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You may have noticed that most 

parish priests tend to think they are 

infallible at times, if not always.  Of 

course events have shown otherwise, 

but the temptation to make what you 

think are definitive, final, statements 

about things is attractive.  I am sure 

some parents hope their declarations will be treated as infallible, for 

example when they are grounding someone.  The Church’s answer to 

grounding was to exclude people.  The teachings of the Councils always 

ended by saying “You must follow these or be declared ‘Anathema sit.’”  

You were unholy, excluded.  Why did it think it could, can say that, 

exclude people, make infallible statements? In what circumstances?  This 

gospel has a lot to do with it. 

 In today’s gospel Jesus gives Peter amazing powers; so it seems. He 

calls him his Rock, and that is a big thing as all through the psalms God is 

referred to as ‘our rock, our refuge and stronghold.’  ‘Whatever you bind 

on earth will be bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth will be 

loosed in heaven.’  So is Jesus creating some sort of dictator here? 

 You would not expect it and it isn’t so.   

 Why does Jesus even think to address Peter like this?  Well, when 

Peter pipes up with his truly dramatic profession of faith, ‘You are the 

Christ, the Son of the living God,’ (remember that Christ equals Messiah, 

the one that the Jews had been waiting for, so this is an amazing statement 

for a Jew like Peter to make), then Jesus doesn’t say: ‘Well done, you’ve 

come up with that yourself.’  What he says is: ‘It was not flesh and blood 

that revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.’  Peter’s ability to hold 

the keys of heaven and to loose and bind, depends on his listening to God.   

The prayer they have been taught says: Our Father... thy kingdom come, 

thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’  When there is binding and 

loosing to do, then this is not at the will of the person, but it is dependant 

on listening to the will of God.  This is the only way any infallible decision 

can be made.  It is not surprising that very few are ever made (and only in 



cases of faith and morals) and that the rules around doing so are very 

carefully drawn. 

 In a couple of Chapters’ time a similar gift is made to the community 

as a whole when it is correcting a member of the community.  But again it 

can only be done by listening to the voice of God and expressing God’s 

will. 

 It is clearly important to Jesus to let us know that we do have the 

power to make decisions on his behalf once he has left us.  If you think 

about it, it is necessary for the governing of any community.  It is pretty 

clear that Jesus was not an anarchist, though over the centuries some have 

tried to present him as such.   So he gives us this power, and he settles this 

around a Rock, a strong base as he sees it.  Now for us as human beings to 

know we have heard the genuine voice of God is pretty hard.  We can 

disagree on almost anything.  But the Catholic Church has always held that 

the arbiter in this is the Pope, generally with the bishops in Counsel on big 

decisions. 

 It is not an easy job.  The current Pope has found  

that many who you might have thought close to him, have 

made it quite clear that they do not support him.  I found it 

very interesting that there was an interview with one of the 

heads of Opus Dei who was asked if he wavered in his 

support for the Pope.  ‘Never, he said, ‘we always support the Holy 

Father.’   

 Sometimes we can question the workings of the Vatican, and we are 

right to do so. We are members of the Church it runs. We should make our 

voices clear. In the organisation not all is well, at times disastrous, 

especially when it comes to finance, and as we all know on the question of 

clerical abuse and the care that should be given to the victims.  Also 

possibly in other areas such as its approach to China.  If we have concerns 

we should say so. 

 But hopefully we do so without losing the vision of Jesus that God 

does wish to speak through his people.  That we can hear God’s voice if in 

prayer we listen, and with the help of the Holy Spirit, in Peter we still have 

a Rock who will help us discern his word for his Church. 


