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W o r l d ’ s  S m a l l e s t  C o u n t r y
N o  v i s i t  t o  R o m e  i s  c o m p l e t e  w i t h o u t  a  t r i p  t o  V a t i c a n
C i t y .  W h i l e  i t ' s  i t s  o w n  i n d e p e n d e n t  s t a t e  t o d a y ,  i t s
h i s t o r y  i s  a  d i r e c t  c o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r y  o f
C h r i s t i a n  R o m e .  A f t e r  t h e  f a l l  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  R o m a n
E m p i r e ,  t h e  p o p e s  f i l l e d  t h e  p o w e r  v a c u u m ,  a n d  a
s m a l l  a r e a  o n  t h e  V a t i c a n  H i l l  b e c a m e  t h e i r  r e s i d e n c e
a n d  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h .  I t ' s  a  p l a c e  o f
i m m e n s e  s p i r i t u a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  a n d  h o m e  t o  s o m e  o f
t h e  g r e a t e s t  a r t  a n d  a r c h i t e c t u r e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .

S t .  P e t e r ’ s  S q u a r e  a n d  B a s i l i c a
T h e  f i r s t  t h i n g  y o u ' l l  s e e  w h e n  y o u  a p p r o a c h  t h e
V a t i c a n  i s  t h e  m a s s i v e  S t .  P e t e r ' s  S q u a r e .  T h i s
m a g n i f i c e n t  o p e n  s p a c e  w a s  d e s i g n e d  b y  t h e  b r i l l i a n t
a r t i s t  G i a n  L o r e n z o  B e r n i n i  i n  t h e  1 7 t h  c e n t u r y .  H e
c r e a t e d  t w o  s e m i c i r c u l a r  c o l o n n a d e s — l i k e  g i a n t  a r m s
— t h a t  s e e m  t o  w e l c o m e  e v e r y o n e  i n t o  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e
C h u r c h .  A t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  s q u a r e  s t a n d s  a  m a s s i v e
E g y p t i a n  o b e l i s k ,  a  r e l i c  f r o m  a n c i e n t  R o m e  t h a t  w a s
m o v e d  h e r e  i n  a  c o m p l e x  e n g i n e e r i n g  f e a t .  I t ' s  a  p l a c e
w h e r e  m a s s i v e  c r o w d s  g a t h e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  p a p a l
b l e s s i n g s .  T h e  s h e e r  s c a l e  o f  t h e  s q u a r e  i s  d e s i g n e d  t o
i m p r e s s ,  f o s t e r i n g  a  s e n s e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  g r a n d e u r
t h a t  p r e p a r e s  v i s i t o r s  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  j o u r n e y  a h e a d .

T h e  t r u e  h i g h l i g h t  o f  t h e  V a t i c a n  i s  S t .  P e t e r ' s
B a s i l i c a .  I t ' s  o n e  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  a n d  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
c h u r c h e s  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  a n d  i t  w a s  b u i l t  o n  t h e  s i t e
w h e r e  S t .  P e t e r  w a s  b e l i e v e d  t o  h a v e  b e e n  b u r i e d .
I n s i d e ,  t h e  s c a l e  i s  s i m p l y  b r e a t h t a k i n g .  T h e  d o m e ,
d e s i g n e d  b y  t h e  g e n i u s  a r t i s t  M i c h e l a n g e l o ,  i s  a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f  R e n a i s s a n c e  a r c h i t e c t u r e .  Y o u  c a n
t a k e  a n  e l e v a t o r  a n d  t h e n  w a l k  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w a y  u p
t o  t h e  t o p  f o r  a  s t u n n i n g  v i e w  o f  R o m e ,  o f f e r i n g  a
p a n o r a m i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a t  c o n n e c t s  t h e  s p i r i t u a l
c e n t e r  o f  t h e  V a t i c a n  w i t h  t h e  s p r a w l i n g  h i s t o r i c  c i t y
a r o u n d  i t .  I n s i d e  t h e  b a s i l i c a ,  y o u  c a n  a l s o  s e e  o n e  o f
M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s  m o s t  f a m o u s  s c u l p t u r e s ,  t h e  P i e t à ,
w h i c h  s h o w s  t h e  V i r g i n  M a r y  h o l d i n g  t h e  b o d y  o f
J e s u s  i n  a  m o m e n t  o f  p r o f o u n d  g r i e f  a n d  b e a u t y .  T h e
b a s i l i c a  i s  n o t  j u s t  a  b u i l d i n g ;  i t ' s  a  t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
p o w e r  o f  f a i t h  a n d  t h e  i n c r e d i b l e  t a l e n t  o f  t h e  a r t i s t s
w h o  b r o u g h t  i t  t o  l i f e .  I t s  i n t r i c a t e  d e t a i l s ,  f r o m  t h e
v a s t  m a r b l e  f l o o r s  t o  t h e  s o a r i n g  c e i l i n g s ,  i n v i t e
c o n t e m p l a t i o n  a n d  a w e .
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V a t i c a n  M u s e u m s
R i g h t  n e x t  t o  t h e  b a s i l i c a  a r e  t h e  V a t i c a n  M u s e u m s ,
w h i c h  h o u s e  o n e  o f  t h e  w o r l d ' s  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  a r t
c o l l e c t i o n s .  T h e y ' r e  a  l o n g  s e r i e s  o f  g a l l e r i e s  t h a t
c o n t a i n  t r e a s u r e s  c o l l e c t e d  b y  t h e  p o p e s  o v e r
c e n t u r i e s .  W a l k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e m  i s  l i k e  t a k i n g  a
j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  a r t  h i s t o r y ,  f r o m  a n c i e n t  R o m a n
s c u l p t u r e s  t o  R e n a i s s a n c e  f r e s c o e s .  T h e  s h e e r
v o l u m e  a n d  q u a l i t y  c a n  b e  o v e r w h e l m i n g ,  b u t  e a c h
p i e c e  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  a  l a r g e r  n a r r a t i v e  o f  h u m a n
c r e a t i v i t y  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  d e v o t i o n .

A  f e w  o f  t h e  h i g h l i g h t s  y o u  s h o u l d n ' t  m i s s  a r e  t h e
R a p h a e l  R o o m s ,  a  s e r i e s  o f  f o u r  r o o m s  p a i n t e d  b y
t h e  a r t i s t  R a p h a e l  a n d  h i s  s t u d e n t s .  T h e y  w e r e
o r i g i n a l l y  P o p e  J u l i u s  I I ' s  p r i v a t e  a p a r t m e n t s  a n d
a r e  f i l l e d  w i t h  i n c r e d i b l e  s c e n e s ,  l i k e  T h e  S c h o o l  o f
A t h e n s ,  w h i c h  s h o w s  f a m o u s  p h i l o s o p h e r s  a n d
t h i n k e r s  f r o m  a n c i e n t  G r e e c e  d e b a t i n g  i n  a n
i d e a l i z e d  c l a s s i c a l  s e t t i n g .  T h e s e  f r e s c o e s  n o t  o n l y
s h o w c a s e  a r t i s t i c  g e n i u s  b u t  a l s o  r e f l e c t  t h e
i n t e l l e c t u a l  c u r i o s i t y  o f  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e  p o p e s .

S i s t i n e  C h a p e l
B u t  t h e  r e a l  r e a s o n  m o s t  p e o p l e  g o  t o  t h e  V a t i c a n
M u s e u m s  i s  t o  s e e  t h e  S i s t i n e  C h a p e l .  Y o u ' l l  w a l k
t h r o u g h  m a n y  g a l l e r i e s  b e f o r e  y o u  g e t  t h e r e ,  a n d
t h e  a n t i c i p a t i o n  b u i l d s .  O n c e  y o u  e n t e r ,  y o u ' l l  s e e
t h e  c e i l i n g ,  w h i c h  w a s  p a i n t e d  b y  M i c h e l a n g e l o  a n d
i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  a r t w o r k s  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  I t
t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  G e n e s i s ,  f r o m  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e
w o r l d  t o  t h e  f l o o d .  

T h e  m o s t  w e l l - k n o w n  p a r t  i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  p a n e l ,  T h e
C r e a t i o n  o f  A d a m ,  w h e r e  G o d  r e a c h e s  o u t  t o  t o u c h
A d a m ' s  h a n d ,  a  s y m b o l  o f  d i v i n e  s p a r k .  O n  t h e  w a l l
b e h i n d  t h e  a l t a r ,  y o u ' l l  s e e  M i c h e l a n g e l o ' s  o t h e r
f a m o u s  w o r k ,  T h e  L a s t  J u d g m e n t ,  w h i c h  i s  a  h u g e
a n d  d r a m a t i c  f r e s c o  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  s e c o n d  c o m i n g  o f
C h r i s t  a n d  t h e  f i n a l  j u d g m e n t .  T h e  S i s t i n e  C h a p e l  i s
a  p l a c e  o f  q u i e t  a w e ,  a n d  i t ' s  a  p e r f e c t  e n d i n g  t o  t h e
j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  t h e  m u s e u m s ,  l e a v i n g  v i s i t o r s  w i t h
a  l a s t i n g  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  a r t i s t i c  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  p o w e r .
I t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  p i n n a c l e  o f  R e n a i s s a n c e  a r t ,  a
v i s u a l  s e r m o n  r e n d e r e d  w i t h  u n p a r a l l e l e d  s k i l l  a n d
e m o t i o n a l  d e p t h .
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T o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  v i s i t  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  a t  w w w . t h o m a s - i n s t i t u t e . c o m .

C o p y r i g h t  ©  2 0 2 5  b y  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  P r e s s .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .

Reflection Questions

1. St. Peter's Square was designed with its giant arms to welcome everyone, and St.
Peter's Basilica is a testament to the power of faith. How do these huge and beautiful
structures make the Vatican feel like an important and welcoming spiritual center?

2. Michelangelo's works, like the Pietà in the Basilica and the ceiling of the Sistine
Chapel, are considered world masterpieces. How do you think seeing such famous and
powerful art, often with religious themes, might affect a visitor's experience of the
Vatican?

3. The Vatican Museums hold countless treasures collected by popes over centuries.
What does having such a vast and important art collection in a religious state tell you
about the connection between art, history, and faith in Rome? What role does the
church play as preserver of Christian culture? How do you preserve Christian culture?

4. Take notice of both the spiritual importance of the Vatican (like being built over St.
Peter's burial site) and its artistic beauty. How do these two aspects work together to
make the Vatican a unique and powerful place for visitors? Should churches not only
demonstrate spiritual power but also seek to display beauty? How would you describe
the architecture of your church?

5. If you were to visit the Vatican, which specific part (St. Peter's Square, the Basilica,
the Sistine Chapel, or the Raphael Rooms) do you think you would find most impactful,
and what kind of feelings or thoughts do you imagine it would spark in you?
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