
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
29th Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 
 
Never render to Caesar the things that belong to God 
Readings: Isaiah 45: 1-, 4-6, Ps 95, 1 Thessalonians 1: 1-5, Matthew 22: 15-
21 
 
 
 
Most of you, I appreciate, will have done your prep. on this morning’s 

readings and be well up to speed on the Achaimenid dynasty and its role in 

the history of salvation. But for the few who may not have had time, let me 

give a brief context. 

 

The Old Testament reading begins with the claim, in Isaiah, that Cyrus is the 

Lord’s anointed, that is to say some kind of Messianic figure for the Jewish 

people. This is a startling statement to be made about anybody but 

particular so of a pagan gentile. In understanding it we may be helped to 

understand this morning’s Gospel account. 

 

Who was Cyrus? Why do the prophets consider him so important? 

 

Cyrus is the son of the Persian king and his Median princess wife. He was 

born in c. 600 BC, just as the city of Jerusalem was falling to the great 

empire of Babylon. By his teenage years faraway Jerusalem lay in ruins, the 

royal dynasty murdered and the inhabitants taken into exile.  



Cyrus is the heir of the Achaimenid dynasty. About Jerusalem’s travails and 

the tiny vassal state of Judah he probably knew diddly squat. While the Jews 

live in exile in Babylon trying to hold on to their faith and rekindle the hope 

of a future, Cyrus begins building an empire that would stretch from 

Macedon to India from the Nile to the Aral Sea. He conquered his Grandad’s  

Medean kingdom  encompassing Assyria, Mesopotomia, Armenia and 

Cappadocia before seizing Lydia from King Croesus and the Greek cities.  

By the time of 539 BC he stood poised to overwhelm the once mighty 

empire of Babylon. Following Cyrus’ great victory on the banks of the Tigris. 

Nabonidus, king of Babylon, fled and the armies of Cyrus entered the great 

city without a shot being fired.  

 

Unlike most conquering armies there was no looting or desecration. Indeed 

Cyrus, who declared himself, King of Kings and Lord of the World, issued an 

amnesty and the permission for exiles to return home and restore the 

sanctuaries of their gods. It is, in a world of viciousness and cruelty, a 

breath-taking act of liberality and tolerance and wisdom. 

 

For the Jews it was the dream of return. Cyrus was their saviour, literally. 

Without him there would be no Jerusalem, no rebuilding of the Temple, no 

distinct Jewish people, no revival of the line of David from which the final 

Messiah would come. Isaiah saw Cyrus as an instrument in the hand of 

Almighty God to fulfil His will in history. The emperor of the known world 

was but an agent in the hand of the God whom he did not know. 

 

Such theology is nothing new. The prophets, especially Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel, saw the role of Babylon in smashing Judah and exiling her people as 

equally determined by God as punishment for her unfaithfulness and an 



opportunity to repent and turn back to God. In short nothing is beyond the 

power and remit of God. His aim is our salvation and He will use human 

agencies to discipline His people and bring them back. 

 

So, when the Pharisees ask Jesus about Caesar and, by implication 

obedience to Rome, they are raising an ancient question about the nature 

of the state and secular authority. 

 

A Christian is obliged to pay his taxes as part of his civic duty. He is not able 

to burn incense to the emperor and worship him rather than God. He 

recognises God given authority but he cannot collaborate with wickedness, 

even if this costs him his livelihood or his life. 

 

The Judeo- Christian understanding of the political and military power is 

that God still proposes and disposes in the long view of history. The Jew and 

Christian know that, when we are unfaithful to God, judgement will come, 

often at the hands of the barbarians. A society that turns its back on God’s 

Word is destined for judgement and destruction. 

 

So we, who live as yet among the comfortable ruins of Christendom, need 

to be alert. As, during our lifetimes, the departure from the Faith has gone 

from an almost imperceptible turning away to a veritable stampede and a 

nervous agnosticism has turned vicious opposition and contempt, so can 

we, as a civilisation, for fifteen hundred years built on Faith, now dismantle 

it and survive?  Holy Scripture would suggest that only the extraordinary 

patience of God and the prayers of the just stand between the once 

Christian West and judgement. 



In Holy Scripture we are privileged to be party to God’s view of His world. 

Through His eyes we can see the unfolding of history. We can stand in the 

midst of a world in which famine is common, plague threatens our borders, 

proxy wars abound, marriage is held in contempt, the innocent slaughtered 

and the altars abandoned while bogus accounting props up the tottering 

economic and military complex of the state and the confederacy of a 

continent.   

 

Our task, as the Church, is to be His prophetic witness to the people. It will 

not matter much which Caesar rules after next May or many Mays to come 

if the heart of the nation does not turn back to God.  

 

As the Church of Jesus Christ we are on a mission of salvation which must 

not only be about saving souls for eternity but rebuilding Christendom and 

bearing the sacred flame, the Light of Christ, into the new  Dark Ages that 

may lie ahead.   

 

We can render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s but NEVER the 

things that are God’s. 

 

 

©2014 Fowey Retreat 


