
            

29th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle A, 10.18.20 

Isaiah 45:1,4-6/Thessalonians 1:1-5/                 
Matthew 22:15-21 

A DIVINE IMAGE ON THE HUMAN HEART… 
NOT ON A ROMAN COIN 

I ran into a parishioner at the check-
out lane at Safeway’s this week. She said: 
This is my weekly outing! We laughed. 
Travel has certainly been restricted these 
past seven months.  I doubt if many of us 
went on a summer vacation. Thanksgiving 
and Christmas travel don’t look very 
promising either, not if we want to keep the 
spread of the virus in check and see it come 
to an end someday. There is a cure for 
“wanderlust,” however. I propose watching 
any of Rick Steves’ travel series on PBS, 
especially if you love Europe.  

Since he was in his early twenties 
and started teaching travel classes in a 
student-run program and working as a tour 
guide during the summers, Rick Steves has 
created a travel industry with guide books, 
radio and television programs and travel 
paraphernalia of all sorts. In his travel 
guides and TV series he encourages 
Americans to become what he calls 
"temporary locals." He invites his readers 
and viewers to visit not just major cities but 
also cozy villages away from popular tourist 
routes. He has a warm and inviting 
personality and has attracted thousands of 
fans known as "Rickniks." 

I was curious about how he got 
started as a tour guide – when he got bit by 
the travel bug. I found out that when Steves 
was 14, he and his parents took a trip to 
Europe to see factories that manufactured 
pianos, as they owned a piano store in their 
home state of Washington. The teenager 
documented what he saw and experienced 
on the backs of postcards which he 

numbered sequentially. He still has all of 
those cards stored in a wooden box. The 
family also visited relatives in Norway 
during the 1969 Apollo moon landing, and 
in a park in Oslo, Steves came to a 
realization that would influence him 
throughout his life: "This planet must be 
home to billions of equally lovable children 
of God." A thought like that coming from a 
14 year-old totally inspired me. When he 
turned 18, he again visited Europe, but 
without his parents. He kept journals of all 
of those experiences, as well. Thus began 
his love affair with travel and sharing that 
passion with others. 

 
I recently caught an hour-long PBS 

special that he televised in 2018: The Story 
of Fascism in Europe. It’s very different than 
his other shows. In it he travels back a 
hundred years to learn how fascism rose 
and then fell in Europe – taking millions of 
people with it. In his travels over the years 
Steves had gathered many impressions 
about Europe’s experience with fascism – 
touring Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest retreat on a 
mountaintop in Bavaria; roaming 
Mussolini’s EUR “planned city” in Rome; 
visiting the “Green Room” in Nurnberg 
where Hitler stoked the masses into a 
frenzy at his rallies. He could imagine a 
charismatic despot getting prepped for his 
speech that would amp up both the fears 
and the anger of an entire nation. He said 
he created this special not only for its 
historical importance, but even more, for 
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the lessons future generations still need to 
learn. Even today, would-be autocrats 
follow the same playbook in their attempts 
to derail democracies. Steves wanted his 
viewers to see how fear and angry 
nationalism and “nativism” can be 
channeled into evil, and how our freedoms 
and democracies are not indestructible, but 
rather, very fragile. He noted that the rise 
of fascism took Germany and Italy by 
surprise – and it could take any nation by 
surprise today if conditions lined up the 
same way. The flickering candle of historical 
memory is extinguished at our own peril. 
From our perspective in 2020 – with 
extremist movements on the rise on both 
sides of the Atlantic, including our own 
nation – Rick Steves’ TV special made for 
fascinating and insightful viewing. 

The Word of God today offers us a 
contrasting perspective on two powerful 
leaders – a benevolent ruler, King Cyrus of 
Persia in the 6th Century BC, and a Roman 
emperor, Tiberius, in the 1st century AD, in 
the line of the Caesars who were to be 
worshipped as gods. Our two passages – 
Old Testament and Gospel – are perfectly 
paired to proclaim one truth: I am the Lord, 
there is no other. Each passage corrects a 
fallacy to which we can so easily succumb. 
Isaiah stops us in our tracks when we think 
that we know the ways of God, and that 
God should check with us before God does 
anything. God’s grace and God’s mercy are 
not the exclusive domain of the Catholic 
Church or of any church or religion, for that 
matter. 

King Cyrus the Great, an enlightened 
leader known for his defense of human 
rights as well as his political and military 
strategies, becomes God’s agent. It wasn’t 
his practice to impose Persian culture even 
on captured peoples. Cyrus released the 
Jews from captivity, sent them home and 

subsidized the rebuilding of their Temple 
and the city of Jerusalem. Unheard of in 
those ancient times. 

 
This man, a foreigner and a pagan in the 
eyes of the Jewish people, became God’s 
instrument for good. The very first line of 
our passage calls him God’s “anointed,” a 
title only given to Jewish kings like David 
and some of the prophets.  Isaiah would like 
us to put to rest the division we make 
between sacred and secular – that God is 
here and the world is there. This secular 
king becomes the means for God’s sacred 
and saving Will to be carried out. I am the 
Lord, there is no other. 

The gospel writer Matthew likewise 
stops us in our tracks when we try to create 
a division between Church and State, as if 
they were two separate entities – the 
emperor has his realm in which he demands 
ultimate allegiance and God is relegated to 
a separate realm. Jesus does more than 
outwit the religious leaders who were trying 
to entrap him by their plot. By asking them 
for a coin and noting Caesar’s image on the 
coin, Jesus is really asking them to look at 
themselves. The coin with Caesar’s image 
belongs to Caesar, so pay the infamous poll 
tax. But, Jesus reminds them, they do not 
belong to the emperor.  Humans bear 
within us the image of God. We belong to 
God and that truth has powerful 
implications.  
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Render unto Caesar what belongs to Caesar, 
but to God what belongs to God. And that 
means everything -- for this is God’s world 
and we are God’s creation. Whenever that 
divine image is denied, when any person is 
made to be less than human by political 
language or action of the State, then this 
text carries a revolutionary word, a word 
that has to be spoken loud and clear.  When 
categories of insiders and outsiders create 
divisions in society, when boundaries are 
drawn based on gender, race, age, class, 
culture, financial status – that image of God 
is tarnished.  
 As we approach our national 
election only two weeks and two days from 
now, today’s scriptures offer us much to 
ponder as we use our faith-informed 
conscience to inform the political decisions 
we make and the ballots we cast. How are 
we, as members of the Catholic community 
in the United States, called to discern our 
electoral choices in this turbulent year, so 
as to advance the common good and the 
dignity of the human person? This is 
perhaps the most challenging and most 
contentious election our country has faced 
in many years. I take consolation in our 
belief that God’s image is imprinted on our 
hearts and that our ultimate allegiance is 
with God whose Kingdom is eternal and 
whose victory of love is everlasting. Bishop 
Mark Seitz, the bishop of El Paso, Texas, 
assures us:  
 

God never asks of us the impossible but only 
to achieve the justice possible in the 
imperfect world of the here and now. We 
must sincerely weigh all of the complex 
issues facing our nation and prayerfully 
reflect on the sacredness and equal dignity 
of all human life, as well our duty to 
steward God’s creation. May God’s grace 
and inspiration guide us in the coming days. 

 
John Kasper, OSFS 


