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Why would someone give their life for their beliefs?   
In this inquiry students will analyse extracts and depictions of the Christian martyrs, Perpetua and 
Felicitas. Students will use these documents to answer the question - why would someone give their life for 
their beliefs? 
 
Perpetua and Felicitas (also known as Felicity or Felicita) were two 2nd Century AD Christian martyrs. 
The pair are largely known through the story of The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity, a first person 
account of their trial and imprisonment. Perpetua, the author of the account, was the daughter of a 
prosperous family. After Christianity and Judaism were forbidden within the Roman Empire in 201 AD, 
Perpetua was arrested alongside her pregnant slave Felicitas and four others. The group refused to 
renounce their faith and so were sentenced to death in the arena.  
 
Use the table below to help you organise your thoughts. Write a short summary of each document and why 
this document suggests an individual would give their life for their beliefs.  

Document Summary According to this source, why did 
they give their life for their beliefs?  

Document A   

Document B   

Document C   

Document D   
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Document E   

 
Document A: The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity part I-II 
The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity is the text through which these two martyrs became 
remembered. The text is largely autobiographical from the perspective of Perpetua with a preface and 
conclusion by another author. Therefore, the text is a rare example of a first-person historical narrative 
written by a woman. The source details the imprisonment of Perpetua and her fellow martyrs until their 
death. Below is part I-II of the Passion of Saints, introducing Perpetua and her fellow martyrs.  
 

 If the old examples of the faith, which testify to the grace of God and lead to the 
edification of men, were written down so that by reading them God should be honored and man 
comforted—as if through a reexamination of those deeds—should we not set down new acts that 
serve each purpose equally?  For these too will some day also be venerable and compelling for 
future generations, even if at the present time they are judged to be of lesser importance, due to 
the respect naturally afforded the past. But let those who would restrict the singular power of the 
one spirit to certain times understand this: that newer events are necessarily greater because they 
are more recent, because of the overflow of grace promised for the end of time.  

 In the last days, says the Lord, “I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; and their sons and 
daughters shall prophesy; and I will pour out my Spirit on my servants and handmaidens; and 
your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams.”  

 And we, who also acknowledge and honor the new prophecies and new visions as well, 
according to the promise, and regard the other virtues of the Holy Spirit as intended for the 
instruction of the church (to which church the same spirit was sent distributing all gift s to all, 
just as the Lord grants to each one); therefore, out of necessity we both proclaim and celebrate 
them in reading for the glory of God, lest any person who is weak or despairing in their faith 
should think that only the ancients received divine grace (either in the favor of martyrdom or of 
revelations), since God always grants what he has promised, as a proof to the unbelievers and as 
a kindness to believers.  And so we also announce to you, our brothers and little sons, that which 
we have heard and touched, so that you who were present may be reminded of the glory of the 
Lord, and that you who know it now through hearing may have a sharing with the holy martyrs, 
and through them with our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom be glory and honor for ever and ever. 
Amen. 

 Some young catechumens were arrested: Revocatus and Felicity, his fellow slave; 
Saturninus; and Secundulus. And among these was also Vibia Perpetua—a woman well born, 
liberally educated, and honorably married, who had a father, mother, and two brothers, one of 
whom was also a catechumen. She had an infant son still at the breast and was about twenty-two 
years of age. From this point there follows a complete account of her martyrdom, as she left it, 
written in her own hand and in accordance with her own understanding.  
 
Heffernan. T (2012) The Passion of Perpetua and Felicity. Oxford: Oxford University Press  
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Document B: Archiepiscopal Museum of Ravenna Mosaics.  
In the ancient chapel of Sant’Andrea at the Archiepiscopal Museum of Ravenna, are six busts of saints 
including Perpetua and Felicitas. These mosaics are an attempt from Byzantine Bishops to glorify ancient 
Christian martyrs. Each of the saints are in frontal position and clothing indicative of their social 
standing.  

 
Stracke, R. (2022) SS. Perpetua and Felicity. [online] Christianiconography.info. Available at: 

<https://www.christianiconography.info/Edited%20in%202013/Italy/dariaPerpetuaFelicityArchie
pRavenna.html> [Accessed 17 October 2022]. 

 
Document C: Roman Martyrology 
The following is an extract from the Roman Martyrology, an official, extensive list of saints recognised by 
the church. The extract discusses the natal day of Perpetua and Felicitas. The natal day refers to the day 
saints were martyred and so were ‘born again’ in Heaven.  
 

Felicity was pregnant (as she was expected to be according to the law, says St. Augustine) 
and suffered during her pregnancy, but she rejoiced afterwards. Suffering with her were Satyrus, 
Saturninus, Revocatus, and Secundulus. The latter died in prison; the others were attacked by 
various beasts and finally brought down by the sword. This was under the Emperor Severus. 
The natal feast day of SS. Perpetua and Felicity is observed on the day before this day. 
 
 Stracke, R. (2022) SS. Perpetua and Felicity. [online] Christianiconography.info. Available at: 

<https://www.christianiconography.info/perpetuaFelicity.html> [Accessed 17 October 2022]. 
 
Document D: The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity Part III 
In this extract from the Passion of Saints, Perpetua explains her faith as her father begs her to denounce it.  
 

 “While,” she said, “we were still with the prosecutors, my father, because of his love for 
me, wanted to change my mind and shake my resolve. ‘Father,’ I said, ‘do you see this vase lying 
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here, for example, this small water pitcher or whatever?’ ‘I see it,’ he said. And I said to him: 
‘Can it be called by another name other than what it is?’ And he said: ‘No.’ ‘In the same way, I 
am unable to call myself other than what I am, a Christian.’ Then my father, angered by this 
name, threw himself at me, in order to gouge out my eyes. But he only alarmed me and he left 
defeated, along with the arguments of the devil. Then for a few days, freed from my father, I 
gave thanks to the Lord and was refreshed by my father’s absence. In the space of a few days we 
were baptized. 
 
Heffernan. T (2012) The Passion of Perpetua and Felicity. Oxford: Oxford University Press  
 
Document E: The Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicity Part XX 
This final extract from the Passion of Saints describes the death of Perpetua and Felicity in the arena.  
 

 For the young women, however, the devil prepared a wild cow—not a traditional 
practice—matching their sex with that of the beast. And so stripped naked and covered only 
with nets, they were brought out again. The crowd shuddered, seeing that one was a delicate 
young girl and that the other had recently given birth, as her breasts were still dripping with 
milk.  So they were called back and dressed in unbelted robes. Perpetua was thrown down first 
and fell on her loins.  Then sitting up, she noticed that her tunic was ripped on the side, and so 
she drew it up to cover her thigh, more mindful of her modesty than her suffering.  Then she 
requested a pin and she tied up her tousled hair; for it was not right for a martyr to suffer with 
disheveled hair, since it might appear that she was grieving in her moment of glory.  

 Then she got up; and when she saw Felicity crushed to the ground, she went over to her, 
gave her her hand and helped her up. And the two stood side by side. The cruelty of the crowd 
now being sated, they were called back to the Gate of Life.  There Perpetua was received by a 
certain Rusticus, also a catechumen, who clung to her side. She awakened, as if from a sleep—
she was  so deep in the spirit and in ecstasy—and looked about her, and said, to the amazement 
of all: “When are we to be thrown to the mad cow, or whatever it is?”  And when she heard that 
it had already happened, she refused at first to believe it until she noticed certain marks of 
physical violence on her body and her clothing.  

Then after calling her brother and the catechumen, she spoke to them, saying: “Stand fast 
in faith and love one another, and do not lose heart because of our sufferings.”  
 
Heffernan. T (2012) The Passion of Perpetua and Felicity. Oxford: Oxford University Press  

 


