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INTRODUCTION

You’ve probably seen it a thousand times—on postcards, in photos, or even on your own
pilgrimage to Rome: at the very center of the majestic St. Peter’s Square, like a finger
pointing toward the heavens, stands a towering Egyptian obelisk. But what is a pagan symbol
doing at the very heart of Christianity? Isn’t it contradictory to see a relic from ancient
Egypt—a land of idolatry and pharaonic magic—presiding over the most sacred place in
Christendom?

Far from being a mere decorative element or an architectural oddity, this obelisk is a
powerful spiritual sign, a testimony of victory, and a living theological lesson. Its presence is
not only of deep historical significance but also of profound spiritual relevance that can
reshape how we view the world, how we live the faith… and how we understand the victory of
Christ.

This article will take you on the captivating journey of this ancient stone: from its pagan
origin to its Christian consecration; from the sands of Egypt to the hill of the Vatican. Prepare
to discover not just a monument, but a message—one that still resonates today, more
urgently than ever.

1. A Stone from the Nile in the Eternal City: The Origin
of the Obelisk
This obelisk was carved over 3,000 years ago from the quarries of Upper Egypt during the
reign of Pharaoh Mencares (or Menkaura), around 1300 B.C. Its original purpose was
religious: like all obelisks, it symbolized the sun god Ra, representing the divine vitality and
power of the pharaoh, and served as a focal point for magical and astrological rituals.
Obelisks were considered sacred talismans of solar power.

This particular one was transported to Alexandria by order of Augustus after the Roman
conquest of Egypt, and later brought to Rome by Emperor Caligula in the 1st century A.D. It
was installed in his private circus—the Circus of Nero—which was located precisely where
St. Peter’s Basilica now stands.

There, under the shadow of the obelisk, terrible persecutions took place. On the very ground
where pilgrims now walk, many Christians were martyred. Among them, according to
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Tradition, was the Apostle Peter himself, who was crucified upside down not far from this very
obelisk.

2. From Sign of Idolatry to Witness of Martyrdom: The
Redemption of a Symbol
For centuries, the obelisk remained a silent witness to the Church’s bloody birth. It bore no
Christian inscriptions. It was still a pagan relic in the heart of the faith.

But in 1586, Pope Sixtus V, in an act of boldness and prophetic vision, ordered the obelisk to
be moved to the center of the new square being constructed in front of the Basilica. He
entrusted the monumental task to architect Domenico Fontana.

The move was a true technical and spiritual feat. Fontana used over 900 men, 75 horses,
cranes, and pulleys. But most strikingly, Sixtus V did not do it for aesthetics alone: he did it
as an act of symbolic exorcism. The obelisk was Christianized.

3. The Rite of Redemption: The Exorcism of the Obelisk
Before it was erected, the Pope ordered a solemn exorcism. The monument was sprinkled
with holy water, prayers were recited, and a large bronze cross was placed atop it. Inside
this cross, according to Vatican documents, were placed relics of the True Cross of Christ.

Thus, the symbol of the pagan sun god Ra was submitted to the power of the one true God.
The Cross triumphed over the sun, and the wood of salvation crowned the stone of
slavery. The obelisk, once a witness to idolatries, became a witness to martyrs. What
emperors once used to glorify themselves was now transformed into a pedestal to glorify
Christ.

“The Lord said to Moses: Make a fiery serpent and set it on a
pole; and everyone who is bitten, when he sees it, shall live.”
(Numbers 21:8).



From Pagan Egypt to the Heart of Christianity: The Mystery of the
Obelisk in St. Peter’s Square | 3

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 3

This passage takes on new spiritual meaning here: what was once a
cause of death, when lifted in faith, becomes salvation.

4. What Does This Obelisk Say to Us Today?
Theological and Pastoral Relevance

4.1. The Cross Conquers the World

This obelisk, as old as human sin, reminds us of a great truth: grace can redeem even the
most impure things. God does not destroy; He transforms. Christ did not come to eliminate
the world but to save it from within.

Just as the obelisk was transformed into an altar, you too can be transformed. Your past, your
wounds, your failures—none of them define you. If you allow yourself to be crowned by the
Cross, you become an instrument of grace.

4.2. History Becomes Liturgy

Every time a pilgrim prays in St. Peter’s Square, that ancient pagan monument somehow
participates in the worship of the living God. The Church does not erase history; she
sanctifies it. This gesture reminds us that Christians are called to reclaim the world for
Christ, not to flee from it.

4.3. The Christian Life: A Stone Pointing to Heaven

The obelisk points to heaven. Like it, your life must rise, point to God, stand firm and silent
amid the noise. In a world increasingly returning to paganism, the Christian must be a
vertical stone, unshakable, crowned by the Cross.
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5. Practical Applications: How to Live the Spirituality of
the Obelisk

1. Examine Your Symbols

What images, objects, routines in your life still belong to the “Egypt” of your past? What
needs to be exorcised, blessed, or transformed? Just as the Pope placed a cross on the
obelisk, you should place a cross on everything you do. Do it intentionally. Do it prayerfully.

2. Do Not Destroy—Redeem

Today’s culture needs Christians who do not flee from the world, but transform it. Learn to
see the seeds of truth where no one else does. Like Pope Sixtus V, ask: how can I make this
glorify God?

3. Persevere Amid Persecution

The obelisk witnessed martyrdom. True faith is not lived in comfort but in sacrifice. If you are
suffering for being faithful, remember: you are “beneath the obelisk.” Your testimony will not
be in vain. It is in that place where the Church rises.

6. A Spiritual Guide at the Foot of the Obelisk
If you ever visit Rome, or simply see an image of St. Peter’s Square, pause and contemplate
that stone. Do so as a spiritual exercise. Imagine:

The Egyptian sun that once shone on it… replaced by the light of Christ.
The desert sands… replaced by the blood of martyrs.
The silence of paganism… replaced by the singing of pilgrims.

Pray there. Meditate on what it means for the Cross to have triumphed. And remember: you
too are called to be a “Christian obelisk”: firm, elevated, redeemed, oriented
toward heaven.
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CONCLUSION: A MONUMENT, A VOCATION

In a world that often seems closer to Pharaoh’s Egypt than to Christ’s Kingdom, the obelisk in
St. Peter’s Square proclaims a powerful message: the Cross does not eliminate—it
transforms. It does not erase history—it fills it with grace.

May you live out that redemption. May your past, like the obelisk’s, not weigh you down… but
point you upward. And in the midst of an increasingly dark world, may you be a vertical stone
of faith, reminding all that Christ reigns… and His Kingdom will have no end.

“The Lord reigns, He is robed in majesty.” (Psalm 93:1)

Would you like me to prepare a prayer or personal devotion inspired by the obelisk of St.
Peter? Or a shorter version of this article for social media or preaching? I’m at your service.


