
Solemnity of Saints Peter & Paul 

 

Homily 

 

Tu es Petrus - ‘You are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church.’ The words in Latin stand 

five feet high in the lofty vaults of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome.  

 

The neck almost has to swivel full circle to pick out the scripture verses in golden lettering that 

speak about Peter’s role within the Church,  

 

‘Feed my lambs, feed my sheep’  

 

and about his humanity, ‘and when you have recovered you shall strengthen your brothers’ 

(Lk 22:32).  

 

The whole basilica, built of course above Peter’s tomb, is a monument not just to Saint Peter, 

but to the privileged position and office within the Church which his successors up to Francis 

have held. 

 

I remember how a lump came in my throat, and the hairs on my neck stood on end when 

Peter’s 265th successor, Pope Benedict XVI - arrived in the United Kingdom in 2010. I’m sure I 

was not the only person to be moved during that visit. Millions were in fact; at the sight of the 

head of the Roman Catholic Church meeting with the Queen, who as monarch is also the Head 

of the Church of England (thanks to her predecessor of great notoriety and several wives); and 

meeting with the Archbishop of Canterbury, first among the bishops of the Anglican 

Communion; and with leaders of British political life in Westminster Hall.  

 

Though still an Anglican at the time, I shared the joy of the Catholic community of the United 

Kingdom that Peter had come to feed and tend his sheep in this land. As the pope arrived in 

Hyde Park for the vigil of prayer, all we could see – Catholics and a lot of Anglicans - was a 

speck of white in the distance. But that speck of white was Peter who had come to visit us.  

 

And in fact it was during that prayer vigil, praying before the Blessed Sacrament with Pope 

Benedict that I knew in my heart – and not just in my head, as previously – that I must be in 

full communion with this man, with Peter. The rest, as they say, is history.  

 

I have to be honest that I was deeply saddened when Benedict XVI stepped down from the 

office of Peter, and still miss his steady hand on the tiller of the Church, but I know of course 

that while particular Popes come and go, Peter stays with us.     

 



 

We think of the Roman Catholic church mainly in Petrine terms – and quite rightly and 

naturally: Christ delegated his own authority to Peter to govern the Church: feed my lambs, 

take care of my sheep, feed my sheep, You are the Rock and on you I will build my Church.  

 

Christ commissioned Peter, and by extension his successors, to teach and govern the Church 

vicariously for him and with his authority. 

 

But St Clement, either the second or third bishop of Rome after Peter, wrote, probably for the 

first time, about the JOINT role of Peter and Paul, and about the fact that Peter and Paul 

suffered martyrdom. 

 

And writing in the 2nd century St Irenaeus stated that the Church at Rome was ‘the greatest 

and most ancient Church, founded by the two glorious apostles, Peter and Paul.’ 

 

And still today – as this joint feast testifies – the Catholic Church regards itself as rooted in the 

preaching and witness of these two apostles TOGETHER.  

 

It speaks of itself as both Petrine and Pauline – of Peter and of Paul. 

 

 

Peter was appointed to be the guardian of the revelation Christ had brought . As protector of 

the faith delivered to the apostles, he is the human foundation of the Church's faith. So the 

petrine dimension of the Church’s rootedness has to do with conserving, holding on to what 

Christ taught, and how the apostles understood what he did and who he was. Peter gathers 

the Church in a common faith around himself – just picture the crowds of people of all 

nationalities who literally gather around the Pope in Rome or wherever he goes.  

 

 

St Paul’s role is quite different from Peter's. Paul was the apostle of the pagans, someone 

divinely authorised to preach the Gospel to non-Jews. Paul is a much more radical or 

'prophetic' figure than Peter. Peter the guardian, Paul the prophet.  

 

The Pauline dimension of the Church’s rootednes is to do with mission - about outward 

expansion. Paul sends out the Church on mission, adapting – not changing, but adapting - its 

message to the styles of different cultures.  

 

Paul maintains the momentum of Pentecost, which caused the apostles to speak in a variety 

of tongues and drove out the Church onto the highways and byways of the world of its time.  



Pope John Paul II’s world-wide travels symbolise this powerfully; and we know that highways 

and byways are the stuff of Pope Francis’s vision for the Church.  

This twin feast reminds us again that the Pope, and not just the Pope, but the whole Church in 

communion with him, has to be both guardian and prophet, both Peter and Paul. Rooted in 

the teaching of the apostles and the magisterium of the Church, so that it doesn’t depart from 

the truth; and positioned in the apostles’ missionary slipstream, so that it doesn’t fossilize and 

die. 

 

We expect our popes and bishops to pull this off, and criticise them when they don’t. 

But is guardian and prophet  a combination that we’re working to achieve ourselves? 

 

Are we both Peter and Paul?    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prayer of the Faithful 

 

In union with the whole Church, in heaven and on earth, let us pray for the Church and the 

world. 

 

Let us pray for our Holy Father, Pope Francis, successor of St Peter: that his faith will not fail 

him, so that he is able to confirm his brothers and sisters in the faith.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for the city of Rome, graced with the martyrdom of the two greatest apostles; and 

that the Catholic Church may flourish with a new evangelisation in all the corners of the world.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for vocations to the priesthood: that willing hearts may accept the challenge of 

priestly ministry and the authority to bind and loose in Christ’s name.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for all missionaries: that the Lord may stand by their side and give them strength, 

so that through them all nations may hear the Good News.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for all Christians: that they may be zealous in proclaiming the Gospel and in 

bringing others to the life-giving faith of the Apostles.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for all who are held bound, whether by sickness, addiction or oppression: that 

God’s angel may lead them to freedom and new life.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

Let us pray for our beloved dead: that they may be purified to receive the crown of 

righteousness from the Lord, the just Judge of all.  

Lord, hear us. Lord, graciously hear us. 

 

In a moment of silence let us present our own prayers to God. 

 

Almighty God, who built your Church upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with 

Jesus Christ himself as the chief cornerstone: so join us together in unity of spirit by their 

doctrine, that we may be made a holy temple acceptable to you; through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 


