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Feast of Saints Peter and Paul  

 
 

 
In the Church of Maria del Popolo in Rome there are two wonderful paintings by the great 
Renaissance painter Caravaggio. One of the paintings is the “Conversion of Paul.” There 
are only three figures in the painting, Paul, his horse and Paul’s companion. On a dark 
background we see Paul as a young man, in vibrant passionate colours of orange, red, blue 
and yellow, wearing armour. He is lying on the ground with his eyes closed. He is in union 
with God. It clearly conveys that God is doing something to Paul. The event is Paul 
becoming deeply attuned to the presence of the love of God in his life.  
 
Opposite the “Conversion of Paul” hangs his “Crucifixion of Peter.” Like Paul, Peter is on his 
back, but his back is on a cross. While Paul is a youthful man starting out on his journey to 
Christianity, Peter is an old man at the end of his life. Peter is looking at his hands, nailed to 
the cross. Perhaps he is recalling that moment on the beach when the risen Jesus asks 
him: “Do you love me?” Or the prediction that Peter, when he is old, shall stretch forth his 
hands and be led where he will not want to go. 
 
In two paintings, Caravaggio captures the beginning and the end of the Christian life as a 
life living out the love of God. 
 
Ask most people to name the first followers of Jesus and they are likely to respond, “Peter 
and Paul.” Many also know that Peter had been a fisherman and Paul a tentmaker. They 
also know that Peter was a leader of Jesus’ circle of disciples and that Paul was a 
missionary. However, they are often surprised to learn that Paul did not know Jesus 
personally. They are also a little uncomfortable to learn that there were conflicts between 
Peter and Paul. However today we celebrate a feast that stresses the unity between these 
two apostles of the faith. 
 
In the Gospels Peter is presented as the leader and spokesperson for the Twelve apostles. 
And yet Peter is far from an idealized figure; the Gospels note his weakness, fear, and 
failures. As a spokesman for the disciples Peter certainly had his good days. He won full 
marks after Jesus asked the disciples, “Who do you say I am?” and he responded, “You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God.” This was one of his greatest moments. Yet Peter was 
also the one who at the Last Supper made a bold claim: “Even though they will all fall away, 
I will not.” But then before the night was over, he had denied Jesus, not once, but three 
times. 
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In his first appearance in the Acts of the Apostles we find Paul on the edge of a crowd that 
is stoning St. Stephen to death. Luke, the author of the Acts of the Apostles, notes that 
“Saul (Paul) entirely approved of the killing.” In the next verse he is no longer a passive 
witness but a zealous leader in the persecution of the church, traveling throughout the 
countryside in search of Christians to denounce. Even after his conversion, Paul could be a 
cause of division. His preaching often led to riots and he came into conflict with Peter whom 
he had to oppose “face to face.” 
 
The Catholic Church is a wonderful blend of Peter and Paul. Often Peter is seen as 
standing for the teaching and governing of the Church; the figure of authority. Paul 
represents the adventurous and missionary spreading of the Gospel, taking the risks, 
applying the message of the Gospel to a new situation. However, Peter needs Paul and 
Paul needs Peter. We should also recognise that they were both flawed men. One was 
weak – “Depart from me Lord, for I am a sinful man” – and the other a hothead: “I 
persecuted the church of Christ.” Perhaps this can encourage us in our own moments of 
weakness when we are tempted to turn around and walk away from the challenges of 
Christian living. 
 
When I was a student I used to eat at an Italian restaurant called “Quo Vadis.” The Latin 
words mean “where are you going?” They come from a legend that has Peter walking along 
a road outside Rome, fleeing arrest and certain death, when he comes to a crossroad. 
Walking towards him he sees the figure of the risen Lord.  
 
“Domine quo vadis?” Lord, where are you going, Peter asks, to which Jesus replies: 
 
“I am going to Rome to be crucified a second time.” 
 
We are told that Peter turns around and heads back to Rome, towards Vatican hill and 
crucifixion.   
 
Today we celebrate the gift of Peter, the great witness of leadership and unity, while not 
forgetting the prophetic witness of Paul. Paul and Peter died most likely during the 
persecution under Nero about A.D. 67. Following different courses in life, they join in death 
as models for us of the cost and the joy of following Christ. 
 

Fr David Roberts 


