29th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


10/18/2020
A young woman is soaking up the sun's rays on a Florida beach when a little boy in his swimming trunks, carrying a towel, comes up to her and asks, ‘Do you believe in God?’
The question surprises her, but she replies, ‘Why, yes, I do.’
Then he asks her, ‘Do you go to church every Sunday?’

Again, her answer is, ‘Yes.’
He further asks, ‘Do you read your Bible and pray everyday?’
Again she replies, ‘Yes.’ 

By now her curiosity is very much aroused.   But before she can ask, the little lad sighs with relief and says, ‘Will you hold my quarter while I go in swimming?’
The Jews have no desire to accept Cyrus (the King of the Persians).  He is their sworn enemy.  How can Isaiah say that God chooses him as God’s representative?  He can’t be trusted.  He isn’t Jewish.  He worships idols.  He doesn’t follow Jewish purity laws, or believe in Jewish dogmas.  Cyrus, they are convinced, can’t be trusted ‘to hold our quarter while we swim!’
Our Gospel today is a wisdom story.  We have several of these stories in the Gospels in which the religious authorities attempt to trick and discredit Jesus.  Each time this happens, Jesus pauses, re-directs, or refuses to answer the question directed to him.  Today, he does something that takes the plotters completely by surprise.  He asks for a Roman coin.

Only people with great power and wealth (in this case, Caesar) can produce coins and give them meaning.  Caesar’s image on the coin guarantees that the person receiving or using the coin is receiving or using something of value.  Jesus uses this understanding and makes a completely unexpected statement: ‘Then repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God.’
As the coin bears the image of Caesar, people, Jesus is saying, bear the image of God.  Coins are without value when they do not bear the image of their creator, and so are we.  The great temptation that we each face is to resist accepting that we are God’s image.  When we do, we naturally create a different image.  Yet, in truth, we are the image and likeness of God.  This is what gives us value.  Nothing that we accomplish, or earn, or own, or accumulate has any lasting worth.  These things have limited importance, but they can never replace the image of God stamped on each of us at our conception.

It seems that we cannot know this until our created image fails – until the person who we create loses value.  Failure opens our eyes.  If it doesn’t we continue to think incorrectly that we are self-created.  Since, however, we naturally resist failure.  We create illusions, to hide our failures, but our efforts don’t always work.  Jesus teaches that failures are our painful friends that point us to truth.

They help us realize that our value and worth can’t be measured by our accomplishments, our possessions, or the amount of power we wield.  When we feel the pain of not being the center of an expanding universe, we begin to see the image of God imprinted within us.  It is a divine image.  When we see it, we gradually stop relating with ourselves and others as less than whom and what we, and all of creation, are.  We realize our value is intrinsic, given to us as a gift by the One who lovingly creates us.  We are, as the coins of Caesar were, bearers of the image of our Creator.
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