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Abstract: This paper argues that the description of contemporary
Christian martyrs deliberately imitates the rhetoric of early Christian
martyr literature to articulate continuity of identity, to render present
suffering theologically intelligible, and to consolidate communal
memory. It examines how contemporary rhetoric echoes martyrdom
accounts from the ancient period as presented in diverse texts such as
Eusebius’s History of the Church, Tertullian’s To the Martyrs, the
Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Martyrdom of Marian and James,
Maccabees, among others with a focus on three key themes: imitation
of Christ, the athletic/military contest, and intercessory power. Such
rhetoric has been used in papal discourse and narratives crafted by
Christian groups to describe contemporary persecutions. This analysis
demonstrates how ancient ¢typoi are being deployed to depict modern
martyrs as victorious witnesses, spiritual athletes, and heavenly
intercessors, shaping Christian imaginaries ahead of the 2025 Jubilee
while reinforcing the transhistorical narrative of a persecuted yet
triumphant Church.

Keywords: Early Christianity, martyrdom, Jubilee, contemporary
Christianity

In July 2023, Pope Francis established the “Commission of the New Martyrs - Witnesses of the
Faith” to collect testimonies of contemporary Christian martyrs to be commemorated during
the 2025 Jubilee (2023), explicitly continuing the project undertaken under John Paul II for the
Great Jubilee of 2000, which collected over 13,000 names of Christians reportedly martyred
during the twentieth century. The culmination of Pope John Paul II initiative including a papal
ceremony in the Colosseum and the construction of a sanctuary in St. Bartholomew’s Basilica
in Rome to honor them (Glatz 2023; Basilica di S. Bartolomeo all’Isola, n.d). Pope Francis’
decision to seek further contemporary martyrs followed statements that he made in 2019
connecting these new martyrs with ancient ones. He wrote:

There are more martyrs today than there were at the beginning of the life of the Church, and
martyrs are everywhere. Today the Church is rich in martyrs, it is steeped in their blood: “The
blood of Christians is seed” (Tertullian, Apology, 50:13) and ensures the growth and
Sfruitfulness of the People of God. Martyrs are not just “saintly”, but rather men and women in
flesh and blood who — as Revelation says — “have washed their robes and made them white
in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14). They are the true victors (2019).

* ©Ward. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction, provided the original author and
source are credited.
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In doing so, Pope Francis creates a narrative link between the ancient and modern
Christians. As illustrated below, contemporary Christians employ the ancient descriptions of
martyrs to demonstrate the continuity of their faith and to express the continuity of oppression
which they believe is directed against them. The rhetoric embedded in these characterizations
taps into Christian rhetoric defined in antiquity -- martyr as imitator Christi, spiritual athlete
and soldier of God, martyrdom as victorious contest, and the martyr’s efficacy as intercessor -
- first articulated in ancient accounts of martyrdom such as Maccabees 2 and 4, the Martyrdom
of Polycarp, the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas, the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, and
Tertullian’s Ad Martyras. These idioms furnished a theological grammar through which the
early Church construed its own suffering and memorialized it as the matrix of Christian identity.
Contemporary Christian representations of martyrdom, especially in Catholic contexts aligned
with the Jubilees of 2000 and 2025, consciously draw on these ancient rhetorical patterns to
frame present violence against Christians within a triumphal narrative of witness. These
narrative constructions convert contemporary descriptions of oppression into theological
meaning, asserting historical continuity, and ultimately demonstrating the victory of Christians
over their enemies. This last part is especially stressed: it is all Christians who will be
triumphant, not members of any one sect or denomination. Thus, the ancient rhetoric used to
describe martyrs today serves as a way to unify divided Christian creeds in the face of putative
contemporary persecution.

Origins of Christian Martyrdom

Early Christian sources embed martyrdom within a frame of civic suspicion and periodic
repression. Even before empire-wide measures in the mid-third century, provincial encounters
often turned on the confession of the faith rather than on proof of a particular crime, as
dramatized in the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs and reflected in Pliny’s correspondence with the
emperor Trajan. The narrative effect was to render Christian identity itself the decisive criterion
of persecution and martyrdom. Christian texts report that persecution began quickly after the
Passion of Christ beginning with the stoning of Saint Stephen outside of a synagogue in
Jerusalem.! The book of Acts (5-8.1) reports that members of the Jewish priestly class
(Sadducees) joined with synagogue congregations to arrest and punish Jewish converts to
Christianity. Many Jews actively participated in hunting Christians, as exemplified by the
Apostle Paul prior to his conversion to Christianity (Acts 8:1-8.4; Galatians 1:13-14;
Philippians 3:6). While the extent of these Jewish persecutions against Christians is unknown,
they did not adversely impact the growth of the Christianity, especially after Christians made
the decision to allow non-Jews (Gentiles) to convert.? The "parting of the ways" between the
Christian and Jewish communities was accelerated by the Jewish Revolt and destruction of
Jerusalem in 70 CE. After this point, Jewish authorities lost much of their power to persecute
Christians, allowing Christianity to spread within the Roman Empire (Dunn 1991).

Christians remained under the radar of Roman authorities for a surprisingly long
period.® The first mention of Christians in Roman sources appears in the writings of the second
century author Tacitus, who describes the scapegoating of Christians after the fire in Rome in
64 CE (Annales 15.44). The first large-scale persecution of Christians was launched by Decius
in 249, and prior to this, persecutions of Christians were sporadic affairs, occurring locally and

! Acts 6:5-7:60. See Matthews 2010 on the use of the martyrdom of Stephen as an early example of anti-
Semitism.
21t is entirely possible that Jewish persecution limited the number of Jews who were willing to convert
in this early period. On the other hand, Jews of the diaspora seem to have had a less antagonist view of
Christianity, at least in the beginning, and there seems to be ample evidence of so-called “Jewish-
Christian” groups (Klijn and Reinink 1973).
3 As Hopkins 1998 argues, this was a result of the very small numbers of Christians throughout the first
and second centuries.
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generally associated with public disturbances.* Polytheist mobs misunderstood Christian
secrecy as evidence of crimes such as cannibalism and incest, believed that Christians were
"misanthropes" for avoiding public festivals, and accused Christians of "atheism" because they
refused to worship the traditional deities.’ Even Decius's legislation was not targeted directly
towards Christians, but Christian refusal to sacrifice to the emperor was cause for persecution.®

It is unknown what Roman law Christians had broken, if any, but admitting to the name
of "Christian" alone was enough to bring torture and death.” As recounted in the second century
Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, the martyrs were condemned merely for saying "I am a Christian"
(Christianus Sum). Thus, to the imperial authorities, Christians were not guilty of any particular
crime; it was their existence and belief that was illegal. Pliny the Younger's famous
correspondence with the Emperor Trajan illuminates many of these points (Ep. 10.96). Pliny,
governor of Bithynia c. 110, remarks that he knew nothing about the persecution of Christians,
how they should be punished, and if they should be punished for "the mere name" or only if
they had to have committed a crime. However, Christians were brought to Pliny's attention by
accusers, presumably jealous or wary pagans, and later anonymous accusations were made
against others. After questioning, those Christians who refused to repent were executed for their
"stubbornness and unshakeable obstinacy."® Trajan supported Pliny's executions, but forbid
searching for Christians or allowing anonymous accusations. The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs
and Pliny’s letter show that Christians were often given multiple chances to renounce their faith,
who often angered their interrogators when they refused. Pliny's complaint about Christian
stubbornness would be an enduring feature of the persecutions and a common trope in martyr
accounts to the present day.

Rhetoric of Martyrdom

We do not know the exact number of Christians executed prior to the legalization of
Christianity. * Those whose faith did not waver became honored in the Church as confessors
and martyrs. They were commemorated with relics, pilgrimage destinations, and accounts of
their suffering and victory (often termed “Acts”). Modern martyr narratives directly call upon
these early accounts for inspiration. Three major themes from these early accounts are clearly
visible in contemporary accounts: Imitation of Christ’s suffering, victory in an athletic or
military contest, and martyrs as posthumous intercessors.

Christian descriptions of martyrdom were profoundly influenced by the Jewish texts of the
Maccabees, especially 2 and 4.'° In Maccabees, an old man, Eleazar, was brutally tortured and

4 Except for a short list of exceptions, such as during the reign of Domitian and Marcus Aurelius.
> Early martyr accounts do not generally describe the local conditions which led to the persecutions and
begin in media res (Fox 1986: 424-427).
¢ For example, the persecution in Lyon in 177 was inaugurated by pagan crowds, rather than the imperial
government (Eusebius £.H. 5.1). On Decius's religious policy, see Rives 1999 and Selinger 2002.
7 de. Ste. Croix 1963: 8-17. De Ste. Criox argues that under a cognitio extraordinaria persecution, no
charge was required, only an accuser (delator). For a summary of the early evidence concerning the
legality of Christians up to the time of Decius, see Barnes 1968: 32-48.
8 Translated by B. Radice 1963: 293.
° The number of Christians arrested was much higher than the number killed during the persecutions.
Many recanted their faith (at Lyon, for example) in order to survive causing later repercussions such as
the Donatist schism in North Africa Eusebius E.H. 5.1.11 (persecution at Lyon); Frend 1985: esp. 18-20,
167-168 (on Donatists). Scholars have estimated a wide range of Christian martyrs. Frend (1967: 393-
394) estimates that 3000-3500 Christians were killed during the Great Persecution. Grégoire (1964: 166)
argued for ten thousand total martyrs. For problems of obtaining reliable numbers for the early Christian
population, see Hopkins 1998.
10 On these texts, see van Henten 1997. Frend 1967: 19-57 argues that it would be impossible to imagine
the Christian development of martyrs occurring the same way without the influence of the Maccabees
and Daniel and their transmission through Hellenic Judaism.
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executed. Despite his infirmity caused by old age, he was described as "a noble athlete" who
was "victorious over his torturers" and obtained "immortal victory" (4 Mac. 6:10, 7.3, 13). Next
seven brothers and their mother were martyred. Because of the mother's stoicism in the face of
the death of her children, she is called "a soldier of God" (4 Mac. 16:14). The account concludes
with the statement, “Truly the contest in which they were engaged was divine, for on that day
virtue gave the awards and tested them for their endurance. The prize was immortality in
endless life. Eleazar was the first contestant, the mother of the seven sons entered the
competition, and the brothers contended. The tyrant [here Antiochus IV] was the antagonist,
and the world and the human race were the spectators. Reverence for God was victor and gave
the crown to its own athletes™ (4 Mac. 17.11-14).

Early Christian accounts sometimes directly mention the Maccabees martyr accounts,
such as when Marian's mother was compared to the mother of the Maccabees after Marian was
martyred (Martyrdom of Marian and James 13.1). Another example comes from the Sinai
desert, where Pseudo-Nilus reworked the story of Eleazar and the mother to praise monks who
were martyred in the desert (Pseudo-Nilus, Narrationes, 4. Caner 2010: 78-80; Ward 2015:
107-108). But even the connection with the Maccabees was not made explicit, the fopoi are
implicitly based on their story.

Imitation of Christ

Early Christian martyrs were seen as imitators of Christ, and in this, they were the embodiments
of Paul's exhortations to live according to the example of Jesus (Moss 2010: 23-28, 102-109.
C.f. Phil 3:17.). This is true even in the earliest accounts, when for example, Polycarp “waited
to be betrayed as also the Lord had done, that we too might become his imitators” connecting
Polycarp's arrest with Judas's betrayal of Jesus.!! Later the text makes the imitation more
explicit, “the martyrs we love as disciples and imitators of the Lord...”!? The second century
martyrs in Lyon were said to have imitated Christ even though they denied themselves the name
martyr, reserving the term for Jesus alone (Eusebius H.E. 5.2.2).

Athletes and Soldiers of Christ

In addition to being portrayed as imitators of Christ, the martyrs were described as athletes and
soldiers."* Occasionally, this comparison is taken to the extreme, such as when the young
woman Perpetua dreamt that she was transformed into a male wrestler and fought against an
Egyptian warrior. God (Jesus?) appeared in the dream as a man attired like a patron (editor) of
the games, holding the rod of a gladiator's trainer (lanista).!* Tertullian's letter 7o the Martyrs
includes an evocative statement: “We have been called to the military service of the living God
since the moment when we responded to the words of the Sacrament... [e]ven in peace soldiers
are already learning by toil and hardships to endure warfare by marching under arms, by
maneuvering over the plain, by working in the trenches, by closing files so as to form the
'testudo.”'® He continues by comparing martyrdom to wresting contests, “[yJou [putative
martyrs] are about to undergo a good contest wherein the living God is the President, the Holy
Spirit is the Trainer, the wreath is that of eternity, the prize, angelic being, the citizenship in the
heavens, the glory unto ages of ages.”'® It is not a coincidence that Christian rhetoric relied on
the tropes of athletic contests and military victory, for these were the two chief avenues for

" Martyrdom of Polycarp 1.1, translated by Lake 1912.
12 Martyrdom of Polycarp 17.3, translated by Lake 1912.
13 For example, Blandina in Lyon (Eusebius H.E. 5.1.19). Malone 1950: 64-111. The images of games
and victory first appear in Christian works in the book of Revelations (Seesengood 2006: 72-81).
14 Perpetua 10; see Seesengood 2006: 92-109 for an analysis of the role of gender and the sexual nature
of the athlete/gladiator in the descriptions of the martyrdoms of Perpetua and Blandina.
15 Tertullian Ad Mart. 3. Translated by Bindley 1900.
16 Tertullian Ad Mart. 3. Translated by Bindley 1900.
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obtaining glory in traditional Greco-Roman culture (Willaims 1999: 132-138; Scanlan 2002;
McDonnell 2006).

Spiritual Victors and Posthumus Intercessors

Confessors and martyrs were believed to have immense spiritual power signifying their victory
over their oppressors. Despite the pain faced by their bodies, the sources claim that the martyrs
themselves were not harmed, and their souls were admitted into paradise (Fox 1986: 438-439.
C.f. Martyrdom of Polycarp 2.3). Writing to help fortify Christians on the eve of execution,
Tertullian wrote that martyrs obtained everlasting life and glory in heaven.!” The martyr
Cyprian was seated to the right of God in heaven and invited the martyr Marian to climb higher
on the ladder to sit with him (Martyrdom of Marian and James 6.10). The martyrs were thought
to advance directly to heaven (Martyrdom of Polycarp 19-21).

There they had the ability to intercede on behalf of the living and the dead. For example,
Perpetua, martyred in 203 in Carthage, described a dream in which her long dead brother
Dinocrates was living in a hell in which he could never obtain the water that he thirsted for.
After Perpetua's prayers, he was well dressed and drank from a golden cup. In Perpetua's words,
“I realized that he had been delivered from his suffering.”'® The martyr Potamiaena, while in
heaven, asked God for the conversion and martyrdom of Basilides, which then occurred
(Eusebius, H.E. 6.5). A similar instance occurs when Agapius prayed repeatedly for Tertulla
and Antonia to become martyrs (Martyrdom of Marian and James 11).

“Making Martyrs”

These descriptions demonstrate the role of rhetoric and memory in creating, or "making
martyrs" (Grig 2004). The reading of a martyr's acta (account) represented a performance; just
reading the text “constitutes a repeat performance of the miracle which it records” (Hopkins
1999: 148). The martyr accounts helped to produce a collective memory of Christians as a
persecuted, but ultimately victorious group who were able to subvert the impious ruling
authorities of the empire and their spectacles of power (Castelli 2004). In reading the acts of
the martyrs and celebrating festivals oriented around remembering them, Christians invited the
martyrs into their daily lives (Limberis 2011). These memories became the way of
understanding the world for early Christians, even those living in a post-Constantinian, post-
martyr world. For Christians of the late fourth and early fifth centuries, the Council of Nicaea
was legitimate precisely because those bishops had experienced persecution, and their trials
“preserved the primordial essence of Christianity and kept it from novelty and error” (Sizgorich
2009: 55-56). The development of these motifs in the early Christian period has provided a
source of inspiration for Christians throughout the centuries, as can be seen in today’s accounts
of Christian martyrs.

The Rhetoric of Contemporary Martyrs

Contemporary Christian martyrdom accounts explicitly draw on the rhetoric and
memory of early Christian martyrdom. As Pope Francis asserted in the quote which begins this
paper, some modern Christians believe that they are being persecuted in numbers far greater
than those in the early Christian centuries (2019). Pope John Paul II wrote, “[a]t the end of the
second millennium, the Church has once again become a Church of martyrs. The persecutions
of believers... has caused a great sowing of martyrdom in different parts of the world. The
witness to Christ borne even to the shedding of blood has become a common inheritance of
Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans and Protestants...” (1994: 37). One Catholic website states that

17 Tertullian, Ad Mart. 3, Corona aeternitatis, brabium angelicae substantiae, politia in caelis,gloria in
saecula saeculorum
18 Perpetua 7-8, tunc intellexi translatum eum esse de poena (translated by Musurillo 1972). See Salisbury
1997: 104-106.
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Catholics in the West are “remarkably ignorant ... of the massive assault on Christians in the
world.”" Another website claims that there were more martyrs in the nascent twenty-first
century as the entire two first millennia of Christianity.?® These statements elide state
persecution with criminal activity and sectarian (especially jihadist) violence, vastly expanding
the definition of Christian martyrs compared to the early centuries of the faith.?!

Contemporary martyrs are described in the same terms as the ancient ones, with themes
of warfare and athletic victory most common. Pope John Paul II, for example, called modern
martyrs “soldiers ... of God’s great cause” (1994: 41). Pope Francis called them “true victors”
(2019). Msgr. Marco Gnavi, head of Pope John Paul II’s martyr commission, said that the
contemporary martyrs “didn't abandon the frontline of the battle between life and death” (Glatz
2023).

The website of the Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) contains many stories of
contemporary martyrs described with the rhetoric of early martyrs. For example, the story of
the martyrdom of Michael and Bolanle shows that martyrs are still seen as intercessors.
According to their narrative on the website, “[t]Joday, Michael’s grave stands as guard and
witness at the entrance of his seminary where he was a student. His colleagues can walk through
the gates knowing they have a guardian angel. When we buried him (Feb 11th, 2020), we prayed
that his killers will not go free. He has interceded for us. He now stands as a metaphor, a rallying
point for us to walk towards the barking dogs of our time” (Aid to the Church in Need 2020).
The mother of two brothers killed in Libya in 2015 was reported to have said, “I’m the mother
of martyrs, I’'m proud of them. They intercede for me and their father in heaven.” The website
concludes with the statement, “[t]he shrine in Egypt which is dedicated to the martyrs has been
documenting miracles attributed to their intercession, and its caretaker, Father Abu Fanus Unan
told ACN that many people were baptized and became Christians because of their example.
‘The Coptic Church survives thanks to the blood of her children,” the priest said (d’Avillez
2023), directly referencing Tertullian’s statement that the martyrs were the seed of the Church.
The Catholic website Aleteia reports that Christians are being martyred just for refusing to
renounce Christianity:

His name was Mathew Ayairga, a Black man from Chad. He was reportedly not a
Christian, and yet, when he was asked “Do you reject Christ?” He indicated the beheaded men
around him and said “Their God is my God,” and so he was killed, too.

His story is the story of what happens when martyrs witnesses [sic] to Christ. Their
faith attracts others. We all need to repeat his words again and again: “Their God is my God.”
Their faith is my faith; their hope is my hope. And that hope is strong (Hoopes 2023).

Here we have the modern equivalent of the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, in which the
martyrs were condemned merely for saying “I am a Christian.” The stories from ACN
demonstrate not just the role of these contemporary martyrs as intercessors in Heaven, but also
the role of their shrines and burial sites in the performance of miracles that help reinforce those
who feel oppressed, just as the relics of martyrs, monks, and saints did in the ancient world.
When Pope John Paul II began his new martyr commission, he wrote, “[p]erhaps we were too
used to thinking of the martyrs in rather distant terms, as though they were a category of the
past, associated especially with the first centuries of the Christian era” (1994: 37). As I have
demonstrated, martyrdom was an integral part of Christian belief, connected not just to the
suffering and sacrifice of Jesus, but also to the danger that many Christians faced in the first

Bhttps://www.lifezette.com/2018/03/assault-on-christians-should-be-lead-story-in-media/ [Accessed
February 25, 2026].
20https://www.osvnews.com/modern-martyrs-give-witness-more-christians-than-ever-suffer-for-the-
faith-worldwide/ [Accessed February 25, 2026].

2hittps://www.churchinneed.org/christian-persecution/ [Accessed February 25, 2026].
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three centuries of Christian history. After Constantine and the legalization of Christianity within
the Roman Empire, the numbers of martyrs declined significantly.

The current emphasis on martyrs within the Catholic church revolves around the desire to
explicitly connect contemporary Christians with a persecuted past. This converts the stories of
suffering into structured theological meaning which serves to consolidate communal
boundaries. One important theme that is stressed in these contemporary accounts is that these
martyrs are Christians — not members of individual denominations. In the words of Pope Leo
XIV in his commemoration of the Ecumenical Commemoration of Martyrs and Witnesses of
the Faith of the Twenty-First Century (the product of Pope Francis’s Commission of the New
Martyrs - Witnesses of the Faith), “the ecumenism of blood unites Christians of different
backgrounds who together give their lives for faith in Jesus Christ. The witness of their
martyrdom is more eloquent than any word: unity comes from the Cross of the Lord.”** Thus,
it does not matter if the contemporary Christian martyrs are Catholic, Coptic, Orthodox,
Protestant, et cetera, it only matters that they were “Christian.” This current push to
commemorate contemporary martyrs using ancient rhetoric appears to be an attempt at unifying
the various Christian groups into an ecumenical Church, harkening back to a putative early
unified Church which never truly existed, but exists in the memory of the persecuted early
Church.

Conclusion

By embedding ancient martyr typoi of imitation, contest, and intercession in contemporary
commemorative memory, today’s Church reaffirms a transhistorical narrative of identity:
persecuted yet triumphant, vulnerable yet expanding, facing persecution but in reality, “the true
victors.” The power of this narrative lies not only in its capacity to console those under
perceived threat but also in its ability to sustain a common memory that transcends time and
place. Precisely because of these characteristics, praising contemporary martyrs through the
remembrance of the martyrs of the early Church helps to consolidate Christian unity in the face
of an ever changing technological, political, and cultural landscape.
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