November 4, 2018 – Tr-23, All Saints Sunday
The Rev. Kurt J Henle, All Saints Anglican Church, Traverse City, MI

The OT Lesson: Jeremiah 29:1, 4-14; Psalm 33:1-14; The Epistle:  Philippians 3:17-21: The Gospel: St Matthew 22:15-22.

Trinity season is winding down.  We now reflect on “Last Things” - the inevitable end of all nature - our own lives, our culture, ultimately even the whole universe.  Is this a depressing thought?  Not if we look Beyond - anticipating the Full Life with Christ, as promised in God’s Word.  We are - as it were - on a pilgrimage, passing through steep mountain passes & dark valleys. 
But we’re encouraged by the place in the heavenly city, our true home where we belong - the city “crowned with light, the eternal Salem” - the shalom - the city of Peace & love, where the Prince of Peace rules forever.  The Lectionary theme for today is Citizenship in Heaven - for exiles on earth.  
In only 4 wks we enter Advent - preparing for Christ’s Coming, who Will take us home.  Our citizenship in heaven assures us a place of peace, love, & joy, & never-ending fellowship with Christ & all His Saints.  As the world around us seems to fall apart, we recall Jesus’ words “when you see these things -- troubles beyond human resolution -- “look up,  for your Redemption draweth near”.  
This is also the kind of encouragement that Jeremiah, the prophet sent to the Jewish exiles in Babylon in our OT Lesson.  Their citizenship was not in Babylon.  But their exile would be prolonged - 70 yrs, in fact - v10.  In the preceding chapter, Jeremiah 28, the false prophet Hananiah had promised the defeated Jews only a brief stay in foreign Babylon, perhaps some 1-2 yrs.  But False prophets in Judah invariably predicted Peace when true prophets spoke of trials & affliction & sought to equip & prepare God’s people for the challenges ahead.  
God’s prophets preached God’s Word & His promise of better times to come.  God’s people were not to wait around for imminent redemption & release.  Instead, they were to work to improve their lives -- & that of their captors - v5 - “build houses & live in them.  Plant gardens & eat their fruit”.  v6 - celebrate marriages, bear children, so that your numbers “may be increased & not diminished”.  .v7 - But also pray for & work for the Peace of your place of exile, the place of your captivity - “for in the peace thereof shall ye have peace”.

We pray for peace of our country today, even though our citizenship & our real hope is in heaven.  While we are in exile, our peace here is linked to the peace of our community, even though its culture & politics may be averse to our hope in Christ.  In the end, only those who have heaven in mind are truly free to work for earthly good on issues of peace & justice.  God’s people know that narrow partisan projects turn to dust before long, & only what’s done for Christ will last.  History is filled with examples of committed Christians solving earthly problems.  
Just one example is William Wilberforce (1780-1825) whose advocacy to abolish slavery in the British empire (1833) became a profound blessing for lives of untold millions.  The fact is that the greatest contributions to this world were made by those firmly rooted in the next one, citizens of heaven blessing earthly endeavors.  We pray especially for peace after Tuesday’s election, when some have predicted chaos & civil unrest over upcoming contested election results.

Jeremiah conveyed God’s promise to the Jewish exiles that after the 70 yrs they would return to their native land & city.  v12-15 “Then shall ye call upon me & I will hear.  Ye shall Seek me & Find me when ye shall Search for me with all your heart.  And I Will be found of you saith the Lord”.  All who seek the Lord in the midst of their trials - sometimes even w/o apparent success - will be blessed. 
Commenting on v15, 1 theologian, Kyle Yates (1895-1975, OT professor at Southern Baptist Theological  Seminary, Louisville, KY wrote:  
“God’s Word to His people in the days of Jeremiah is still His sure word for people who have sinned & lost touch with Him.  His longing is that all men may look to Him & live.  His arms are always open in loving invitation to Any who will turn to Him.  
It is just as true, however, that diligent search is necessary.  One who becomes conscious of his need, senses the satisfying gift of God, & sets out to find Him can be sure of victory If he seeks with his whole heart.  Cleansing, peace, joy, victory will be his at the hand of a loving God who delights to welcome His children home”.
So How are we spending our time in exile - an exile even in this beautiful part of the country?  Are we tempted to dream away the years in passive waiting, or are we working for the Peace of our community?  As citizens of heaven, we wait for the Lord Jesus, not idle & lazy, but we must strive to do earthly good for the Lord’s sake, as the Jewish exiles were called to do.  We prayed for the right balance in our commitment to heaven & earth in the Introit:
“Grant that we may so live  as dutiful & loyal citizens of our earthly country, that we may show ourselves to be Members of that heavenly country, whereof Thou art sovereign Lord & King.”
In our liturgy, we always pray for our community & all those in authority, regardless of whether we agree with their words & actions, or not.  This way we become a blessing to our community - even to a post-Christian culture that may oppose Christian principles.  
In the Epistle, St Paul assures us that our citizenship in heaven is irrevocable & certain - as we “await the Savior , the Lord JC, who will transform our lowly body to be like His own glorious body” - PB, p222.  Christ will transform us to become like Himself.  He will equip us for life in the heavenly city with a glorified body & perfect temperament – no more discord & conflict - only love, joy, & peace. 

In the Gospel, Jesus spoke of living with the dual demands from God & earthly rulers of the land.  Here, the Pharisees joined with their enemies, the Sadducees & Herodians, to trap Jesus.  The presenting issue was the tax owed to Caesar.  
The Pharisees’ disciples, together with the Herodians launched into extravagant flattery seeking to disguise their real intent.

“Master  we know that you are true & teach the way of God truthfully, you aren’t swayed by anybody based on appearance”.  Actually, they believed just the opposite - to them, Jesus was neither master, nor teacher because He contradicted “their truth”.  They believed that Jesus manipulated people & rebelled against rightful authorities, both secular & sacred.

Should religious Jews pay Caesar’s tax?  If Jesus said Yes, He would legitimize Rm taxes & offend religious Jews who opposed Rm occupation.  Then they could denounce Jesus as a Rm lackey (like Herodians who curried favor with the political establishment).   But if He declared the Rm tax Unlawful, He would become a traitor to KHerod & his Rm overlords.  They thought that Jesus was trapped.
But Jesus perceived their wickedness - p223 - “why do you tempt me you hypocrites?”  He called for a coin, equivalent to the Rm annual tax, a Denarius, 3g of Ag, bearing Caesar’s image with the inscription “Tiberius Caesar, son of the deified Augustus”.  To orthodox Jews, this was blasphemy.  These coins were banned on Temple grounds.  
Pious Jews who wanted to pay their Temple tax therefore had to exchange the denarius for shekels, an 11g Ag at a typical rate of 10-15 denarii/shekel.  In effect, the temple money changers received 30-45g Ag for the 11g coin - very profitable crony capitalism.  

Jesus pointed to the coin & declared “Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s - but to God the things that are God’s”.  When they heard these words they marveled - Jesus had slipped their trap once again & they left.  
Caesar & the world are passing reality.  But all things ultimately belong to God, & He doesn’t care for Caesar’s silver.  We must pay legal taxes & accept that “all things come of thee O Lord” - we give Him only of His own, whatever that gift may be.  Pilgrims on the way to heaven must honor their worldly obligations w/o neglecting their greater obligation to God. 

When our eyes are fixed on that “sweet & blessed country, the home of God’s Elect” - Sermon Hymn - we work for the peace & wellbeing of the city, where we pass through, no matter how long, or short our exile may be.  But our highest priority is to serve our Lord with our time & talent Until we are called home to where we hold eternal citizenship.  And so, we close with Sermon Hymn, v4: “Jesus in mercy bring us To that dear land of rest, Who art, with God the Father, And Spirit, ever blest.”  AMEN.  
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