29th Sunday Ordinary Time Cycle A
October 18, 2020
Isaiah 45:1, 4-6; 1 Thessalonians 1:1-5; Matthew 22:15-21
 
    In 1943 on Easter Sunday during the Nazi occupation of Norway, the doors to all churches were ordered closed.  People began milling around aimlessly in the public square in front of the principal church. They began singing “A mighty fortress is our God.”  Converging they begin to move toward the church.  A detachment of armed Nazi soldiers stands on the steps.  The officer comes forward and pulls a woman holding a small child up to the step below him and puts a pistol to her temple, “Start the second verse of that hymn”, he says “and I will blow her brains out.”  There is stunned silence.  Then, one lone voice is heard singing: “Did we in our faith confide our striving would be losing.”  Soon the whole crowd is singing.  How could they possibly do that, knowing that the officer meant what he said?  But, of course, it was the woman herself who started the verse.  From that moment the Nazi stranglehold was broken, and the resistance was born. (” The Paths of Life, Ernest Ferlita, SJ page 169)

 I like the saying “What is popular is not always right and what is right is not always popular.”  Standing up for our Catholic faith can cost us especially today when it seems that many Catholics including our leaders are afraid to speak out and remain silent.  In the past three Sundays, we have listened as Jesus told those around him parables.  Last week was about King and the wedding feast, 2 weeks ago it was about the vineyard and the evil tenants and the Sunday before that was the man with 2 sons, one was disobedient to him.   Today’s reading follows and the encounter is a result the chief priests and Pharisees seeing themselves indicted in the Parables.  There is tension building and so they are looking to catch Jesus off guard by asking him a question designed to entrap him.   The first thing we should note is that the question put to Jesus was not a question that sought enlightenment; it was not put to Jesus to learn from Him. No. It was put to Jesus to trap Him.   Was He to be seen as an insurrectionist revolutionary, an enemy of the government, or was He to be seen as a collaborator with the hated Roman authorities who so brutalized their subjugated Jewish people?  
     
Paying taxes to the emperor of Rome was a real problem in Jesus’ time.  The Pharisees, the religious purists of the day, hated the tax. The Herodians, those Jews who supported the Roman puppet King Herod, supported the tax. Both parties hated each other. But here we find them joined in a combined effort to trap Jesus, to discredit Him and thus do away with Him.  But Jesus knows that their hearts are not pure.  He challenges them both.  Paying tribute to Caesar implied for the Jew that there was a sovereign other than God ruling over them.  Caesar claimed divinity for himself. Jews rejected graven images as violations of the First Commandment. To a pious Jew a coin would be a painful reminder of the idolatrous claims of Caesar.  Statues and images were totally forbidden as false, man-made gods.  What happens, Jesus asks them for a coin.  Note that Jesus does not have a coin, but they do.  Also note that they and Jesus were in the Temple area when this incident took place. No good orthodox Jew would be caught with such a coin in the Temple area, yet they did.  The Roman coin had carved upon it the image of the infamous Tiberius Caesar, the one who had desecrated Jerusalem’s Temple. The coin also bore the inscription: “Tiberius Caesar – Son of the Divine Augustus.” On the other side it designated him as “Pontifex Maximus,” supreme priest. 
     Rather than engage in a superficial dispute over separation of church and state Jesus reasserts God’s authority.  If Jesus had responded to the Pharisee’s question, “No you should not pay the tax, he would have been charged with sedition,  Had he responded with a simple, “Yes, pay the tax”, he would have been acknowledging a sovereignty that the entire Jewish people resented.  The response Jesus does give recognizes that the state has its place in society, but it cannot supplant God’s authority.  So, these questions remain: What is Caesar’s and what is God’s? Is there anything at all that is not God’s – is there anything at all in human activity that does not stand under God’s judgment? We know the answer.  Yet we also know that what the church teaches about life, family and morality is often at odds with the popular culture.  We see the results in broken relationships, in families and in our culture. 

As Christians we believe in one God in three persons of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit and all is subject to Him.  All of the stuff we accumulate in this life will not matter.  Remember Jesus’ words, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and decay destroy, and thieves break in and steal.  For where your treasure is there also will your heart be.”  MT 6:19-12 
I know if can be very frustrating at times.  Sometimes when I turn on the news it all seems so bad or else the world seems to be anything but the Kingdom of God.  The pandemic, the election, the protests and violence it can really take a toll on us and cause serious anxiety.  But we should never despair and never lose hope.  Each day let us try to be more like Jesus.  Try to reach out to others, treat others with respect and dignity and recognize whatever good you do, do it in God’s name.  When we reach the end of our earthly lives, we will all stand before him and give an account of what we have done with our lives.   

I would like to finish with a short poem from a man named Martin Niemöller.  He  was a German Lutheran pastor and theologian born in Lippstadt, Germany, in 1892. Niemöller was an anti-Communist and supported Adolf Hitler's rise to power at first. But when Hitler insisted on the supremacy of the state over religion, Niemöller became disillusioned. He became the leader of a group of German clergymen opposed to Hitler. In 1937 he was arrested and eventually confined in German concentration camps.  He was released in 1945 by the Allies. He continued his career in Germany as a clergyman and as a leading voice of penance and reconciliation for the German people after World War II.  

First, they came for the Communists
And I did not speak out
Because I was not a Communist
Then they came for the Socialists
And I did not speak out
Because I was not a Socialist
Then they came for the trade unionists
And I did not speak out
Because I was not a trade unionist
Then they came for the Jews
And I did not speak out
Because I was not a Jew
Then they came for me
And there was no one left
To speak out for me


