29th Sunday in Ordinary Time (Year A [II])
At the beginning of today’s Gospel, the Evangelist Matthew describes how the Pharisees set out to ‘entangle’ Jesus in His words. The verb used here (pagideuo) means ‘to entrap by setting a snare’. My brothers and sisters, the Good News never traps or ensnares anyone, because Jesus never traps or ensnares anyone. Any relationship or belief-system that traps a person, that binds a person, that limits a person’s ability to flower and to flourish, is not one formed in God’s image. 
On many occasions, after Jesus had taught some challenging truth, people walked away and He let them go.[footnoteRef:1] Why? Because, if a person isn’t interested in receiving the Gift of God, that’s their choice – it’s a terrible choice, and it will never lead to happiness, but God isn’t in the business of forcing anyone upon the path of love. Those who follow Christ must follow the example He left us, and be resolute against all forms of coercion, manipulation, deception and dishonesty. As St. Paul reminds us, we are “sons of light and sons of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness” (1 Thess. 5:5-8). Christians live in the light (cf. Matt. 5:14-16), we do not lay snares! [1:  cf. the rich young man: Matt. 19:22; Mk. 10:22 & Lk. 18:23 or the teaching about His Real Presence in the Eucharist Jn. 6:32-71):] 

Jesus called those who wanted to entrap Him – “hypocrites!”. “Why”, we might ask, “does Our Lord go after hypocrisy with such force”? The answer is that hypocrisy is a form of lying, and Sacred Scripture forbids, without distinction, all forms of lying. This is why our Catholic faith has always taught that lies are intrinsically evil. As Jesus is “the Way, the truth and the life” (Jn.14:6), to tell a lie is to deny the very God Who loves us.
 Hypocrisy is the pretence of holiness where none exists. In fact, it’s even worse than that; hypocrisy feigns virtue in order to cover up an evil. Along with sinful ambition, duplicity, boasting and disobedience, hypocrisy is a wicked fruit borne on the crooked tree of pride. Our Lord said, “he who follows Me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (Jn. 8:12). The lives of Jesus’ friends are marked by truth and truthfulness – we are to be true in our deeds, and truthful in our words. 
It’s worth noting here, that those who were trying to ensnare Our Lord employed flattery in their attempt. Flattery, we must remind ourselves, is a vice – it’s not something that Christians should be engaging in. Displaying excessive zeal to please another – to obtain some favour – is deception; to invite flattery, is to be willingly deceived. Remember Jesus’ command: “Let what you say be simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’; anything more than this comes from the evil one” (Matt. 5:37; cf. Jam. 5:12). As followers of Christ, our words should encourage one another – they should help to build up (cf. 1 Thes. 5:11). There is one condition though: what we say must be honest, chaste, well-intended and heartfelt.
To end, I would like to refer to the precept Our Lord teaches at the end of today’s Gospel: “render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s”. To observe Jesus’ command, our eyes must move from focusing on the coin to focusing, instead, on ourselves. We must have the courage to ask: “what in me belongs to God, and what belongs only to myself?”. The answer is simple, but uncompromising: whatever good we find in ourselves comes from God and belongs to Him; whatever there is of evil, proceeds only from ourselves. 
Caesar’s imprint on the coin can, therefore, signify a powerful temptation we all experience, namely, the temptation to craft everything in our own image so that we might avoid the pain of confessing how broken, at times, that image really is. Here, rendering to Caesar what is Caesar’s means being prepared to believe the lies we tell ourselves, about ourselves. However, rendering to God the things that are God’s means being prepared to open every part of our lives to His forgiveness, His mercy, His redemption and His love. No snares, only truth. No hypocrisy, only truth. No flattery, only truth. Give us, O Lord, the strength that will allow us to render all things to You!
