June 29, 2003

Solemnity of Saints Peter and Paul, Apostles

Mass during the Day 

Reading I

Acts 12:1-11

In those days, King Herod laid hands upon some members of the Church to harm them.

He had James, the brother of John, killed by the sword,

and when he saw that this was pleasing to the Jews

he proceeded to arrest Peter also.

?It was the feast of Unleavened Bread.?

He had him taken into custody and put in prison

under the guard of four squads of four soldiers each.

He intended to bring him before the people after Passover.

Peter thus was being kept in prison,

but prayer by the Church was fervently being made

to God on his behalf.

On the very night before Herod was to bring him to trial,

Peter, secured by double chains,

was sleeping between two soldiers,

while outside the door guards kept watch on the prison.

Suddenly the angel of the Lord stood by him

and a light shone in the cell.

He tapped Peter on the side and awakened him, saying,

"Get up quickly."

The chains fell from his wrists.

The angel said to him, "Put on your belt and your sandals."

He did so.

Then he said to him, "Put on your cloak and follow me."

So he followed him out,

not realizing that what was happening through the angel was real;

he thought he was seeing a vision.

They passed the first guard, then the second,

and came to the iron gate leading out to the city,

which opened for them by itself.

They emerged and made their way down an alley,

and suddenly the angel left him. 

Then Peter recovered his sense and said,

"Now I know for certain 

that the Lord sent his angel 

and rescued me from the hand of Herod


and from all that the Jewish people had been expecting."



Verse 1:  "In those days, King Herod laid hands upon some members of the Church to harm them."

Herod Agrippa was made King by Emperor Caius; he put St. James the Greater, the brother of St. John to death by the sword.

Dr. Robert Witham says, "This man was the same Agrippa, by which name he is most commonly known.  He was brother to the famous Herodias, who was the cause of St. John the Baptist's decollation, and son-in-law of Herod the Great, by his father Aristobulus."

Verse 2:  "He had James, the brother of John, killed by the sword"

That is, St. James the Elder or Greater, the brother of St. John the Evangelist.


Verse 3:  "and when he saw that this was pleasing to the Jews he proceeded to arrest Peter also.  -It was the feast of Unleavened Bread.-"

In other translations you may find the phrase "the days of Azymes."  This of course means unleavened bread.  By this we may also know about the time St. James was martyred, the year 44 AD. St. Peter was to be reserved till after the Pasch, because it was not useful for the Jews to put any one to a violent death on a festival day.  They would not dampen the joy of the solemnity by such an action.

Menoch says, "Nothing can be more illiberal, (narrow minded) nothing more unfounded, and unjust, than the accusation advanced by the translators of the Bible dedicated to King James.  In their preface they say, that the Catholics keep words, "azymes, holocaust, Pasch, etc." in their version, purposely "to darken the sense, that since they must needs translate the Bible, yet by the language thereof, it may be kept from being understood."  So far from this, we open the window, to let in the light; we break the shell, that the kernel may be eaten: we put aside the 

curtain, that a sight may be had into the holy place; we remove the cover of the well, that the good and humble may get to the water of life.  If we retain certain words in the original tongue,it is for the same reason as our adversaries retain others, such as Amen, Sabaoth, Alleluia, Jehovah, etc."




verse 4:  "He had him taken into custody and put in prison under the guard of four squads of four soldiers each.  He intended to bring him before the people after Passover."

These squads or files of soldiers were four times four soldiers or simply 16 soldiers in each band.  A file or squad consisted of four soldiers.

Verse 6:  "On the very night before Herod was to bring him to trial, Peter, secured by double chains, was sleeping between two soldiers, while outside the door guards kept watch on the prison."

With these two chains, according to the Roman custom, St. Peter must have been fastened to the two soldiers guarding him.  Yet. St. Peter slept secure, trusting in that Providence which does not sleep.



Verse 7:  "Suddenly the angel of the Lord stood by him and a light shone in the cell.

He tapped Peter on the side and awakened him, saying, "Get up quickly." The chains fell from his wrists."

This most probably St. Peter's Guardian Angel.  It has always been the constant belief of the Church, that each individual is placed under the protection of a tutelar Angel.

St. Bernard of Clairveaux comments on the Psalms, "He has given his Angel charge over you, thus expresses himself: Wonderful condescension! and truly great love! He has given his Angels charge over you, to guard you in all your ways.  What is man, O God that you should thus be mindful of him, or the son of man, that you should look upon him!  What reverence, devotion, and confidence, should this world inspire in us!  Reverence their presence, be grateful for their good will; have confidence in their protection; walk with circumspection; your Angel is present.  In every abode, in every place, respect his presence.  Let us love them too, destined to be in future our co-heirs; in the mean time, our guardians and patrons.  What have we to fear under such guides?  They cannot be overcome nor seduced; much less can they lead us astray.

They are faithful, they are prudent, they are powerful.  Why do we fear?  Let us follow them; let us stick close to them; and we shall dwell under the protection of the God of Heaven.  If a grievous temptation urges, if great tribulation hangs over you, call upon your leader, your helper in opportunities, in tribulations; call upon him, and say save us, or we perish."  Taken from St. Bernard's Sermon on the Psalms

Dr. Robert witham says, "A light shined in the room, to St. Peter only, not the rest."


Verse 11:  "Then Peter recovered his sense and said, "Now I know for certain that the Lord sent his angel and rescued me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jewish people had been expecting."




St Peter coming to himself or coming to his senses, he was now sensible or aware of all that was happening.

Reading II

2 Tm 4:6-8, 17-18

I, Paul, am already being poured out like a libation,

and the time of my departure is at hand.

I have competed well; I have finished the race;

I have kept the faith.

From now on the crown of righteousness awaits me,

which the Lord, the just judge,

will award to me on that day, and not only to me,

but to all who have longed for his appearance.

The Lord stood by me and gave me strength,

so that through me the proclamation might be completed

and all the Gentiles might hear it.

And I was rescued from the lion's mouth.

The Lord will rescue me from every evil threat

and will bring me safe to his heavenly Kingdom.

To him be glory forever and ever. Amen.




Verse 6:  "I, Paul, am already being poured out like a libation, and the time of my departure is at hand."

Literally this means to be immolated.  See Philippians 2:17.  St. Paul was ready to be sacrificed or more than ready and willing to die a martyr's death.

The next sentence, "and the time of my departure is at hand."  Has many theologians thinking this letter was written during his last imprisonment; but the sense here could be, that being old and worn out from all his labor, he could not live much longer.

Verse 7:  "I have competed well; I have finished the race; I have kept the faith."

Fought the good fight is another phrase you may see in other translations.  The Latin and Greek seem to signify a kind of striving for a prize.

Dr. Robert Witham says, "I have kept the faith, not only the Christian faith, but been

faithful in my office."

Verse 8:  "From now on the crown of righteousness awaits me, which the Lord, the just judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me, but to all who have longed for his appearance."

"The Crown of justice.  These words confirm the Catholic Doctrine, that good works performed with the assistance of God's Grace, deserve and are meritous of a reward in Heaven: it is what is signified:

1).  By a Crown of Justice

2).  From a Just Judge

3).  Which He will render or give as a reward

Yet, we own with St. Augustine that we have no merit, but what is also a gift of God from His Grace and Mercy, and grounded, and grounded on his promises."-Rev George Leo Haydoc

Dr. Robert Witham says, "A Crown of Justice, which the Protestants translate, a Crown of Righteousness; but let us see how the learned St. Austin, 1400 years ago, expounds the Apostle's meaning:  'How should He repay as a just judge, unless He had first given as a merciful Father?'  (See Hebrews 6:10)  God is not unjust, that he should forget your works; this the Protestants change into, God is not unrighteous."



Verse 17:  "The Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me the proclamation might be completed and all the Gentiles might hear it. And I was rescued from the lion's mouth."

Everyone agrees the lion in this passage was Nero.  St. John Chrysostom thinks that St. Paul was set at liberty after this first justification of his conduct, but that having afterwards converted the cupbearer of Nero, he was by him beheaded.  

Taken from St John Chrysostom's homily 10

"The time predicted by St. Paul in this Epistle (verses 3 and 4) are now arrived in this verse; and the warnings he gives to St. Timothy, my namesake, and to all preachers of the Word, should be sedulously attended to: preach the word: be instant in season and out of season; reprove, entreat, rebuke with all patience and doctrine.  There will arrive a time when men will not bear sound doctrine; eager in the extreme to hear what flatters, they will have recourse to a variety of teachers not lawfully sent or ordained, calculated to tickle their ears.

It is yours, adds St. Paul, as a valiant soldier of Jesus Christ, to oppose yourself as a wall to all these evils, to attend to every branch of your ministerial duty, not to yield to either opponents or dangers, and to see that the Gospel is both preached and practiced in all its purity.  Thus may the Church find in you, and in her other ministers, what She is soon to lose in me, knowing as I do that my course is nearly run."-Rev George Leo Haydoc



Dr. Robert Witham says, "That by me the preaching may be accomplished, (or fulfilled) and that all the Gentiles may hear it.  This is an argument that he wrote this letter in his first imprisonment.  And I was delivered from the mouth of the lion; that is according to the common exposition, from Nero."

Gospel

Mt 16:13-19

When Jesus went into the region of Caesarea Philippi

he asked his disciples,

"Who do people say that the Son of Man is?"

They replied, "Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah,

still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets."

He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?"

Simon Peter said in reply,

"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God."

Jesus said to him in reply, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah.

For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father.

And so I say to you, you are Peter,

and upon this rock I will build my Church,

and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it.

I will give you the keys to the Kingdom of heaven. 

Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven;

and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven." 

Verse 13:  "When Jesus went into the region of Caesarea Philippi he asked his disciples, "Who do people say that the Son of Man is?"

Caesarea Philippi, was first called Paneades, and was later embellished and greatly

enlarged by Philip the Tetrarch, son of Herod the Great, and dedicated in honor

of Caesar Augustus, hence its name.  There was moreover another Caesarea, called

Straton, situated on the Mediterranean, and not in this, but the former, did

Christ interrogate His Disciples.

"He first withdrew them from the Jews, that they might with more boldness and freedom deliver their sentiments."-St. John Chrysostom Homily 60

The Caesarea mentioned in this passage continued to be called by heathen writers Panes, from the adjoining spring Paneum, or Panium, which is usually taken for the source of the Jordan River.



Verse 14:  "They replied, "Some say John the Baptist, others Elijah,

still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets."

Herod thought that Christ was the Baptist, on account of his miracles.  

See Matthew 14:2

"Others thought He was Elijah, first because  they expected He was about to return to them, according to the Prophecy of Malachi, "Behold I will send you Elias."  Second, on account of the greatness of His miracles; third, on account of His invincible zeal and courage in the cause of truth and justice.  Others said He was Jeremiah, either on account of Hid great sanctity, for He was sanctified in His Mother's womb; or on account of His great charity and love for His brethren, as it was written of Jeremiah, "He is a lover of his brethren."  OR again, one of the Prophets, such as Isaia. or some other noted for eloquence, for it was the opinion of many of the Jews, as we read in St. Luke's Gospel, that one of the ancient Prophet

had arisen again"-St. Dionysius of Carthage



Verse 15:  "He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?"

"You who have been continually with me; you, who have seen me perform so many more miracles; you, who have yourselves worked miracles in my name?  From this pointed interrogation, Jesus Christ intimates, that the opinion men had formed of Him was very inadequate to the exalted dignity of His person, and that He expects they will have a juster conception of Him."-St. John Chrysostom, Homily 60



Verse 16:  "Simon Peter said in reply, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God."

As Simon Peter had been constituted the first in the college of Apostles (Matthew 10:2) and therefore surpassed the others in dignity as much as in zeal, without hesitation, and in the name of all, he answers:  You are the Christ, the Redeemer promised to the world, not a mere man, not a mere Prophet like other Prophets, but the true and natural Son of the living God.

"When our Savior inquired the opinion of the vulgar, all the Apostles answered; but when He asks their opinion of Him, Peter, as the mouth of the rest, and head of the whole college, steps forth, and prevents the others from speaking."-St. John Chrysostom, Homily 60

"The Christ, the Son, the Christ formerly promised by the Law and the Prophets, expected and desired by all the Saints, the anointed and consecrated to God, the Son, not by grace only, or an adoptive filiation like the Prophets, to whom Christ is here opposed, but by natural filiation, and in a manner that distinguishes Him from all created beings."-St. John Chrysostom, Homily 60




"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God, not by grace only, or by adoption, as Saints are the sons of God, but by nature, and from all eternity, the True Son of the living God."-Dr. Robert Witham

Matthew 16:18-20.  Jesus and His Apostles were traveling through the region of Caesarea Philippi, when they came to rest at a place at the headwaters of the Great River.  No doubt the Apostles were struck in awe at the picturesque spectacle of God's handiwork, the massive rock formation beyond the river.  While the Apostles gazed at the breathtaking formation of rock, in the quietude of the moment, Jesus seized the opportunity and asked, "Who do men say that I am?"  The Apostles answered, some say John the Baptist, Elijah, one of the Prophets, etc.  

Then Simon bar (son of) Jona spoke up, "You are the Christ!" It is this proclamation, revealed to the fisherman by God our Father, therefore indicating he was chosen by God, for greatness, that Our Blessed Lord made him His Vicar.

.

Jesus said: "And I say unto you, and tell you why I before declared, (John 1:42) that YOU SHOULD BE CALLED PETER, for you are constituted the Rock upon which, as a foundation, I will build My Church," and that so firmly, as not to suffer the gates (i.e. the powers) of hell to prevail against its foundation; because if they overturn its foundation, (i.e. You and Your successors) they will overturn also the Church that rests upon it.  Christ therefore here Promises to Peter, that he and his successors should be to the end, as long as the Church should last, its supreme pastors and princes.

In the Syriac tongue, which is that which Jesus spoke, there is no difference of genders, as in Greek and Latin, between petra, a rock, and Petrus, Peter; hence, in the original language, the allusion was both more natural and more simple.

You are Peter and upon this Rock (i.e. upon You, according to the literal and general 

exposition of the ancient Fathers) I WILL BUILD MY CHURCH.

It is true St. Augustine expounds these words, AND UPON THIS ROCK, (i.e. upon Myself:) or upon This Rock, which Peter has confessed: yet he owns that he had also given the other interpretation, by which Peter himself was the Rock.  Some Fathers have also expounded it, UPON THE FAITH, which Peter confessed; but then they take NOT faith, as separated from the person of Peter, but ON Peter, as holding the true Faith.  No one questions that Christ Himself is the great Foundation-stone, the Chief Cornerstone, as St. Paul tells the Church at Ephesus (Eph 2:20) but it is also certain, that all the Apostles may be called foundation-stones of the Church, as represented in Revelations 21:14.  In the Meantime, St. Peter, (called therefore 

Cephas, a rock) was the First and Chief Foundation-stone among the apostles, on whom Christ promised to build His Church.

YOU ARE PETER, as St. Peter, by Divine revelation, here made a solemn profession of Faith of the Divinity of Christ, so in recompense of this Faith and profession, Our Blessed Lord here declares him to him the dignity to which he is pleased to raise him: that he, to whom he had already given the name of Peter, signifying a ROCK, (John 1:42) should be a rock indeed, of invincible strength, for the support of the building of the Church; in which building he should be next to Christ himself, the chief Foundation-stone, in quality of chief pastor, ruler, and governor; and should have accordingly all fullness of Ecclesiastical power, signified by the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven.

.

UPON THIS ROCK.  The words of Christ to Peter spoken in the vulgar language of the Jews, which Our Blessed Lord made use of, were the same as if he had said in English, "You are a rock, and upon this rock I will build My Church." So that, by the plain course of the words, Peter is here DECLARED to be the rock, upon which the Church was to be built; Christ Himself being both the principal foundation and Founder of the same.  Where also note, that Christ by building His house, that is, His Church, upon a rock, has thereby secured it against all storms and floods, 

like a wise builder, (Matt 7:24-25).  And God only knows how many storms we have had!  The Gnostics, the Roman Persecutions, the Donatists, the Bogomils, the Arians, the Cathari, the Albigensies, the Waldensians, the Greek Schisms, Protestantism, etc.,  to name a few.  We have weathered this storm for nearly 2,000 years, just as Christ had predicted we would.  Jesus warned us about the False Prophets.

.

THE GATES OF HELL.  That is the powers of darkness, and whatever Satan can do, either by himself or his agents.  For as the Church is here likened to a house, or fortress, built on a rock; so the adverse powers are likened to a contrary house or fortress, the gates of which, i.e. the whole strength, and all the efforts it can make will NEVER be able to prevail over the City or Church of Christ, the Catholic Church.  By this promise we are fully assured, that neither idolatry, heresy, nor any pernicious error whatsoever shall at any time prevail over the Church of Christ, the Catholic Church.

.

THE GATES, in the oriental style, signify the powers; thus, to this day, we designate the Ottoman or Turkish Empire by the Ottoman port.  The Princes were wont to holdtheir courts of the city.

.

AND I WILL GIVE TO YOU THE KEYS.  This is another metaphor, expressing the Supreme power and prerogative of the Prince of the Apostles.  The keys of a city, or of its gates, are presented or given to the person that has the Chief power.  We also own a power of the keys, given to the other Apostles but with a subordination to St. Peter and to his successor, as Head of the Catholic Church.

.

AND WHATSOEVER YOU SHALL BIND.  All the Apostles and their successors, partake also of this power BINDING and LOOSING but with a due subordination to one head invested with the Supreme Power.

.

LOOSE ON EARTH.  The loosing of the bands of temporal punishments due to sins, is called an Indulgence: The power of which is here granted.  Although Peter and his successors are mortal, they are nevertheless endowed with Heavenly Power says St. John Chrysostom, nor is the sentence of life and death passed by Peter to be attempted to be reversed, but what he declares is to be considered to be a Divine answer from Heaven, and what he decrees, a Decree of God Himself.

.

HE THAT HEARS YOU HEARS ME.  The power of binding is exercised, first by refusing to absolve; second by enjoining penance for sins forgiven; third by excommunication, suspension or interdict; fourth by making rules and laws for the government of the Church; fifth by determining what is of Faith by judgments and definitions of the Church.  The terms BINDING & LOOSING are equivalent to OPENING and CLOSING, because formerly the Jews opened the fastenings of their doors by untying it, and they shut or secured their doors by tying or binding it.  

.

Dr. Whitby a learned Protestant divine, thus expounds this and the proceeding verse:  "As a suitable return to your confession, I say also to you, that you are by name Peter, a rock; and upon You are this rock I will build My Church, and I will give to you the Keys to the Kingdom of Heaven, the POWER of making laws to govern My Church.

Dr. Hammond, another Protestant divine, explains it in the same manner.  And he says: What is here meant by the Keys, is best understood by Isaia 22, where they signify ruling the whole family or house of the King: and this being by Christ accommodated to the Church denotes the power of governing it.

TELL NO ONE THAT HE WAS JESUS, the CHRIST.  In some MSS, both Greek and Latin, the Name Jesus is not found, and many interpreters think it superfluous in this place.  The Greek expressly says the Christ adjoining the article, which the Latin tongue does not express.  In a proceeding part of Scripture, Jesus sending His Apostles, Commanded them to publish His coming; but here he seems to give a contrary mandate, TELL NO ONE, but in my opinion it is one thing to preach the Christ, and another to preach Christ Jesus; for Christ is a name of dignity, but Jesus is the particular name of the Redeemer.-Dr. Hammond.

.

St. Jerome says, "We did not forbid them to teach that there was a Messiah a Redeemer, but to declare then that He was the Person; second, the disciples (Matthew 10), are not sent to preach the Gospel, strictly speaking, but only to prepare the minds and hearts of the people for the coming of the Messiah, as is evident from Mat 10:23.  

See Mark 14:61-62.  John 5:18, 8:58, 10:30, and 6:27. 

But why did he lay this injunction?  To avoid the envy of the Scribes, and not to appear to raise His own Glory.  He wishes the people to be induced to own Him for their Messiah, not from the testimony of his retainers, but from His miracles and doctrines; and lastly, because as His time was not yet come, the Apostles were not yet fit to deliver, not the people to receive, this grand tenet.

