THE CHIEFS OF THE APOSTLES PETER AND PAUL
2 Cor. 11:21-12;9 Matthew 16:13-19

By Archpriest Peter Olsen
St. Basil’s Russian Orthodox Church, Watervliet, NY 12189, June 29, 2025

Today we remember the Holy Chiefs of the Apostles Peter and Paul. The role played by
these apostles, and all of the apostles, is so great, that the Church appointed a special fast
which we complete today on the day of the feast. Peter, a simple fisherman, was married and
lived in Bethsaida. We often think of him as uneducated. Although he is not known for
receiving an education of higher learning, he was well taught in the Torah, Holy Scripture, and
all the law, practices, traditions and wisdom of the Jewish faith. Paul was from Tarsus and was
a highly educated Jew and Roman citizen. As an apostle he supported himself by making
tents. He was a Pharisee, and it is recorded that he was educated by Gamaliel, a very famous
rabbinical scholar of the time.

The Lord visited Peter while he was casting his net into the sea, and called him and his
brother Andrew to come and follow Him, promising to make them “fishers of men.” Peter’s
name was originally Simon. When he confessed that Christ was the Son of the living God, the
Lord likened the confession of faith expressed by Peter as to a rock upon which He would
build His church. “You are Cephas (Peter), and on this rock (Peter’s confession of faith) | will
build my Church,” said the Lord. Cephas is of Aramaic origin, the spoken language of Jesus,
and in Greek is expressed as Petros, or Peter. Paul (his Hebrew name being Saul) zealously
persecuted the Christians and was responsible for the execution of many. It was Paul who
held the coats of the band of Jews who stoned St. Stephen to death. While traveling on the
road to Damascus in order to persecute the Christians there, the Lord appeared and revealed
Himself to Paul. Paul became blind for three days. His sight was restored after he received
Christian baptism and emerged from the baptismal font. Paul now became a zealous preacher
of the Christian faith and is known as “the Apostle to the Gentiles” for bringing many gentiles
into the Church of Christ.

Peter, Paul, and all of the apostles suffered many things on account of preaching in the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. They were beaten, stoned, imprisoned, and suffered much
abuse from the enemies of Christ. In the end Peter and Paul were martyred for their faith.
When St. Peter said that he was not worthy to die in the same manner as the Lord, he was
crucified upside down. Paul, being a Roman citizen, was beheaded, which was considered to
be more honorable than crucifixion.

Throughout the centuries many Christians have been persecuted and executed on account
of their faith in Christ. Today the Christians are the most persecuted people in the world1 on
account of their religious beliefs and faith. Last Sunday, June 22, there was a horrific attack on
the Antiochian Orthodox Church of St. Elias in Dweilaa, Damascus. While 400 worshippers
were celebrating an evening Divine Liturgy, a suicide bomber began firing on the crowd and
then blew himself up as the crowd tried to push him out, resulting in the death of at least 25
worshippers and injuring at least 63. A priest stated that there was a second gunman and
another witness states that two other accomplices fled before the explosion. The Syrian
Ministry of the Interior stated that the Islamic State, ISIS, was responsible for the attack. The
attack came after Muslim sheikhs visited Damascus neighborhoods asking Christian residents
to convert to Islam, and after killings elsewhere in March and May. The Islamic State (ISIS) has
been responsible for many attacks on churches in post-Assad Syria. The Greek Orthodox
Patriarchate of Antioch released a statement saying "The treacherous hand of evil struck this
evening, claiming our lives, along with the lives of our loved ones who fell today as martyrs
during the evening Divine Liturgy.” Patriarch John X, speaking at the memorial service in
Damascus, stated that the attack was a massacre, a heinous crime, and a targeting of a
fundamental component of Syria. He asserted that Syrian Christians were not going anywhere
after the attack. Speaking to the current president of Syria Ahmed al-Sharaa, the Patriarch
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regretted that there were no government officials at the crime scene other than Hind Kabawat,
the only Christian in government. He appealed for the government to extend a hand to the
Syrian Christian population in building the new Syria. He also said that this attack was the first
of its kind in Syria since 1860. His All-Holiness Patriarch John X has been personally following
the developments from the very first moment. He is conducting both local and regional
communications to convey the grim reality unfolding in Damascus to the entire world. He is
calling for urgent action to put an end to these massacres.

We offer our prayers for the repose of the souls of the martyrs, for the healing of the
wounded, and for the consolation of our grieving brothers and sisters in Syria. Let us and our
persecuted Syrian brethren reaffirm our unwavering commitment to our faith and, through that
steadfastness, our rejection of all fear and intimidation. We beseech Christ our God to guide
the ship of our salvation through the storms of this world, in whatever form Satan may choose
to attack us. Holy New Martyrs of the Church of the Prophet Elias in Syria and Holy Apostles
Peter and Paul pray unto God for us! Amen!

1. See “The Global War on Christians” by John L. Allen Jr., Image (Crown Publishing Group, a
division of Random House), 2013.
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