Sermon for the feast of Saints Peter and Paul

Peter and Paul are two great figures within the early Church. Cathedrals are named after them, and the
Pope sits on the See of St Peter, reminding us that each and every Christian is part of a lineage of faith
that stretches back millennia to those early believers who first shared the Good News and called
people into faith in Jesus.

Peter was one of the first disciples, called by Jesus on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. He was a
fisherman who answered Jesus’ invitation to ‘fish for people’. He was at the Last Supper, and Jesus
predicted that Peter would deny him three times on the night that Jesus was betrayed into the hand of
the Roman authorities. Ultimately, Jesus and Peter would be reconciled, and Peter would continue his
ministry of evangelism and the proclamation of God’s Kingdom.

Paul was a later convert, and like Peter, an incredibly influential figure in Christianity. A vehement
opponent of Christianity, he was initially a persecutor of the Christian community. An encounter with
Christ on the Road to Damascus changed Paul’s life, and started his ministry within the Church.
Through his many letters to early Church communities, you can see that he works hard to rise above his
past, and to demonstrate his faith in the God whose believers he once violently attacked. Some of his
writing is theologically challenging, but | give thanks that it was Paul who wrote, “there is no longer
Jew nor Greek, there is no longer slave nor free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are
one in Christ Jesus” in the letter to the Galatians.

In terms of their symbolism, Peter and Paul have some powerful imagery associated with them.

Peter has two common symbols - the first is an inverted cross. Peter was sentenced to crucifixion, but
saw himself as unworthy of dying in the same manner as Christ. So he was crucified on an upside down
cross. Let me leave the upside down cross as symbol of Peter’s faith, courage, and humility, with you
for a moment ...

The second is a set of crossed keys, symbolising St Peter being entrusted with the keys to the kingdom
of heaven. We often speak of St Peter being at the pearly gates, welcoming the faithful departed into
heaven, and this is where that imagery comes from.

Paul has two symbols. The first is a sword, symbolising his martyrdom. The second is an open book or
scroll, which signifies the many letters he wrote to the early Church, and his ministry in the
encouragement and spread of Christianity throughout the ancient world. His prolific writing to the
early Church has led him to be considered the patron saint of publishers.

When you consider them as individuals, in Peter and Paul we have two men who were imperfect, as
every human being is. But they found their purpose, and they pursued it.

Our readings may seem a little lop-sided today, as both the reading from the Acts of the Apostles and
the Gospel according to John feature Peter prominently, while we only hear from Paul in a section of
his letter to Timothy. In fact, we do not actually hear his name during the passage, but only hear
references to him and his activities.

In the passage from the Acts of the Apostles, Peter is imprisoned at the order of King Herod. The
passage was the inspiration for Charles Wesley in the writing of a verse in the hymn, ‘And can it be’. He
wrote:



Long my imprisoned spirit lay
Fast bound in sin and nature's night;
Thine eye diffused a quick'ning ray,
| woke, the dungeon flamed with light;
My chains fell off, my heart was free;
| rose, went forth and followed Thee.

It is a rousing depiction of the sense of liberation and freedom that comes from faith. It also depicts
Peter’s hope and gratitude in his personal liberation. Wesley takes something very specific to Peter, but
makes it universally relevant to all believers, and celebrating the redemption of all people.

The passage from the gospel according to John is both a deeply personal encounter between Jesus and
Peter, but also one which expresses what reconciliation looks like for anyone.

When Peter and Jesus speak with each other, Jesus asks him three times, “do you love me?” Each
guestion is in parallel to the times that Peter denied knowing Jesus. It is his opportunity to take back
those words of denial and replace them with words of connection, with a declaration of love.

This moment, on the beach where the disciples shared a simple breakfast, is a poignant moment that
teaches us that reconciliation is possible. That amend can be made for harm done, when we are willing
to be honest, to apologise, and commit to moving on. It does not erase our previous actions, but it
does formally declare our intention to change, and not to repeat them.

In their final exchange, there is also an important lesson. Peter asks about another disciple, asking
“Lord, what about him”, and Jesus responds, “If it is my will that he remains until | come, what is that
to you? Follow me.”

Jesus teaches Peter a very important lesson with his response - do not overly worry about what others
are doing, or things which are beyond your control. Focus on yourself, what you are doing, and why
you are doing those things. That is what we should focus on, because it means our energies and
attention are directed precisely where they need to be. This is a lesson that is eternally relevant, and is
well worth keeping in mind.

What is most powerful about Peter and Paul is that we have in them two deeply faithful men, who
grappled with how they should live out their faith, who made mistakes, but who never swerved from
their intention to be faithful to God and to serve God’s people once they made their decision to do so.

They accepted their errors, were open about them, sought forgiveness, and continued in God’s service.
They did not allow their past to define their future, and they learned from it to the best of their ability.
This is a textbook example of maturity in life, and in faith.

Through this, | think they are two of the finest figures we can look to when seeking someone whose
faith was complex, whose experiences reflected the ups and downs of life and its imperfection, but
whose willingness to be a source of hope, of faith, and of inspiration, continued to the end of their
days. Long may we remember them, use their wisdom to guide us, as we give thanks for Saint Peter
and Saint Paul.
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