
July 10th - Feast Day of Saints Perpetua and Felicity 

 

Saints Felicitas and Perpetua (mentioned in that order) are 2 of 7 women commemorated by name 
in the second part of the Canon of the Mass. The Severan Persecution of 202-203, was the first 
calculated attempt thru edict to suppress Christianity across the empire. Perpetua (born around 
181) was a 22-year old married noble and a nursing mother. Her co-martyr Felicity, an expectant 
mother, was her slave. They suffered together at Carthage, a Roman province in Africa. 

Martyrdom was intended to combine physical punishment with public humiliation and 
degradation, and understood in context, the resultant cruelty and celebration of imperial power 
were neither unusual nor extraordinary. Ultimately, martyrdom symbolizes obedience to the 
values represented by the Church and reflected the belief that the Church can fulfill and 
commend itself by self-sacrifice and death. 

These two with others went to the arena to be martyred with joy and calm. Perpetua in usual high 
spirits met the eyes of everyone along the way. We are told she walked with "shining steps as the 
true wife of Christ, the darling of God."  

When those at the arena tried to force Perpetua and the rest to dress in robes dedicated to their 
gods, Perpetua challenged her executioners. "We came to die out of our own free will so we 
wouldn't lose our freedom to worship our God. We gave you our lives so that we wouldn't have 
to worship your gods." She and the others were allowed to keep their clothes.  

The men were attacked by bears, leopards, and wild boars. The women were stripped to face a 
rabid heifer. When the crowd, however, saw the two young women, one of whom had obviously 
just given birth, they were horrified and the women were removed and clothed again. Perpetua 
and Felicity were thrown back into the arena so roughly that they were bruised and hurt. 
Perpetua, though confused and distracted, still was thinking of others and went to help Felicity 
up. The two of them stood side by side as all five martyrs had their throats cut.  

Perpetua's last words were to her brother: "Stand fast in the faith and love one another." 

Prayer:  
Saints Perpetua and Felicity, watch over all mothers and children who are separated from 

each other because of war or persecution. Show a special care to mothers who are 
imprisoned and guide them to follow your example of faith and courage. Amen 



With the lives of so many early martyrs shrouded in legend, we are fortunate to have the record 
of the courage of Perpetua and Felicity from the hand of Perpetua herself, her teacher Saturus, 
and others who knew them. This account, known as "The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicity," 
was so popular in the early centuries that it was read during liturgies.  

In the year 203, Vibia Perpetua made the decision to become a Christian, although she knew it 
could mean her death during Septimus' persecution. Her surviving brother (another brother had 
died when he was seven) followed her leadership and became a catechumen as well.  

Her father was frantic with worry and tried to talk her out of her decision. We can easily 
understand his concern. At 22 years old, this well-educated, high-spirited woman had every 
reason to want to live -- including a baby son who was still nursing. We know she was married, 
but since her husband is never mentioned, many historians assume she was a widow.  

Perpetua's answer was simple and clear. Pointing to a water jug, she asked her father, "See that 
pot lying there? Can you call it by any other name than what it is?"  

Her father answered, "Of course not." Perpetua responded, "Neither can I call myself by any 
other name than what I am -- a Christian."  

This answer so upset her father that he attacked her. Perpetua reports that after that incident she 
was glad to be separated from him for a few days -- even though that separation was the result of 
her arrest and imprisonment.  

Perpetua was arrested with four other catechumens including two slaves Felicity and Revocatus, 
and Saturninus and Secundulus. Their catechist, Saturus, had already been imprisoned before 
them.  

She was baptized before taken to prison. Perpetua was known for her gift of "the Lord's speech" 
and receiving messages from God. She tells us that at the time of her baptism she was told to 
pray for nothing but endurance in the face of her trials.  

The prison was so crowded with people that the heat was suffocating. There was no light 
anywhere and Perpetua "had never known such darkness." The soldiers who arrested and 
guarded them pushed and shoved them without any concern. Perpetua had no trouble admitting 
she was very afraid, but in the midst of all this horror her most excruciating pain came from 
being separated from her baby.  

The young slave, Felicity was even worse off for Felicity suffered the stifling heat, 
overcrowding, and rough handling while being eight months pregnant.  

Two deacons who ministered to the prisoners paid the guards so that the martyrs would be put in 
a better part of the prison. There her mother and brother were able to visit Perpetua and bring her 
baby to her. When she received permission for her baby to stay with her "my prison suddenly 
became a palace for me." Once more her father came to her, begging her to give in, kissing her 



hands, and throwing himself at her feet. She told him, "We lie not in our own power but in the 
power of God."  

When she and the others were taken to be examined and sentenced, her father followed, pleading 
with her and the judge. The judge, out of pity, also tried to get Perpetua to change her mind, but 
when she stood fast, she was sentenced with the others to be thrown to the wild beasts in the 
arena. Her father was so furious that he refused to send her baby back to Perpetua. Perpetua 
considered it a miracle that her breasts did not become inflamed from lack of nursing.  

While praying in prison, she suddenly felt "gifted with the Lord's speech" and called out the 
name of her brother Dinocrates who had died at seven of gangrene of the face, a disease so 
disfiguring that those who should have comforted him left him alone. Now she saw a vision that 
he was even more alone, in a dark place, hot and thirsty -- not in the eternal joy she hoped for 
him. She began to pray for Dinocrates and though she was put in stocks every day, her thoughts 
were not on her own suffering but on her prayers to help her brother. Finally she had another 
vision in which she saw Dinocrates healed and clean, drinking from a golden bowl that never 
emptied.  

Meanwhile Felicity was also in torment. It was against the law for pregnant women to be 
executed. To kill a child in the womb was shedding innocent and sacred blood. Felicity was 
afraid that she would not give birth before the day set for their martyrdom and her companions 
would go on their journey without her. Her friends also didn't want to leave so "good a comrade" 
behind.  

Two days before the execution, Felicity went into a painful labor. The guards made fun of her, 
insulting her by saying, "If you think you suffer now, how will  stand it when you face the wild 
beasts?" Felicity answered them calmly, "Now I'm the one who is suffering, but in the arena 
Another will  be in me suffering for me because I will  be suffering for him." She gave birth to a 
healthy girl who was adopted and raised by one of the Christian women of Carthage.  

The officers of the prison began to recognize the power of the Christians and the strength and 
leadership of Perpetua. In some cases this helped the Christians: the warden let them have 
visitors -- and later became a believer. But in other cases it caused superstitious terror, as when 
one officer refused to let them get cleaned up on the day they were going to die for fear they'd try 
some sort of spell. Perpetua immediately spoke up, "We're supposed to die in honor of Ceasar's 
birthday. Wouldn't it look better for you if we looked better?" The officer blushed with shame at 
her reproach and started to treat them better.  

There was a feast the day before the games so that the crowd could see the martyrs and make fun 
of them. But the martyrs turned this all around by laughing at the crowd for not being Christians 
and exhorting them to follow their example.  

The four new Christians and their teacher went to the arena (the fifth, Secundulus, had died in 
prison) with joy and calm. Perpetua in usual high spirits met the eyes of everyone along the way. 
We are told she walked with "shining steps as the true wife of Christ, the darling of God."  



When those at the arena tried to force Perpetua and the rest to dress in robes dedicated to their 
gods, Perpetua challenged her executioners. "We came to die out of our own free will so we 
wouldn't lose our freedom to worship our God. We gave you our lives so that we wouldn't have 
to worship your gods." She and the others were allowed to keep their clothes.  

The men were attacked by bears, leopards, and wild boars. The women were stripped to face a 
rabid heifer. When the crowd, however, saw the two young women, one of whom had obviously 
just given birth, they were horrified and the women were removed and clothed again. Perpetua 
and Felicity were thrown back into the arena so roughly that they were bruised and hurt. 
Perpetua, though confused and distracted, still was thinking of others and went to help Felicity 
up. The two of them stood side by side as all five martyrs had their throats cut.  

Perpetua's last words were to her brother: "Stand fast in the faith and love one another."  

In Their Footsteps:  

Perpetua said that she couldn't call herself any other name but Christian. Write down a list of 
names and designations that people could call you. Is Christian high on that list? How can you 
help make your name as Christian be more important? Live today as if that was the only name 
you could be called by.  

Prayer:  

Saints Perpetua and Felicity, watch over all mothers and children who are separated from each 
other because of war or persecution. Show a special care to mothers who are imprisoned and 
guide them to follow your example of faith and courage. Amen  

from Wikipedia 

Perpetua redirects here. For other uses, see Perpetua (disambiguation) 

Perpetua and Felicity (believed to have died 7 March 203) are Christian martyrs of the 3rd 
century. Perpetua (born around 181) was a 22-year old married noble and a nursing mother. Her 
co-martyr Felicity, an expectant mother, was her slave. They suffered together at Carthage in the 
Roman province of Africa. 

The Passion of St. Perpetua, St. Felicitas, and their Companions is said to preserve the actual 
account of her arrest and imprisonment and her fellow martyr Saturus’s own account of his 
dreams (chapter ii and chapter xi). According to the Passion, a number of catechumens, were 
arrested for their faith and executed at the military games in celebration of the Emperor Geta's 
birthday (chapter ii). The group consisted of a slave named Revocatus, his fellow slave Felicitas, 
the two free men Saturninus and Seculdulus, and Perpetua (chapter ii). 

Dating issues 



Their date of their martyrdom is traditionally given as 203 CE. The Severan Persecution of 202-
203, was the first calculated attempt through edict to suppress Christianity across the empire. [13] 
Thus, the martyrdom may have occurred in the aftermath of Septimus Severus’s decrees of 202 
that forbade conversion to Judaism and Christianity.[14] The association of the martyrdom with a 
birthday festival of the Emperor Geta, however, might seem to place it after 209, when Geta was 
made "Augustus" (having held the junior title Caesar since 198 when his elder brother had been 
made "Augustus"), though before 211, when he was assassinated. The Acta notes that the 
martyrdom occurred in the year when Minucius Timinianus was proconsul in the Roman 
province of Africa, but as Timinianus is not otherwise attested in history, this information does 
not clarify the date. The Golden Legend, however, places the martyrdom in 256, under the 
emperors Valerian and Gallienus.[15] 

Martyrdom 

Martyrdom was intended to combine physical punishment with public humiliation and 
degradation, and understood in context, the resultant cruelty and celebration of imperial power 
were neither unusual nor extraordinary. [16] Ultimately, martyrdom symbolized obedience to the 
values represented by the church and reflected the belief that the church can fulfill and commend 
itself by self-sacrifice and death.[17] As seen in the story of Perpetua and other North African 
females, martyrdom became a means of self-empowerment for women in Christian circles. [18] 

Perpetua belonged to an aristocratic family with Roman citizenship, as indicated by her name 
Vibius Perpetua. [27] Perpetua’s execution alongside slaves demonstrated Christianity’s ability to 
transcend social distinctions, in contrast to the inequality that pervaded Roman religion and 
society. [28] As Perpetua and Felicity were equal in martyrdom despite differences in class, they 
made the dramatic statement that Christianity transcended social structure.[29] 

 

Veneration 

 
 

Mosaic of Saint Perpetua, Croatia. 



In Carthage a magnificent basilica was afterwards erected over the tomb of the martyrs, the 
Basilica Maiorum, where an ancient inscription bearing the names of Perpetua and Felicitas has 
been found. 

Saints Felicitas and Perpetua (mentioned in that order) are two of seven women commemorated 
by name in the second part of the Canon of the Mass. The Blessed Virgin Mary is 
commemorated in the first part. 

  

 

 

Text and content 

Summary of the Passio Text 

The details of the martyrdoms survive in both Latin and Greek texts (see below). Perpetua's 
account of events leading to their deaths, apparently historical, is written in the first person. A 
brief introduction by the editor (chapters i–ii) is followed by the narrative and visions of 
Perpetua (iii–ix), and the vision of Saturus (xi–xiii). The account of their deaths, written by the 
editor who claims to be an eyewitness, is included at the end (xiv–xxi). 

Perpetua’s account opens with conflict between her and her father, who wishes for her to recant 
her belief (iii). Perpetua refuses, and is soon baptized before being moved to prison (iii). After 
the guards are bribed, she is allowed to move to a better portion of the prison, where she nurses 
her child and gives its charge to her mother and brother (iii). The child is able to stay in prison 
with her for the time being (iii). 

At the encouragement of her brother, Perpetua asks for and receives a vision, in which she 
climbs a dangerous ladder to which various weapons are attached (iv). At the foot of a ladder is a 
dragon, which is faced first by Saturus and later by Perpetua (iv). The dragon does not harm her, 
and she ascends to garden (iv). At the conclusion of her dream, Perpetua realizes that the martyrs 
will suffer (iv). 

Pepetua’s father visits her in prison and pleads with her, but Perpetua remains steadfast in her 
faith (v). She is brought to a hearing before the governor Hilarianus and the martyrs confess their 
Christian faith (vi). In a second vision, Perpetua sees her brother Dinocrates, who had died 
unbaptized from cancer at the early age of seven (vii). She prayed for him and later had a vision 
of him happy and healthy, his facial disfigurement reduced to a scar (viii). Perpetua’s father 
again visits the prison, and Pudens the warden shows the martyrs honor (ix). 

The day before her martyrdom, Perpetua envisions herself defeating a savage Egyptian, and 
interprets this to mean that she would have to do battle not merely with wild beasts but with the 
Devil himself (x). 



Saturus, who is also said to have recorded his own vision, sees himself and Perpetua transported 
eastward by four angels to a beautiful garden, where they meet Jocundus, Saturninus, Artaius, 
and Quintus, four other Christians who are burnt alive during the same persecution (xi-xii). He 
also sees Bishop Optatus of Carthage and the priest Aspasius, who beseech the martyrs to 
reconcile the conflicts between them (xiii). 

As the editor resumes the story, Secundulus is said to have died in prison (xiv). The slave 
Felicitas gives birth to a daughter despite her initial concern that she would not be permitted to 
suffer martyrdom with the others, since the law forbade the execution of pregnant women (xv). 
On the day of the games, the martyrs are led into the amphitheatre (xviii). At the demand of the 
crowd they were first scourged before a line of gladiators; then a boar, a bear, and a leopard were 
set on the men, and a wild cow on the women (xix). Wounded by the wild animals, they gave 
each other the kiss of peace and were then put to the sword (xix). The text describes Perpetua’s 
death as follows; "But Perpetua, that she might have some taste of pain, was pierced between the 
bones and shrieked out; and when the swordsman's hand wandered still (for he was a novice), 
herself set it upon her own neck. Perchance so great a woman could not else have been slain 
(being feared of the unclean spirit) had she not herself so willed it" (xix). The text ends as the 
editor extols the acts of the martyrs. 

 


