TWENTY-NINTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 
Sun, Oct 18, 2020

29th  Sunday in Ordinary Time

Isa 45:1, 4-6

Ps 96:1, 3, 4-5, 7-8, 9-10

1 Thess 1:1-5b

Phil 2:15d-16a

Matt 22:15-21

TWENTY-NINTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME A

.

FIRST READING A reading from the prophet Isaiah
Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus,

whom he has taken by his right hand

to subdue nations before him

and strip the loins of kings,

to force gateways before him

that their gates be closed no more:

It is for the sake of my servant Jacob,

of Israel my chosen one,

that I have called you by your name,

conferring a title though you do not know me.

I am the Lord, unrivalled;

there is no other God besides me.

Though you do not know me, I arm you

that men may know from the rising to the setting of the sun

that, apart from me, all is nothing.

The word of the Lord. 
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Give the Lord glory and power.

1
0 sing a new song to the Lord,

sing to the Lord all the earth.

Tell among the nations his glory

and his wonders among all the peoples. 1?

2
The Lord is great and worthy of praise,

to be feared above all gods;

the gods of the heathens are naught.

It was the Lord who made the heavens. 12

3
Give the Lord, you families of peoples,

give the Lord glory and power,

give the Lord the glory of his name.

Bring an offering and enter his courts. 

4
Worship the Lord in his temple.

0 earth, tremble before him.

Proclaim to the nations: 'God is king.'

He will judge the peoples in fairness. 
SECOND READING
A reading from the first letter of St Paul to the Thessalonians 1:1-5
From Paul, Silvanus and Timothy, to the Church in Thessalonika which is in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ; wishing you grace and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. We always mention you in our prayers and thank God for you all, and constantly remember before God our Father how you have shown your faith in action, worked for love and persevered through hope, in our Lord Jesus Christ.
We know, brothers, that God loves you and that you have been chosen, because when we brought the Good News to you, it came to you not only as words, but as power and as the Holy Spirit and as utter conviction.
The word of the Lord.
A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew
22:15-2.
The Pharisees went away to work out between them how to trap k'sus in what he said, And they sent their disciples to him, together with the Herodians, to say, 'Master, we know that you are an honest man and teach the way of God in an honest way, and that you are not afraid of anyone, because a man's rank means nothing to you. Tell us your opinion, then. Is it permissible to pay taxes to Caesar or not?' 
But Jesus was aware of their malice and replied, 'You hypocrites! Why do you set this trap for me? Let me see the money you pay the tax with.' They handed him a denarius and he said, 'Whose head is this? Whose name?' 'Caesar's' they replied. He then said to them, 'Very well, give back to Caesar what belongs to Caesar - and to God what belongs to God.'
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Commentary on the Mass Readings
Reading I: Isaiah 45:1, 4-6

In 721 B.C. the Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians and all able-bodied men were taken north into slavery, leaving behind the infirm and elderly to starve. The southern Kingdom of Judah buried its head in the sand and suffered the same fate in 587 B.C. with the additional loss of the Temple. 

After two generations had passed, in a series of victories, the Persian warlord, Cyrus, advanced down the Euphrates valley, sweeping away all the old city-states. As they fell, one by one, he freed all the slaves, who returned to their homes and he even compensated them. 
The author of our reading, whom we call Second-Isaiah, can see liberation coming and in the opening line of our reading, calls Cyrus ‘my Anointed’ (which = Christ) He goes on to say that though Cyrus does not know it, Yahweh has chosen him to do his will for the sake of his chosen people, Israel. 
Cyrus himself had claimed that he was called by Marduk (the Babylonian god) to become ruler of the world. Second Isaiah firmly contradicts him. He knows better. He knows that Yahweh alone is Lord of history: 'I am the Lord, and there is no other; besides me there is no god ... that they may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is no one besides me' (vv. 5-6). 
And, seen in this light, the return from exile became an expression of Yahweh's unique and universal reign. This was the beginning of a new understanding of God, that even ignorant pagan nations were subject to the Jewish God’s will. 
This strain of thought culminates in Jesus' pronouncement about the payment of tribute money (today's gospel) and in Paul's teaching about the Roman state under the Emperor who unwittingly acts as God’s agent. 
During the English Reformation, it was this principle that enabled some Catholics to swear loyalty to the Pope as well as to Queen Elizabeth in her own realm. 
Reading II: 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5

This letter to the Thessalonians is the earliest written document in the New Testament. Paul wrote it during his stay at Corinth possibly as early as autumn 47 or 48 A.D. (2 Thessalonians was written c. 6 months afterwards)
Paul had founded the church at Thessalonica not very long before. He had had to leave it hurriedly because of threats from traditional Jews, and, in his anxiety over his recent converts, sent Timothy to see how things were going.  Timothy brought back a largely favourable report, — hence the warm tone of the opening thanksgiving, which forms the main part of today's reading. 
I have a vivid recollection of an (Orthodox) Eucharist in Thessalonica in 1988, when the Priest shouted at me for inadvertently standing (no sitting in Orthodoxy) in the women’s section. (I did not know it was for women only. There was only one other person in the congregation. She was also shouted at – for crying too noisily) 
Gospel: Matthew 22:15-21

Matthew had been a tax-collector. That is to say he collected taxes from the people to pass them to higher Roman authority. As such he was regarded as a traitor and scorned, but he was also numerate and literate. If Matthew was not the actual author of the first Gospel then he was at least responsible for much of the material. 
To-day’s story he copied almost unchanged from Mark (12;13-17) even retaining the Marcan context, where it precedes the question of the Sadducees about the resurrection (Mark 12:18-27 / Matt 22:23-33) 

As a tax collector he would have had a personal and professional interest in the subject of divided loyalties and as an Apostle would have witnessed the controversy with the Pharisees and Sadducees who took diametrically opposed positions. 
The few minor changes he did make to the story seem to underline that this confrontation was typical of Jesus' conflict with his opponents. This was to result in Jesus’ disciples being excluded from the synagogues. (see John 9;22) 
Everything in this story points to the climatic punch-line “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are God's" This maxim sounds wise enough but has led to heart-rending choices and bitter civil wars in the past. 
Putting the principle into practice is all very well when the Government is benign. That is straightforward. The advice is also workable when Christians have influence to shape events. But the advice breaks down entirely, when the authorities deliberately pursue unethical policies. 
This happened in the 60s under Nero who targeted Christians to divert attention from bad news. It happened in the 1530s when King Henry executed those who opposed him. This happened in Germany in the 1930s when Hitler targeted several groups for his own ends. In such cases Christians are faced with alternatives that cannot be decided simply by quoting Jesus. 
This story is a clear example of teaching that must be connected to circumstances. What is right in one situation is wrong in another. Frequently there is no clear solution. It may be that all options are wrong, but that some may be more wrong than others. It may be that people of equally sensitive consciences come to different conclusions as to moral courses of action. 

One possible interpretation of this saying would be that Caesar has his own legitimate but limited sphere, and even that he holds under God and is responsible for its proper governance. But when he oversteps the mark and puts himself in the place of God, Christians are in the last resort absolved from obedience. We must give to Caesar the things that are Caesar's and not the things that are God's. We must obey our consciences before obeying other human beings no matter how powerful.  And if this leads to martyrdom, we should give thanks that we have an opportunity to witness for Our Lord. 
Easier said than done!!!
This story is the first of three consecutive attempts on the part of Jesus' adversaries 'to entrap him in what he said’. The second is the subject of the Resurrection (22:23-33) The third is the most important commandment (34-40) which is the Gospel for next Sunday. Then Jesus goes on to the offensive with the identity of the Messiah. (vv. 41-46)
The present ruse is obvious. By and large the Pharisees were anti-Roman while the Herodians (supporters of the puppet King Herod) were pro-Roman. 
The question of the legitimacy of paying taxes to Rome was a burning issue for Jesus' contemporaries. Jesus is faced with a dilemma: 'Is it lawful to pay ... or not?' If he were to answer 'yes' he would lose the esteem of the people and be discredited as a traitor to the Jewish cause of independence from Rome. If he were to answer 'no' he could be denounced as fomenting unrest - Rome regarded refusal to pay taxes as the first step on the road to anarchy. 
Jesus consistently appears to out-wit his opponents. Here, he cleverly side-steps the trap by asking his questioners for a Denarius, the Roman coin used to pay the poll-tax (the tax in question here). They promptly produced one. He had already scored a point. 
They, ostensibly so concerned about the implication of the tax, nevertheless were not so concerned as to put themselves to any inconvenience. They carried and used Caesar's money. Jesus thus implied that they tacitly accepted his imperial system. They were happy with the benefits that came from living under Roman civilisation and should therefore be prepared to pay taxes. 
The incident we read about to-day happened about 30 A.D. The written record we use to-day dates from about 60 A.D. Between those dates the world of Jesus’ followers had suffered unimaginable changes and Jesus’ sayings could not be put into practice so readily. And by 90 A.D. the Roman authorities were at the Churches throat. 

This story offers no neat solution to the question of Church-state relations in all situations. The legitimate state has rights and the good citizen will respect them. It may however be right to oppose even a legitimate state when it acts immorally. 
But for the Christian there may come a time when one must pay more attention to the supreme Sovereign rather than to the earthly one. Jesus has given a principle but, like so much of his teaching, it has to be lived out in situations that are not at all the same as the ones he knew. Christians must make the best decisions they can in the worst circumstances they find and be content to live with uncertainty. 
Postscript
Forgive me if I presume to share with you what has long occupied me on the above subject. 

The United Kingdom is a hereditary monarchy. The Monarch is anointed with holy chrism by the most senior churchman in the Church of England as a sign that God has chosen her to rule in his name. This authority passes by tradition to her children. And all deference to the Royal family is based on this principle of divine authority. 
In the time of the Israelite kings this was the way Hebrew society was ordered and the ceremonies were a meaningful expression of the community, gathered together under God. In Europe this practice continued until the Reformation, after which, it has slowly become an anachronism. 
Sacraments, including Coronation, are an expression of the community in which they are celebrated. The last Coronation in this country was in 1953 when its role was already unclear. 
Since then immigration, information technology and communication has changed our society out of all recognition. One religion, especially Christianity, let alone the Church of England, can no longer be said to speak for the community. 
I believe that only a miniscule section of the population are even aware of the issues involved and all would find them irrelevant if made aware. The Muslim community would certainly not be happy. Are Catholics happy with the C of E acting in its name? Do most people even have convictions? 
In any case, where is the real power? Our constitution is such that the Monarch effectively rubber stamps Parliament. This may be desirable in itself, but where does it leave the Archbishop of Canterbury? In Charles’ succession, Justin may be expected to preside over a hollow meaningless relic of a past age. I am confident that neither would wish that. 

And, finally, it is wrong to judge the Monarchy on the basis of value for money, as a tourist attraction for Americans or the personal behaviour of its members. It should surely be judged on whether it is an authentic expression of our 21st century British society. 
