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1 Kgs 19: 16, 19-21 
Ps 16: 1-2, 5, 7-8, 9-10, 11 
Gal 5: 1, 13-18 
Lk 9: 51-62 

 
 

The theme of my homily is based on the three numbers “666.” In 

modern culture, most folks would associate those three numbers with 

the image of the devil, which would be appropriate – we need to have 

signs and symbols for those things that remind us of the good and bad 

things of life so that we stay aware of their presence in our lives. 

In the first century, the number “666” (especially in the Book of 

Revelation, Chapter 13) very likely was a political symbol as well, 

associated with the Roman Emperor Nero (54–68 AD) around 64 AD. If I 

communicate the story correctly, Nero was very “Nero-centric” in his 

ways of thinking and was more obsessed with taking care of his own 

needs over those of the people under his care. Towards that goal, Nero 

had decided one day to build a palace worthy of what he considered his 

stature to be. In the process, Nero burned the area around his desired 
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palace to the ground, paving the way for the living conditions which he 

desired. 

As we are told in the history books, the folks who lost their homes 

and livelihoods were incensed – wouldn’t any of us be incensed if 

someone destroyed everything we possessed because of their own 

selfish needs (or for any reason)? So instead of taking responsibility for 

burning down the city of Rome, Nero blamed the most convenient and 

vulnerable group of people on whom he would place the blame for such 

a heinous act of violence and selfishness – he blamed the Christians and 

used them as sport to “punish” them for what had been done. 

As legend tells us, while all this was taking place, while people’s lives 

were ruined and families were being destroyed, “Nero fiddled while 

Rome burned,” thus the reputation of the number “666” being 

associated with him. Even though we associate the number in today’s 

age with the devil himself, the presence of the devil might very well 

have entered the heart of the one who destroyed so many lives with this 

act of destruction. 
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According to the www.dictionary.com, the editors of this website 

provided the following definition for the phrase that serves as the 

subject of this homily… 

 
NERO FIDDLES WHILE ROME: To do something trivial and 
irresponsible in the midst of an emergency; legend has it that while a 
fire destroyed the city of Rome, the emperor Nero played his violin, 
thus revealing his total lack of concern for his people and his empire. 
(from www.Dictionary.com) 
 
BURNS (NERÓN TOCA EL ARPA MIENTRAS ROMA ARDE): Para hacer 
algo trivial e irresponsable en medio de una emergencia; la leyenda 
dice que mientras un incendio destruyó la ciudad de Roma, el 
emperador Nerón tocó su violín, revelando así su total falta de 
preocupación por su gente y su imperio. 
 
 
As I prepared for this weekend’s homily, I also was reflecting on the 

two liturgical celebrations that are associated with June 29-30 each year 

– the Optional Memorial of the First Martyrs of Rome on June 30th and 

the Solemnities of Ss. Peter & Paul on June 29th. Very appropriately on 

these two days, we recall the devastating effects that Nero’s actions 

levied upon an innocent and faith-filled people. We learn that the 

Christians living in Rome became the victims of Nero’s evil actions. We 
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learn that St. Peter (whom we understand as the first Holy Father of the 

Church) was not spared of this evil as well – he was crucified around 67 

AD as a scapegoat for what had been done (we are taught that St. Peter 

chose to be crucified upside down so as to not die the same way as Jesus 

Christ). We learn that St. Paul was imprisoned in Rome for years but 

ultimately was beheaded around the same time that St. Peter died. 

I thought about these images because this weekend, newly appointed 

archbishops from around the world have gathered in Rome for a Mass 

of Thanksgiving with Pope Francis, as they receive a special gift from 

the Pope, a garment called a “pallium,” made from wool blessed by the 

pope some months earlier as a symbol of their ministry. 

According to the Vatican News and Catholic Answer websites, 
 

 
The pallium (Latin for “coverlet” or mantle) is made of lamb’s wool, 
a white band measuring about five  cm in width. The wool of the 
pallium is sheared from lambs blessed by the pope every year on the 
Feast of St. Agnes (Jan. 21) at the church of St. Agnes Outside the 
Walls in Rome. 
 
Six black crosses adorn the pallium and are placed in the front and 
back, on each shoulder, and on the ends of the pieces hanging in 
front and back. The crosses on the front, on the back, and on the left 
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shoulder also bear a pin, called a spinula (a Latin word meaning a 
small spine, or thorn). These crosses are often set with precious 
stones. 
 
The pallium is worn over a metropolitan archbishop’s chasuble at 
liturgical functions conducted within his jurisdiction. On June 29 
each year, the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul, the pallium are placed 
on the tomb of St. Peter and blessed by the pope. In former times, a 
pallium was given to bishops based on personal privilege or other 
illustrious qualities. However, Pope Paul VI’s 1978 decision changed 
the practice and it has since been exclusively bestowed by the pope 
upon metropolitan archbishops. 
 
 
El palio (latín para “cobertor” o manto) está hecho de lana de 
cordero, una banda blanca que mide unos cinco cm de ancho. La lana 
del palio se corta de los corderos bendecidos por el papa cada año en 
la fiesta de Santa Inés (21 de enero) en la iglesia de Santa Inna a Fuera 
las Paredes en Roma. 
 
Seis cruces negras adornan el palio y se colocan en la parte delantera 
y trasera, en cada hombro y en los extremos de las piezas que cuelgan 
en la parte delantera y trasera. Las cruces en el frente, en la espalda y 
en el hombro izquierdo también llevan un alfiler, llamado espínula 
(una palabra latina que significa espina pequeña o espina pequeña). 
Estas cruces son a menudo con piedras preciosas. 
 
El palio se usa sobre la casulla del arzobispo metropolitano en las 
funciones litúrgicas realizadas dentro de su jurisdicción. El 29 de 
junio de cada año, la fiesta de los santos Pedro y Pablo, el palio se 
coloca en la tumba de San Pedro y es bendecido por el Papa. En 
tiempos anteriores, se otorgaba palio a los obispos basándose en 
privilegios personales u otras cualidades ilustres. Sin embargo, la 
decisión de 1978 del Papa Pablo VI cambió la práctica y desde 
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entonces ha sido otorgada exclusivamente por el Papa a los 
arzobispos metropolitanos. 
 
 
On the Solemnity of Ss. Peter & Paul each year, the pope gathers the 

newly appointed archbishops that throughout the world and instructs 

them to become dedicated shepherds to the lambs under their care, as 

all of us are supposed to do for the sake of the lambs that we serve, 

based on our talents and gifts presented to us by God. 

What does it really mean, though, “to lay down our lives for our 

sheep?” Is our Lord’s instruction in the tenth chapter of John just a nice 

thing to say or does that sentiment lodge within the wool of those who 

wear it, who are responsible for protecting it? 

In the brief research I encountered with the readings presented us at 

Mass today, I came to find out that the lifestyle that Jesus promotes in 

today’s gospel often was not modeled in so many ways, either in the 

bible or throughout the history of the Church (even during the life of the 

Church today!). In three gospels, we read the story of Jesus 

encountering and fulfilling the prophesies of Moses and Elijah of Mt. 
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Tabor at the transfiguration and yet, Jesus was so much different and 

much more faithful than either Moses or Elijah. In the story of Moses 

from the Torah, our protagonist’s weakness and doubt in the Lord cost 

him his life; as a result of his lack of faith in God, the Lord did not allow 

Moses to enter the Promised Land towards which the Lord called him to 

lead the Chosen People. 

In the story of Elijah from today’s first reading, a good number of 

scholars question Elijah’s strength in following the Lord’s call (which is 

why he ran away from the Lord). Scholars also note that Elijah’s desires 

to reject and consume with fire those who stand in God’s way contrast 

our Lord’s view of these same type of people in today’s gospel, whose 

approach to the Samaritans was to spare them rather than annihilate 

them. 

I cannot help but wonder if, at times, the direction of our faith-filled 

lives in today’s age are so much different than that of the Lord’s as well; 

I sometimes wonder whether we are willing to lay down our own lives 

for the sheep under our care or prefer to play the fiddle while the 
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metaphysical Rome that exists throughout the Rome burns as a 

consequence of those who sin within our local communities. 

As I have come to reflect here in the state of Illinois these last few 

weeks alone, we have passed a great deal of legislation that supposedly 

is meant to increase spending on  roads and public works. In the 

process, many of the evils we are warned to avoid in the scriptures are 

very much being highlighted this very weekend in many of the stories 

mentioned in our newspapers. A few of our secular pundits even 

speculate that our hedonistic desires may even lead to prostitution 

becoming legal in this state because satisfying the wants and desires of 

the secular world are more important than protecting those most in 

need of God’s mercy. 

As we learn in our scripture, eventually each one of us will become 

accountable for the actions we conduct in this world and though we are 

able to fiddle as much as we like in the present age, eventually each of 

us will stand in the presence of God to answer for what we do. We all 

need to take into consideration that, depending on the responsibilities 
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given to us in this world, some more than others will be that much more 

responsible for answering to the way that this responsibility is carried 

out in the lives that we lead. 

May we all learn, as the baptized priesthood of believers of the 

Church, that we all are called to put down our metaphorical fiddles in 

response to the gospel message. As we have learned from those who 

have suffered and died before us, we must realize that to live like Christ 

requires us, sometimes literally, to lay down our life for the sheep we 

are called to serve. May we realize that “smell of the sheep” that Pope 

Francis often references, is worn on the palliums of archbishops and in 

the life of every person that we are called to serve. May we all take that 

responsibility seriously and may we make the appropriate sacrifices for 

those we serve by living like Christ on behalf of the people that we meet, 

as the prayer of blessing over the palliums presented to the archbishops 

at the Vatican may be reflected in the manner in which we serve those in 

our own local communities. As the Holy Father prayed this blessing at 

the Mass of thanksgiving for archbishops… 
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O God, eternal Shepherd of souls, whom by the name of sheep you 
entrusted through Jesus Christ your Son to be governed by the 
Blessed Apostle Peter and his Successors according to the model of 
the Good Shepherd: through our ministry pour out the grace of your 
blessing upon these Pallia which you have chosen as a symbol of the 
office of pastoral care. Graciously accept our humble petitions, and 
through the merits and prayers of the Apostles grant that those who 
by your will wear this vestment may understand that they are 
Shepherds of your flock and express by their actions the meaning of 
this name. May they take up the yoke of the Gospel placed on their 
shoulders, and may they find it so light and easy that, as they guide 
others by their example and fidelity in the way of your 
commandments, they may merit a place in your eternal pastures. 
Through Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 
 
This is our prayer. 
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From the Vatican Website… 
 
THE OFFICE OF THE LITURGICAL CELEBRATIONS  
OF THE SOVEREIGN PONTIFF 
 
The Use of the Pallium 
Among the liturgical insignia of the Supreme Pontiff, one of the most 
evocative is the pallium made of white wool, symbol of the bishop as 
the good shepherd and, at the same time, of the Lamb Crucified for the 
salvation of the human race. As Pope Benedict XVI made reference to it 
in his homily for the Holy Mass inaugurating his Petrine ministry on 24 
April 2005: “The symbolism of the pallium is even more concrete: the 
lamb's wool is meant to represent the lost, sick or weak sheep which the 
shepherd places on his shoulders and carries to the waters of life.” 
 

The first historical notes 
about the pallium emerge in 
Christian antiquity. The 
Liber Pontificalis (Pontifical 
Book) notes that Pope St. 
Mark (died 336) conferred 
the pallium on the 
Suburbicarian Bishop of 
Ostia, one of the 
consecrators of the Roman 
Pontiff. Even if we cannot be 

sure of the historic value of this information, at least it reflects the 
practice of the fifth and sixth centuries, when the Liber Pontificalis was 
compiled in the ambit of the Roman Curia. 
 
In 513, Pope Symmachus granted the privilege of the pallium to St. 
Caesarius of Arles and thereafter the concession of the pallium by the 
Pope to the bishops of Italy and outside Italy multiplied. In other 
churches of the West, the pallium used as episcopal insignia was not in 
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evidence, if it was not being granted to the bishops by the Roman 
Pontiff. 
 
The pallium is the symbol of a special relationship with the Pope and 
expresses besides the power, that, in communion with the Church of 
Rome, the metropolitan acquires by right in his own jurisdiction. 
According to Canon Law (canon 437), a metropolitan must request the 
pallium within three months of his appointment and may wear it only 
in the territory of his own diocese and in the other dioceses of his 
ecclesiastical province. 
 
The homophorion as a liturgical vestment used by Orthodox bishops 
and Eastern Catholic bishops of the Byzantine Rite, consists of a sash of 
white material, curved at its center thus allowing it to move around 
neck and to lean on the shoulders, causing the ends to fall onto the 
chest. In the Eastern tradition, the "great homophorion" (to be 
distinguished from the smaller version worn by bishops on certain 
occasions and similar to the epitrachelion, that corresponds to the 
western stole) has undergone a certain development and today is wider 
and more ornate in style. Unlike the pallium, the homophorion is not 
reserved for metropolitan archbishops, but can be worn by all bishops. 
The Papal Pallium 
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The liturgical pallium in the most ancient depictions appears in the form 
of an open scarf placed over the shoulders. In this form we see it in the 
figure of Archbishop Maximian (498-556) in the Church of San Vitale in 
Ravenna (which dates to the first half of the sixth century). A strip of the 
pallium is marked with a cross that hangs in front on the left shoulder, 
turns around the neck and, passing onto the right shoulder, descends 
very low toward the chest, at last, to return to the left shoulder and to 
fall again around the back. This manner of wearing the pallium was 
maintained until the High Middle Ages when, with the use of pins, it 
began to be worn so that the two ends hung exactly in the middle of the 
chest and the back. With the pins replaced by a fixed piece of sewn 
material, the papal pallium took on the form of an enclosed circle, that 
one finds commonplace after the ninth century, as one sees in depictions 
in various Roman basilicas, like Santa Maria Antiqua, Santa Maria in 
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Trastevere and San Clemente. The two ends of the pallium, however, 
always maintained a considerable length, until, after the fifteenth 
century, they were progressively shortened. 
The ornamentation of the pallium, that one finds illustrated already in a 
Ravenna mosaic, became thereafter always more elaborate. Four, six or 
eight red or black crosses were sewn onto it; on the edge fringe was 
sometimes attached. In the developed form of the pallium, the ends of 
the strips end with little bands of lead covered with black silk. The three 
jeweled pins, that originally served to hold the pallium firmly in place, 
already by the thirteenth century became a simply decorative element. 
The long pallium crossed over the left shoulder had not been worn by 
the Pope and the bishops in the West after the Carolingian period. It 
would seem as though already in the Middle Ages one finds a 
consciousness of this historic development: an illustration of a 
manuscript from the eleventh century shows St. Gregory the Great 
wearing the pallium in the contemporary fashion with the ends falling 
in the middle, and the Apostle Peter wearing it in the ancient style on 
the left shoulder (see Library of the Abbey of Montecassino, 73DD). 
Therefore, the well-known picture located in the Sacro Speco of Subiaco, 
dating to around 1219 and depicting Pope Innocent III with the ancient 
type of pallium, seems to be a conscious “archaism.” 
After having used a pallium that was larger and that crossed over the 
left shoulder, Benedict XVI, began to use again, from the Solemnity of 
Saints Peter and Paul in 2008, the form of the pallium used until the time 
of John Paul II, although of a wider and larger style, and with red 
crosses. The use of this form of the pallium is meant to underscore better 
the continuous development that this liturgical vestment has known in 
the span of more than twelve centuries. 
The pallium of the metropolitan archbishops, in its present form, is a 
straight sash of material of almost five centimeters, made of white wool, 
curved at the center thus allowing it to rest on the shoulders over the 
Roman or Gothic chasuble and with two black flaps falling in front and 
behind, so that, seen either from the front or from behind, the vestment 
reminds one of the letter "Y." It is decorated with six crosses of black 
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silk, one on each end and four on the incurvature, and is decorated in 
front and on the back, with three pins made of gold and jewels (acicula). 
The different form of the papal pallium with respect to that of the 
metropolitans makes clear the diversity of jurisdiction signified by the 
pallium. 


