
 

Homily for the Feast of Ss. Peter and Paul 

We’ve got two very different men here.  Let’s look at the younger one 

first.  Saul.  Dead keen. Trained as a Pharisee, a strict Jew.  Been at the 

stoning of the first Christian to die, Stephen, and thoroughly approved of 

it as the Acts of the Apostles says.  He is an outsider in Jerusalem, 

coming from Tarsus, in what is now South East Turkey, but he is 

desperate to prove himself, he has got to be more Jewish than the 

Jerusalem guys.  A young zealot.  He goes of his own will, he is not 

asked or told, he goes to the religious leaders and gets letters to clear the 

Christians out of Damascus.  This is going to be the journey that is going 

to make his name. 

 And then Peter.  Also a Jew, of course, but probably not so 

fanatical.  I doubt Peter gave religion much of a thought, though he 

would have been a regular synagogue attender.  Religion was just a part 

of his life.  A quiet country bloke. Galilee was seen as a backwater and a 

lot less properly Jewish than Jerusalem.  But he was never going to travel 

anyway except for the big pilgrimages, and was probably dying to get 

home as soon as they set off (like many people, really glad to get back 

from holiday.)  He was married, we don’t know about children, and 

worked with others, partners in a way.  So his life is set, and 

Capharnaum and the Sea of Galilee are his horizon.  And probably pretty 

happy with all that. 

 There is absolutely no reason why these two men should become 

anything than what they set out to be. 

 But this is the whole question of being called, of vocation.  (And 

though it is not just about priestly ordination, many priests are ordained 

around this date.)  But this feast is about the whole Church, not just a 

part of it.  What we do know from Jesus, and St. Paul’s letters (Saul’s) is 



that we all have gifts and we are all called to something.  The question 

comes, How do we discover them? 

 There are a few very uncomfortable spots in the gospel when Jesus 

tells us we have to lose our lives:
  
“Anyone who loves their father or 

mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves their son or 

daughter more than me is not worthy of me. Whoever does not take up 

their cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds their life 

will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake will find it.” 

 This is tough stuff and makes us feel uneasy, because it challenges 

our priorities. 

 The question of ‘What am I called to be?’ when we are talking 

about Jesus, is not the same as when we ask, or others ask us, especially 

when we are young and have no idea, ‘What are you going to do with 

your life?’ 

 Saul’s answer to that would have been, ‘I am going to be a great 

Jew, serve the faith, and start with these Christians.’ 

 But these answers are based on ME. ‘What do I want to do with my 

life?’  It’s not an unreasonable question, but it is not the same as Jesus’ 

question: ‘Are you ready to hear what I want of your life?’  That is a 

very different matter and in fact the first, however well intentioned, can 

often get in the way of Jesus’ question. 

 When Jesus asks the apostles ‘Who do you think I am?’ Peter starts 

well, ‘You are the Messiah.’  He is starting to understand who Jesus is. 

 But then falls back, Jesus has to die to complete his mission, but 

Peter, and we all understand why, we would have said it, says ‘No don’t 

do it.’ 

And Jesus comes back; “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling 

block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but merely 

human concerns.” 
 

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wants to be my disciple 

must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For 

whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life 

for me will find it. What good will it be for someone to gain the whole 

world, yet forfeit their own soul?” (Or as St. Thomas More says to 

Richard Rich in “A man for all seasons” even to gain Wales.) 

 When Jesus calls Paul and Peter, he calls them out of their 

seemingly worthy lives.  There is nothing wrong with what Peter is 



doing, and in fact leaving his wife would be seen by most as not a good 

thing to do.  Same with Paul.  He is doing what he is sure God wants him 

to do. 

 But as to vocation, Jesus, calls them both to give up their lives, to 

lose those lives, in order to do what God asks, which is so often not what 

we expect, or what others expect of us. 

 And it is a real leap in the dark.  Peter, or Simon, as he is then, 

drops everything and leaves to follow Jesus.  And right at the end of 

John’s gospel Jesus hammers this home: 
 “’

Very truly I tell you, when 

you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but 

when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will 

dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.’ Jesus said this to 

indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he 

said to him, “Follow me!”   And so Peter ends up in Rome on a cross. 

 Paul too. Knocked down on the way to Damascus and accused by 

Jesus, by God in fact, of persecuting him, for doing what he thought was 

right, now has to change his whole way of life.  The result is death in 

Rome. 

 Paul puts the effect of his calling very clearly. It is as if I have put 

on Christ.  (Note how Peter has just said, someone else will dress you.)  

‘It is not my life, but the life of Christ I now live.’  Both of them had this 

feeling of surrendering their life plans, so that someone else was now 

guiding them.  St. Paul calls the new spirit he has, the Holy Spirit living 

within him. 

  

 How do we live with this?  For both Peter and Paul, after their call, 

the process of discovering this new life was often hard.  The new vision 

they have of what life is now fills them with joy, but as we know from 

their stories the journeys (literally in their cases) were not easy.  Even at 

the end, according to legend, Peter is trying to escape from Rome and 

Jesus appears to him and says, “Quo vadis?” colloquially: ‘Where do you 

think you are going?’ 

 Possibly a good start for us is to take some time, never easy but it is 

essential, and real time (even a retreat if we can manage it) and ask 

ourselves, ‘Where am I going?’  ‘Who or what is guiding my life?’  And 

the process of answering the question can be painful because we find life 

is often full of what it not helpful to discovering who we are called to be, 

is not full of Christ.  “Quo vadis?” 

  

 


