
21st Sunday in Ordinary Time: “The gates of the nether word shall not prevail” 

Gospel of St. Matthew 16: 13-20 

In the early 1800s, when Napoleon’s armies marched across Europe reaping destruction and chaos, Napoleon 

declared to the Cardinal Archbishop of Paris, “Your Eminence, I intend to destroy the Catholic Church.” The 

Archbishop responded, “O Your Excellency, if we in the hierarchy have not destroyed it in 18 centuries, you 

will fail miserably as well.” 

To be sure, the French Revolution was devastating to the Roman Catholic Church in that country. Perhaps 

confiscating all church lands allowed a more just distribution of land for others. But the revolution disbanded 

all religious orders and forced priests to take an oath of fidelity to the revolution or be exiled or guillotined. 

The goddess of wisdom was hoisted on the main altar of Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris and other landmark 

cathedrals and churches throughout France were destroyed or confiscated.  

The papacy, already weakened by decades of cardinals electing weak popes doing their bidding, was further 

humiliated by Napoleon and the revolution. In the early 1800s, cultural forecasters predicted the complete 

demise of the papacy by century’s end. That is one forecast completely wrong. The papacy at the end of the 

1800s was the strongest ever in Church history.  

The Catholic Church in the 1800s was overwhelmed by political revolutions all over Europe beginning with the 

French Revolution. In every Catholic European country that underwent revolution, Catholic influence and 

power diminished if it was not overthrown. Catholic monarchies were replaced by political governments often 

with anti-cleric hostility.  

European Catholic hierarchies including the Papacy became defensive, rigid, and unable to be creative or 

imaginative. The only solution available seemed to be, “get back what was lost.” Return Europe to faith by 

turning back the clocks and restoring Catholic monarchies in every country. The European church hierarchy 

was bogged down by the trauma of violent revolution and in its own lack of vision. 

However, the 1800s also witnessed an unprecedented renewal of religious life. Women and men all over 

Europe and the United States founded new religious orders to meet the needs of Catholic people where they 

were at, and to be sources of evangelization to those having lost the faith or those without ever having faith.  

The Catholic Church in France was especially rich in new religious orders following the revolution. More new 

religious orders arose in France than in the rest of the world combined in the 1800s. Along with saints like St. 

Jean Vianney, the apparitions of the Blessed Mother in Lourdes, and other faithful and creative leaders, the 

Catholic Church reemerged in France; albeit with a new way of living in a more secular society, no longer 

bound to the state through the French monarchy.  

We cannot attribute this incredible renewal of religious life to the work of the hierarchy, because they had no 

discernible vision and certainly no great master plan that called for it. We attribute this renewal to the power 

and presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of the Church. But here is the great irony. Church reform and 

renewal often begin without Church leadership initiation. But Church reform and renewal cannot continue 

without leadership approval.  



Every one of these foundresses and founders eventually required the approval of the local bishop and/or the 

Pope to continue their new religious order within the life of the church. Perhaps the hierarchy did not make it 

happen. But the hierarchy did allow it to continue and in many ways encouraged and supported it. This is a 

meaning of St. Peter’s keys to the gates of heaven. God is always faithful to the church, but more often in 

ways unseen and unimagined. But once recognized, “the keys” eventually consent to these movements, and 

the power of heaven is further unleashed in the Church’s life.  

This can be documented throughout Catholic Church history, including and especially in the times of great 

darkness, scandal, and utter chaos. The gates of hell have not been able to overwhelm the power of St. Peter’s 

keys. The Holy Spirit’s presence in the Church always seems to guide us through the darkness into a time of 

light and creativity. The Catholic Church may look and act differently than before the darkness began, but lead 

by the Spirit, we can be assured, it lives as God calls us to live. 

Can we believe that God’s fidelity to the church still stands for our own time and in the Church today? Can we 

trust the Risen Lord to abide with the Church and continue to be life giving? Can we believe the Holy Spirit is 

moving as we speak and celebrate this Eucharist to bring renewal and vitality to Church life in ways not yet 

seen, understood, and beyond our ability to imagine? 

St. Augustine: “And yet you hear people complaining about this present day and age, because things were so 

much better in former times. I wonder what would happen if they could be taken back to the days of their 

ancestors---would we not still hear them complaining? You may think past ages were good, but it is only 

because you are not living in them.” 

Reading Church history can be sobering and depressing when we witness human sinfulness and the forces of 

hell attacking the Church from outside and from within. But reading Church history can also be incredibly 

hopeful when we witness the fidelity of God and the power of St. Peter’s keys to unleash the forces of heaven. 

We can rightly be concerned about the challenges the Church faces today: decline in ordained priests, 

generations casting off the faith and increased secularization along with more hostility toward organized 

religions. While these are serious challenges, we must not fall into despair. As one who enjoys reading Church 

history, it seems to me we are in a healthy period of time. For many decades, the Church has been in a 

transition, but maintained vitality and manifested many strengths.  

I’ll let St. Augustine have the final word, “Just think what past ages were like! Is there any one of us who do 

not shudder to hear or read of them? Far from justifying complaints about our own time, they teach us how 

much we have to be thankful for.” 

 


