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During this past school year, instead of trying to spend just a little time in all of the classrooms at St. Clare School, I focused my attention on the Seventh Grade and taught a course on Early Church history.  I have a passion and a personal belief that if everyone really knew their Church history, people would truly appreciate being Catholic and there would be a lot less people leaving the Church if they understood the background to our traditions, rules, and rituals.  As a matter of fact, many of the great Protestant teachers and preachers over the centuries, including the whole faculty of Oxford in the late 1800’s, converted to Catholicism once they studied the history of the Church. A good part of our early history, when the first disciples were forming the Church after Jesus ascended into heaven, is centered on the two great leaders, Peter and Paul.  As we honor them with this solemnity today for the amazing things they accomplished, we are really giving praise to God for the way God used these two sinful, frail human beings to begin a Church that would eventually touch the lives of billions of people.

Since this feast only falls on a Sunday every seven years, we rarely have the opportunity to reflect on these great leaders.  While both Peter and Paul have their own feast days at other times during the year, the idea of honoring the two together was already in place in the Second Century.  Archaeological investigations in Rome have unearthed rooms with inscriptions honoring both saints together and a bronze medal dating from the first half of the second century pictures the heads of the two saints on the same side of the medal.

There are symbolic reasons for honoring Peter and Paul together since they had such different approaches to discipleship and yet they worked together in forming the foundations of the Church.  They serve as a great example of how we all need to appreciate different kinds of leadership in the Church.  God gives each person different gifts that will benefit the Church in varied ways.  We can see these unique gifts in the Church on a universal level, as well as in our own parish and even in our own households.  For example, a pastor is complemented by the gifts of other staff members and parishioners, just as each parent brings certain gifts into raising the children as followers of Jesus.

If God can take two humans like Peter and Paul, with their weaknesses, egos, stubbornness, impatience, and passions, to be the founding pillars of the Church, God can do similar great things in people like us - to continue the work of Jesus today.  It is important to remember that Peter and Paul were ‘works in progress’ like us.  The work of becoming a whole person, a saint, is the work of a lifetime of receiving Jesus into our lives and allowing him to have full power over our hearts.  Both Peter and Paul were well into their adulthood before they began to change from selfish, egotistical people into having Jesus possess their lives.  In the midst of the terrible persecutions inflicted upon them, including Peter being crucified upside down and Paul being beheaded, they truly BELIEVED that God was caring for them and giving them the strength to go on.  As St. Paul wrote so prayerfully from his prison cell, “God stood by me and gave me strength,” and Peter proclaimed after he miraculously was set free from prison, “I know for certain that the Lord rescued me…”

The feast days of the saints give us the opportunity to look back in the photo album of our Christian family and remember the great heroes who teach us to allow God to do great things in us, just like God did for them.  As the lives of the saints teach us, living out our faith is never easy!  In a world that sees self-denial as a weakness, we choose to make sacrifices to spread the gospel message.  In a world that measures by appearance, education and social standing, we choose to be with the poor and those considered outsiders.  In a world that chooses violence as a solution to conflict, we choose non-violence, dialogue and love of enemies!

Such living requires rock-like faith. Neither Peter or Paul nor we have this kind of faith on our own. It is a GIFT from God!  We are blessed by faith and we bless God for that gift.  The gift of faith enables us to make hard choices in order to stay true to our Christian discipleship.  As we celebrate how the faith given to Peter and Paul helped them overcome their weaknesses, and become the founding pillars of God’s Church, we turn to the Eucharist and petition God to increase our own faith to work through the difficulties of our life to BECOME the best possible disciples of Jesus!  History teaches us that God still calls ordinary people to do great things in his Church – not only in Rome and cathedrals throughout the world, but also in our own homes!  Through our belief in the Communion of Saints, Peter and Paul and all the saints are with us at the Altar at every celebration of the Mass, helping us give worship to God and “urging us on” to stay faithful to Christ Jesus!  

