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      Several years ago, I read a fascinating book by the same title of the series, Their Blood Cries Out, by Paul Marshall and Lela Gilbert. It chronicles the modern accounts of Christians who are “imprisonment, abuse and even death because of their faith,” telling the heroic and harrowing tales of this great cloud of modern persecuted witnesses.

      There have been several books like this throughout the Church’s history. Foxe's Book of Martyrs is a great example from the era of the Protestant Reformation, chronicling Christian saints and martyrs put to death over centuries. Another one, closer to this century and from my teenage years, was a book by the Christian musical group DC Talk: Jesus Freaks: Martyrs: Stories of Those Who Stood for Jesus. It similarly told the ancient martyrs’ stories but also more recent ones. Like Their Blood Cries Out, it was very affecting.

      A few years ago when I got into the storytelling gig, I recalled these books from years past and wondered about offering a similar contribution to retelling the harrowing tales of Christian martyrs. I started telling them in my sci-fi time-travel series on the end times, when I took my characters back to the earliest days of the Church.

      I can’t recall when I came across Perpetua’s story. But when I did, it grabbed me. The Passion of the Holy Martyrs Perpetua and Felicity, originally translated by R.E. Wallis, from Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3., in 1885, hers is a story that should be told, often and loudly. Alas, I had never heard of her, even though I have a post-graduate degree in historical theology! I would imagine most Christians haven’t, which is why I’ve fictionalized that historical account from Wallis.

      Hers is a story of unceasing commitment to being known as a follower of Christ—even though her own family disowned her for her allegiance, turning her over to the authorities and abandoning her in the face of a martyr’s death. In fact, she and all of her fellow brothers and sister in the faith joyfully went to the arena to meet their death—and their Savior.

      “Stand fast in the faith,” Perpetua encouraged them, “and love one another, all of you, and be not offended at my sufferings!” This from a mother who left behind a newborn and refused to renounce her identity as a Christian—rejoicing that she would receive the same fate as those who had gone before her in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, the same fate of her Savior himself.

      Polycarp’s story is drawn from my End Times Chronicles series, when my heroes went back to the 2nd century to retrieve the good Bishop’s tale of martyrdom during rising persecution in the 22nd century. What struck me about Polycarp was his unwillingness to compromise his Christian identity to save his life. Several times, all he needed was to pay lip service to Caesar, even crossing his fingers as he did so—even to ensure his safety, his very life. His response?

      “Eighty and six years have I served him, acting as the servant of this Christ you yourself revile, and he never did me any injury, he has done me no wrong. Answer me this: How then can I blaspheme my King, the one who saved me?”

      What conviction—and what convicting words. Ones that I’ve taken with me in my own Christian walk.

      The Book of Hebrews, chapter 13, reminds us to “Continue to remember those in prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.” This is my way of remembering. May Perpetua and Polycarp inspire you as they’ve inspired me—to walk by faith, not by sight; to persevere unto the end, even to the ultimate end.

      

      ~J. A. Bouma (July 2022)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Story 1

          

          
            Perpetua

          

          Martyred Mother

        

      

    

    
      “This has gone on far enough, daughter!”

      His nostrils are flaring, his cheeks are burnt red from rage. I had seen my father act this way before, but only with my mother. Never with me.

      “You have mere days until the Roman guard escorts you from the confines of your home to that pit of darkness teaming with the spirits of the underworld themselves. You should thank the gods Hilarianus saw only to place you and your pitiful excuse for friends under house arrest. What awaits you is far from this prison of marble and merriment!”

      He is right, of course. A shudder zig-zags up my spine as I think about the darkness that awaits us. I close my eyes and bow my head, steadying my resolve. It had been like this for weeks since I told my mama and papa I had given myself to Jesus Christ and joined the Way. I suppose I had imagined their reaction would be one of appreciation, joy even that I had found purpose in my life, a sense of commitment and resolve I had never before attained. They were anything but.

      I am jolted by the sound of flesh slamming into flesh.

      My head twists violently to the right as I am sent stumbling to the ground. I am a slight woman, with thin bones and barely enough flesh to keep me warm at night. But I hit the marble tile hard like a sack of turnips falling from a cart, smacking my nose into its cool hardness with a force that surprises me.

      He hit me? Papa hit me?

      “Answer me you ungrateful little wench! After all your mother and I have done for you. After all we’ve given you. Education. Privilege. Nobility. You betray us by whoring yourself to that god the Christians call Jesus?”

      My left cheek is burning. Blood is trickling down my nose and my left eye is beginning to swell. I feel myself start to cry, but resolve to remain strong to show my father I will not be moved by whatever may befall me in this world. Even the abuse of my own father.

      Lord Christ, forgive him, for he knows not what he is doing.

      As I begin to rise I hear my mother sobbing in the corner chair. “Gaius! What are you doing?”

      I wipe my nose on my sleeve and stand to face my father once again, purposing in my heart to love and bless my persecutor, as my Lord taught me.

      “I know you are disappointed, papa. And I am sorry I have failed you in your eyes.”

      “Failed,” he spat, “doesn’t begin to describe what you’ve done! You have brought shame upon this entire household!”

      Shame. That word strikes me like a dagger, digging into my stomach with pain more severe than my father’s blow. Shame was the one thing you could never bring upon your household. It was a plague far more severe than the Antonine Plague, bearing lasting consequences.

      “I did not wish to bring shame upon you or mama, papa.” Tears begin welling now, stinging my swelling left eye.

      Father grows silent and steps toward me. My body grows rigid, tense with anticipation of what other punishment he may cast my way. Rather than striking me, however, he gently grasps both of my shoulders.

      “Perpetua,” he says with gentle care, the voice I remember from my childhood. “It is not too late to recant. You can say you were deceived. Ensnared in a vicious plot to blackmail our family. Or perhaps cast under a seductive spell, witchcraft my darling. Gods know the reputation those people have in our city!”

      My body eases under his grasp as he continues pleading, his words laced with love for his good name and communal standing as much as for me his daughter. He touches my long chestnut hair, massaging it gently with care. He knows what will happen if I don’t recant, so he continues to persuade. I continue to listen, my left cheek stinging with a blooming pain as it swells to match my eye.

      “So, what say you, daughter?”

      I look up and meet my father’s eyes. I see desperation within. Mostly for his family, for me, but also for himself. I don’t blame his desire for self-preservation, given his standing in the community. Yet what shall I do?

      He loosens his grip, arms falling to his sides in exasperation. I hear
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