
“And the gates of the underworld can never  
hold out against it.”
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YEAR A

DIVINE OFFICE WEEK ISs PETER AND PAUL, APOSTLES

Illustration
A sound you hear in the Filipino jungle is the whine of the chainsaw. Illegal cutting 
down of trees by rich lumber companies is a major industry. One morning in 
October 1991 a young priest, Fr Nery Satur, was driving his motorbike down 
a jungle road on the island of Mindanao when he was picked off by a sniper 
and killed. It was an act of revenge, and a warning, too. In church, Fr Nery had 
denounced the tree-cutters. Bare hillsides meant soil erosion, he said; the soil 
clogged the rivers, the rivers overflowed and his parishioners were drowned. 
The rivers carried the silt down to the ocean and killed the fish, and deprived 
poor fisherfolk of their living. All this, he said, was clean against the law of God.

On news of his murder, his bishop, Bishop Rosales, hastened to the scene of 
the shooting. Then he hit the national headlines. He publicly condemned the big 
business interests that had treated human life so lightly and so cruelly. He closed 
down every church in his diocese on the following Sunday. “There will be only 
one Mass,” he said, “it will be at the cathedral: it will be the funeral Mass of this 
heroic young priest.”

That bishop, a few years later, was made an archbishop, and was called to Rome 
on the feast of St Peter and St Paul to receive his pallium. (A pallium is a woollen 
mini-scarf that denotes a bishop-in-charge-of-other-bishops.) The pallium had 
been laid overnight on St Peter’s tomb, and was conferred by the Pope himself. 
At that moment, was Archbishop Rosales thinking of young Fr Nery, murdered in 
the jungle for preaching the Gospel?

Gospel Teaching
This story illustrates the scripture we have heard today. The Catholic Church is 
a blend of Peter and Paul. Peter stands for the teaching and coordinating and 
governing that is undertaken by the Pope – and also by our local bishop. It is this 
strain of authority that holds the Church together. Sometimes we grouse about 
authority, and feel like rebelling against it. But it is necessary, because without it 
we would fall apart. “Whatever you bind on earth shall be considered bound in 
heaven.” It’s the way God wants things to be. 



At the same time, however, Paul stands for the adventurous and missionary 
spreading of the Gospel, finding the words that suit the local circumstances, taking 
the risks, applying the Church’s age-old teaching to the particular scene. “I have 
fought the good fight to the end; I have run the race to the finish.” These words 
sound almost weary, as if Paul were saying, “All the mountains I’ve crossed, all 
the rivers I’ve forded, all the jails I’ve been in, all the beatings I’ve suffered, all 
this I have survived by the grace of God – ‘and so I was rescued from the lion’s 
mouth’ . ” I haven’t had much to do with the corridors of power, he says, I have 
been so taken up with these little communities in Turkey and Greece, and I have 
worn myself out in their service. And now, he says, I am waiting for the Lord to 
bring me into his heavenly kingdom.

Application
In a moment we shall say, in the Creed, “We believe in one holy catholic and 
apostolic Church.” When we say this, we are affirming that this worldwide family 
to which we belong, this Catholic Church, with all its human shortcomings, is 
made and willed by God. This subtle blend of the static and the dynamic, the 
institutional and the missionary, is the way it’s meant to be. Peter needs Paul and 
Paul needs Peter. It is the same Holy Spirit at work in both. 

The Holy Spirit was with young Fr Nery when, in the name of justice, he publicly 
blamed the rich loggers, and the following morning paid the price on that dirt 
road through the trees. And he was equally with Archbishop Rosales years later 
in the sunshine of St Peter’s Square when the Holy Father put the pallium round 
his neck. It is the same Holy Spirit who invites all of us, priests and people, to live 
our life in the Church and be proud of her and loyal to her. And it is the same Holy 
Spirit who gives us the certainty that the Lord will rescue us from all evil attempts 
against us, and bring us safely to his heavenly kingdom.
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