
29th Sunday of Ordinary Time 

Homily 

 

As children of that revolution in human thought in the late 17th century that we call the 

Enlightenment, in which reason and science are King, and ideas grounded in tradition and 

faith are questioned, we’ve learnt to believe in a split-level world. That is, a world in which 

religion and faith belong in one sphere, and society and politics belong in another. And we 

readily believe, as our Enlightenment forebears did, that, like water and oil, these two 

spheres just don’t mix. 

 

Perhaps you remember the occasion some years ago now when Alistair Campbell, Tony 

Blair's director of strategy and communications, famously intervened in an interview to 

prevent the Prime Minister from answering a question about his Christian faith: "We don't 

do God," Mr Campbell interrupted. “I’m sorry, we don’t do God.” One wouldn’t expect Mr 

Campbell, as a professed atheist, to “do God”, but his refusal to allow his boss to speak 

about HIS religious faith within the political sphere was so resolute that it made the 

headlines, and probably much to Mr Campbell’s annoyance sparked off a good and healthy 

debate about the relationship between politics and religion. 

 

Often we say the opposite as Christians: ‘We don’t do politics. I’m sorry, we don’t do 

politics.’ It’s rare to hear Church leaders speaking about political affairs, and most 

worshippers would expect Father to steer clear in his homily not only of party politics – 

quite rightly – but of anything pertaining to the social and political sphere.   

 

Both are classic responses: we don’t do religion; we don’t do politics. And both are flawed, 

because both are based on a misunderstanding of Jesus’ response to the question put to 

him in today’s Gospel. 

 

The Gospel begins by describing an extremely unlikely set of “bedfellows.” The Pharisees 

and Herodians, who hated one another and agree on nothing, do agree to hate Jesus. They 

come at him menacingly from two opposite directions. The tax in question was a poll tax, 

an annual payment to the Roman occupying forces, which was a painful reminder of the 

subjugation of the Jewish people. If Jesus says that it is right to give taxes to Caesar, then he 

discredits himself with the people. If Jesus says that tax should not be paid, then his 

opponents are in a powerful position to present Jesus to the Romans as a dangerous 

revolutionary. 

 

 



So in answering, Jesus asks to see a coin. Most likely the coin in question bore the image of 

the emperor Tiberius who ruled the Roman Empire during those years. One side of the coin 

would have deified Tiberius as a "son of the divine Augustus." The other side would have 

honoured him as the "Pontifex Maximus" or the head of the state clergy in the Roman 

system of religion. To a Jew, those images and statements were deeply offensive, contrary 

to the ten commandments and politically humiliating. The fact that the questioners are able 

to produce the coin so quickly pulls the rug from under their feet. They were using Caesar’s 

money! So then Jesus comes out with this famous phrase - Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, 

and to God what is God's. 

 

But this is not the instruction to divide their lives into the ‘God bit’ and the ‘secular bit’. It is 

rather a call to recognise, and to give back, what properly belongs to each. Let Caesar have 

his coin.  His image is on it, it surely must belong to him. And let your life, bearing the image 

of God, be given back to God, to whom it belongs. 

 

The state has very legitimate claims on us. We must pay our taxes and obey all just laws; as 

Christians we should take an active and informed part in the political process and 

contribute to the good order of society. And indeed in ‘rendering to Caesar’ in these ways, 

we are rendering to God too. To work for, and be involved in, the common good is to love 

our neighbour.  To seek to secure justice in society is to help usher in the Kingdom of God.  

 

But God’s claim on our lives is total. Each one of us is a ‘coin of God’ on to which he has 

stamped his divine image. We belong to him in all our being, not just the religious - with all 

our talents, and interests, and politics, and time and wealth. And we are duty bound, Jesus 

says, to give them all back to him. The neat dividing line between Caesar’s world and God’s 

world doesn’t exist; all is God’s, and while we rightly and dutifully render our taxes to 

Caesar, we render to God everything that we are. 
 


