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Quite often in Orthodox Christianity, the first thing that greets the visitor in a church, facing 
each other on either side of the entrance, are the images of St. Peter and St. Paul, whom we 
honor today. Peter is easily recognizable by his white curly hair and full beard, Paul by his 
balding head and pointed, darker beard. The images can be frescoes or mosaics. In some 
churches, however, the two disciples are represented as sculpted columns which support 
the doorframe. They stand on the building’s foundations, literally and figuratively holding up 
the church. 

Just as it is impossible to conceive of the development of the early Church without these two 
giants, it is difficult to travel in the Balkans or the Middle East without following in the 
footsteps of one or the other. The discovery of a fishing boat from the time of Jesus, long 
buried in the mud of the Sea of Galilee, now provides an extraordinary glimpse of what 
Peter’s everyday life would have been like. In Jerusalem, a church was built over the 
probable remains of the governor’s palace where Jesus was interrogated after his arrest. 
Peter followed him at a safe distance on the old Roman road leading up from the city, still 
visible. The church takes its name of St. Peter Gallicantu (literally, crowing of the cock) from 
Peter’s three denials of Our Lord in the palace courtyard.  

As for that indefatigable traveller St. Paul, memories of his mission trips are everywhere: at 
the Roman fortress in Caesarea in northern Israel where he was held prisoner, in Damascus, 
on the Areopagus hill in Athens where he preached, on Cyprus. In Ephesus, now in Turkey, 
you can sit in the amphitheater where a violent pagan demonstration against the new faith 
almost caused Paul’s demise, as reported in Acts.  

Why does the Church commemorate two such different saints on the same day? After all, 
there appears to be little in common between the impetuous, rough-hewn fisherman Peter, 
who never quite seems to get Jesus’ point, and the intellectual, polyglot Paul, so self-assured 
and always able to talk himself out of the worst scrapes. We can scarcely imagine their first 
encounter in Jerusalem. Peter and the other apostles would have had good reason to be 
wary of this new convert whom they had known as Saul, and who had been extremely active 
in persecuting the early Church.  

One of the wonderful things about living in a Christian community is that we get to know 
people very different from ourselves with whom we might never have associated. We have 
the expression “robbing Peter to pay Paul”, whose origin, by the way, was the money taken 
from Westminster Abbey, dedicated to St. Peter, to pay for the rebuilding of St. Paul’s 
Cathedral after the Great London Fire in 1666. But with our two saints, the taking was 
entirely mutual: Peter would have acquainted Paul with the apostles’ ministry and life with 
Jesus, whom Paul had never met save for his vision on the road to Damascus. Paul would 



have brought to Peter all the learning and culture of a devout, Greek-speaking Jew from a 
completely different part of the Roman Empire.  

Peter and Paul were instrumental in persuading the other apostles that the new Way had to 
address not only Jews, but also Gentiles – Peter by understanding from a vision that Jewish 
dietary laws need not be a barrier to conversion, and Paul who did not deem circumcision 
necessary. All that mattered, both men argued, was faith in Jesus as the Son of God, the 
Messiah. They spoke from personal experience, having had intimate, life-changing 
experiences with the Risen Lord. Neither was ever afraid to speak boldly to power, whether 
the Roman occupant or the religious authorities. They brought the light of knowledge of 
Jesus to a vast new audience. 

I am reading a fascinating biography by Diarmaid MacCulloch of Thomas Cranmer, who had 
the unenviable task of serving as Archbishop of Canterbury under the Tudors. Much of the 
structure and traditional language in today’s Evensong liturgy still bears the stamp of 
Cranmer, author of the first two Books of Common Prayer. Like Peter and Paul, Cranmer 
envisioned the Church as an inclusive body, where laypeople heard the service and read the 
Bible in their own language, not Latin, and where they shared both the communion bread 
and wine.  

Citing Paul, Cranmer argued that only the grace of Jesus, freely given, can save us, not doing 
good works or purchasing indulgences. And Cranmer did not shrink from standing up to 
bigoted autocrats like Henry VIII, who merely wished to replace the Pope’s authority by his 
own, or his daughter Mary, bent on returning the Church of England to the fold of Rome. 
Burned at the stake by Mary, Cranmer paid with his life for speaking truth to power. Yet his 
martyrdom, like that of Peter and Paul, traditionally considered to have been executed in 
Rome, merely strengthened the resolve of those who followed him. 

What we do as Christians has an impact on the world around us, in ways great and small, 
and in ways that we may never know. Our lives in Christ matter. The Church must never be 
afraid to speak out against injustice, inequality and intolerance. With today’s service, we give 
thanks for the lives of Peter and Paul, who spread the liberation of the Gospel far and wide 
to all, regardless of origin or background. In so doing, they lit a light that can never, ever be 
extinguished. AMEN  
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