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“Welcome to the Prefecture of Corinthia” announced the first sign on the motorway. “Keep Corinth clean” urged the second. St Paul would surely have approved. The next apparition would have been utterly alien to him – one of Greece’s largest petrochemical refineries came into view at Agios Theodoros. The striped red and white chimneys were flaring off hydrocarbon gases, sending out brown smoke and a smell of burnt plastic, to outdo Billingham or Ellesmere Port. Out in the Saronic Gulf, oil tankers were manoeuvring to discharge their liquid black gold.


From the motorway the Corinth Canal which cuts the isthmus was hardly noticeable, and I was already in the Peloponnese. Corinth, near the neck of the isthmus, controls all traffic into southern Greece. Ancient Corinth had two ports: one at Cenchreae, facing east to the Aegean Sea, the other at Lechaion on the Gulf of Corinth, facing west into the Adriatic. Hence its prosperity. 


From Cenchreae, cargoes and boats themselves could be transported on a wheeled platform on the diolkos, a paved way, across the three miles of the isthmus. This spared ships a dangerous winter voyage around the capes of the Peloponnesus. One monument celebrates the occasion when the entire Roman navy was transported across the isthmus.


Arriving in Corinth in 50 AD, Paul found a city dedicated to pleasure and entertainment. It had not merely the vices of any port city. It was famous the world over for luxury and exotic pleasures, the place for that fantasy weekend you always dreamed of. It was a Las Vegas of a city.

Paul was fresh from his failure in Athens. His attempt to dialogue with the pagan philosophers on the Areopagus had ended in ridicule, when he mentioned Jesus “rising from the dead.” His hearers were possibly sharp Platonists, who regarded the body as the prison of the soul. The soul’s escape from the body was to be profoundly desired, so what use would be a “bodily resurrection” to imprison the spirit all over again?


In Corinth, city of sin, Paul found the receptive audience which the Oxbridge of Athens had not provided. He stayed there eighteen months. His two letters to the Corinthians comprise a sizeable chunk of the New Testament. Some scholars suggest that there were originally four letters, of which we have I Cor complete, and sections of two others fused into II Cor.


My first stop was Cenchreae (Kechries), sited on a small bay beside the fast road down to Epidauros and Nauplio. A wayside shrine announced: “Here the apostle Paul preached.” A local guild has provided benches and sunshades of palm fronds along the shingle beach, along with admonitions to respect the holiness of the site.

Two moles ran out into the bay, leaving a gap of 200 m for ships to enter. The remains are now submerged, but near the south mole one can discern the groundplan of a small temple of Isis and an early Christian basilica alongside. Isis was a deity who allegedly protected seafarers, so she was worshipped especially in port cities.


A Roman watchtower and the remains of warehouses marked the north mole. A few motor dinghies bobbed up and down in the bay, while the islands of Egina and Salamina were visible out to sea. In spring 53 AD St Paul departed from this harbour for Ephesus. “At Cenchreae he had his hair cut off, because of a vow he had made.” (Acts 18:18) It was a peaceful spot, and I was the only visitor.


On a later visit to Corinth (58 AD), Paul composed his Epistle to the Romans, in which he mentions Phoebe, deaconness of the church at Cenchreae, and Erastus, the city treasurer whose name has been unearthed on an inscription in the theatre (Rom 16).


Above the ruins of ancient Corinth rises the rugged bulk of the Akrocorinthos (650 metres high). Its fortress proved the key to control of the Peloponnese, and withstood prolonged sieges. Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Frankish crusaders, Venetians and Turks had all valued its strategic position.


In Paul’s day the summit was crowned by a temple to Aphrodite, the deity of “lurv,” yes, a real sex-goddess. It was reputed that a thousand sacred prostitutes ministered to her worshippers, exciting them into sensual ecstasy at her shrine. You get the idea.


On my previous visit to Corinth in 1992, the Akrocorinthos had looked like a brooding pagan presence overshadowing the city of Paul’s mission. This time I was determined to conquer it. Missing the road sign, my first attempt ended at a landfill site. So I retreated to the tourist venue of the excavations of old Corinth (Arhea Corinthos).

The weather was dull and windy. Rain threatened from the east. I had driven 150 miles from Delphi, through torrential rain and behind heavy trucks. Perhaps due to tiredness, old Corinth seemed less impressive now. The excavations cover only 5% of the total site. The rest lies beneath the fields, villas and ribbon development down two miles to the coast.

Ruins of the Temple of Apollo dominate the scene. The theatre and the odeion are fenced off, but one can explore the baths, basilicas, and the Roman Forum with its shops and colonnades. Near the centre is the bema or public rostrum to which St Paul was dragged before Gallio, the city prefect, to answer charges levelled by the Jews (Acts 18:12)

Gallio refused to adjudicate on matters of Jewish religion concerning a risen Messiah. The inscription [syn]“agoge ebr”[aion] has been found from the Jewish Synagogue.

New Corinth is 7 km away. Several times earthquakes have flattened the city, so it is all modern buildings on a simple grid pattern. It exports dried grapes, hence our word, currants.


Its metropolitan Cathedral of St Paul was consecrated in 1936. Its predecessor had been entirely destroyed in the 1928 earthquake. It is in the form of a Greek cross, with a central dome, from which Christ Pantocrator - “sustainer of all things” gazes down upon the faithful. People were calling in to pray, to light candles and kiss the icons. A lone priest began to intone Vespers. One felt that here, in the busy city, the heritage of St Paul was alive, not in the ruins of ancient Corinth.


The wall of the narthex carries a plaque itemising the “Apostolic Succession of the Bishops of Corinth.” It begins with “St Paul, Founder of the Church of Corinth, 50 AD.” Next are listed Paul’s co-workers, Apollos, Silas and Sosthenes.

After them come Apollonios, Primos, Dionysios, Vachydos, Isiodos and so on. The list however is incomplete – unless certain exceptionally healthy bishops held their sees for 80 years. There are “anonymoi” and some periods when there were two incumbents at the same time! The last named is “Panteleimon, 1965 -   ” 


The list’s incompleteness reminds us how historical records are often untidy and puzzling. Apostolic Succession is a gift to the entire Church, not just to a single see.



My attempt to find Corinth’s western harbour of Lechaion ended with a few hewn blocks a windy, surf-driven seashore. Either the archaeologists, or industrial developers have fenced off a vast area adjacent. A man planting lettuces tried to tell me something about a marble chapel. Following a sign to a Palaeochristian basilica, I discovered a derelict, boarded up factory.


The next morning I was determined to scale the Akrocorinthos, before travelling on to venerate St Andrew’s skull in Patras. I manouevred up the narrow road, overtaking an early morning flock of goats, and parked below the outer bastion. It was a steep climb through three medieval gateways with their battlements and defensive towers. The enclosure within holds remnants of Turkish occupation – ruined houses, a truncated minaret and a derelict mosque- and a Crusaders’ fort.

The distant summit was wreathed in clouds. I trudged up the steep path. Bit like the Pennines. Wrong shoes. Going into the mist. No compass. Recipe for trouble, I thought. Fifteen minutes later I reached the summit. Aphrodite’s thousand courtesans were nowhere to be seen. One assumes they work the night shift. Reading my guidebook more carefully in the chilly mist, I realised that a church and then a mosque had replaced Aphrodite’s Temple. It was at their foundations I was now looking.


Often I sing the Gloria on mountain tops – it seems fitting. So I did, with a little prayer that the cloud might clear. I believe in God, obviously, but it was unnerving, because within a minute the wind arose and the thick mist dispersed, westwards revealing the Gulf of Corinth beyond a half-sea of plastic along the coastal plain; then to the east, revealing Cenchreae and the Saronic Gulf. 

In new Corinth, the bell tower of St Paul’s Cathedral stood out. In old Corinth, Apollo’s temple was plain to the naked eye.

For me it was a transcendent moment and a superb view. Was it an answer to prayer, or just one of those God-cidences? Believers might say it was an answer to prayer. Half-believers could say God gave me the idea of praying for the mist to clear just before He knew the mist was about to clear anyway. Unbelievers would say – pure coincidence. No-one can prove it either way.

It was a reminder that Aphrodite and all the pagan gods have been conquered by the true God of heaven and earth, Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ. They may try to make a comeback, but He will always defeat them. Later I found a simple little chapel of St Demetrios on the way down.

Epilogue: the following Sunday, Greek TV broadcast from Athens Cathedral the ordination of Dionysios the newly-elected Archbishop of Corinth. Metropolitan Christodoulos presided. The candidate gave a heartfelt homily before his ordination, and seems a true man of God. Despite the Latin-Greek schism, here was the ordination of yet another successor to St Paul. The Church goes on, in the 21st century as in the first.


Remember always that ecumenism’s first priority is the healing of the East-West schism of 1054 – the full communion of Catholic and Orthodox who share the same seven Sacraments, the same Scriptures, the same love of Jesus, Mary and the Saints. For this let us not cease to work and pray.
