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The Troubled Origins of Sacrificial Martyrdom

▼ AbstrAct  In contemporary Western society, a longstanding
linguistic habit merges the concepts of sacrifice and martyrdom.
This pervasive pattern infiltrates everyday language, the media, and
scholarly discourse, fostering a deeply intertwined relationship be­
tween sacrifice and martyrdom, often elevated to a definitional
level: martyrs are individuals who willingly sacrifice themselves for
a higher cause. Instead of critically examining this widely accepted
paradigm, the historiography of Christ religion has traditionally
traced this association back to early Christian martyrdom litera­
ture. This paper aims to challenge the assumed solidity of this
connection, demonstrating that the interplay between sacrifice and
martyrdom is initially contingent, hesitant, loosely interconnected,
overshadowed by other competing models of conceptual integra­
tion.

▼ KeyWords  Sacrifice, Martyrdom, Christ Religion, Roman
Empire, Cultural Producers, Baptism, Eucharist

Defamiliarizing Martyrdom qua Sacrifice

The more one takes the relationship between sacrifice and martyrdom in Mediter‐
ranean antiquity for granted, the greater the risk of going astray. The set of religiously 
infused verbal and non-verbal actions that, in the first centuries of the common era, 
began to be categorized as ‘martyrdom’1 were neither homologous nor analogous 
to the ‘action representation system’ of a cross-temporal and cross-cultural ritual 
like sacrifice.2 Despite this initial discrepancy, a powerful connection historically 

1 Or, more precisely, designated with Greek, Latin, and Hebrew words purportedly equivalent to the 
modern English term ‘martyrdom’.

2 McCauley, Robert N., and E. Thomas Lawson, Bringing Ritual to Mind: Psychological Foundation of Cultural 
Forms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 1–37.
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emerged, leading to the common-sense overlapping imagery we have today: martyrs 
are people who sacrifice themselves. ‘Martyrdom qua sacrifice’ has become a morally 
charged and ideologically heated conceptual-discursive compound, presupposing the 
identification of sacrifice with a Christ-like, beneficial, and vicarious total annihila‐
tion. Nowadays, within Western societies, this association is ingrained in language, 
shaping silent and vocal musings, theoretical reflections and sub-theoretical notions 
about the nature of sacrifice and martyrdom. It holds sway even over the most 
secularized and professionally self-reflective among us.3 When it does not exude from 
belligerent words and dramatic deeds, it more frivolously surfaces in locker-rooms 
and bars, where facetious, disaffected, or just cynical people metaphorically describe 
their marriage as ‘martyrdom’ or ‘sacrifice’ — while probably having both in mind.

Observed from a historical-religious perspective and submitted to basic 
etymological-semantic scrutiny, it is clear that ‘sacrifice’ and ‘martyrdom’ are neither 
cognate concepts nor synonymous terms. Within the space-time coordinates of this 
paper (the Roman empire from the mid-first to mid-third centuries CE), the former 
was a cross-culturally pervasive, mainly non-discursive (meaning not necessarily re‐
quiring verbal articulation from the participants)4 religious ritual; the latter was a 
much less frequent and cross-culturally diffused discursive repurposing and rerouting 
of capital punishment. In the first case, a ritually patterned killing was inflicted, on 
a regular basis, on domesticated animals;5 in the second, a legally enforced death 
sentence was directed against human beings. Sacrificial violence was performed 
by private individuals, heads of kin, statesmen; martyrs’ death was generally and 
ultimately the effect of state-sanctioned executions. The socio-spatial environment 
and ecological determinants of the former could encompass both urban and rural 
settings, with its origins predating urbanization; the latter was a quintessential ‘urban 
religious event’ normally staged in publicly accessible or crowded urban spaces for 
criminal trials (tribunals) and mass entertainment (amphitheatres).6

Given the structural dissimilarity of the two performances, linking sacrifice to 
martyrdom was not obvious to anybody in the ancient Mediterranean, including 
early Christ believers. The metaphorically ignited change of conceptual application 
demanded a great deal of intellectual effort on the part of literate experts of Christ 
religion engaged in the cultural production of theological arguments, religious world‐
views, and religiously infused habits and behaviors. Supersessionist approaches that 
merely assume that martyrdom couched in terms of sacrifice operated as spiritualized 

3 For an early modern genealogy in seventeenth-century French Catholic theology of Eucharist, see Strenski, 
Ivan, Contesting Sacrifice: Religion, Nationalism and Social Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2002); Strenski, Ivan, Theology and the First Theory of Sacrifice (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2003), pp. 32–68.

4 Ullucci, Daniel, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 128.
5 Following the common usage, I distinguish sacrifice from the other sub-type of alimentary offering 

practice, which is the giving of vegetal species. For the emphasis on domestication, see Smith, Jonathan 
Z., ‘The Domestication of Sacrifice’ (1987), in Jonathan Z. Smith, Relating Religion: Essays in the Study of 
Religion (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004), pp. 145–59.

6 Maier, Harry O., and Emiliano R. Urciuoli, ‘Death in Smyrna: The Martyrdom of Polycarp as Urban Event’, 
Mortality, 27 (2022), 171–87.
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substitute for sacrifice smuggle in theology into data, failing to provide an explanatory 
account of how the conceptual integration was produced. Conversely, the cognitive 
labor invested in developing a full-blown sacrificial theology of martyrdom would 
require a dedicated explanation, which clearly exceeds the limits of this article. Instead 
of outlining an archaeology of the ‘martyrdom qua sacrifice’ in early and late antique 
Christian literature,7 this paper first explores some fundamental issues behind the 
emergence of this connection. Then it zooms in on the discrepancies found and 
disconformities arising from the juxtaposition of the two lexica, motifs, and discourses 
in Christian texts produced in a spatiotemporal context where ‘sacrifice’ and ‘martyr‐
dom’ denoted clearly differentiated religious practices.

Before starting, three preliminary remarks are needed. First, recovering the con‐
ceptual friction at the basis of the connection between sacrifice and martyrdom 
implies adopting a multi-dimensional and multi-methodological approach to human 
violence,8 viewing it as a higher-level category encompassing both concepts. From the 
broader perspective of culturally enhanced means of taking someone’s life, sacrifice 
and martyrdom are just one way of inflicting suffering and killing beings.9

Second, the relationship between ‘sacrifice’ and ‘martyrdom’ is unidirectional. In 
early Christian literature, no slain victim of any ritual performance of a sacrificial 
type is presented to us as a martyr in its own right. It is only typologically, meaning 
as pre-figuration of Christ and his boldest imitators, that actual animal slaughters 
are represented in a manner recognizable and conveyable as a martyrial death.10

Within my dataset, there is no tangible moral concern regarding the torturing and 
‘martyrizing’ of ritually eligible animal victims in the sense of René Girard.11 Instead, 
from a certain point in time, we observe martyred human and superhuman beings 
whose violent deaths are occasionally depicted and experimentally framed in a way 
that renders them ‘sacrificial’.

Third, Christ religion has been hailed as ‘the religion of the end of sacrifice’.12 It 
is also associated with ‘the making’ and invention of martyrdom,13 or, less boastfully, 
described as one of the religions responsible for either significant religious water‐

7 See, partly, Hartmann, Nicole, ‘Märtyrer als “Opfer” - ein Diskurs am Rande des Vorstellbaren im 2. 
Jahrhundert’, Zeitschrift für Religionswissenschaft, 17 (2009), 23–41.

8 a) Phenomenological, with physical violence in its varied and distinguishable relations to the body 
providing the ‘standard of comparison’ for other, nonphysical forms of violence: see Reemtsma, Jan 
Philipp, Trust and Violence: An Essay on a Modern Relationship (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2012), pp. 55–66; b) neuro-historical, i.e., assuming culturally specific responses to violence are hardwired 
in human neurophysiology: see Smail, Daniel L., On Deep History and the Brain (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2008); c) socio-historical, i.e., implying that mechanisms of avoidance and legitimation of 
violence are socio-historically contingent.

9 ‘The sources of killing by humans are multiple, and one of them is ritual itself ’: Driver, Tom F., The Magic of 
Ritual (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), p. 105.

10 Origen, Commentary on John 6.53–4.
11 Girard, René, La violence et le sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972).
12 Girard, René, Le bouc émissaire (Paris: Grasset, 1982).
13 Bowersock, Glenn W., Martyrdom and Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 5–21.
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shed.14 Here I do not dwell on such epoch-making types of ends and beginnings, 
momentous turning-points in the history of sacrifice and martyrdom that marked 
critical transitions associated with the rise and/or the novelty of Christ religion. The 
kinds of shifts I attend to are rather micro-movements recorded along the faults 
between two interfacing plates. Like a geologist, I am attentive to their interaction 
and to events occurring at their boundaries. Both convergent and divergent moves are 
selectively mapped to account for the contingent origins and unsteady development of 
sacrificial martyrdom in early Christian writings.

Let’s start with a simple question: How and on what basis could sacrifice and 
martyrdom assimilate in the minds of some ancient Mediterranean people? As I see 
it, the nexus might rely on three distinct yet intertwined dimensions: (a) cognitive, 
(b) socio-symbolic, and (c) conceptual. The first is rooted in cognitive mechanisms 
that predate both the institution of sacrifice and the appearance of martyrdom. The 
second presupposes the existence of a social order and some structured relations of 
power that are symbolically reinforced by sacrifice and confirmed by martyrdom. The 
third is marked by the gradual and laborious emergence of a textual juxtaposition, 
discursive cohabitation, and conceptual overlap between the ways of thinking and 
talking about sacrifice and martyrdom. I briefly survey each of these levels before 
delving deeper into a more fine-grained textual analysis of the third.

A Three-Tiered Connection

Cognitive Dimension

There would be no such things as sacrifice and martyrdom without a memory of 
them. Sacrifice and martyrdom are likely to plunge their roots in the most primal 
recesses of our psyche. None other than Friedrich Nietzsche first gazed into such 
abysmal depths:

A thing must be burnt in so that it stays in the memory: only something 
that continues to hurt stays in the memory’ — that is a proposition from the 
oldest (and unfortunately the longest-lived) psychology on earth […]. When man 
decided he had to make a memory for himself, it never happened without blood, 
torments and sacrifices: the most horrifying sacrifices and forfeits (the sacrifice 
of the first-born belongs here), the most disgusting mutilations (for example, 
castration), the cruelest rituals of all religious cults (and all religions are, at their 
most fundamental, systems of cruelty) — all this has its origin in that particular 
instinct which discovered that pain was the most powerful aid to mnemonics. 
[…]. A few ideas have to be made ineradicable, ubiquitous, unforgettable, ‘fixed’, 

14 Respectively, Stroumsa, Guy G., La fin du sacrifice: les mutations religieuses de l’antiquité tardive (Paris: Odile 
Jacob, 2005), pp. 103–44; Boyarin, Daniel, Dying for God: Martyrdom and the Making of Christianity and 
Judaism (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).
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in order to hypnotize the whole nervous and intellectual system through these 
‘fixed ideas’.15

The essence of Nietzsche’s assertions in the Second Essay On the Genealogy 
of Morality (1887) has been largely substantiated by cognitive studies of religion. 
Experienced as emotionally intense performances, distressing religious practices leave 
a strong and durable impression in the mind. While the cognitive impact is generally 
attributed to their impingement on the specific system of long-term memory where 
they are encoded (known as ‘episodic memory’),16 their cultural propagation is facili‐
tated by the performer’s display of costly and hard-to-fake signals of commitment, 
conviction, and honesty (so-called ‘credibility-enhancing displays’).17 This combina‐
tion of neurophysiological effects and pro-social tendencies can be co-opted by reli‐
gious mythmaking and narratives to generate commitment, foster imitation, produce 
social cohesion and pro-group behavior. After all, ‘extreme rituals’ characterized by or 
encompassing violent practices seem to get a head start on other competing religious 
acts for their ability to enhance intense feelings of in-group solidarity and a powerful 
sense of psychological kinship (so-called ‘identity fusion’).18 Yet the related question 
arises: To what extent did the slaughter of non-human victims and the deadly torture 
of human martyrs equally involve intense arousal of dysphoric feelings such as stress, 
pain, and terror?

In the case of the martyrdom, where a life-threatening and often fatal ordeal 
is transformed into a religious spectacle, we are on a relatively safe ground. Early 
Christian writers’ preference for portraying martyrs’ bodies as food (typically bread, 
sometimes meat or milk) has been persuasively explained, alternatively or simultane‐
ously according to the textual strategy, as a way ‘to evoke shock and disgust’ as well 
as a ‘distancing mechanism that mitigates the horror of martyrdom’.19 Moreover, 
regardless of how pervasive violence as such might have been in the Roman empire 
how contingent the selection of violent features is upon ‘our own ethical category’ 
of violence, and how relevant the distinction between (real) infliction of violence 
and (rhetorical) representation of violence is in producing mood-altering effects, 

15 Nietzsche, Friedrich, On the Genealogy of Morality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997 
[1887]), p. 38.

16 Whitehouse, Harvey, Modes of Religiosity: A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmission (Walnut Creek: 
Altamira Press, 2004).

17 Henrich, Joseph, ‘The Evolution of Costly Displays, Cooperation and Religion: Credibility Enhancing 
Displays and their Implications for Cultural Evolution’, Evolution and Human Behavior, 30 (2009), 244–60.

18 For a recent overview, see Xygalatas, Dimitris, Ritual: How Seemingly Senseless Acts Make Life Worth 
Living (New York: Little, Brown Spark, 2024). For the difference between ‘identity fusion’ and ‘group 
identification’ as ritually induced ‘forms of cohesion’, see Whitehouse, Harvey, and Jonathan A. Lanman, 
‘“The Ties That Bind Us”: Ritual, Fusion, and Identification’, Current Anthropology, 55 (2014), 1–10.

19 Denzey Lewis, Nicola, ‘Food for the Body, the Body as Food: Roman Martyrs and the Paradox of Con­
sumption’, in Lived Religion in the Ancient Mediterranean World: Approaching Religious Transformation from 
Archaeology, History and Classics, ed. by Valentino Gasparini, Maik Patzelt, Rubina Raja, Anna-Katharina 
Rieger, Jörg Rüpke, and Emiliano R. Urciuoli (Berlin-Boston: De Gruyter, 2020), p. 296.
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David Frankfurter is hardly wrong: ‘if there was not some sense of violent acts being 
extraordinary and stimulating to imagine, you wouldn’t have martyrology.’20

As far as sacrifice is concerned, doubts and caveats multiply: Was animal sacrifice 
considered ‘extreme’ by any public at the time, given that it was anything but extrav‐
agant? And was it not a joyous, pleasurable ritual rather than a disphoric ordeal? 
The emotional intensity of and quality of the response to animal offerings are likely 
to depend on the interpretation of a variety of spatiotemporally contingent factors, 
including: (a) the frequency of the rite, (b) the sensory proximity and the level of 
engagement, (c) the ritual control of violence through the spectacularization of pain. 
With regard to the first aspect, some scholars argue that, due to the infrequent but 
regular character of the performance, most ‘centrally supervised’ festivals centered 
upon sacrifices have to be classified among pleasurable, low-arousal rituals unlikely 
to be encoded in episodic memory;21 others point out that the emotional salience 
and sensory pageantry of sacrificial rituals only became increasingly significant as 
they were imagistically encoded and iconically incorporated into the initiatory prac‐
tices of ‘mystery religions’.22 Regarding the third factor, while witnessing suffering 
could indeed evoke interspecies empathy (with animal sacrifice functioning as a 
‘teletropic mechanism’ inducing stress), the ritualized spectacle of pain could also 
act as institutional relief valves, potentially alleviating stress in spectators.23 Eventu‐
ally, ethnological and archaeological evidence does not seem to support Walter 
Burkert’s hypothesis that ancient Mediterranean animal sacrifice evolved from an 
upper-Paleolithic ritualization of hunting bloodsheds as a strategy to mitigate the 
shock of killing and alleviate associated anxiety and guilt.24 However, it cannot be 
excluded that neurally encoded ways of experiencing sacrifice might have facilitated 
the metaphorical transfer and conceptual effort required from early Christian writers 
to associate martyrdom with sacrifice. The level of commitment to the task was then 
directly proportional to the rhetorical maximization of violence aimed at equating 
Jesus’s violent death with animal sacrifice.25

20 Frankfurter, David, ‘“Religious Violence”: A Phenomenology’. <http://www.ancientjewreview.com/arti­
cles/2016/2/24/religious-violence-a-phenomenology> [accessed 16 July 2024].

21 Larson, Jennifer, Understanding Greek Religion (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 194, 231 note 29 (regarding 
sacrifice in Greek civic festivals and following Whitehouse’s Modes Theory). Based on the same cognitive 
model, yet arriving at the opposite conclusion, is Stavrianapoulou, Eftychia, ‘“Promises of Continuity”: 
The Role of Tradition in the Forming of Rituals in Ancient Greece’, in Ritual Dynamics in the Ancient 
Mediterranean, ed. by Angelos Chianotis (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2011), p. 91.

22 Martin, Luther H., Deep History, Secular Theory: Historical and Scientific Studies of Religion (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2014), pp. 287–8.

23 Smail, Deep History, p. 173.
24 Burkert, Walter, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1983), pp. 1–48.
25 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, p. 154 note 16.

http://www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2016/2/24/religious-violence-a-phenomenology
http://www.ancientjewreview.com/articles/2016/2/24/religious-violence-a-phenomenology
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Socio-Symbolic Dimension

Memory alone is insufficient. The attention-grabbing and memorable features of 
sacrifices and martyrdom could help generate cognitively optimal knowledge. How‐
ever, non-cognitive factors are equally important for establishing a religious tradition, 
whether sacrificial or martyrial. At the end of the day, says cognitive anthropologist 
Harvey Whitehouse, ‘people must be motivated to pass on these beliefs and rituals. 
[…]. If [they] do not think that particular beliefs and rituals are important enough to 
pass on, the belief will mutate or become extinct.’26 Besides, as mediologist Régis 
Debray explains, material bases and means of transmission are what ultimately 
enables messages encoded in memory ‘to make inroads toward permanence, to 
make history’.27 So why was it deemed important or even compelling to pass down, 
conserve, and store (in monuments, paintings, coins, and scripts) the memory of why 
and how to perform and potentially interpret sacrifices? And how did it come to be 
regarded as both sensible and pressing to transmit and scripturalize the memory of 
why and how some individuals were martyred?

Sure, investigating the interplay between a group’s practices of ‘mythmaking’ 
and ‘social formation’(understood as mutually related activities responding to the 
concerns and needs of worshiping groups under specific material conditions)28 is 
crucial for understanding the significant efforts made to objectify and safeguard 
sacrificial and martyrial performances in durable forms. However, behind the dialec‐
tical relationship between group stories and a group’s constitution lay the broader 
implications that the transmission of these cultural contents had for the day-to-day 
workings of society at large. In other words, it involves examining how the cultural 
transmission of patterned actions and the related discursive explanations (i.e., the 
potential assignment of explicit meanings and motivations) pertinent to sacrifices and 
martyrdoms mapped onto the reproduction of the social order.

My argument is that sacrifice and martyrdom share an underlying and tacit ‘poli‐
tics of the sacred’, that is, some unspoken presuppositions about the ‘hierarchical 
power relations of domination and subordination, inclusion and exclusion, appropria‐
tion and dispossession’.29 To explain this point, I take a leaf out of Daniel Ullucci’s 
study on The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice. Drawing on research on ritual 
theory, theory of sacrifice, reciprocity, and gift-giving, Ullucci posits that:

1. in all ancient Mediterranean societies, the logic of sacrifice corresponded to 
the ritualized (i.e., involving a divine-human partnership) logic of ‘reciprocity’ as 
‘system of different and deferred return’;30

26 Whitehouse, Modes of Religiosity, p. 64; original emphasis.
27 Debray, Régis, Transmitting Culture (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000 [1997]), p. 4; original 

emphasis.
28 The seminal reference is Mack, Burton L., ‘On Redescribing Christian Origins’, Method & Theory in the 

Study of Religion, 8 (1996), 247–96.
29 Chidester, David, and Edward T. Linenthal, ‘Introduction’, in American Sacred Space, ed. by David 

Chidester and Edward T. Linenthal (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995), p. 17.
30 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, p. 25.
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2. reciprocity is a social system that indexes, reinforces, and routinizes power 
hierarchies through unequal exchange between uneven parties;
3. on the one hand, the ‘ritualization’ of this reciprocal logic indexing hierarchies 
was quite incontestably shared among all Mediterranean cultural producers of 
discourses on sacrifice;
4. on the other, the involvement and reinforcement of power relationships and 
their hierarchical arrangement through the sacrificial exchange were misrecognized 
by both the ‘supporters of sacrifice’ and the vast majority of its ‘enemies’.31

Implicitly shared by most people interested in the cultural (re-)production or 
engaged in the philosophical and religious contestation of sacrifice, they operated 
thus doxically rather than ideologically.
5. none of the extant early Christian texts bearing a so-called critique of sacrifice 
actually question this ritualized social logic, thereby ‘revealing the arbitrary power 
hierarchies of a sacrificial society’. However obstinate their rhetoric about the end 
of sacrifice might have been, Christian educated experts did not go so far as to 
explode the socio-symbolic mechanism whereby ‘social relations are transfigured 
into supernatural relations, inscribed in the nature of things, and thus justified’.32

Yet, having said that about sacrifice, what did ancient Christian martyrdom have to 
do with systems of power maintenance? Isn’t it fashioned by its literate sponsors 
and catalogued by scholarly experts as a theological-political act of insubordination 
and subversion that overtly challenged the authority of overwhelming earthly pow‐
ers? Isn’t it portrayed as a confrontational show facing state-backed, colonial-like, 
gendered power-holders, provocatively staged before blood-lust publics?

Nonconformist and deviant as the motivations to die as a martyr might have been, 
early Christian martyrdom also rested on an asymmetrical and deferred exchange 
flowing across the human-divine axis. It operated by displacing and transfiguring 
this-worldly asymmetrical relations into supernatural bonds. Within this body of 
literature, God and Christ, or God via Christ, are the omnipresent recipients of a self-
annihilation that anticipates a postmortem return. Whatever its insurrectional fervor, 
anti-colonial overtones, and anti-patriarchal implications, martyrdom was a variant of 
the Ancient Mediterranean ‘religion of everyday social exchange’33 that sometimes 
outspokenly expressed this power-laden reciprocal logic. The following passage 
comes from a letter written by Ignatius the God-bearer, a self-authenticated bishop 
of Syria and about-to-be martyr, traditionally believed to have been sentenced to 

31 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, pp. 62–3.
32 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, pp. 66, 177 note 4, quoting Pierre Bourdieu, ‘Genesis and Structure of the 

Religious Field’ (1971), in Comparative Social Research, 13 (1991), p. 5.
33 Stowers, Stanley, ‘The Religion of Plant and Animal Offerings Versus the Religion of Meanings, Essences, 

and Textual Mysteries’, in Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice, ed. by Jennifer Wright Knust and Zsuzsanna 
Várhelyi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 36–41.
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death in Rome sometime in the second century.34 It addresses some Christ-believing 
Roman citizens who apparently attempted to use their influence to save his life:

I am not enjoining you as Peter and Paul did. They were apostles, I am 
condemned; they were free, until now I have been a slave. But if I suffer, I will 
become a freed person who belongs to Jesus Christ, and I will rise up, free, in him.

(οὐχ ὡς Πέτρος καὶ Παῦλος διατάσσομαι ὑμῖν. ἐκεῖνοι ἀπόστολοι, ἐγὼ 
κατάκριτος· ἐκεῖνοι ἐλεύθεροι, ἐγὼ δὲ μέχρι νῦν δοῦλος. ἀλλ᾿ ἐὰν πάθω, 
ἀπελεύθερος γενήσομαι Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ καὶ ἀναστήσομαι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐλεύθερος).35

Note the progression ‘slave’ → ‘freedman’ → ‘freeborn’. In this text, martyrdom un‐
ambiguously operates as a cosmically enhanced ‘social elevator’ that confirms the 
juridical system of classification while simultaneously dislocating it on a different 
realm and climbing its ranks. It demands the physical agony and suppression of the 
subject to rise and stop at the first floor (freedman), then awaits afterlife reinstate‐
ment to reach the top (freeborn). The interplay between the utopian drive and the 
‘affirmative’ character of martyrdom lies in the fact that the ‘universally obligatory, 
eternally better, and more valuable world that must be unconditionally affirmed’ 
through martyrdom 36 is neither desirable nor realizable in this life. Viewed through 
this lens, sacrifice and martyrdom appear as conservative formations that justify the 
status quo by resisting any attempt to negate the social whole in the name of radical 
transformation.

Conceptual Dimension

No sacrificial rite performed or martyrdom suffered by the denizens of the ancient 
Mediterranean societies survived noumenically as a raw event.37 For us contempo‐
raries, there are no such things as untextualized ancient Mediterranean sacrifices 
and martyrdoms. They are always wrapped in one or more layers of a ‘theology of 
sacrifice’ and of a ‘theology of martyrdom’. The meaning of ‘theology’, as used here, 
encompasses a wide spectrum, ranging from a practical set of rules with little or no 
explanation (e.g., the commandments on sacrifice in Leviticus) to a fully developed 

34 For an overview on the unceasing debate on the number, authenticity, and dating of the circulating collec­
tions of Ignatian letters, see Brent, Allen, Ignatius of Antioch: A Martyr Bishop and the Origin of Episcopacy 
(London: T&T Clark, 2007), pp. 95–158; Vinzent, Markus, Writing the History of Early Christianity: From 
Reception to Retrospection (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 266–464. There are also 
scholars who deny the very historical existence of Ignatius as bishop of Antioch.

35 Ignatius, To the Romans 4.3, ed. and trans. by Ehrman, Bart D., The Apostolic Fathers I (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003).

36 ‘A world essentially different from the factual world of the daily struggle for existence, yet realizable 
by every individual for himself “from within”, without any transformation of the state of fact’: Marcuse, 
Herbert, ‘The Affirmative Character of Culture’ [1937], in Marcuse, Herbert, Negations: Essays in Critical 
Theory (London: MayFly Books, 2009), p. 70.

37 Matthews, Shelly, Perfect Martyr: The Stoning of Stephen and the Construction of Christian Identity (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 21.
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doctrinal theory (e.g., Origen’s concept of atoning martyrdom). Besides, given that 
every text, including the most (apparently) dispassionate description of a ritual 
slaughter or the most (seemingly) bureaucratic transcription of a court proceeding, 
has an agenda, the two nouns will be used hereafter as shorthand for ‘theology of 
sacrifice’ and ‘theology of martyrdom’.

So-called lexical definitions rely on consensual linguistic use and the everyday 
understanding of things.38 In contemporary English-speaking linguistic communities, 
the term ‘martyr’ broadly refers to those who choose to undergo death or great 
suffering for a higher cause.39 When this higher cause expressly involves supernatural/
special beings or forces as key motivators and recipients of the act, the definiens harks 
back to the original religious context of the term. Of all the syntactical elements of 
the definition, martyrdom scholars from various disciplines would agree that ‘volun‐
tariness’ is certainly the most unstable and perplexing. Three reasons may account 
for its elusiveness. First, phenomenologically, voluntariness is a red-herring notion 
that ranges from aggressive death-seeking attitudes to death-conducive rejections 
of imposed religious recantations.40 Second, associating ‘martyrdom’ with individual 
acceptance — whatever that may mean — clashes with the unfamiliarity of most 
modern speakers with religious practices and discourses outside their experience,41

which often results in their habit of conferring the title of martyr to the casualties 
of religiously motivated massacres and assassinations.Unsurprisingly, the aspect of 
voluntariness is frequently sidestepped when martyrs are made, claimed, and hailed 
in present-day media reports of violent assassinations of people worldwide due to 
their ascribed or professed faith — likely the largest industry of martyr stories 
ever.42 Third, and most importantly for the present purpose, the bewildering force 
of voluntariness lies especially in the fact that it threatens to blur the fine line between 
martyrdom and suicide as self-inflicted death. If god shifts from being the intentional 
focus to merely a pretext for the act, the motivational area remains obscure and a 
perilous doubt arises: Did they accept to die for god and in accordance with god’s 

38 Stausberg, Michael, and Mark Q. Gardiner, ‘Definition’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Study of Religion, 
ed. by Michael Stausberg and Steven Engler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 17.

39 Oxford English Dictionary, ‘Martyr’ <https://www.oed.com/dictionary/martyr_n?tab=mean­
ing_and_use#37664163> [accessed 18 July 2024].

40 With reference to early Christian martyrs, the sub-category of ‘voluntary martyr’ should include ‘those 
who volunteered, those who drew attention to themselves during the trials of other Christians, and even 
those who killed themselves’: Middleton, Paul, ‘Early Christian Voluntary Martyrdom: A Statement for 
the Defense’, Journal of Theological Studies, 64 (2013), p. 573. There was no compelling consensus — and 
for some scholars, no actual concern — about distinguishing between ‘true’ and ‘voluntary’ martyrdoms 
among the Christ groups’ spokespersons and leaders.

41 The same holds true for sacrifice as well: see Jay, Nancy, Throughout Your Generation Forever: Sacrifice, 
Religion, and Paternity (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992), p. 150; Detienne, Marcel, ‘Culinary 
Practices and the Spirit of Sacrifice’, in The Cuisine of Sacrifice among the Greeks, ed. by Jean-Pierre Vernant 
and Marcel Detienne (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1989), p. 20.

42 See Moss, Candida, The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom (New 
York: HarperCollins, 2013), pp. 1–4.

https://www.oed.com/dictionary/martyr_n?tab=meaning_and_use#37664163
https://www.oed.com/dictionary/martyr_n?tab=meaning_and_use#37664163
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will because they simply sought to die?43 As Protestant theologian Auguste Sabatier 
hastened to add, in his polemic against hard-line Catholic sacrificial theologies of his 
time, we know for sure that Jesus ‘[did] not nail Himself to the cross’.44

Given this multifaceted ambiguity of voluntariness, ‘sacrifice’ can be expressly 
brought into play to reinstate a distinction that might appear motivationally fuzzy 
or even untenable. In sociology of religion, sacrifice can indeed be of definitional 
importance for understanding what martyrdom is. Applying Maurice Halbwachs’s 
sociological apperception of suicide to Islamic human bombings, Ivan Strenski posits 
that when self-immolation is socially sanctioned and morally elevated by communal 
standards within a given community, it should be read as sacrifice; without that form, 
it is (just) suicide. When it comes to self-inflicted death, then, only the moral and 
ritual aura of sacrifice can protect martyrdom from the profane stain of suicide.45

Borrowing from Marcel Mauss’s definition of the potlatch as ‘monster child of the 
gift system’, martyrdom can be seen as the ‘monster child of the sacrifice system’: 
an act of ‘moderate “giving of”’ some alienable properties to the god/s morphs into 
an ‘extreme “giving up”’ of one’s own life to the same recipient/s.46 Martyrdom is a 
transcendentalization of death through an extreme version of ritualized gift-giving.

Strenski’s sociological understanding of suicide bombings has not escaped criti‐
cism.47 However, the original Halbwachsian intuition that only the ritual form of 
sacrifice separates authorized self-immolators from mere suicides has the advantage 
of bridging the two parts of this paper. In fact, if this sociological line of reasoning 
held true for early Christian martyrdom as well, we would expect to find a noticeable 
correspondence, if not a perfect and orderly match, between accomplished sacrificial 
patterns and fully-fledged martyrial presentation of violent deaths. This is definitely 
not the case. In the second section of this paper, I set out to highlight the initially 
contingent and jumbled character of the nowadays’ pervasive and consistent relation 
between sacrifice and martyrdom. Such an originally troubled and unstable connection 
may have depended on various factors, including: the cognitively intuitive structural 
difference between a time-honored bloody ritual and an newly emergent bloody 
non-ritual; the martyrdom texts’ portrayal and promotion of the rejection of sacrifice 
as the ultimate challenge to Roman power; the impossibly high standard set by Jesus’s 
death; the early appearance and higher significance of concurrent metaphors and 

43 An undignified ‘thanatophilic’ habit is ascribed to Christian martyrs by non-Christian cultural producers 
(see Epictetus, Discourses 4.7.6; Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 11.3) and to competing Christ groups by 
early Christian writers: on the latter, see Tabbernee, William, Fake Prophecy and Polluted Sacraments: 
Ecclesiastical and Imperial Reactions to Montanism (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 201–42.

44 Sabatier, Auguste, The Doctrine of the Atonement and Its Historical Evolution (London: Williams & Norgate, 
1904 [1901]), p. 113, cited in Strenski, Theology, p. 70.

45 Strenski, Ivan, ‘Sacrifice, Gift, and the Social Logic of Muslim “Human Bombers”’, Terrorism and Political 
Violence, 15 (2003), 1–34, following Maurice Halbwachs, Les causes du suicide (Paris: Alcan, 1930), 
pp. 475–7.

46 Mauss, Marcel, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (New York: W.W. Norton, 
1990 [1925]), p. 41, cited in Strenski, ‘Sacrifice, Gift’, p. 21. Emphasis mine.

47 Asad, Talal, On Suicide Bombing (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pp. 42–5.
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competing models for understanding, representing, and advertising martyrdom. Since 
the first factor has been already addressed and the second is both easily identifiable 
and widely recognized, I prefer to concentrate on the remaining two.

A Complicated Relationship

Is Ignatius Bigger than Jesus?

The Letters of Ignatius are not included in modern scholarly collections of Greek and 
Latin narratives about ancient Christian martyrs — and for good reason. In these 
documents, no actual execution takes place; rather, the death penalty is daydreamed 
about, lusted for, and spectacularly anticipated through writing. Along his way to 
Rome to face trial, a first-person narrator named Ignatius pens letters that, among 
other things, seek to construe martyrdom as a religious mandate to be fulfilled in 
imitation of Christ’s endurance in pain and willingness to die. Locating his authority 
claims in a suffering that is never enough,48 the self-styled bishop is an early represen‐
tative of the ‘new discourse’ of martyrdom’ as a ‘practice of dying for God and of 
talking about it’.49

Writing to some Christ believers in Rome, Ignatius draws on sacrificial semantics 
to convey the meaning and implications of his own impending death. The usually 
quoted (and occasionally pathologized)50 passage is To the Romans 4.1–2:

I am writing all the churches and giving instruction to all, that I am willingly dying 
for God, unless you hinder me. I urge you, do not become an untimely kindness 
to me. Allow me to be bread for the wild beasts; through them I am able to attain 
to God. I am the wheat of God and am ground by the teeth of the wild beasts, 
that I may be found to be the pure bread of Christ. Rather, coax the wild beasts, 
that they may become a tomb for me and leave no part of my body behind, that I 
may burden no one once I have died. Then I will truly be a disciple of Jesus Christ, 
when the world does not see even my body. Petition Christ on my behalf, that I 
may be found a sacrifice through these instruments of God.

(Ἐγὼ γράφω πάσαις ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις καὶ ἐντέλλομαι πᾶσιν, ὅτι ἐγὼ ἑκὼν ὑπὲρ 
θεοῦ ἀποθνήσκω, ἐάνπερ ὑμεῖς μὴ κωλύσητε. παρακαλῶ ὑμᾶς, μὴ εὔνοια ἄκαιρος 
γένησθέ μοι. ἄφετέ με θηρίων εἶναι βοράν, δι᾿ ὧν ἔνεστιν θεοῦ ἐπιτυχεῖν. σῖτός 
εἰμι θεοῦ καὶ δι᾿ ὀδόντων θηρίων ἀλήθομαι, ἵνα καθαρὸς ἄρτος εὑρεθῶ τοῦ 
Χριστοῦ. μᾶλλον κολακεύσατε τὰ θηρία, ἵνα μοι τάφος γένωνται καὶ μηθὲν 
καταλίπωσι τῶν τοῦ σώματός μου, ἵνα μὴ κοιμηθεὶς βαρύς τινι γένωμαι. τότε 
ἔσομαι μαθητὴς ἀληθῶς Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, ὅτε οὐδὲ τὸ σῶμά μου ὁ κόσμος ὄψεται. 

48 For a persuasive account of this ‘complicated and sometimes contradictory’ construction of authority via 
suffering, see Berkowitz, Beth A., Execution and Invention: Death Penalty Discourse in Early Rabbinic and 
Christian Cultures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 198–203.

49 Boyarin, Dying for God, pp. 94–5. As late as this discourse might be, it cannot date later than the last quarter 
of the second century (circa 180 ce).

50 de Ste. Croix, Geoffrey E.M., ‘Why were the Early Christians Persecuted?’, Past & Present, 26 (1963), 23–4.
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λιτανεύσατε τὸν Χριστὸν ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ, ἵνα διὰ τῶν ὀργάνων τούτων θεοῦ θυσία 
εὑρεθῶ).51

Three observations are needed. First, one has to carefully discern what, in this meta‐
morphic carnage of a human body, is actually sacrifice and what is not. On the one 
hand, becoming cereal food for wild animals through a three-step transubstantiating 
process — flesh → wheat → bread — is no sacrifice but nurture. Although ‘pure bread’ 
can be found in connection with sacrifices or ritual meals,52 up to this point we are 
not dealing with a sacrificial death. Nor does this reflect an ordinary technique for 
producing food and commensality from a ritual offering. Rather, the terminology 
itself suggests an odd ‘bakery practice’ for non-human fellow-diners that bloodlessly 
inverts the eucharistic transformation order: raw flesh is turned into high-quality 
bread.53 On the other hand, the ‘petition’ voiced in To the Romans 4.2, which 
expresses Ignatius’s desire to be found a sacrifice, clearly meets the requirements 
of a sacrificial coding of martyrdom. The word θυσία connotes the prior alimentary 
metamorphosis as a sacrifice, notably a whole-burnt offering,54 as it demands the 
complete physical destruction of the victim — replacing fire, the beasts’ teeth are 
persuaded not to leave the martyr half-eaten but consumed in full, possibly including 
the bones. A destructive sacrificial framework is grafted onto a macabre full meal.55

To borrow from Jan Philipp Reemtsma’s notion of ‘autotelic violence’, here ‘the body’s 
destruction is not merely a possible consequence, it’s the point’. For ‘what is ultimately 
crucial’ is ‘how the body ceases to be an obstacle’ to Ignatius’s goal.56

Second, it is noteworthy that the reference to God as a recipient of the martyr’s 
self-sacrifice appears only in some testimonies of the letter, either in genitive (θεοῦ) 
or in dative (θεῷ). It is absent in the Greek text of the so-called Middle Recension, 
which is still largely considered the oldest attainable version of the collection and 
more elaborately reads ‘through these instruments of God’ (διὰ τῶν ὀργάνων τούτων 
θεοῦ). Returning to Strenski’s interpretation of Jihadists’ martyrdom as sacrifice, one 
can already press the question of whom and for whom Ignatius’s life is given up, and 
thus ultimately who — besides God, or even prior to God himself –, ‘is obliged to 

51 Ignatius, To the Romans 4.1–2.
52 Ignatius of Antioch: A Commentary on the Letters of Ignatius of Antioch, ed. by William R. Schoedel 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), p. 176.
53 Castelli, Elizabeth A., Martyrdom and Memory: Early Christian Culture Making (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2004), p. 80.
54 Although θυσία encompasses a variety of offering practices — Jewish and non-Jewish, vegetal and animal 

— the word is generally not used for destructive, non-participatory alimentary sacrifices: see McGowan, 
Andrew, ‘Eucharist and Sacrifice: Cultic Tradition and Transformation in Early Christian Ritual Meals,’ in 
Mahl und religiöse Identität im frühen Christentum, ed. by Matthias Klinghardt and Hal Taussig (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2012), p. 196.

55 Compare this passage with the urban religious kenosis displayed by the American social activist Jane 
Addams, when she writes that her desire as co-founder of the Chicago settlement house movement in 1889 
was ‘to be swallowed and digested, to disappear into the bulk of the people’: see Addams, Jane, Twenty 
Years at Hull-House (New York: New American Library, 1981 [1910]), p. 218.

56 Reemtsma, Trust and Violence, p. 62; original emphasis.
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accept’ this gift and ‘then, in some appropriate and equivalent way, to reciprocate’.57

Passages from the same collection make it clear that is the Christian audience of the 
letters who is expected to return the gift. They are called to follow through a ‘struggle 
in faith, admonishment, endurance, patience’ (Ignatius, To the Ephesians 3.1) and, as 
we will see, obedience, in which what it is at stake is the Χριστιανισμός itself according 
to Ignatius’s own dispatched instructions.

Third, the actual range and significance of this sacrificial modeling of martyrdom 
should also be clarified. Whereas some scholars detect a ‘reigning theory of sacri‐
fice’ underpinning the Ignatian letters,58 others have persuasively cautioned against 
overemphasizing both frequency and implications of the sacrificial coding. For in‐
stance, when Ignatius introduces himself to the Christ-believing Ephesians as ‘your 
περίψημα’, he could be echoing Paul and thinking in terms of ‘rubbish’ rather than 
‘scapegoat’;59 or when, in To the Romans 2.2, he sees himself ‘poured out to God as 
a libation’ on the closest ‘altar’ (τοῦ σπονδισθῆναι θεῷ, ὡς ἔτι θυσιαστήριον ἕτοιμόν 
ἐστιν), the cultic reference is adamant but it is dubious how much this implies a 
conscious mimicry of Jesus’s self-sacrifice.60 Jesus’s death as an expiatory sacrifice 
is probably known and possibly assumed by Ignatius, but it is neither explicitly 
expressed nor thematized and developed as a model for his own bloody ordeal.61

Positing that it ‘was so much taken for granted that it didn’t need explicit mention’ 
does not rule out the possibility that Ignatius might be unconcerned with patterning 
his martyrdom after this theological motif.62 All things considered, instead of display‐
ing a methodically consistent and respectfully disciplined imitatio, the about-to-be 
martyr leverages the intuitive appeal, communicative potential, and emotional charge 
of cultic-sacrificial language in an occasional, loose, and metaphorically confident 
manner.

Far from instantiating a full-developed sacrificial understanding of martyrdom (let 
alone a theory), the main function of sacrifice in Ignatius’s letters is to evocatively weld 
together all the actors present on the martyrdom scene through a cross-culturally 
resonant and engaging lexicon. Is this conflated and scattered sacrificial language 
really used so casually and wildly that the suffering of Jesus, the master, ends up 
overshadowed by the emphasis on the victimhood status of his disciple? This is diffi‐

57 Strenski, ‘Sacrifice, Gift’, p. 23.
58 Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory, p. 84.
59 See 1 Corinthians 4:13. Thus Schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch, pp. 63–4. In To the Ephesians 18.1 he recklessly 

speaks of his spirit as περίψημα of the cross.
60 Schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch, p. 171 n. 8. See also To the Ephesians 8.1: ‘I give myself as a sacrificial offering 

for you Ephesians’ (ἁγνίζομαι ὑμῶν Ἐφεσίων); To the Trallians 13.3: ‘My own spirit is sacrificed for you’ 
(ἁγνίζεται ὑμῶν τὸ ἐμὸν πνεῦμα).

61 Hartmann, ‘Märtyrer als “Opfer”’, pp. 30, 32.
62 So Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, p. 99, quoting Daly, Robert J., Christian Sacrifice: The Judaeo-Christian 

Background Before Origen (Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1978), p. 320. For Jesus’s 
sacrificial death as ‘the lens’ through which Ignatius interprets his own ordeal, see also Moss, Candida, The 
Other Christs: Imitating Jesus in Ancient Christian Ideologies of Martyrdom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), p. 84.



unoffered Pain 235

cult to determine.63 On the one hand, several passages of the letters show Ignatius’s 
confidence that his degrading suffering of a prisoner serves a vicarious role, acting 
‘in exchange’ and ‘on behalf of’ his addressees. On the other, the language used 
to convey these benefits does not necessarily or clearly reflect a cultic-sacrificial 
pattern.64 Moreover, unlike other prior or contemporary Christian interpretations of 
Jesus’s expiatory ordeal as a one-of-a-kind performance,65 there are neither cosmic 
implications nor a clear salvific function suggested here; if ever, this miniature ransom 
solely seeks a direct payoff in terms of in-group harmony through ecclesiastical 
obedience. Eventually, Ignatius’s letters document that early Christian martyrdom 
could be coded and even proudly celebrated as a humble sacrifice, and yet when it 
comes to articulating its operations — i.e., how it affects the status of the performer 
and beneficiaries — the text appears to stumble over the import and magnitude 
of Christ’s victimhood. After all, a sacrifice must effect or elicit changes in all the 
components involved;66 martyrdom qua sacrifice should be no exception to this rule. 
The next text demonstrates that it can be haunted by doubt about whether it went too 
far.

Extinguishing Fires: the Martyrdom of Polycarp

In Ignatius’s writings, martyrdom is still a wordless concept. Occurring three times 
in the Middle Recension, the nouns μάρτυς (witness) and μαρτύριον (testimony) 
are never used to designate his sought-after, impending fate.67 Despite its highly 
contested dating, the text that is still widely regarded as containing the earliest extant 
attestation of the Greek witness vocabulary with technical martyrdom connotations 
centers on a former individual addressee of Ignatius and is known as the Martyrdom 
of Polycarp.68 It is a letter written in the first-person plural by representatives of the 
Christ group in Smyrna, narrating the arrest and execution of the eighty-six-year-old 
bishop of the city, Polycarp, which took place sometime between 155 and 177 CE. 
Sacrifice features quite prominently in it.

63 Suggesting that Ignatius indulges in cultic metaphors without daring to place his death on the same 
(cosmic) level as Christ’s appears to be the main concern of Schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch, pp. 64, 176, 248.

64 e.g., To the Ephesians 21.1: ‘I am giving my life for you (ἀντίψυχον ὑμῶν ἐγὼ) and for those you sent 
to Smyrna for the honor of God’; To the Smyrneans 10.2: ‘My spirit is given in exchange for yours 
(ἀντίψυχον ὑμῶν τὸ πνεῦμά μου), as are my chains’; To Polycarp 2.3: ‘I am given in exchange for you (σου 
ἀντίψυχον ἐγὼ) in every way, as are the bonds I bear’; 6.1: I am giving my life in exchange for those are 
subject (ἀντίψυχον ἐγὼ τῶν ὑποτασσομένων) to the bishop, the presbyters, and the deacons’. Against this 
view is Brent, Allen, ‘Ignatius’ Pagan Background in Second Century Asia Minor’, Zeitschrift für Antikes 
Christentum, 10 (2006), pp. 228–9.

65 Hebrews 9–10.
66 Except, perhaps, for the officiant or sacrificer, if they are distinct from the sacrifier.
67 Trall. 12.3; Phld. 6.3; 7.2.
68 See Martyrdom of Polycarp 1.1; 2.1–2; 13.2; 14.2; 15.2; etc. Dating hypotheses of textual strata currently 

range between the mid-second and the early-fifth century. For an overview of all the main debates 
(including dating, authorship, integrity vs. multi-stage redaction, authenticity/historicity, intertextuality), 
see Hartog, Paul, Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians and the Martyrdom of Polycarp: Introduction, Text, and 
Commentary. Oxford Apostolic Fathers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 165–239.
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For second-century Christians, sacrifice was first and foremost a lifesaver and a 
temptation. Since governors increasingly realized they could use ad hoc prayers, in‐
cense, or animal offerings to ultimately test the religious loyalty of overt or suspected 
Christians, thereby exposing the most resolute among them,69 performing sacrifice 
might have been an unequivocal way to avoid martyrdom. It is therefore little surprise 
that in the early martyr accounts, sacrifice begins to feature as the counterpart of 
martyrdom. To mimic sacrifice, martyrdom must first resist, challenge, and oppose 
it. However, according to the story, Polycarp is never formally asked to sacrifice.70

The possibility is tantalizingly mentioned only once by the police captain in a ‘private’ 
conversation on their way to Smyrna (Martyrdom of Polycarp 8.2).71 This is no 
command but rather an off-stage suggestion; the local governor would certainly not 
disdain it, but he does not demand it either. Later, Polycarp is announced to the 
public as the evil teacher indoctrinating ‘many not to sacrifice’ (μὴ θύειν; 12.2), yet he 
is never ordered to put this negative precept into practice. What Polycarp is officially 
asked is rather to recant by ‘swear(ing) by the genius of Cesar’, repudiating his fellow-
Christians, and cursing Christ (9.2–11.1). In this text, oath counters martyrdom in a 
more direct and explicit way than sacrifice does.72

Until the very moment of Polycarp’s execution, sacrifice features as a relatively 
unassuming element of the religious background against which martyrdom is staged 
and construed. However, upon his ascension to the pyre, both the narrating voice and 
Polycarp himself resort to sacrificial language to describe the martyrdom scene. First 
comes the description of the binding of the bishop, which interweaves a previously 
self-denied crucifixion (13.3) with the biblically-based motif and later Midrashic 
materials on the binding of Isaac:73

They did not nail [him], but they tied him instead. And he, having put his hands 
behind [him] and having been bound, was prepared for sacrifice as an outstanding 
ram out of the great flock, a whole burnt offering, acceptable to God.

(Οἱ δὲ οὐ καθήλωσαν μὲν ἔδησαν δὲ αὐτόν. Ὁ δὲ ὀπίσω τὰς χεῖρας ποιήσας 
καὶ προσδεθεὶς ὥσπερ κριὸς ἐπίσημος ἐκ μεγάλου ποιμνίου εἰς προσφοράν, 
ὁλοκάρπωμα δεκτὸν τῷ θεῷ ἡτοιμασμένον).74

Then, the sacrificial thread is unfolded by the martyr himself in the speech he 
addresses to God Father, before the fire begins to burn him alive:

69 A practice documented as early as Pliny the Younger, Letters 10.96.5–6.
70 Less than a century later, Pionius, a Christian priest from the same city and the protagonist of an 

eponymous martyrdom story, would be ordered to sacrifice eleven times.
71 The verb ἐπιθῦσαι has also the meaning of ‘offering incense’: see also Martyrdom of Polycarp 4.
72 Given that sacrifice is a challenging presence but not ‘the crux of the conflict’ (Ullucci, The Christian 

Rejection, p. 100), it cannot be used as a compelling argument for pushing the date of the text to Decius’s 
time: see other arguments in Moss, The Myth of Persecution, pp. 94–104.

73 For the reception history of this biblical motif, see Noort, Edward, and Eibert J.C. Tigchelaar, eds, The 
Sacrifice of Isaac: The Aqedah (Genesis 22) and Its Interpretations (Leiden: Brill, 2002).

74 Martyrdom of Polycarp 14.1, ed. and trans. by Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians.
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May I be welcomed before you today among them [scil. the martyrs] as a rich 
and acceptable sacrifice, just as you, the undeceiving and true God, prepared 
beforehand and revealed in advance and accomplished. For this reason, and for all 
things, I praise you, I bless you, I glorify you through the eternal and heavenly high 
priest, Jesus Christ your beloved Son …

(ἐν οἷς προσδεχθείην ἐνώπιόν σου σήμερον ἐν θυσίᾳ πίονι καὶ προσδεκτῇ, καθὼς 
προητοίμασας καὶ προεφανέρωσας καὶ ἐπλήρωσας, ὁ ἀψευδὴς καὶ ἀληθινὸς θεός. 
3. Διὰ τοῦτο καὶ περὶ πάντων σὲ αἰνῶ, σὲ εὐλογῶ, σὲ δοξάζω διὰ τοῦ αἰωνίου καὶ 
ἐπουρανίου ἀρχιερέως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ ἀγαπητοῦ σου παιδός …).75

Neither the nails earlier nor the blood later (16.1), but rather sacrifice welds master 
and disciple, Christ and Polycarp, at the supreme level of imitatio.76 Contrary to Ig‐
natius’s mix of victimary boldness and Christological reticence, the priestly-victimary 
Christology of the Letter to the Hebrews lingering beneath Polycarp’s plea seals 
the bond: the bishop wants to be sacrificed ‘just as’ (καθὼς) Christ. However, 
two points made by martyrdom scholar Candida Moss are noteworthy here. First, 
the model of this θυσία is, once again, the whole-burnt offering (Leviticus 1:3–17 
TΜ: ʿōlâ; LXX: ὁλοκαύτωμα), not the expiatory sacrifice (Leviticus 4:1–5:13 TM: 
ḥaṭṭā'āṯ; LXX: ἁμαρτία),77 meaning that the analogies with the sacrificial imagery 
of Hebrews do not cross the vicarious-atoning line drawn and trespassed by Christ 
alone.78 Second, highlighting the ‘narratological function of sacrificial metaphors and 
language’ implies that specific cultic semantics contributes to the narrative structure, 
affecting the readers’ perception, enhancing their understanding of the events, and 
more effectively conveying sense and purpose of the text.79 It should not entail that 
the narratological medium is also the means of salvation. Cultic language is not cult. 
It does not operate by translocating people to heaven and thus bringing them closer 
to gods but, stirring cultic imagination, it can help conceptualize and visualize this 
proximity by bringing it to mind. Therefore, it is not Polycarp’s ‘identity’ as a burnt 
offering that earns him the company of God. Instead, sacrificial language is leveraged 
to communicate the salvific implications of the martyr’s supreme endurance to an 
audience accustomed to evoking reciprocity and earning benefits through the smoke 

75 Martyrdom of Polycarp 14.2–3.
76 Describing its content as an example of ‘martyrdom according to the gospel’ (Martyrdom of Polycarp 1.1; 

19.1), the text contains an exceptionally large number of passages that recall episodes from the Jesus’s 
passion narratives: see Cobb, L. Stephanie, ‘Polycarp’s Cup: Imitatio in the Martyrdom of Polycarp’, Journal 
of Religious History, 38 (2013), 224–40.

77 This is a simplification, given that the Hebrew Bible presents a wider variety of offering practices than those 
found in Leviticus 1–7, which, in turn, contains a much richer taxonomy than the above dyad.

78 Moss, The Other Christs, 84–5; contra Young, Frances M., The Use of Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian 
Writers from the New Testament to John Chrysostom (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 1979), p. 130. As Moss 
notices, Polycarp’s death is nevertheless effective in that it ‘ended the persecution’ (Martyrdom of Polycarp 
11.1; see the model of 2 Maccabees 7:37–8; 17:20–2).

79 Moss, The Other Christs, p. 8, referencing Eberhart, Christian A., ‘A Neglected Feature of Sacrifice in the 
Hebrew Bible: Remarks on the Burning Rite on the Altar’, Harvard Theological Review, 97 (2004), 485–93.
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of sacrifices — rather than through the flames of public executions. Martyrdom as 
sacrifice enhances communication of afterlife merits, not directly the afterlife fate.

Immediately afterward, the smell of the martyr’s burning flesh morphs into a 
bread-like aroma mingled with other perfumed fragrances (Martyrdom of Polycarp 
15.2). However, what truly demands our attention is the scene depicted in ch. 17. 
After Polycarp’s execution, we see the Romans taking away and burning his bodily 
remains. The text provides a convoluted explanation for this bizarre procedure: the 
local authorities feared that Christians might replace Jesus with Polycarp — ‘forsake 
the crucified one’ and ‘worship this one’ — acting on the suggestion and insistence 
of the Jews. If the officers’ motive seems merely farcical, the reference to a Jewish 
instigation is no less bewildering: the best one can say is that it clumsily addresses the 
ever-shifting local urban scenario of polemics and competition among morphologi‐
cally similar religious groups coexisting and operating in close proximity, competing 
for a finite pool of resources, sponsors, and clients, while simultaneously developing 
concomitant traditions, discourses, and practices about nobly dying for God.80 Both 
arguments, however, serve to prepare the ground for the following statement: ‘we will 
never be able to abandon the Messiah (who suffered for the salvation of the whole 
world of the saved, the blameless on behalf of sinners) or worship someone else’ 
(17.2).

What ultimately lingers beneath this awkward scene, depicting Pagans and Jews 
alarmed at the prospect of Christians becoming Polycarpians, is the author’s concern 
that ‘if Jesus’s death is what made him special and a savior, and martyrs died in similar 
ways, then some may have understood martyrs to be on a par with Christ’.81 The 
sacrificial martyrdom of human beings must not equal the sacrificial passion of the 
Son of God: Polycarp is not Jesus. Eventually, the author of the text voices the same 
anxiety that prevent modern exegetes from thinking Ignatius could have seen himself 
as equal to Christ. Narrative incongruities and textual oddities moderate the effects of 
the powerful language previously employed, tempering the potential ‘heretical’ flames 
of the sacrificial fire.

Competing Tropes, Concurrent Rituals: Cyprian and the ‘Baptism of Blood’

Surveying the texts that are (more or less frequently) included alongside the Martyr‐
dom of Polycarp in modern collections of the early martyr narratives, it is striking to 
note how poorly attested sacrificial martyrdom is. Take the classic collection edited 

80 For a contextualization ‘in a tradition of representations of Jewish-Christian tensions in Smyrna’, see 
Hartog, Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians, p. 319, citing Revelation 2:9 and Martyrdom of Pionius 13–14. 
For a complex historical reconstruction of the anti-Jewish complexion of this garbled passage, marred by 
logical inconsistency, stylistic awkwardness, and significant textual instability in the manuscript tradition, 
see Gibson, E. Leigh, ‘The Jews and Christians in the Martyrdom of Polycarp: Entangled or Parted Ways?’, 
in The Ways That Never Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed. by Adam 
H. Becker and Annette Y. Reed (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2003), pp. 145–58.

81 Moss, The Myth of Persecution, pp. 102–03. Thus also Hartmann, ‘Märtyrer als “Opfer”’, p. 33.
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by Herbert Musurillo, which gathers together twenty-eight texts.82 In this reference 
anthology, I found only ten indisputable occurrences. Of these ten cases, four (i.e, 
Martyrdom of Felix the Bishop; Martyrdom of Dasius; Martyrdom of Euplus; the Latin 
recension of the Acts of Carpus) are from texts presumably later than the Diocletian 
age and the enforcement of the so-called Great Persecution of 303–313; one features 
in an extremely novelistic document whose dating is hard to pinpoint (Martyrdom of 
Conon).83 Four of the five remaining references appear in a single script, the Martyrs 
of Lyon and Vienne, a late-second-century encyclical letter excerpted, and maybe 
reworked, by fourth-century Church historian Eusebius of Caesarea. Within this text, 
cultic language is reduced to the conventional and rather laconic verbal formula 
‘[they] were sacrificed’ (ἐτύθεσαν) /‘she was sacrificed’ (ἐτύθη) (Eusebius, Ecclesias‐
tical history 1.40, 51–52, 56). Sacrificial imagery is intensified by the derogatory 
juxtaposition of an olfactory image of burning flesh with a self-vindicating accusation 
of cannibalism (5.1.52).

This scanty dataset demonstrates that the conceptual investment in sacrifice 
among martyrdom storytellers is particularly low. It is therefore inaccurate to say 
that ‘examples can be multiplied, but the point is clear: martyrdom and sacrifice are 
integrally linked in early Christian sources’.84 Similarly, it is difficult to subscribe to 
the idea that ‘martyr no longer meant witness but instead meant a sacrificial victim 
and in this form it retains its most insidious meaning in the twenty-first century’.85

Quite the contrary, sacrifice appears to be far from crucial to the discourse of martyr‐
dom. Compared to themes such as the imitation of Christ or the public confession 
of the name, sacrifice is a contingent and peripheral motif. It resurfaces on occasion. 
As a narratological device, it is merely one trope among several others — military, 
athletic, gastronomic-symposiac, bridal, agricultural, and so forth — and certainly not 
the most popular.86

If we turn our attention from martyrdom stories to martyrdom theories, the 
situation remains largely unchanged. In the realm of theological doctrines and con‐
troversies, sacrifice still competes with other models for understanding martyrdom 
and eventually yields to them. Take Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, a wealthy and 
well-connected Church leader who endured the repercussions of the Decius’s edict, 
the first de facto anti-Christian imperial legislation (249–252 CE), and subsequently 
suffered martyrdom during Valerian’s persecution in 258. Throughout this decade, 
Cyprian’s ecclesiastical power was deeply intertwined with and impacted local and 

82 Musurillo, Herbert, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972).
83 In the recent collection by Eric Rebillard — which includes only Greek and Latin narratives of martyrs 

executed before Gallienus’s edict (260 CE) and externally attested no later than Eusebius or Augustine 
— all of these texts are excluded: see Rebillard, Éric, Greek and Latin Narratives about the Ancient Martyrs 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).

84 Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory, 54; see also Daly, Christian Sacrifice, pp. 378–83 and 493–95.
85 Salisbury, Joyce E., The Blood of Martyrs: Unintended Consequences of Ancient Violence (New York: Rout­

ledge, 2004), p. 131.
86 In this regard, the confrontation with ‘martyrdom as combat’ is particularly revealing. Even in the text most 

receptive to sacrificial imagery, the Martyrs of Lyon and Vienne, athletic and military images largely prevail: 
see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical history 5.1.5–6, 11, 17–18, 36–38, 42–43, 55.
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trans-local debates over the legitimacy and efficacy of key Christian rituals, such as 
the eucharist, baptism, reconciliation, and clerical ordination. All these polemics can 
be seen as stemming from the fundamental opposition between dying for God with 
clerical support and sacrificing to the gods by imperial decree. Besides, Cyprian’s 
main opponents, both in Carthage and Rome, connected their claims to authority 
— and sometimes based them entirely — on their stance towards martyrdom. Since 
agendas drive innovations and habits towards the development of concepts and theo‐
ries, I argue that Cyprian’s view of ecclesiastical order and authority — shaped during 
these controversies to confront his rivals — led him to prioritize a non-sacrificial 
model of martyrdom.

While praising the martyrs’ fortitude primarily through standardized athletic and 
martial-military images, Cyprian occasionally resorts to the theme of sacrificial mar‐
tyrdom, drawing on a repertoire of quotations from biblical texts and newly authori‐
tative Christian literature.87 In one such instance, the inability of some Numidian 
priests sentenced to penal labor to administer the Eucharist-sacrifice suggests the 
martyrdom-sacrifice theme to the writer:88 the priests must not feel disheartened, 
for they have become themselves ‘sacrificial offerings to God’ (hostiae facti deo) 
and his ‘holy and unspotted victims’ (sanctas atque immaculatas victimas; Cyprian, 
Letters 76.3.2). While soothing clerical anxiety about how to serve God in prison was 
certainly among his pastoral duties, Cyprian’s most pressing concerns and required 
skills were primarily ecclesiological and, by extension, political. During times of 
persecution, martyrs were extremely popular among Christians but also exceptionally 
dangerous to Church leaders, especially to those who hadn’t shown the same prowess 
and thus lacked the associated spiritual authority. In this context, the martyr, along 
with his surviving and thus more threatening avatar, the ‘confessor’, rapidly emerged 
as a powerful agent in the Christian religious field, challenging the fragile leadership 
of the clerics by questioning their monopoly on the administration of salvation.89 In 
particular, two interconnected popular beliefs seriously troubled Cyprian’s leadership, 
his model of Church order, and his ideal of ecclesiastical unity: a) the idea of an 
independent sacramental ministry of the martyrs, i.e., their ability to intercede for 
the fallen, absolve others’ sins, and readmit to communion before the completion of 

87 Cyprian, Letters 6.2.1 (quoting Psalms 50:19 and Wisdom 3:4–8). The athletic-military and the ritual-
sacrificial codes sometimes converge and reinforce each other, as in To Fortunatus 8.20–25, which cites 
2 Timothy 2:4–5 (combat) alongside Romans 12:1 (sacrifice). In Letters 10.1.1, Cyprian describes the 
martyr’s confessio as a devotio, that is, the ritual act of self-killing through which a roman general dedicated 
his own life in battle in return for victory.

88 For a survey of second-century Christian texts using sacrificial images and terminology in relation to 
eucharistic meals, see McGowan, ‘Eucharist and Sacrifice’, pp. 197–206. Cyprian’s connection between 
theological-liturgical theory and ecclesiastical agenda cannot be underestimated: the Eucharist, a ritual 
reenactment of Jesus’s bloody self-offering, is only valid when conducted by entitled sacrificers, that is, by 
ordained priests who ‘truly act in place of Christ’ and ‘imitate’ him (Letters 63.14.4; also 57.3.2; 69.1.4): see 
Ullucci, The Christian Rejection, p. 115.

89 Brent, Allen, Cyprian and Roman Carthage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 250–89; 
see also Urciuoli, Emiliano R., ‘A Divisive Intellectualist Leader: Cyprian’s Management of a Heterarchical 
Crisis’, Numen, 69 (2022), 140–62.



unoffered Pain 241

the penitential process and regardless of the approval of a duly appointed bishop;90

and b) the notion of the unconditioned value of martyrdom as complete means of sal‐
vation existing alongside or even in place of other validly imparted sacraments.91 The 
bishops’ prerogatives to include and exclude, reconcile and ban within a sanctified 
space marked by a legitimate ecclesiastical hierarchy were under attack. Who held the 
ultimate responsibility for religious gatekeeping and managing the afterlife: martyrs or 
bishops?

Pressed by these circumstances, in the aftermath of Decius’s edict, Cyprian en‐
gaged with the concept of martyrdom as baptism of blood (baptismus sanguinis), that 
is, martyrdom as conferring, or replicating, the benefits of baptism (Cyprian, Letters 
73.21–22).92 Elevating this trope to the level of theory was not an accidental choice. 
With martyrdom serving as a contested tool and baptism turning into a schismatic 
factor among opposing Christ networks (254–257 ce),93 martyrdom qua baptism 
inevitably became a fiercely debated issue. To those arguing that an improper/hereti‐
cal baptism could be rectified by martyrdom and substituted as sacramentally valid 
means of salvation, Cyprian responded that the efficacy of martyrdom as baptism 
depended on the doctrinal allegiance and ecclesiastical loyalty of the person whose 
blood was spilled.

Can the power of baptism, I ask, be greater or stronger than the confession and 
suffering of a man who confesses Christ before men and is baptized in his own 
blood? Yet, not even this sort of baptism can benefit the heretic who, though he 
has confessed Christ, is put to death outside the Church. Otherwise one would 
have to suppose that the supporters and spokesmen of the heretics successfully 
proclaim them martyrs when they are killed for a confession of Christ that is false, 
and that they assign to them the crown and glory for a martyr’s sufferings despite 
the explicit testimony of the Apostle that even if they are burnt and put to death it 
will profit them nothing!

(Numquid potest vis baptismi esse maior aut potior quam confessio, quam 
passio, ut quis coram hominibus Christum confiteatur, ut sanguine suo 
baptizetur? Et tamen nec hoc baptisma haeretico prodest, si quamvis Christum 
confessus extra ecclesiam fuerit occisus, nisi si haereticorum patroni et 
advocati haereticos in falsa confessione Christi interfectos martyras praedicant 

90 See already Passion of Perpetua 7–8; Eusebius (Martyrs of Lyon and Vienne), Ecclesiastical history 5.1.45;2.6–
7.

91 See already Passion of Perpetua 4.8; 11.9; 13.8.
92 Martyrdom as ‘baptism in his own blood’ appears already in Cyprian, Letters 57.4.1; see also To Fortunatus 

Praef. 4. For an account of the notion in second- and third-century Christian literature, see Lohse, 
Eduard, Märtyrer und Gottesknecht: Untersuchungen zur urchristlichen Verkündigung vom Sühntod Jesu Christi 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1955), pp. 211–3.

93 For the genesis and repercussion of the dispute with Stephen, the bishop of Rome, about the rebaptism of 
separatists and heretics, see Brent, Cyprian, pp. 290–327.
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et contra apostoli contestationem, qui nihil eos quamvis exustos et occisos dicit 
posse proficere, gloriam eis et coronam passionis adsignant).94

If martyrdom is deemed impossible outside the Church and baptism can only be 
conferred within it, baptismal martyrdom represents a crucial dividing line. Unlike 
animal sacrifice, baptism was a formal act through which Christians could attain 
salvation and gain redemption. Contrary to alimentary offerings, baptism was a rite 
that could be administered by ‘heresiarchs’ and stripped of validity by ‘orthodox’ 
leaders — and vice versa. Only baptismal water, and by no means animal blood, was 
the sacramental liquid that human blood could potentially replace, ‘profit[ing] the 
heretic for salvation’ (Letters 73.21.2) and offering indulgence to the fallen (Cyprian, 
The Lapsed 17–20). Unserviceable to the battle, sacrificial martyrdom remained out 
of the limelight and left undertheorized.

Conclusion

The deep familiarity of ancient Mediterranean people with ritual offering practices 
helps explain why sacrifice occasionally held sway (also) over non-sacrificing Christ-
believing cultural producers, so that they happened to model religiously motivated 
violent deaths after traditional methods of eliciting divine attention, vindication, 
favor, and benefits. Simultaneously, the cultural centrality of sacrificial semantics and 
imagery for modern Westerners — with sacrifice ‘sit[ting] squarely in the midst of 
our tradition’ — accounts for why ‘we find it hard to resist falling into talk about 
sacrifice’ when it is about curtailing individual interests, including life itself, for the 
sake of a higher cause.95 However, the earliest martyrs were not victims in the 
traditional sense; their judges were not sacrificers, and the public was not attending 
a ritual ceremony. Martyrdom was not cultus. The shift from contingent and disor‐
derly convergent conceptual movements towards a proper integration of martyrdom 
and sacrifice required significant intellectual effort and a powerful stimulus. Falling 
to achieve this integration, the selected excerpts from second- and third-century 
Christian literature have demonstrated that such blending demanded more than 
the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple (and the suppression of related offering 
practices), the emergent distinction between Christians and Jews, and an increasing 
familiarity with the sacrificial understanding of Jesus’s death and the eucharist. It 
necessitated a dedicated theological, exegetical, and pastoral agenda focused on the 
‘sacrificialization’ of non-sacrificial aspects of religious life.96 Not only had sacrificial 
imagery to extend beyond its traditional boundaries, with sacrificial blood spilling 

94 Cyprian, Letters 73.21.1, in Sancti Cypriani episcopi epistularium. III,2. Sancti Cypriani episcopi opera, ed. by 
Gerard F. Diercks, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina, III C (Turnhout: Brepols, 1996); trans. by 
Graeme W. Clarke, The Letters of St Cyprian (New York: Newman Press, 1984), 4 voll.

95 Strenski, Theology, p. 2.
96 Klawans, Jonathan, ‘Interpreting the Last Supper: Sacrifice, Spiritualization, and Anti-Sacrifice’, New 

Testament Studies, 48 (2002), p. 14.
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over the ritual banks and flooding into (cultic and non-cultic, bloody and un-bloody) 
practices by over-coding their meaning, purpose, and efficacy. But the entire Chris‐
tian existence — both lay and priestly — had to be recast as an ongoing sacrificial 
enterprise potentially culminating with a supreme self-effacing act. This task was 
taken up by Origen and is clearly the subject of another paper.




