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17-18 October 2020                                     29th Sunday of OT (A) 

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

 

 Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God. 

 

 We perhaps take for granted the US notion of the separation of church and 

state, especially those of us who grew up in this country.  Many court cases have 

clarified, or attempted to clarify, what exactly that means in particular situations.  

And while it’s safe to say that debates will continue to rage on about it, we still 

need to do our part as faithful citizens, both of this world and of the reign of God. 

 

 That being said, our readings today challenge us to take a larger view of 

things.  So let’s take off our separation-of-church-and-state lenses for a moment 

and take a deeper look at what the Scriptures are telling us.   

 

 Our first reading comes from the second part of the book of Isaiah, fittingly 

called Second Isaiah.  The historical context is the exile of the Israelites into 

Babylon after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC, and the crisis that resulted.   
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 At the time, it was thought that your god’s power was limited to a particular 

place.  For the Israelites, this was the Promised Land, and their God thus watched 

over them and protected them, dwelling in the temple in Jerusalem.  But after the 

Babylonians sacked Jerusalem and destroyed the temple, leading many of the 

people into exile, the Israelites were thrown into a crisis of faith.  Not only had 

they lost their homeland, their Promised Land, they thought they had lost the very 

presence of God himself, outmatched by the gods of Babylon.   

 

 But when faith is challenged, it can also develop and mature.  Second Isaiah 

offered them the key insight that God was not limited to a particular place or time.  

He was as present to them in exile as he was in the Promised Land.  And not only 

that, his power was supreme and universal.  God did not have to compete against 

the pagan gods of Babylon or any other land, because there were no other gods 

besides him.   

 

 And thus we have the setting for our reading.  Towards the end of the exile, 

Isaiah announces that a Persian king, Cyrus, will accomplish God’s plan for his 

people.  Cyrus will overthrow the Babylonians and allow the exiles to return home.  

Isaiah goes so far to say that Cyrus is an “anointed one” of the Lord—a pagan king 

gets the title of Messiah! 

 



  3 

 Now, Isaiah is not making Cyrus out to be a saint.  The focus is really not on 

him at all.  The focus is on God, and his power over all nations, all peoples, all 

places, and all time.  Isaiah is saying that God can work even through the most 

unlikely of circumstances.  He repeats four times that he is God, and there is no 

other god besides him.  No other being can compare to his power and authority. 

 

 Which brings us to the gospel reading.  For the last few weekends, we’ve 

heard Jesus tell parables to his opponents about losing entrance into the kingdom 

of God, so this time they decide to try to turn the tables on him.  Both the Pharisees 

and the Herodians, typically enemies, team up in their common opposition to 

Jesus—the enemy of my enemy is my friend.   

 

 So they ask Jesus about an issue no one likes—taxes.  They ask him whether 

it was lawful to pay the census tax to the Roman Empire or not.  They think 

they’ve laid a perfect trap for him.  If he answered “yes”, then he would look like a 

traitor to the Pharisees and his own people, much like the Jewish tax collectors 

who worked with the Romans.  If he answered “no”, then he would look like a 

rebel to the Herodians and the Romans, who would put him down.   
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 But once again Jesus turns the tables back on them.  He does not take one 

side or the other.  Instead, he calls out their hypocrisy as they immediately pull out 

a denarius, a Roman coin used to pay the tax, thus showing that they’re already 

fine with the tax.  Then, he simply says, “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar 

and to God what belongs to God.”  I can picture Jesus then dropping the mic and 

walking away. 

 

 Jesus is really not weighing in on separation of church and state here, even 

though this quote has been applied to various theories.  Given the parables he’s 

been telling for the last several readings, his emphasis is that concern for God and 

his reign should be more important than taxes, or any other worldly concern.  

Apparently his opponents could not respond to his parables about God, so they had 

to come up with something else.  And even then, they could not beat him. 

 

 Still, Jesus’s words are very challenging.  Whenever he verbally spars with 

opponents in the gospels, we have to hear his words directed to us as well.   
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 We rightly have many concerns and anxieties and issues to process as we 

look ahead to the elections.  Once again, I’ll quote from our bishops from their 

document Forming Consciences for Faithful Citizenship: “The Church calls for a 

different kind of political engagement: one shaped by the moral convictions of 

well-formed consciences and focused on the dignity of every human being, the 

pursuit of the common good, and the protection of the weak and the vulnerable … 

We are called to bring together our principles and our political choices, our values 

and our votes, to help build a civilization of truth and love”. 

 

 And our Virginia bishops in their pre-election letter repeated three main 

points they made last year: many issues are important, not all issues have equal 

moral weight, and protecting life is paramount. 

 

 As citizens of the state and of the Church, of the world and of the reign of 

God, how we live as disciples of Jesus needs to be our top priority.  Yes, above 

partisanship, above vitriol or rhetoric or prejudices that tend to tear people down.  

Whatever separation of church and state we have in our country and in our world, 

we cannot let that separation be in our hearts.  We are always disciples, and thus 

we must always render to God what belongs to God. 

 


