STS PETER AND PAUL 29 June 2025

Today we are celebrating the feast of the apostles Peter and Paul. It is rare that we get to
celebrate their feast on a Sunday because 29 June rarely falls on a Sunday. It is also rare that
the feast day of a saint takes precedence over the celebration of Sunday. This tells us that this
is an important feast. So, why are Peter and Paul important? And why do we celebrate the two

of them in a single feast?

One answer to these questions is that they were both martyred in Rome about thirty years after
the death of Jesus. We know that they both had a special place in the early church. Peter
preached up and down the lands we know as the Holy Land, and Paul took the message to the
Gentiles, the pagans. They both ended up in Rome, which was the major metropolis in their
world. It was the centre of power, and it ruled all the regions around the Mediterranean,
including the lands where Jesus lived and died. Peter and Paul were both put to death because
the people in power did not like them preaching about Jesus. It will take almost three hundred
years before Jesus’ message is widely accepted, and Christianity becomes the state religion of

the Roman Empire.

During those years when Christianity was regarded as a marginal sect, there were many
instances of the persecution of Christians. Some of them suffered horrible deaths, such as being
fed to the lions in the Colosseum in Rome. That wasn’t the fate of Peter or Paul. The story is
that St Peter was crucified, and St Paul was beheaded. The tombs of both of them are visible
for all to see in Rome even to this day at the basilicas that bear their names — St Peter’s Basilica

and the Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls.

It is often said that the blood of martyrs is the seedbed of faith. Peter and Paul are venerated
because of their faith. In one sense we might call them the first teachers of the faith because
they not only taught about Jesus and his death and resurrection, but they also lived their life
trusting in him. They had faith in him. That’s what we heard in our readings today. We heard
St Paul say that the Lord stood by him and gave him power, and the Lord rescued him from his
enemies. It was that conviction that enabled Paul to face his death. St Peter too had faith, and
when asked by Jesus, he declared that Jesus was the anointed one of God. Later, after Jesus
had ascended to heaven, Peter was preaching among the people and was arrested and put into

prison. We heard in our first reading how the angel of the Lord released him. We heard of the



wonder that surrounded that mysterious event. But more importantly, we heard Peter’s reaction.
As he walked free, he acknowledged what had happened to him: that God had been with him
to guide him. Here we see the living in action of the faith he had professed earlier when Jesus

had questioned him.

There is something else we heard in the gospel. After Peter had made his profession of faith
Jesus declared that he would build his church on the faith of Peter. Peter is the rock on which
the church will stand firm. Peter ended up in Rome, together with Paul, and there he made the
ultimate profession of faith. After his death the church at Rome was recognised everywhere as
the church that bears witness to the faith of Peter and Paul. This church has become a beacon

of Christian faith.

This year, our eyes have been turned several times to the church in Rome. The successor of
Peter, Pope Francis died, and then Pope Leo XIV was elected as the successor of Peter. His
role is lead the church of Rome to live the faith of Peter and Paul, and to assist the church in
every part of the world to live that one faith with dedication and commitment. His role is to
help those who don’t yet know Jesus to come to hear his message and to share in the faith of
Peter and Paul. He also has the important role of encouraging people to retain hope in troubled

times.

As we celebrate this feast today, let us be inspired by the faith of these apostles and seek to
imitate it. Let us reflect on our own experience of faith especially, like Peter and Paul, when
we have experienced God with us, helping us, encouraging us, and sometimes even challenging
us. Let us pray for the church throughout the world that the faith of believers will radiate the
joy of the gospel and give hope to those who may not yet knowing that they are seeking God.
Finally, let us pray for Pope Leo that, like Peter, he may boldly follow where the Holy Spirit

leads.



