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SS. Peter and Paul 2014 

Today or tomorrow  nearly all Christians who follow a liturgical calendar celebrate 

the feast of SS. Peter and Paul.  Now, the first and most obvious question is 

“why?”. Why are these two New Testament disciples of Jesus so important that 

nearly the entire Christian world remembers them together at this time. What 

value do Peter and Paul have for us who are trying to be disciples of Jesus in the 

21st century. 

 

There are, of course, various ways of trying to answer this question.  Our 

Protestant brothers and sisters might emphasize Paul and his preaching on 

justification by faith, which fueled the 16th-century Reformation, while we 

Catholics might emphasize Peter as the figure on whom the Church would be 

structurally unified around his successors in the See of Rome.  Both of these  

conventional answers are certainly true, but they may not speak very 

convincingly any longer to us postmodern people who are a little skeptical of both 

big structures and big overarching doctrinal systems.  So what is it about Peter 

and Paul that might still be able to help us to see them as somehow foundational 

for our own lives as Christians? 

 

Let me tell you what strikes me about these two characters.  Neither of them are, 

at first sight, men you might think God would choose to be lynchpins for the new 

Christian community.  Paul, or before his encounter with Jesus, Saul was a self-

righteous, self-satisfied, intellectually rigid, vicious Pharisee who was out to 
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protect and preserve the tradition of Israel no matter what it took.  He saw this 

new-fangled Jesus movement as a real problem for Judaism and for Israel. The 

Book of Acts tells us that Saul stood by and held the cloaks of those who stoned 

Stephen, the first Christian martyr, and that he approved of Stephen’s murder.  

Saul then followed this up by trying to destroy the church entirely.  He went from 

house to house and dragged Christian believers, both men and women, and 

threw them into jail.  He was so convinced that this new Jesus sect was wrong 

and against God’s Torah that he went to the High Priest and asked for letters of 

introduction to the Jewish synagogues in Damascus so that he could track down 

any disciples of Jesus who might be there, arrest them, and bring them back to 

Jerusalem. 

 

I think Saul was so smug and so rigid and so convinced that he was right that the 

only way that God could get through to him was literally to knock him off his 

horse while he was on his way to persecute the church in Damascus.  The one 

who thought he could see everything so clearly was blinded when he fell from his 

horse.  For three days he was not able to see anything, the book of Acts tells us, 

and he ate and drank nothing.  This arrogant, sanctimonious, holier-than-thou, 

self-satisfied religious prig was the one whom God chose to make Jesus’ name 

known to the Gentiles.  After that experience on the road to Damascus, Saul got 

a new identity and a new name, Paul, and a new mission in life.  Now if there 

isn’t something really, really peculiar about this choice of hyper-Jewish Saul/Paul 

as the one to go to the Gentiles with the message of Jesus, whom he had 
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despised, then I’m the Queen Mother! 

 

And the choice of Peter is not a whole lot better.  It also is rather odd.   Today we 

heard the Matthew narrative about Simon (i.e., Peter) declaring Jesus to be the 

son of God.  This narrative is really worth looking at.  Every now and then Jesus 

would quiz his disciples to see how much they were really getting, and almost 

inevitably he would be rather disappointed or annoyed with them at their answers 

because they regularly gave answers that seemed to suggest that not much was 

getting through.  So now he gathers them around and asks them an entirely 

different kind of question, not one about anything he had been talking about.  He 

asks them a question about himself- “who do people say the son of man is?”  

And the disciples give the predictable answers, “John the Baptist”, “Elijah”, 

Jeremiah or some other prophet”. 

 

Now this kind of question is the kind that we often like because it is not directed 

towards us.  It is about data, about information.  It is asking what other people 

think about something.  You know, in church we seem to be superb at this kind of 

question.  So much of our religious education seems to be about what other 

people have thought or think about God and about Jesus- what the popes and 

bishops and theologians throughout the centuries have said and written, what the 

apostles and Fathers of the Church have taught.  All of that is really important, 

but this kind of question is easy.   There is no personal risk involved in repeating 

what you have heard or read others say that they believe. 
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But then Jesus does the switch-a-rue.  He turns the question back on the 

disciples: “But who do you say that I am?” Oh, that’s a different kettle of fish.  

You can almost see the disciples squirming, studying the back of their hands, 

looking over the hill, moving little piles of dirt with their sandals.  Who knows how 

long it took before Simon finally blurts out, “You are the Messiah/Christ, the son 

of the living God”, and when he does, the others must have been relieved- 

someone at last has given an answer, and Jesus seems to be pleased with it.   

 

The whole scene is so Peteresque- he’s first to leave his fishing boat to follow 

Jesus, he’s the first to try to walk on water, he’s the first to volunteer his opinion 

on any subject, and now he’s the first to answer Jesus’ question. And this time he 

seemed to get it right.  Jesus praises him, “blessed are you, Simon, son of John”, 

but then tells him that he was blessed for an answer that wasn’t his own.  It came 

from God. “This truth,” Jesus said, didn’t come from any human being.  It came 

directly from “my Father in heaven”.  In other words, Peter is declared blessed for 

something he didn’t come up with, he didn’t work out, and he didn’t make up.  It 

wasn’t  really his.  Nonetheless, Jesus says that Simon is now Petros, the rock. 

The irony of the whole thing is further multiplied because six sentences later in 

Matthew’s gospel, Jesus will stub his toe on that rock, for no sooner does Peter 

receive his new authority than he begins to argue with Jesus about what is going 

to happen up in Jerusalem.  “Get behind me, Satan,” Jesus finally says to him, 

“you are a stumbling block in my path.  Peter goes from being blessed to being 
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satanic, from being the rock of the Church to being a stumbling block in the 

Jesus’s way.  And that is so much like Peter throughout the gospels.  He wants 

to walk on water but he sinks.  He says that Jesus is truly the Messiah but then 

tells him what he needs to do up in Jerusalem.  He promises to be faithful to the 

end but he chickens out and denies Jesus when push comes to shove. 

 

Jesus in his unsearchable wisdom, his inscrutable way, decided to pick a 

bullheaded, bighearted, fallible, stubborn, never-say-die rock upon which to build 

his church.  Peter may not exhibit the flawless character, the intellectual 

profundity, or the spiritual depth that I might expect from the founder of my 

church, but then I’m really quite glad that there is someone like him-someone 

who may really understand me- who is in charge of heaven’s gates. 

 

So what do Peter and Paul say to us postmodern people who are somewhat 

skeptical of big structures, big institutions and big systems of thought?  They tell 

us that there is hope for all of us yet, that blessedness isn’t about perfectness, its 

about willingness, that what counts is our being ready to risk our own answers 

and our own lives and not just repeat what other people say about God.  Both of 

these dudes finally turned towards Jesus and said “yes” even when they weren’t 

quite sure where that “yes” would lead.  Both of them were honest and real, and 

yes at times quite stupid, but God was able to take them, twist them around, turn 

them upside down, and use them to accomplish a whole bunch of really good 

stuff.  And maybe that is all that God ever asks of any of us. 


