
FIRST READING: Isaiah 45:1, 4-6 
 
A reading from the Book of the Prophet Isaiah: 
 
 Thus says the LORD to his anointed, Cyrus, whose right hand I grasp, subduing nations 
before him, and making kings run in his service, opening doors before him and leaving the gates 
unbarred: For the sake of Jacob, my servant, of Israel, my chosen one, I have called you by your 
name, giving you a title, though you knew me not. I am the LORD and there is no other, there is 
no God besides me. It is I who arm you, though you know me not, so that toward the rising and 
the setting of the sun people may know that there is none besides me. I am the LORD, there is 
no other. 
 
The word of the Lord. 
 
RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 96:1, 3, 4-5, 7-8, 9-10 
Give the Lord glory and honor. 
 
Sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all you lands. Tell his glory among the nations; 
among all peoples, his wondrous deeds. 
Give the Lord glory and honor. 
 
For great is the LORD and highly to be praised; awesome is he, beyond all gods. For all the gods 
of the nations are things of nought, but the LORD made the heavens. 
Give the Lord glory and honor. 
 
Give to the LORD, you families of nations, give to the LORD glory and praise; give to the LORD 
the glory due his name! Bring gifts, and enter his courts. 
Give the Lord glory and honor. 
 
Worship the LORD, in holy attire; tremble before him, all the earth; say among the nations: The 
LORD is king, he governs the peoples with equity. 
Give the Lord glory and honor. 
 
 
SECOND READING: Thessalonians 1:1-5b 
 
The beginning of the first Letter of Saint Paul to the Thessalonians: 
 
 Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy to the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ: grace to you and peace. We give thanks to God always for all of you, 
remembering you in our prayers, unceasingly calling to mind your work of faith and labor of 
love and endurance in hope of our Lord Jesus Christ, before our God and Father, knowing, 
brothers and sisters loved by God, how you were chosen. For our gospel did not come to you in 
word alone, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and with much conviction. 
The word of the Lord. 
 
GOSPEL: Matthew 22:15-21 



 
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew: 
 
 The Pharisees went off and plotted how they might entrap Jesus in speech. They sent their 
disciples to him, with the Herodians, saying, "Teacher, we know that you are a truthful man and 
that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. And you are not concerned with 
anyone's opinion, for you do not regard a person's status. Tell us, then, what is your opinion: Is 
it lawful to pay the census tax to Caesar or not?" Knowing their malice, Jesus said, "Why are you 
testing me, you hypocrites? Show me the coin that pays the census tax." Then they handed him 
the Roman coin. He said to them, "Whose image is this and whose inscription?" They replied, 
"Caesar's." At that he said to them, "Then repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God 
what belongs to God." 
 
The Gospel of the Lord. 
 
Reflection for Sunday the 29th Week of Ordinary Time 
 
How does God work? How do we work? The short answer is, “I don’t know.” The glib answer is, 
“in mysterious ways.” Neither of these are answers that satisfy. The rate of infections and 
deaths from COVID 19 continue to mount. Our politicians speak from party platforms and avoid 
direct questions. Our society remains divided by race, religion, politics and privilege. Will God 
intervene? 
 
These kinds of problems have plagued the one, human race throughout our history as people. 
In my first reading of today’s scripture I noticed similar problems told by them. Isaiah spoke to 
people who were displaced by war and captivity. Paul wrote to a small community of faith 
imbedded into a pervasively pagan world. Jesus risked being entrapped by religious and 
political authorities who sought his demise. Hostility, division, suspicion and pain continue to 
plague us today. Nothing has changed. We, like our ancestors, pray the ancient and heart-felt 
lament, “How long, O Lord?” However, life goes on today as yesterday. God remained with 
God’s people as God is with us today. 
 
Cyrus was a pagan, Persian king. Persia is now Iran. God’s saved Israel through what is now 
Israel’s enemy. Isaiah went so far as to call Cyrus God’s anointed. God’s anointed is translated 
in Hebrew as messiah and in Greek christ. This is an outstanding event and has happened only 
once in scripture. Cyrus is God’s messiah and Christ. What’s more, Cyrus had no idea of it. He 
did God’s work following God’s will oblivious of God. God worked through an ignorant and 
pagan man. The situation that gripped the people of Israel occurred through the evils of war, 
destruction, death and captivity. Yet, in Diaspora, as the people continued to be faithful to God, 
the faith of Israel spread throughout the world. How did God work here? What was the 
response of God’s people? From the perspective of history we can appraise the mystery and 
catch sight of the scope of God’s long range plan. People came to recognize God not in a temple 
or town but in their very selves. God works in, through and with each of us. God works as we 
live. 
 
This is the longer answer. I maintain that in the long term, it is more satisfying. I say more not 
fully. I have to add this prayer from the gospel of a father on behalf of his son. We need faith. 



Lord, I believe, help my un-belief. When we pray, we can praise God, we can petition God, we 
can thank God and we can lament to God. Life can be tough even when we believe. In our 
lament, we turn to God and the God of eternal and unconditional compassion turns to us. God 
already knows us better than we know ourselves. God’s grace of healing, strength and insight 
can fill us in the turning and expressing our need to God. For we may not know ourselves as 
well as we think. We can deny our fear, weakness and emptiness. Who is the strongest? Is it the 
one who denies weakness or admits to it? I maintain it is the latter for when we let others know 
our weakness we can rely on them and their strength. 
 
As Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians begins, he used an elaborate salutation. He actually 
wrote a letter. I haven’t written a letter since 1993. How do I know that? I didn’t have email. 
Our salutations are far shorter. Try texting what Paul wrote. When any of the epistles begins, I 
have the tendency to skim over them. That’s a mistake because they contain some powerful 
thoughts and implications. Paul gave us some key insights into his prayer life and relationships. 
He thanked God for the people he knew. He remembered them, intimately, as he prayed and 
reflected. Their witness moved Paul and he told them so. Paul didn’t just say, ”Hi, how are 
you?” When we greet folks like that, do we really mean it? Paul did. 
 
As Paul spoke of the depth of Thessalonian witness, he alluded to how the Church of his day 
operated. They were a vibrant and steadfast community. How did they get that way? He said 
that the gospel entered their lives by the power of the Holy Spirit and in them the gospel 
became flesh. He spoke of conviction. Whose conviction was it? Certainly Paul had deep 
convictions. There’s also the community’s. There are three statements that lead to Church. I 
believe. We believe. We believe together in Christ. What Paul described we know today. 
Matthew 8:20 says this, “For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I 
in the midst of them.” This is not just an old story with a fancy quote, but a deeply personal and 
tender account of a man’s expression of faith and sense of fellowship. Paul gave glory and 
honor to God for this experience. 
 
Today’s gospel is cited, often, to support the notion of the separation of Church and state. 
However, that was not Jesus’ intent. The authorities who were questioning Jesus were political 
and religious. Herodians were emissaries from King Herod. Herod was a puppet king who 
supported the Roman colonizers. His interest was to avert political sedition. The Pharisees were 
a religious branch of Judaism. There interest was to avert religious heresy. Their clever trap was 
like the question, “When did you stop beating your wife?” There’s no way to answer without 
self incrimination even when innocent. If Jesus answered yes to the question, he would have 
been guilty of heresy. If he answered no to it, he would be arrested for sedition. This was a no-
win trap the authorities set. 
 
However, Jesus never answered their query. He side stepped the question. He did so as adeptly 
as our politicians do today. Jesus bested the authorities at their own game. Jesus showed us 
that he could think out of the box. He answered, “Render unto Caesar the things that belong to 
Caesar and unto God the things that belong to God.” This clever statement is more than it 
seems. Each of us is born into the world wearing nothing, knowing almost nothing, unable to 
communicate effectively and with few instinctive behaviors. When we die, we take nothing 
with us in death. What really belongs to Caesar? Nothing; Caesar was assassinated on the 
street. He was only a share-cropper. God, on the other hand, created the universe and 



everyone and everything in it. Caesar had to rely on legions to maintain order in the Roman 
Empire. God keeps the universe together by his power as God. He keeps each of us breathing 
too. Nothing really belongs to us. Everything is God’s gift. 
 
Jesus’ clever answer to the political and religious trick question avoided a trap and revealed 
God’s mystery. People owe everything to God. It also reveals the two certain things of life; 
death and taxes. They were certainties in Jesus’ day as they are still. We are all created in God’s 
image and likeness. All creation has God’s hand-prints on it showing ownership. We all are part 
of God’s creation and belong to God, even those who are unaware of it. Jesus not only avoided 
a trap, but has taught a powerful lesson too. 
 
It’s easier to see how God has worked than it is to see God working. It is impossible to know 
how God will work. God worked through the pagan Cyrus to liberate Israel. The Holy Spirit 
worked as Paul and the Thessalonians gathered together. Jesus revealed God’s plan for us. 
Reflecting on this we can trust that God is working now through, with and in us now. 
 
May the Lord guide our steps as we journey to the kingdom. Let us do our best to keep each 
other safe and healthy. 
 
James D. Beath 
October 17-18 2020 


