing, I think, is what we sometimes call “holding the tension.” Our whole world is made of polarities, and in today’s Gospel, Jesus shows us that being able to stand between polar opposites and not be torn apart is part of our spiritual journey. Every day, we ask ourselves holy  questions like …

· How do I love unconditionally an adult child whose drug-related behavior I abhor?

· How do I seek justice for the Palestinians while at the same time I recognize the gravity of the Hamas attack? 
· How do I heal the brokenness that I see in another, while I protect myself from the violence that brokenness can effect in my life?

· How do I hold on to the traditions I value in an institutional church that so often defies those values? 

· How do I support a government and a society that is so often at odds with what I believe?

· How do find that balance between what’s good for me and what serves the common good?
In other words, in all the areas of my daily life where I feel myself being torn in two directions, how do I “render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that are God’s?” 

In a world that is increasingly  divided, Jesus shows us that being able to stand between polar opposites and not be torn apart is not an aberration, but an essential 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 the battle for Speaker of the House continues to rage on, and people well beyond our own borders are affected, Jesus might have a few choice words to say about finding a third way, a middle ground, a place where opposites might meet in the middle. I imagine Jesus just might stand in the middle, holding out his hands, reaching across the aisle.   
In his first letter to the Thessalonians, that we heard read this afternoon,  Paul consoles the new Christians by reminding them they are chosen …  he compliments them on their ability continue to labor in faith and love and hope, doing good in the world, even as they are wondering if  the world around them is ever going to be good again.   

In our first reading, from the book of Isaiah, we are told that God has chosen Cyrus, the Gentile king, and uses him for good in the world, even though the Israelites cannot believe that anything good can come from a pagan king.  

So maybe  we can  remember today that in the Gospel, Christ chooses us as well … chooses us to be stretched … chooses us to live in the tension between polarities … chooses us to be children of God who are “both/and” … chooses us to render to each of our Caesars all that is due them – but never, ever at the expense of our greater call to give to God what is God’s, and that is the gift of our conscious, thinking, focused and choosing lives. AMEN.
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