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Homily for the 29th Sunday in Ordinary Time

Dear friends, there is a saying: the enemy of your enemy is your friend. But what
happens when the enemy of your enemy also becomes your enemy?

In today’s gospel, the Herodians are working with the Pharisees to entrap Jesus and
get him in trouble. And we know that Herodians, who were friendly to King Herod, the
puppet-king royal to the Roman imperial rule, were not friends with the Pharisees. But
here they team up with Pharisees to entrap Jesus. What had happened to for things to
get to this point?

It all began when Jesus entered Jerusalem and was welcomed like a triumphant king.
He entered the temple, drove out the buyers and the sellers. He spent the night at
Bethany and went back to Jerusalem in the morning. On his way, he saw a fig tree
without fruits, and he was hungry. So, he cursed it and it dried out. One can feel that
the mood was not good. Jesus gets in Jerusalem and the chief priests and elders ask
him where he gets the authority to cleanse the temple, something they all knew was
going to be done by the Messiah. Jesus instead of giving them a straight answer, he
begins a series of parables about their disinheritance as heirs of the kingdom of God:
The Parable of the Two Sons, The Parable of the Tenants, and The Parable of the
Wedding Banquet. Today we have the defeated groups resorting to their enemies, the
Herodians, in order to entrap Jesus. When he defeats them on their ground, Sadducees
will jump in with questions on the resurrection before the Pharisees come back to ask
about the Greatest commandment.

All the groups come to Jesus to challenge him with practical life situations and
probably want to unmask him and demonstrate that he is an impostor. In today’s gospel
situation, the stakes are high: if he says that it is acceptable to pay taxes to the colonizer,
he would be hated by the colonized and oppressed people. If he had said they should
not, he would be considered as an insurgent and dealt with accordingly. Jesus says
that they should give to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.

With repeated deceptions, there are many Christians who completely lose their trust
in governments and tend to also overlook their civic duties. Pope Francis recently wrote
about it in Fratelli Tutti, Paragraph 176: “For many people today, politics is a distasteful
word, often due to the mistakes, corruption and inefficiency of some politicians. There
are also attempts to discredit politics, to replace it with economics or to twist it to one
ideology or another. Yet can our world function without politics? Can there be an
effective process of growth towards universal fraternity and social peace without a
sound political life?” Working for a sound political life, to use Pope Francis’ words,
includes paying taxes.

So, if we should have governments and respect them, what attitude should we have
towards them as believers? The answer Jesus gives has become the key response to
the separation of Church and State, a path to “religious liberty”. Giving to Caesar what
is his means respecting the civil authority in its duties. In most countries, money still
carry political leaders’ images. But we should be aware that politicians may want to buy
churches and other religious traditions into their programs. A Belgian Dominican,
Raphael Devillers wrote: “The Church will also have to beware when the State has the
temptation to flatter her, to grant her subsidies or privileges in order to buy her silence.
It has no vocation to preach resignation or to endorse everything that power says. Have
our Churches […], in recent decades, sufficiently denounced the waste of resources,
global injustice, the primacy of mad money?”1 In other words: has the Church not given
what is God’s to Caesar?

That would make us ask ourselves: what does “Giving to God what belongs to God”
means? Isn’t God creator of all things? More than that, what does carry the image of
God? Human beings. Every human being that is dehumanized for political reasons, it
is an attack to God’s image and an attack to God. To follow in Devillers reasoning:
whenever Churches are bought by governments to keep silence on what is being done
to the poor and the oppressed, we are giving what is God’s to Caesar. But that does
not mean that it exempts believers from aiming at being responsible citizens in the name
of their faith. However, it also means that they may refuse to participate in acts, even
laws, that they believe to be unjust and oppressive.

This issue came up more than 55 years ago at the Second Ecumenical Vatican
Council, where Dignitatis Humanae, the Declaration on Religious Freedom was
promulgated on December 7th 1965 by Pope Paul VI. Among those who championed
and drafted the document was the Jesuit priest John Courtney Murray, an American
priest who, invited by Cardinal Spellman of New York, brought to the Vatican the
American experience. He defined religious freedom as a situation whereby the people
have the control of their moral and religious beliefs, not the state. It also eliminates the
government’s paternalism. That helps the Church to carry out its work in freedom,

without political pressure – although it never loses its interest in the political and social
life of the citizens, especially the poor and the oppressed – and the State becomes free
from powerful religious authorities who may coerce it to follow laws that are
discriminatory towards less represented religious traditions.

Let us pray for a good relationship between religious traditions and world
governments, a relationship that does not involve manipulation, toxic influences,
discrimination of the less powerful, a relationship that recognises that politicians have
a difficult duty that can be performed with noble means. Let us also pray for all the
places where religious freedom is still a dream. Let us pray for persecuted religious
minorities all over the world. Amen
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