CHRISTIAN ACCOUNTS OF MARTYRDOM

An important source on early Christian relations to the Roman Empire are the
accounts of Christian martyrs—their arrest, their trials, and their sufferings. What
follows are two of the most famous martyr stories of the early church.

The Martyrdom of Polycarp

“The Martyrdom of Polycarp” is one of the earliest martyr accounts. It relates the
story of Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna who died at Roman hands around AD 155.
Although modern scholars believe the text suffers from later insertions, the
narrative provides the basic story of Polycarp’s death.

Source. New Advent http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0102.htm (accessed 10 January
2020). Translated by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson. From Ante-Nicene
Fathers, Vol. 1. Edited by Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe.
(Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1885). Revised and edited for New Advent
by Kevin Knight.

Sample Citation: “Martyrdom of Polycarp,” 2.

Prologue. The Church of God which sojourns at Smyrna, to the Church of
God sojourning in Philomelium, and to all the congregations of the Holy
and Catholic Church in every place: Mercy, peace, and love from God the
Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, be multiplied.

1. We have written to you, brethren, as to what relates to the martyrs, and
especially to the blessed Polycarp, who put an end to the persecution,
having, as it were, set a seal upon it by his martyrdom. For almost all the
events that happened previously [to this one], took place that the Lord might
show us from above a martyrdom becoming the Gospel. For he waited to be
delivered up, even as the Lord had done, that we also might become his
followers, while we look not merely at what concerns ourselves but have
regard also to our neighbors. For it is the part of a true and well-founded
love, not only to wish one’s self to be saved, but also all the brethren.

2. All the martyrdoms, then, were blessed and noble which took place
according to the will of God. For it becomes us who profess greater piety
than others, to ascribe the authority over all things to God. And truly, who
can fail to admire their nobleness of mind, and their patience, with that
love towards their Lord which they displayed?—who, when they were so
torn with scourges, that the frame of their bodies, even to the very inward
veins and arteries, was laid open, still patiently endured, while even those
that stood by pitied and bewailed them. But they reached such a pitch of
magnanimity, that not one of them let a sigh or a groan escape them; thus
proving to us all that those holy martyrs of Christ, at the very time when
they suffered such torments, were absent from the body, or rather, that the
Lord then stood by them, and communed with them. And, looking to the
grace of Christ, they despised all the torments of this world, redeeming
themselves from eternal punishment by [the suffering of] a single hour.
For this reason the fire of their savage executioners appeared cool to them.
For they kept before their view escape from that fire which is eternal and

1


http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0102.htm

never shall be quenched, and looked forward with the eyes of their heart to
those good things which are laid up for such as endure; things “which ear
has not heard, nor eye seen, neither have entered into the heart of man”

(1 Cor. 2:9), but were revealed by the Lord to them, inasmuch as they
were no longer men, but had already become angels. And, in like manner,
those who were condemned to the wild beasts endured dreadful tortures,
being stretched out upon beds full of spikes, and subjected to various other
kinds of torments, in order that, if it were possible, the tyrant might, by
their lingering tortures, lead them to a denial [of Christ].

3. For the devil did indeed invent many things against them; but thanks be
to God, he could not prevail over all. For the most noble Germanicus
strengthened the timidity of others by his own patience, and fought
heroically with the wild beasts. For, when the proconsul sought to
persuade him, and urged him to take pity upon his age, he attracted the
wild beast towards himself, and provoked it, being desirous to escape all
the more quickly from an unrighteous and impious world. But upon this
the whole multitude, marveling at the nobility of mind displayed by the
devout and godly race of Christians, cried out, “Away with the Atheists;
let Polycarp be sought out!”

4. Now one named Quintus, a Phrygian, who was but lately come from
Phrygia, when he saw the wild beasts, became afraid. This was the man who
forced himself and some others to come forward voluntarily [for trial]. Him
the proconsul, after many entreaties, persuaded to swear and to offer sacrifice.
Wherefore, brethren, we do not commend those who give themselves up [to
suffering], seeing the Gospel does not teach so to do (Matt. 10:23).

5. But the most admirable Polycarp, when he first heard [that he was
sought for], was in no measure disturbed, but resolved to stay in the city.
However, in deference to the wish of many, he was persuaded to leave it.
He departed, therefore, to a country house not far distant from the city.
There he stayed with a few [friends], engaged in nothing else night and
day than praying for all men, and for the Churches throughout the world,
according to his usual custom. And while he was praying, a vision
presented itself to him three days before he was taken; and, behold, the
pillow under his head seemed to him on fire. Upon this, turning to those
that were with him, he said to them prophetically, “I must be burnt alive.”

6. And when those who sought for him were at hand, he departed to
another dwelling, whither his pursuers immediately came after him. And
when they found him not, they seized upon two youths [that were there],
one of whom, being subjected to torture, confessed. It was thus impossible
that he should stay hidden, since those that betrayed him were of his own
household. The Irenarch then (whose office is the same as that of the
Cleronomus), by name Herod, hastened to bring him into the stadium.
[This all happened] that he might fulfil his special lot, being made a
partaker of Christ, and that they who betrayed him might undergo the
punishment of Judas himself.



7. His pursuers then, along with horsemen, and taking the youth with
them, went forth at supper-time on the day of the preparation with their
usual weapons, as if going out against a robber (Matt. 26:55). And having
come about evening [to the place where he was], they found him lying
down in the upper room of a certain little house, from which he might
have escaped into another place; but he refused, saying, “The will of God
be done” (Matt. 6:10; Acts 21:14). So when he heard that they had come,
he went down and spoke with them. And as those that were present
marveled at his age and constancy, some of them said. “Was so much
effort made to capture such a venerable man?” Immediately then, in that
very hour, he ordered that something to eat and drink should be set before
them, as much indeed as they cared for, while he besought them to allow
him an hour to pray without disturbance. And on their giving him leave,
he stood and prayed, being full of the grace of God, so that he could not
cease for two full hours, to the astonishment of those who heard him,
insomuch that many began to repent that they had come forth against so
godly and venerable an old man.

8. Now, as soon as he had ceased praying, having made mention of all that
had at any time come in contact with him, both small and great, illustrious
and obscure, as well as the whole Catholic Church throughout the world,
the time of his departure having arrived, they set him upon an ass, and
conducted him into the city, the day being that of the great Sabbath. And
the Irenarch Herod, accompanied by his father Nicetes (both riding in a
chariot), met him, and taking him up into the chariot, they seated
themselves beside him, and endeavored to persuade him, saying, “What
harm is there in saying, Lord Caesar, and in sacrificing, with the other
ceremonies observed on such occasions, and so make sure of safety?” But
he at first gave them no answer; and when they continued to urge him, he
said, “I shall not do as you advise me.” So they, having no hope of
persuading him, began to speak bitter words unto him, and cast him with
violence out of the chariot, insomuch that, in getting down from the
carriage, he dislocated his leg [by the fall]. But without being disturbed,
and as if suffering nothing, he went eagerly forward with all haste, and
was conducted to the stadium, where the tumult was so great, that there
was no possibility of being heard.

9. Now, as Polycarp was entering into the stadium, there came to him a
voice from heaven, saying, “Be strong, and show yourself a man, O
Polycarp!” No one saw who it was that spoke to him; but those of our
brethren who were present heard the voice. And as he was brought
forward, the tumult became great when they heard that Polycarp was
taken. And when he came near, the proconsul asked him whether he was
Polycarp. On his confessing that he was, [the proconsul] sought to
persuade him to deny [Christ], saying, “Have respect to your old age,” and
other similar things, according to their custom, [such as], “Swear by the
fortune of Caesar; repent, and say, Away with the Atheists.” But Polycarp,
gazing with a stern countenance on all the multitude of the wicked heathen
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then in the stadium, and waving his hand towards them, while with groans
he looked up to heaven, said, “Away with the Atheists.” Then, the
proconsul urging him, and saying, “Swear, and | will set you at liberty,
reproach Christ;” Polycarp declared, “Eighty and six years have | served
Him, and He never did me any injury: how then can | blaspheme my King
and my Savior?”

10. And when the proconsul yet again pressed him, and said, “Swear by
the fortune of Caesar,” he answered, “Since you are vainly urgent that, as
you say, | should swear by the fortune of Caesar, and pretend not to know
who and what | am, hear me declare with boldness, I am a Christian. And
if you wish to learn what the doctrines of Christianity are, appoint me a
day, and you shall hear them.”

The proconsul replied, “Persuade the people.” But Polycarp said,
“To you | have thought it right to offer an account [of my faith]; for we are
taught to give all due honor (which entails no injury upon ourselves) to the
powers and authorities which are ordained of God (Rom. 13:1-7; Titus
3:1). But as for these, | do not deem them worthy of receiving any account
from me.”

11. The proconsul then said to him, “I have wild beasts at hand; to these
will I cast you, unless you repent.”

But he answered, “Call them then, for we are not accustomed to
repent of what is good in order to adopt that which is evil; and it is well
for me to be changed from what is evil to what is righteous.”

But again the proconsul said to him, “I will cause you to be consumed
by fire, seeing you despise the wild beasts, if you will not repent.”

But Polycarp said, “You threaten me with fire which burns for an
hour, and after a little is extinguished, but are ignorant of the fire of the
coming judgment and of eternal punishment, reserved for the ungodly. But
why do you tarry? Bring forth what you will.”

12. While he spoke these and many other like things, he was filled with
confidence and joy, and his countenance was full of grace, so that not merely
did it not fall as if troubled by the things said to him, but, on the contrary, the
proconsul was astonished, and sent his herald to proclaim in the midst of the
stadium thrice, “Polycarp has confessed that he is a Christian.” This
proclamation having been made by the herald, the whole multitude both of
the heathen and Jews, who dwelt at Smyrna, cried out with uncontrollable
fury, and in a loud voice, “This is the teacher of Asia, the father of the
Christians, and the overthrower of our gods, he who has been teaching many
not to sacrifice, or to worship the gods.” Speaking thus, they cried out, and
besought Philip the Asiarch to let loose a lion upon Polycarp. But Philip
answered that it was not lawful for him to do so, seeing the shows of wild
beasts were already finished. Then it seemed good to them to cry out with one
consent, that Polycarp should be burnt alive. For thus it behooved the vision



which was revealed to him in regard to his pillow to be fulfilled, when, seeing
it on fire as he was praying, he turned about and said prophetically to the
faithful that were with him, “I must be burnt alive.”

13. This, then, was carried into effect with greater speed than it was
spoken, the multitudes immediately gathering together wood and fagots
out of the shops and baths; the Jews especially, according to custom,
eagerly assisting them in it. And when the funeral pile was ready,
Polycarp, laying aside all his garments, and loosing his girdle, sought also
to take off his sandals—a thing he was not accustomed to do, inasmuch as
every one of the faithful was always eager who should first touch his skin.
For, on account of his good behavior he was, even before his martyrdom,
adorned with every kind of good. Immediately then they surrounded him
with those substances which had been prepared for the funeral pile. But
when they were about also to fix him with nails, he said, “Leave me as |
am; for He that gives me strength to endure the fire, will also enable me,
without your securing me by nails, to remain without moving in the pile.”

14. They did not nail him then, but simply bound him. And he, placing his
hands behind him, and being bound like a distinguished ram [taken] out of
a great flock for sacrifice, and prepared to be an acceptable burnt-offering
unto God, looked up to heaven, and said, “O Lord God Almighty, the
Father of your beloved and blessed Son Jesus Christ, by whom we have
received the knowledge of You, the God of angels and powers, and of
every creature, and of the whole race of the righteous who live before you,
| give You thanks that You have counted me, worthy of this day and this
hour, that I should have a part in the number of Your martyrs, in the cup of
your Christ, to the resurrection of eternal life, both of soul and body,
through the incorruption [imparted] by the Holy Ghost. Among whom
may | be accepted this day before You as a fat and acceptable sacrifice,
according as You, the ever-truthful God, have foreordained, have revealed
beforehand to me, and now have fulfilled. Wherefore also | praise You for
all things, | bless You, I glorify You, along with the everlasting and
heavenly Jesus Christ, Your beloved Son, with whom, to You, and the
Holy Ghost, be glory both now and to all coming ages. Amen.”

15. When he had pronounced this amen, and so finished his prayer, those
who were appointed for the purpose kindled the fire. And as the flame
blazed forth in great fury, we, to whom it was given to witness it, beheld a
great miracle, and have been preserved that we might report to others what
then took place. For the fire, shaping itself into the form of an arch, like
the sail of a ship when filled with the wind, encompassed as by a circle the
body of the martyr. And he appeared within not like flesh which is burnt,
but as bread that is baked, or as gold and silver glowing in a furnace.
Moreover, we perceived such a sweet odor [coming from the pile], as if
frankincense or some such precious spices had been smoking there.

16. At length, when those wicked men perceived that his body could not be
consumed by the fire, they commanded an executioner to go near and pierce
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him through with a dagger. And on his doing this, there came forth a dove,
and a great quantity of blood, so that the fire was extinguished; and all the
people wondered that there should be such a difference between the
unbelievers and the elect, of whom this most admirable Polycarp was one,
having in our own times been an apostolic and prophetic teacher, and
bishop of the Catholic Church which is in Smyrna. For every word that
went out of his mouth either has been or shall yet be accomplished.

17. But when the adversary of the race of the righteous, the envious,
malicious, and wicked one, perceived the impressive nature of his
martyrdom, and [considered] the blameless life he had led from the
beginning, and how he was now crowned with the wreath of immortality,
having beyond dispute received his reward, he did his utmost that not the
least memorial of him should be taken away by us, although many desired
to do this, and to become possessors of his holy flesh. For this end he
suggested it to Nicetes, the father of Herod and brother of Alce, to go and
entreat the governor not to give up his body to be buried, “lest,” said he,
“forsaking Him that was crucified, they begin to worship this one.” This
he said at the suggestion and urgent persuasion of the Jews, who also
watched us, as we sought to take him out of the fire, being ignorant of this,
that it is neither possible for us ever to forsake Christ, who suffered for the
salvation of such as shall be saved throughout the whole world (the
blameless one for sinners), nor to worship any other. For Him indeed, as
being the Son of God, we adore; but the martyrs, as disciples and
followers of the Lord, we worthily love on account of their extraordinary
affection towards their own King and Master, of whom may we also be
made companions and fellow disciples!

18. The centurion then, seeing the strife excited by the Jews, placed the body
in the midst of the fire, and consumed it. Accordingly, we afterwards took up
his bones, as being more precious than the most exquisite jewels, and more
purified than gold, and deposited them in a fitting place, whither, being
gathered together, as opportunity is allowed us, with joy and rejoicing, the
Lord shall grant us to celebrate the anniversary of his martyrdom, both in
memory of those who have already finished their course, and for the
exercising and preparation of those yet to walk in their steps.

19. This, then, is the account of the blessed Polycarp, who, being the
twelfth that was martyred in Smyrna (reckoning those also of
Philadelphia), yet occupies a place of his own in the memory of all men,
insomuch that he is everywhere spoken of by the heathen themselves. He
was not merely an illustrious teacher, but also a pre-eminent martyr,
whose martyrdom all desire to imitate, as having been altogether
consistent with the Gospel of Christ. For, having through patience
overcome the unjust governor, and thus acquired the crown of
immortality, he now, with the apostles and all the righteous [in heaven],
rejoicingly glorifies God, even the Father, and blesses our Lord Jesus



Christ, the Savior of our souls, the Governor of our bodies, and the
Shepherd of the Catholic Church throughout the world.

20. Since, then, you requested that we would at large make you acquainted
with what really took place, we have for the present sent you this summary
account through our brother Marcus. When, therefore, you have
yourselves read this Epistle, be pleased to send it to the brethren at a
greater distance, that they also may glorify the Lord, who makes such
choice of His own servants. To Him who is able to bring us all by His
grace and goodness into his everlasting kingdom, through His only-
begotten Son Jesus Christ, to Him be glory, and honor, and power, and
majesty, forever. Amen. Salute all the saints. They that are with us salute
you, and Evarestus, who wrote this Epistle, with all his house.

21. Now, the blessed Polycarp suffered martyrdom on the second day of
the month Xanthicus just begun, the seventh day before the Kalends of
May, on the great Sabbath, at the eighth hour. He was taken by Herod,
Philip the Trallian being high priest, Statius Quadratus being proconsul,
but Jesus Christ being King for ever, to whom be glory, honor, majesty,
and an everlasting throne, from generation to generation. Amen.

22. We wish you, brethren, all happiness, while you walk according to the
doctrine of the Gospel of Jesus Christ; with whom be glory to God the
Father and the Holy Spirit, for the salvation of His holy elect, after whose
example the blessed Polycarp suffered, following in whose steps may we
too be found in the kingdom of Jesus Christ!

These things Caius transcribed from the copy of Irenaeus (who was
a disciple of Polycarp), having himself been intimate with Irenaeus. And |
Socrates transcribed them at Corinth from the copy of Caius. Grace be
with you all.

And | again, Pionius, wrote them from the previously written copy,
having carefully searched into them, and the blessed Polycarp having
manifested them to me through a revelation, even as | shall show in what
follows. I have collected these things, when they had almost faded away
through the lapse of time, that the Lord Jesus Christ may also gather me
along with His elect into His heavenly kingdom, to whom, with the Father
and the Holy Spirit, be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

The Martyrdom of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas

This is the account of martyrs in Carthage executed c. AD 202-203. Of particular
interest is the diary of Perpetua in the middle section of the work (chap. 3-10); the
beginning and ending are related by an editor/narrator. The center portion by
Perpetua represents the earliest surviving work by a Christian woman.

Source: The Acts of the Christian Martyrs, texts and translation by Herbert Musurillo
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972). Section numbers added.
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/maps/primary/perpetua.html
(accessed 14 January 2020).

Sample Citation: “Martyrdom of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas,” 4.
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2. A number of young catechumens were arrested, Revocatus and his
fellow slave Felicitas, Saturninus and Secundulus, and with them Vibia
Perpetua, a newly married woman of good family and upbringing. Her
mother and father were still alive and one of her two brothers was a
catechumen like herself. She was about twenty-two years old and had an
infant son at the breast. (Now from this point on the entire account of her
ordeal is her own, according to her own ideas and in the way that she
herself wrote it down.)

3. While we were still under arrest (she said) my father out of love for me
was trying to persuade me and shake my resolution. “Father,” said I, “do
you see this vase here, for example, or water pot or whatever?”

“Yes, | do,” said he.
And | told him: “Could it be called by any other name than what it is?”
And he said: “No.”

“Well, so too | cannot be called anything other than what | am, a
Christian.”

At this my father was so angered by the word “Christian” that he
moved towards me as though he would pluck my eyes out. But he left it at
that and departed, vanquished along with his diabolical arguments.

For a few days afterwards I gave thanks to the Lord that | was
separated from my father, and | was comforted by his absence. During
these few days | was baptized, and | was inspired by the Spirit not to ask
for any other favor after the water but simply the perseverance of the flesh.
A few days later we were lodged in the prison; and | was terrified, as | had
never before been in such a dark hole. What a difficult time it was! With
the crowd the heat was stifling; then there was the extortion of the
soldiers; and to crown all, I was tortured with worry for my baby there.

Then Tertius and Pomponius, those blessed deacons who tried to
take care of us, bribed the soldiers to allow us to go to a better part of the
prison to refresh ourselves for a few hours. Everyone then left that
dungeon and shifted for himself. | nursed my baby, who was faint from
hunger. In my anxiety | spoke to my mother about the child, I tried to
comfort my brother, and I gave the child in their charge. | was in pain
because | saw them suffering out of pity for me. These were the trials |
had to endure for many days. Then | got permission for my baby to stay
with me in prison. At once | recovered my health, relieved as | was of my
worry and anxiety over the child. My prison had suddenly become a
palace, so that | wanted to be there rather than anywhere else.

4. Then my brother said to me: “Dear sister, you are greatly privileged,
surely you might ask for a vision to discover whether you are to be
condemned or freed.”



Faithfully I promised that I would, for I knew that I could speak with
the Lord, whose great blessings | had come to experience. And so | said: I
shall tell you tomorrow.” Then | made my request and this was the vision | had.

| saw a ladder of tremendous height made of bronze, reaching all
the way to the heavens, but it was so narrow that only one person could
climb up at a time. To the sides of the ladder were attached all sorts of
metal weapons: there were swords, spears, hooks, daggers, and spikes; so
that if anyone tried to climb up carelessly or without paying attention, he
would be mangled and his flesh would adhere to the weapons.

At the foot of the ladder lay a dragon of enormous size, and it
would attack those who tried to climb up and try to terrify them from
doing so. And Saturus was the first to go up, he who was later to give
himself up of his own accord. He had been the builder of our strength,
although he was not present when we were arrested. And he arrived at the
top of the staircase and he looked back and said to me: “Perpetua, | am
waiting for you. But take care; do not let the dragon bite you.”

“He will not harm me,” | said, “in the name of Christ Jesus.”

Slowly, as though he were afraid of me, the dragon stuck his head
out from underneath the ladder. Then, using it as my first step, I trod on
his head and went up.

Then | saw an immense garden, and in it a gray-haired man sat in
shepherd’s garb; tall he was, and milking sheep. And standing around him
were many thousands of people clad in white garments. He raised his
head, looked at me, and said: “I am glad you have come, my child.”

He called me over to him and gave me, as it were, a mouthful Of the
milk he was drawing; and | took it into my cupped hands and consumed it.
And all those who stood around said: “Amen!” At the sound of this word |
came to, with the taste of something sweet still in my mouth. I at once told
this to my brother, and we realized that we would have to suffer, and that
from now on we would no longer have any hope in this life.

5. A few days later there was a rumor that we were going to be given a
hearing. My father also arrived from the city, worn with worry, and he
came to see me with the idea of persuading me.

“Daughter,” he said, “have pity on my grey head—have pity on me
your father, if | deserve to be called your father, if I have favored you above
all your brothers, if I have raised you to reach this prime of your life. Do not
abandon me to be the reproach of men. Think of your brothers, think of
your mother and your aunt, think of your child, who will not be able to live
once you are gone. Give up your pride! You will destroy all of us! None of
us will ever be able to speak freely again if anything happens to you.”

This was the way my father spoke out of love for me, kissing my hands
and throwing himself down before me. With tears in his eyes he no longer



addressed me as his daughter but as a woman. | was sorry for my father’s sake,
because he alone of all my kin would be unhappy to see me suffer.

| tried to comfort him saying: “It will all happen in the prisoner’s
dock as God wills; for you may be sure that we are not left to ourselves
but are all in his power.”

And he left me in great sorrow.

6. One day while we were eating breakfast we were suddenly hurried off
for a hearing. We arrived at the forum, and straight away the story went
about the neighborhood near the forum and a huge crowd gathered. We
walked up to the prisoner’s dock. All the others when questioned admitted
their guilt. Then, when it came my turn, my father appeared with my son,
dragged me from the step, and said: “Perform the sacrifice—have pity on
your baby!”

Hilarianus the governor, who had received his judicial powers as
the successor of the late proconsul Minucius Timinianus, said to me:
“Have pity on your father’s grey head; have pity on your infant son. Offer
the sacrifice for the welfare of the emperors.”

“I will not.” I retorted.
“Are you a Christian?” said Hilarianus.
And | said: “Yes, | am.”

When my father persisted in trying to dissuade me, Hilarianus ordered
him to be thrown to the ground and beaten with a rod. | felt sorry for father,
just as if I myself had been beaten. | felt sorry for his pathetic old age.

Then Hilarianus passed sentence on all of us: we were condemned
to the beasts, and we returned to prison in high spirits. But my baby had got
used to being nursed at the breast and to staying with me in prison. So I sent
the deacon Pomponius straight away to my father to ask for the baby. But
father refused to give him over. But as God willed, the baby had no further
desire for the breast, nor did I suffer any inflammation; and so I was
relieved of any anxiety for my child and of any discomfort in my breasts....

9. Some days later, an adjutant named Pudens, who was in charge of the
prison, began to show us great honor, realizing that we possessed some
great power within us. And he began to allow many visitors to see us for
our mutual comfort.

Now the day of the contest was approaching, and my father came
to see me overwhelmed with sorrow. He started tearing the hairs from his
beard and threw them on the ground; he then threw himself on the ground
and began to curse his old age and to say such words as would move all
creation. | felt sorry for his unhappy old age.

10. The day before we were to fight with the beasts I saw the following
vision. Pomponius the deacon came to the prison gates and began to knock
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violently. I went out and opened the gate for him. He was dressed in an
unbelted white tunic, wearing elaborate sandals. And he said to me:
“Perpetua, come; we are waiting for you.”

Then he took my hand and we began to walk through rough and
broken country. At last we came to the amphitheater out of breath, and he
led me into the center of the arena.

Then he told me: “Do not be afraid. | am here, struggling with
you.” Then he left.

I looked at the enormous crowd who watched in astonishment. | was
surprised that no beasts were let loose on me; for | knew that | was
condemned to die by the beasts. Then out came an Egyptian against me, of
vicious appearance, together with his seconds, to fight with me. There also
came up to me some handsome young men to be my seconds and assistants.

My clothes were stripped off, and suddenly | was a man. My
seconds began to rub me down with oil (as they are wont to do before a
contest). Then | saw the Egyptian on the other side rolling in the dust. Next
there came forth a man of marvelous stature, such that he rose above the top
of the amphitheater. He was clad in a beltless purple tunic with two stripes
(one on either side) running down the middle of his chest. He wore sandals
that were wondrously made of gold and silver, and he carried a wand like an
athletic trainer and a green branch on which there were golden apples.

And he asked for silence and said: “If this Egyptian defeats her he
will slay her with the sword. But if she defeats him, she will receive this
branch.” Then he withdrew.

We drew close to one another and began to let our fists fly. My
opponent tried to get hold of my feet, but I kept striking him in the face
with the heels of my feet. Then I was raised up into the air and | began to
pummel him without as it were touching the ground. Then when I noticed
there was a lull, I put my two hands together linking the fingers of one
hand with those of the other and thus I got hold of his head. He fell flat on
his face and | stepped on his head.

The crowd began to shout and my assistants started to sing psalms.
Then I walked up to the trainer and took the branch. He kissed me and said
to me: “Peace be with you, my daughter!” | began to walk in triumph
towards the Gate of Life. Then I awoke. | realized that it was not with wild
animals that | would fight but with the Devil, but I knew that I would win
the victory. So much for what | did up until the eve of the contest. About
what happened at the contest itself, let him write of it who will....

[Here the editor/narrator again begins to relate the story.]

14. Such were the remarkable visions of these martyrs, Saturus and
Perpetua, written by themselves. As for Secundulus, God called him from
this world earlier than the others while he was still in prison, by a special
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grace that he might not have to face the animals. Yet his flesh, if not his
spirit, knew the sword.

15. As for Felicitas, she too enjoyed the Lord’s favor in this wise. She had
been pregnant when she was arrested, and was now in her eighth month.
As the day of the spectacle drew near she was very distressed that her
martyrdom would be postponed because of her pregnancy; for it is against
the law for women with child to be executed. Thus she might have to shed
her holy, innocent blood afterwards along with others who were common
criminals. Her comrades in martyrdom were also saddened; for they were
afraid that they would have to leave behind so fine a companion to travel
alone on the same road to hope. And so, two days before the contest, they
poured forth a prayer to the Lord in one torrent of common grief. And
immediately after their prayer the birth pains came upon her. She suffered
a good deal in her labor because of the natural difficulty of an eight
months’ delivery.

Hence one of the assistants of the prison guards said to her: “You
suffer so much now—what will you do when you are tossed to the beasts?
Little did you think of them when you refused to sacrifice.”

“What | am suffering now,” she replied, “I suffer by myself. But
then another will be inside me who will suffer for me, just as | shall be
suffering for him.”

And she gave birth to a girl; and one of the sisters brought her up
as her own daughter.

16. Therefore, since the Holy Spirit has permitted the story of this contest to
be written down and by so permitting has willed it, we shall carry out the
command or, indeed, the commission of the most saintly Perpetua, however
unworthy I might be to add anything to this glorious story. At the same time
I shall add one example of her perseverance and nobility of soul.

The military tribune had treated them with extraordinary severity
because on the information of certain very foolish people he became afraid
that they would be spirited out of the prison by magical spells.

Perpetua spoke to him directly. “Why can you not even allow us to
refresh ourselves properly? For we are the most distinguished of the
condemned prisoners, seeing that we belong to the emperor; we are to
fight on his very birthday. Would it not be to your credit if we were
brought forth on the day in a healthier condition?”

The officer became disturbed and grew red. So it was that he gave the
order that they were to be more humanely treated; and he allowed her brothers
and other persons to visit, so that the prisoners could dine in their company. By
this time the adjutant who was head of the jail was himself a Christian.

17. On the day before, when they had their last meal, which is called the
free banquet, they celebrated not a banquet but rather a love feast. They
spoke to the mob with the same steadfastness, warned them of God’s
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judgement, stressing the joy they would have in their suffering, and
ridiculing the curiosity of those that came to see them. Saturus said: “Will
not tomorrow be enough for you? Why are you so eager to see something
that you dislike? Our friends today will be our enemies on the morrow.
But take careful note of what we look like so that you will recognize us on
the day.” Thus everyone would depart from the prison in amazement, and
many of them began to believe.

18. The day of their victory dawned, and they marched from the prison to
the amphitheater joyfully as though they were going to heaven, with calm
faces, trembling, if at all, with joy rather than fear. Perpetua went along with
shining countenance and calm step, as the beloved of God, as a wife of
Christ, putting down everyone’s stare by her own intense gaze. With them
also was Felicitas, glad that she had safely given birth so that now she could
fight the beasts, going from one blood bath to another, from the midwife to
the gladiator, ready to wash after childbirth in a second baptism.

They were then led up to the gates and the men were forced to put
on the robes of priests of Saturn, the women the dress of the priestesses of
Ceres. But the noble Perpetua strenuously resisted this to the end.

“We came to this of our own free will, that our freedom should not
be violated. We agreed to pledge our lives provided that we would do no
such thing. You agreed with us to do this.”

Even injustice recognized justice. The military tribune agreed.
They were to be brought into the arena just as they were. Perpetua then
began to sing a psalm: she was already treading on the head of the
Egyptian. Revocatus, Saturninus, and Saturus began to warn the on
looking mob. Then when they came within sight of Hilarianus, they
suggested by their motions and gestures: “You have condemned us, but
God will condemn you” was what they were saying.

At this the crowds became enraged and demanded that they be
scourged before a line of gladiators. And they rejoiced at this that they had
obtained a share in the Lord’s sufferings.

19. But he who said, Ask and you shall receive, answered their prayer by
giving each one the death he had asked for. For whenever they would
discuss among themselves their desire for martyrdom, Saturninus indeed
insisted that he wanted to be exposed to all the different beasts, that his
crown might be all the more glorious. And so at the outset of the contest
he and Revocatus were matched with a leopard, and then while in the
stocks they were attacked by a bear. As for Saturus, he dreaded nothing
more than a bear, and he counted on being killed by one bite of a leopard.
Then he was matched with a wild boar; but the gladiator who had tied him
to the animal was gored by the boar and died a few days after the contest,
whereas Saturus was only dragged along. Then when he was bound in the
stocks awaiting the bear, the animal refused to come out of the cages, so
that Saturus was called back once more unhurt.
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20. For the young women, however, the Devil had prepared a mad heifer.
This was an unusual animal, but it was chosen that their sex might be
matched with that of the beast. So they were stripped naked, placed in nets
and thus brought out into the arena. Even the crowd was horrified when
they saw that one was a delicate young girl and the other was a woman
fresh from childbirth with the milk still dripping from her breasts. And so
they were brought back again and dressed in unbelted tunics.

First the heifer tossed Perpetua and she fell on her back. Then
sitting up she pulled down the tunic that was ripped along the side so that
it covered her thighs, thinking more of her modesty than of her pain. Next
she asked for a pin to fasten her untidy hair: for it was not right that a
martyr should die with her hair in disorder, lest she might seem to be
mourning in her hour of triumph.

Then she got up. And seeing that Felicitas had been crushed to the
ground, she went over to her, gave her hand, and lifted her up. Then the
two stood side by side. But the cruelty of the mob was by now appeased,
and so they were called back through the Gate of Life.

There Perpetua was held up by a man named Rusticus who was at
the time a catechumen and kept close to her. She awoke from a kind of
sleep (so absorbed had she been in ecstasy in the Spirit) and she began to
look about her. Then to the amazement of all she said: “When are we
going to be thrown to that heifer or whatever it is?”

When told that this had already happened, she refused to believe it
until she noticed the marks of her rough experience on her person and her
dress. Then she called for her brother and spoke to him together with the
catechumens and said: “’You must all stand fast in the faith and love one
another, and do not be weakened by what we have gone through.”

21. At another gate Saturus was earnestly addressing the soldier Pudens. “It is
exactly,” he said, “as | foretold and predicted. So far not one animal has
touched me. So now you may believe me with all your heart: | am going in
there and I shall be finished off with one bite of the leopard.” And
immediately as the contest was coming to a close a leopard was let loose, and
after one bite Saturus was so drenched with blood that as he came away the
mob roared in witness to his second baptism: “Well washed! Well washed!”
For well washed indeed was one who had been bathed in this manner.

Then he said to the soldier Pudens: “Good-bye. Remember me, and
remember the faith. These things should not disturb you but rather
strengthen you.”

And with this he asked Pudens for a ring from his finger, and
dipping it into his wound he gave it back to him again as a pledge and as a
record of his bloodshed.

Shortly after he was thrown unconscious with the rest in the usual
spot to have his throat cut. But the mob asked that their bodies be brought
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out into the open that their eyes might be the guilty witnesses of the sword
that pierced their flesh. And so the martyrs got up and went to the spot of
their own accord as the people wanted them to, and kissing one another
they sealed their martyrdom with the ritual kiss of peace. The others took
the sword in silence and without moving, especially Saturus, who being
the first to climb the stairway was the first to die. For once again he was
waiting for Perpetual Perpetua, however, had yet to taste more pain. She
screamed as she was struck on the bone; then she took the trembling hand
of the young gladiator and guided it to her throat. It was as though so great
a woman, feared as she was by the unclean spirit, could not be dispatched
unless she herself were willing.

Ah, most valiant and blessed martyrs! Truly are you called and
chosen for the glory of Christ Jesus our Lord! And any man who exalts,
honors, and worships his glory should read for the consolation of the
Church these new deeds of heroism which are no less significant than the
tales of old. For these new manifestations of virtue will bear witness to
one and the same Spirit who still operates, and to God the Father almighty,
to his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom is splendor and immeasurable
power for all the ages. Amen.
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