[bookmark: _GoBack]The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas.
Honor was an important value in Roman society, children were raised to seek honor and avoid disgrace. Male and female honor were defined differently. Female honor was mainly associated with modesty and chastity. Yet not everyone living in the same region would agree on what was honourable behaviour and what was dishonourable. Piety was an essential virtue in Roman, Jewish and Christian culture. For Romans piety was showing respect for their traditional gods and the emperor. It was important to be honourable among the group to which members belonged. Members had to maintain the values and fulfil the expectations of that groups culture. People who do not respect and follow their groups values are then abandoned by their group and are seen as shameful. People who were born into a wealthy and powerful already had a virtue of honor, slaves and poor people had no real way of increasing their honor. Christians were made to feel ashamed of their association with Jesus through insults and physical assaults.[footnoteRef:1]Martyrdom was one way in which early Christians could die for their faith, individual martyrs were praised for their bravery and through their torture and sufferings were portrayed as the perfect imitator of Christ. An analysis of passages from the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas along with secondary sources, will identify how early Christianity subverted Roman social values of honor, through early Christian martyrdom. [1:  David DeSilva, An Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods & Ministry Formation. (Leicester: InterVarsity Press, 2004) p. 125-130.] 

The Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas is the account of the imprisonment, trials and martyrdom of a young Roman matron and her female slave Felicitas. It is the earliest known surviving text by a Christian woman. It was written by Perpetua but was edited and concluded by an anonymous author. Her story reflects the leadership role that some women played in the early Christian church. After her death she became a martyr, saint and role model for other early Christian communities.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) p.47 ] 

Perpetua was around twenty-two years of age and came from a good family, she was well brought up and respectably married with an infant son. She was a young Roman matron from Carthage. Carthage was the provincial capital of North Africa, other than Rome itself, Carthage was the most wealthy cosmopolitan city of the empire. It was taken over by the Romans in 146 BC after three devastating wars known as the Punic Wars. Perpetua was well educated and spoke different languages. The original account of her martyrdom was written in Latin and it states in the text that she also spoke in Greek, the language which was spoken in Carthage was Punic.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Joyce E. Salisbury, Perpetua’s Passion: The Death and Memory of a Young Roman Woman. (New York, Routledge,1997) p.5] 

Perpetua’s father would have been the head of the family.  In traditional Roman families, the father had all the power and sometimes controlled his children even after they became adults. It was important that Roman women be well educated, as the Roman’s believed, educated women would be best able to pass on to their sons, the values of Rome.[footnoteRef:4]The Romans believed in many Gods, it was said that they had so many deities that they could not list them all. They believed that the welfare of Rome and its empire depended on the goodwill of the God’s. The Roman’s offered sacrifices on their alters in front of their temples in a similar way to the Jews. Their Olympian gods and goddesses were worshipped as the defenders and protectors of public life. The Romans sacrifice’s and festivals were a way to insure the success of the empire.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Joyce E. Salisbury, Perpetua’s Passion: The Death and Memory of a Young Roman Woman. (New York, outledge,1997) p.7
]  [5:  John Stambaugh, David Balch, The Social World of the First Christians. (London: SPCK,1986) p.129] 

The emperor of Carthage at the time of Perpetua’s death in 202-203 AD was Septimius Severus. He was said to be influenced by the Egyptian god Serapis, he was trying to strengthen the imperial cult and in 202 AD he issued an edict that forbade conversion to Judaism or Christianity. A group of Roman’s in Carthage were studying to convert to Christianity, this conflicted with the edict of Septimius Severus, Perpetua and her companions violated the edict and were to be offered as sacrifices for the emperor’s son Geta.[footnoteRef:6] [6:   Joyce E. Salisbury, Perpetua’s Passion: The Death and Memory of a Young Roman Woman. (New York, outledge,1997) p.22
] 

There are different types of martyrdom, the martyrdom that Perpetua undertook was martyrdom unto blood. “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you shall be witnesses for me in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and even to the very ends of the earth”. (Acts 1:8). The Greek word martus means “witness”, so essentially a martyr is a witness. Yet to some people, the martyr is one who bares testimony by shedding their blood. Gradually in the time between the New Testament and the time of Tertullian, the word martyr shifts from the meaning of “witness” to sufferer. There is a relation between the sufferings of the martyr and the passion of Christ.[footnoteRef:7]In the time of Perpetua in 202-203 AD, there was a tendency to glorify the individual martyr, to stress their tortures and sufferings, to praise their bravery and portray them as the perfect imitator of Christ in his passion. They were seen as the glorious soldier and victorious combatant. Christians had the glory of a new kind of hero and the Pagans had nothing that came close to equalling that.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Alfred C. Rush,’ Spiritual Martyrdom in St. Gregory the Great’, Theological Studies,23.4, (1962), (p.570-571).]  [8:  Alfred C. Rush,’ Spiritual Martyrdom in St. Gregory the Great’, Theological Studies,23.4, (1962), (p.570-571).

] 

In the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas, Perpetua is undermining her father’s authority and challenging the Roman system. Her father was trying to persuade her to stop been a Christian. Perpetua refuses to listen to him and say’s “I cannot be called anything other than what I am, a Christian”.[footnoteRef:9]After Perpetua is baptised, her father visits her and tries to get her to change her mind. He pleads with her to have pity on him and the rest of the family. He asks her to think of her brothers, mother, aunt and her child. He no longer addresses her as a daughter but as a woman. Her father is concerned for the whole family’s reputation, yet Perpetua rejects him and the traditional loyalties that she has been brought up to honor, bringing shame on the whole family.[footnoteRef:10]On the day of Perpetua’s hearing, she is brought before the governor Hilarianus and is asked “Are you a Christian?”. Her father tries to get Perpetua to perform the sacrifice and state that she is not a Christian. He brings with him Perpetua’s son in order to persuade her. Perpetua’s father is thrown to the ground and beaten with a rod. Perpetua continues to disobey her father and his authority. To deny the emperor sacrifice was to threaten and insult the Roman nation as a household. In the text it also mentions that Pudens, who was in charge of the prison, began to show the prisoners great honor by allowing them many visitors, later it says that Pudens himself became a Christian.[footnoteRef:11]Martyrs voluntarily accepted torture and death, giving their religion the greatest value and honor. This was witnessed in large numbers by Pagan observers who were often deeply impressed, which sometimes resulted in the conversion to that religion.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) p.48
]  [10:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) p.49-50
]  [11:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) p.50
]  [12:  Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity. (Chichester, Princeton University Press, 1996) p.174] 

Perpetua’s brother states that she is greatly privileged and that she should ask God for a vision to see if she is going to suffer or be freed. In the vision, Perpetua is climbing a ladder which reached into heaven, attached to the ladder was lots of metal weapons. A dragon was at the foot of the ladder and she trod on the dragon’s head and climbed up. She was greeted by a grey-haired man who say’s “I am glad you have come, my child”.[footnoteRef:13]This vision demonstrates that her suffering, climbing the ladder with the weapons representing the Roman gladiators, would be honourable, and the shame she would encounter would turn into glory. Perpetua had been abandoned by her family and brought shame and dishonour to them. Now she had a new family, God was her father, in this family she is seen as honourable.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1999) p.49
]  [14:  Levasheff, Drake, Jesus of Nazareth, Paul of Tarsus, and the Early Christian Challenge to Traditional Honor and Shame Values (2013).] 

The text represents or portrays Perpetua as the loyal wife of Christ. Qualities of the loyal wife depict that she fulfils matrimonial obligations and she performs acts that benefit her husband. She exists to bring honor and dignity to the household. Her virtues and purpose are modelled on her husband, she becomes a “man”. She refuses to wear the robes of the Ceres priestess which would then portray her as a woman of noble birth, she refuses to betray Christ.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Johannes N. Vorster, ‘From the ‘domus’ to the ‘spectaculum: family and martyr ship in early Christianity’, Scriptura: International Journal of Bible, Religion and Theology in Southern Africa,104.4, (2010), 388-405 (p.401).] 

In Saturus vision just before the contest it describes Perpetua and Saturus delivery to heaven after the execution. They are delivered by four angels and are greeted by four more angels who look at them in admiration and shout “they are here”. The elders are worshipping them and crying, Holy, Holy, Holy. Outside the gates of heaven, they meet their bishop Optatus and their presbyter Aspasius. They both fall at the feet of Sutures and Perpetua and ask them to make peace between them. The angels prevent them from settling the quarrel. That vision tells us that the martyrs were shown great honor, they were held in high regard. The bishop and presbyter hold Perpetua and Saturus in high standing above themselves.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press,1999) p.51-52] 

Perpetua and Felicitas when in the arena are knocked down, Perpetua gets up and helps up the slave girl Felicitas and they stand hand in hand in the arena. The martyrs then kiss one another and go to their deaths willingly. Perpetua takes the hand of the young gladiator and guides the sword to her own throat. The martyrs are honourable contestants rather than shamed victims.[footnoteRef:17] [17:   Bart D. Ehrman, After the New Testament: A Reader in Early Christianity. (New York, Oxford University Press,1999) p.54-55
] 

Early Christianity empowered women, from the beginning women played an important role in the Christian movement. It was the responsibility of the father to protect the honor of the family. It was important that children respected and obeyed their fathers. Perpetua went against this and puts the will of God first. Early Christianity challenged social, family and Roman state authority. Perpetua refuses to be faithful to the emperor and at the same time dishonour’s her own father.[footnoteRef:18] The movement was an alternative to dominant culture, which prided itself on competition for honor. Christianity rejected this and had a strong emphasis on the shared honor which everyone had, who believed in Jesus Christ. To be imprisoned in the Roman culture was to be shameful but Christians did not reject people who were imprisoned for their faith, they supported them, they all had equal standing and honor in the community. Felicitas gives up her baby daughter and entrusts her with another believer, a sister in Christ. Christians are a family of faith where honor is shared among all of them, regardless of their status or gender.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Jacobus (Kobus) Kok, ‘Why (suffering) women matter for the heart of transformative mission theology perspectives on empowered women and missions in the New Testament and early Christianity’, HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies, 72.4, (2016)]  [19:   Levasheff, Drake, Jesus of Nazareth, Paul of Tarsus, and the Early Christian Challenge to Traditional Honor and Shame Values (2013).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
] 

Honor is an important Roman social value, wealthy powerful people had extended honor and slaves and poor people had no way of increasing their honor. Through early Christianity poor people and slaves were seen as honourable. They shared in the honor which everyone had who believed in Jesus Christ. Early Christianity empowered women, Perpetua was under the control of her father, who was the head of the family. She brought shame and dishonour not only to her family but also to the authority of Rome. In the Christian family, Perpetua’s martyrdom brought her great honor, she was held in high esteem. She had a new father God and a new family among the Christians.
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