
Dedication of the Lateran Basilica  9 November 

Today we celebrate the feast of the Dedication of the Basilica of St John 
Lateran in Rome. It is the oldest ‘legal’ church building in Europe, having 
been established in the reign of the Emperor, Constantine. Before the Edict 
of Constantine in 313 CE, Christianity was illegal in the Roman Empire, 
though tolerated in many places, and its church buildings had no official 
status.  

The Lateran Basilica is the cathedral church of the Diocese of Rome, and 
serves as the seat of the bishop of Rome, the Pope. It is called St John 
Lateran after its two patron saints, St John the Apostle and St John the 
Baptist, and the Laterani family who owned the land on which it was built.  It 
is the mother church of Catholics.  

I am sure many of you would have visited this Basilica on a pilgrimage or trip 
to Rome. Beside it are the Holy Stairs (the Scala Sancta in Italian), which 
tradition says were the stairs leading up to the Praetorium of Pontius Pilate 
in Jerusalem on which Jesus stepped on his way to trial during his Passion 
The stairs reputedly were brought to Rome by St Helena, the mother of 
Constantine, in the fourth century. In the Middle Ages they were know as the 
Scala Pilati (‘the stairs of Pilate’). There are 28 stairs that pilgrims usually 
ascend on their knees. I did that once many years ago, but now I walk up 
respectfully! 

By celebrating its dedication today, we remember our historical roots and 
that we are part of a large family under the pastoral care of the Bishop of 
Rome, Pope Leo XIV. We pray for him in a special way on this day. 

The readings we have today remind us that Churches are important. They 
are sacred places where people have gathered to worship over the decades, 
sometimes even centuries. (We can think of the people we have known who 
have died who worshipped in this Church.)  

Churches are places where we gather as a community to worship and then 
go out to play our small role in the renewal and refreshment of the world. In 
the first the prophet Ezekiel has a vision of a river that flows out from the 
temple bringing life to all creation. Wherever the water goes it brings health. 
Trees are nourished. Their fruit is good and their leaves medicinal.  



We are that water that flows out from this church. Nourished and blessed, 
we leave this sacred place to share our gifts and be agents of healing for all 
we meet. 

Our respect for Churches and sacred spaces needs to find expression in our 
respect and care for every person, for we together are God’s building, God’s 
temple, as St Paul reminds us in today’s second reading. And it should also 
flow over into our respect for the Cathedral of God’s Creation which 
envelopes us and reveals the Sacred in so many ways.  

We rightly have great care and respect for the sacred places in which we 
gather for worship. We pray that the same respect and care will be present 
in our relations with each other and with the whole of creation. 
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