THE SOLEMNITY OF ST. PETER AND ST. PAUL

Today the Church celebrates the solemnity of St. Peter and St. Paul. Both suffered the same kind of death, martyrdom, in the same city, Rome, at about the same time, 64-67 a.d. The early church recognized Peter and Paul as the two pillars of the church of Christ.  The first reading tells us of the miraculous deliverance of Peter from prison for proclaiming the name of Jesus.  The second reading briefly summarizes Paul’s own "pouring out" of his life as a libation in proclaiming the gospel of the Kingdom of God. Our Gospel today recounts the confession of Peter that Jesus was the Messiah, and the conferring upon him of the "keys of the kingdom.  Peter and Paul did not work so closely together. Peter was called directly by Jesus and given “the keys of the kingdom” (Matthew 16:16-18).  He is portrayed in icons carrying the keys. Paul, on the other hand, probably never met Jesus face to face. His inspiration and his style of presenting the gospel came from visions and charismatic experiences.  He is portrayed in icons carrying either a sword or a book.  Peter and Paul were so different that Peter was surnamed the Apostle of the Jews and Paul the Apostle of the Gentiles.

With these differences, one often wonders why the names of Peter and Paul are so often found together as is the case with our parish name – Ss. Peter and Paul Church.  Peter was a Jewish Jew; a native of Palestine, the home of the Jews.  Paul was a Greek Jew, a native of Tarsus.  Peter saw Jesus in the flesh and shared his earthly life for three years; Paul had only the vision of the risen and glorified Christ on his way to Damascus.  From what has been written about them, even their physical appearances differed greatly.  Peter was a big man, making it logical that Jesus would change his name from Simon to Cephas, meaning rock.  Indeed, several ancient writers referred to him as the “Big fisherman”.  Paul by contrast was a small man; which may be the reason why for his Roman name, Paul, which literally means ‘small’.  He was small physically, but everything else about him turned out to be very big. 

It is true that they have some differences but to my mind, it is only in their combination that we see the true nature of the Church as institutional and Charismatic – while Peter emphasized the institutional nature of the Church, Paul emphasized the charismatic nature of the Church.  There is another thing they had in common and that was a single-minded, almost fanatical acceptance of Christ and commitment to him.  Jesus was everything for them.  Peter said to Jesus: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God (Matt 16:16).  In another place he said “Lord, to whom shall we go, you have the message of eternal life” (John 6:68).  In one of his letters, Paul said: “I am alive; yet it is no longer I, but Christ who lives in me (Gal 2:20).  So, both have uncompromising personal commitment to Christ. 
In Peter and Paul conservatism and liberalism combine to produce solid faith and active worship.  But today some Christians are quick to label themselves either as conservatives or liberals. Conservatives, who often identify with the institutional authority of Peter, wage war against liberals; and liberals, who identify with the charismatic vision of Paul, wage war against conservatives. By combining the feasts of the apostles Peter and Paul, the church is inviting all her children to look beyond the conservative-liberal divide and discover a deeper level of unity in Christ. The church of Christ needs the rock of Peter’s institutional leadership as well as the vitality of Paul’s charismatic vision. Christian unity, like the unity of Peter and Paul, is not a unity in uniformity but a unity in diversity.  Every Christian should have both – a sense of tradition and sense of Charismatic.

When we consider the contributions of Paul to Christianity, one no longer wonders why Paul had to come when he did with slightly different theology.  It seems that in the course of spreading the message, the apostles implemented all that Jesus taught them but did not interpret much the work of the Advocate who breaks walls of division and sows love among believers.  They allowed certain tenets of Judaism to yet prevail in their theology.  A good example is when Peter insisted on the circumcision of the Gentiles and Peter opposed him to his face because he, Peter, was clearly wrong (Gal 2:11-14).  From Paul’s complimentary contributions, it seems that the Lord converted him through the power of the Holy Spirit so that in turn he will bring out more manifestably the intended work of the Holy Spirit in its fullest this his charismatic emphasis.  At this juncture, one can say that Paul’s theology is not meant to stand on itself alone but Peter’s and the other Apostles.  Is it any wonder then he went to Jerusalem after his conversion to confer with Peter and the other brothers (Gal 1:18)?.
The problem Paul’s theology has suffered is misunderstanding – for instance the misunderstanding of his theology of work and faith.  Thanks to the current mutual understanding of a joint Declaration on the doctrine of justification signed by Catholic Church and Lutheran World Federation in 1999 and endorsed by World Methodist Council in 2006 which reads:  “Together we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while equipping and calling us to good works”.  With this the debate between faith and good works was resolved.  Here the Catholics re-learn that we do not earn our way to heaven by good works; salvation is God’s free gift.  Lutherans re-learn that good works play an important role in living out the faith; salvation is not merely a matter of a verbal profession of faith.  Both teachings are firmly Pauline in concept.

This solemnity is an invitation to become like Peter and Paul in a single-minded dedication to Christ.  The problem with us is that have not personalized the faith we profess.  We are yet to receive Jesus as the Lord of our life.  As a result any slightest challenge to our faith, we are thrown into doubt, a crisis of identity develops, or we lose the faith altogether.  Today Paul and Peter are telling us that they were men like us with human weaknesses but they overcame them, took Christ as their personal Lord and rose to great heights.  We too must each resolve to take Christ as they did, namely, as the Lord and Master of our lives.  By placing two of them together in one icon, united in lifting up the church, the church is sending a message to all her children that they all likewise should be united, in spite of individual and local differences, in building up the one church of God. This is the only way to enjoy the patronage of Peter and Paul.

