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gi,nou pisto.j a;cri qana,tou( kai. dw,sw soi to.n ste,fanon th/j zwh/j
-Revelation 2:10-

4 The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. (NIV) 

2 Corinthians 10:4  

12 For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. (NRSV)

Ephesians 6:12

“the way faithful Christians die is the most contagious aspect of what being a Christian means.”

In the readings assigned for this course, the authors point out a number of possible factors behind the rise of Christianity from the time of Christ up until the beginning of the third century. Someone like Ramsay MacMullen, while dealing with a wide variety of factors, seems to focus on the miraculous as a focal factor in this dramatic shift. Conversion to Christianity, for MacMullen, is the result of spectacular demonstrations of power, in the early church, but then also, later, the prestige and power that comes with joining the church of Christendom, and finally the ultimately persuasive force of violent forced persuasion. For Alan Kreider, much of early Church attractiveness, and subsequent growth, can be attributed to the persuasiveness of Christian witness as it was formed in the lives of Christians in the practices of worship. Early Christian worship shaped Christians such that their lives were ‘question posing’, resulting in increased curiosity among observers who then drew closer to the church, inquiring into its teaching and worldview. Rodney Stark argues that numerous factors played into this phenomenal increase in believers, and focuses his attention on analyzing and defining these various factors using the tools of sociology. All three authors provide interesting and helpful analysis of the period and the factors involved in the rapid growth of the early Church.

Although there is some disagreement between these authors regarding the ‘main factors’ involved, this essay will focus, rather, on some of the overlap and agreement between these authors on the topic of martyrdom and its effect in the rise of early Christianity. Moreover, other scholarship on the topic of miracles and exorcisms connect with the ‘martyrdom factor’ in interesting ways, especially in view of a theological analysis. Therefore, this essay will seek to demonstrate and clarify the close theological relationship between the spirituality/politics of martyrdom and that of the miracle of exorcism in the growth of the early Church. Moreover, I will seek to show how this connection between martyrdom and miraculous exorcism bears witness to a deeper spiritual factor involved in the growth of the early Church.


In order to demonstrate these points, this essay will examine the analysis (theological and otherwise) of martyrdom, bringing into conversation scholars such as Ramsay MacMullen, Phillip B. Monoa III, and Trip York. Also, other early sources will be used to support the argument.


Although MacMullen acknowledges that the spectacle of martyrdom may have had some role in the conversion of peoples, he does not seem to lend the possibility of it having played a major role. He compares it with other sorts of one-on-one type conversion experiences that, for MacMullen, cannot fully explain the mass conversions that occurred during that time.
 For instance, in examining Justin Martyr’s conversion to Christianity, MacMullen suggests that it probably wasn’t the spectacle of martyrdom itself that was the key factor, although MacMullen mentions no other reason specific to Justin’s case that could account for the conversion. In considering the possibility that martyrdom could have functioned as the point of conversion for Justin, MacMullen merely states, “Most likely not.”
 For MacMullen, exorcism and miracle are the most important factors involved in the comprehensive conversions and the rise of early pre-Christendom Christianity.


After looking at several examples that focus on the miraculous as the ‘conversion factor’, MacMullen begins to piece together the main thrust of his argument:

Driving all competition from the field head-on was crucial. The world, after all, held many dozens and hundreds of gods. Choice was open to everybody. It could thus be only a most exceptional force that would actually displace alternatives and compel allegiance; it could be only the most probative demonstrations that would work. We should therefore assign as much weight to this, the chief instrument of conversion as the best, earliest reporters do.
 (emphasis mine)

For MacMullen, it is being able to see power displayed that convinces and converts the masses to the Christian Church. MacMullen focuses on the effects that miraculous demonstrations had on large groups of people. Later, in his book, MacMullen looks at the case of Gregory the Wonder-worker. Gregory, who performed many miracles, is said to have been instrumental in the conversions of many people. MacMullen emphasizes that, with Gregory, it is the miracles that factor into the conversion accounts, and not persuasive rhetoric or other such methods.
 Although other accounts do hint that there were other factors playing into the rates of conversion in the early Church, MacMullen brushes most of them aside in favour of the miracle as main factor in conversion.


The miraculous event is, for MacMullen, the site of contest between the Christian church and its surrounding pagan culture. The main factor of conversion, then, is the “miraculous demonstration, head-on challenge of non-Christians to a test of power, head-on confrontation with supernatural beings inferior to God…”
 This, at least, remains the primary factor in conversion up until the time of Constantine, at which point the Church can further extend its power over pagan spirituality and religion with help from the emperors. Prior to Constantine, it was the miraculous that convinced the people that God was on the side of the Church; afterwards, “silencing, burning, and destruction were all forms of theological demonstration; and when the lesson was over, monks and bishops, generals and emperors, had driven the enemy from our field of vision.”
 MacMullen fails to notice the gradual process of the Christianization of the Roman Empire. He does not take the sources seriously enough, which in a number of places point out that Constantine was not the one to begin the ‘silencing, burning and destruction’. Rather, it was someone like Theodosius and Justinian, in 529 A.D., that would make these oppressive tactics more prevalent for Christian evangelical activity. Constantine himself legalized Christianity and gave it a favoured role, in some respects, but he did not openly persecute non-Christians, from what sources I encountered.


We need not thoroughly examine MacMullen’s claims in order for us to glean some help from his observations. We need not agree with him that it was the visible miracle of overwhelming power that convinced the masses to consider conversion. However, we can pick up on a theme raised by MacMullen that is pertinent to our study; namely, that of spiritual miraculous contest between Christian and pagan. It is noted by many early sources (Polycarp, Perpetua and Felicitas, Justin, and others), some of whom we will discuss below, that martyrdom was also viewed as a kind of contest between the forces of God and Jesus Christ against the forces of Satan and his darkness. This ‘battle’ against evil is often described in visionary terms, and is not normally understood as a physical or visual phenomenon. That said, it is described as a reality consistently by enough early sources that it should not be discounted as some imaginary theological construction, but as a belief as sure as that of the second coming, heaven, etc… Moreover, the fact that miraculous exorcism was viewed as a kind of cosmic battle, being played out in the bodily site, opens the possibility that martyrdom could also be included in this phenomenon of spiritual contest.


Theologian Phillip B. Munoa III writes an essay in which he examines the early Christian tradition in order to discover the relationship between martyrdom and ‘merkavah’. “Merkavah” is, in its biblical context, the name for a vision of the throne of God. A clear example of an OT occurrence is Daniel 7:9-14, which is also examined in Munoa III’s essay. It reads,

Daniel 7:9-14  9 "As I looked, "thrones were set in place, and the Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing was as white as snow; the hair of his head was white like wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze.  10 A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books were opened.  11 "Then I continued to watch because of the boastful words the horn was speaking. I kept looking until the beast was slain and its body destroyed and thrown into the blazing fire.  12 (The other beasts had been stripped of their authority, but were allowed to live for a period of time.)  13 "In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence.  14 He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.  – New International Version – 
The basic parts of the vision, according to Munoa III, include a view of the Ancient of Days, God, sitting on a throne, the attending throng of people, and ‘one like a son of man’ beside God, being given authority to reign and being worshipped by the people. Munoa III argues that this vision is often included in stories about Christian martyrdom. The person about to be killed is frequently given a vision of God’s throne.


It is this ‘merkavah’ that is also experienced by Stephen at his stoning in Acts chapter seven. Verses fifty-four to sixty describe the final parts of Stephen’s life, where he looks up to heaven and sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God. The author of Acts even has Stephen quoting Daniel in Acts 7:56 in connection with his own vision, which then receives the violent response of the crowds surrounding him. Here we have the first biblical connection between the vision of God’s throne, the resurrected Christ as the ‘son of Man’ standing beside God, and the martyrdom of a faithful Christian.


Another major biblical connection with this theme can be found in John’s Apocalypse. In the first chapter, as John’s vision begins, he writes, “I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was someone "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest.” (Rev 1:12-13, NIV) Here we have Daniel’s exact wording, also in the context of a vision of God’s glory. This vision of Jesus is also described in chapters six and seven, but this time using the image of the Lamb for Jesus:

Revelation 7:9-17  After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.  10 And they cried out in a loud voice: "Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb."  11 All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God,  12 saying: "Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!"  13 Then one of the elders asked me, "These in white robes-- who are they, and where did they come from?"  14 I answered, "Sir, you know." And he said, "These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.  15 Therefore, "they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them.  16 Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat.  17 For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes." – NIV – 
In this heavenly vision, it is those who have ‘come out of the great tribulation’, from every nation and people group, that are standing ‘before the throne and in front of the Lamb’. Although the text does not specify these white-robed figures as martyrs specifically, it is a ‘merkavah’ vision in its composition. Munoa III argues that the Acts account of Stephen’s death and this vision in John’s book are both accounts of the ‘merkavah’ as it connects to martyrdom. Although the text is not connected to a specific martyr, it does feature the ‘Lamb that was slain’, who is standing beside the throne of God. Munoa III notes the fact that the slaughtered lamb is standing, thus symbolizing the resurrection of the suffering Christ. Although this text does not explicitly connect the ‘merkavah’ vision to a specific martyr, it does portray a vision similar to that of Stephen, and includes the crowds of those who have endured great tribulation (qli,yewj).


For Munoa III, the martyr is one who is given to participate in a vision of future glory with the resurrected Christ and with God on his throne. Moreover, Munoa III argues that these visions were also for the purpose of reassuring the obedient Christians that God has seen their acts. “…Stephen's vision of Jesus as "the Son of Man standing" (Acts 7:56) should be understood as reassuring Stephen: Jesus has been resurrected and stands as the "one like a son of man" in the presence of God and his throne”
 This reassurance is also granted in the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas, who, after climbing a ladder to heaven, is given a vision of the throne of God, with the ‘Ancient of Days’ seated thereupon.
 Munoa III argues that this vision does more than merely reassure the believer about God’s watching presence during their suffering, but it also grants them a glimpse of the victory that is possible through suffering.
 The merkavah vision does not merely dazzle those who are about to be martyred, but rather involves them in a script in which they participate in Christ’s suffering and then also the promised victory over death.


Munoa III argues that the “tradition of Jesus' passion and the ongoing threat of martyrdom in the first three centuries evidently stimulated an interpretation of Dan 7 among Christians that saw martyrdom, understood as combat against the devil, as a means of glory and as a basis for visions.”
 Munoa III’s research creates space for us to ask whether the merkavah vision was not merely passive, in the sense that it was something to just sit back and watch and delight in, but that it was also an active participation in a heavenly combat. In the midst of the battle against the Christian body, amidst the torture, burning and tearing of the flesh, the Christian was given a vision of the King on the throne, and Jesus standing beside the throne, in victorious splendour. In the vision there is already a demonstration of victory, precisely in the identification made between the suffering Christian and the victorious Lamb at the side of God’s throne.


It is here where we may see a connecting point between miraculous exorcism, as a victory over the power of Satan, as we saw with MacMullen, and victory over the power of death, and death’s minions, in the ‘merkavah’ vision. The ‘merkavah’ vision, given to the persecuted Christian, and also, at times, to the Christian bystanders, is a vision that demonstrates the same kind of victory demonstrated in the exorcism or miracle. My argument here is not that the exorcism and the ‘merkavah’ vision are simply the same, but rather that the victory they demonstrate is not of two different kinds, but rather the one victory of Christ the Lamb that was slain over the power of the Adversary.

The young Mennonite theologian Tripp York, in his The Purple Crown, has described martyrdom as a battle in which a war between Christ and the rebellious powers was “waged visibly in the bodies of Christians.”
 York offers numerous insights into the political nature of martyrdom and the ways in which it defines borders and identities. For our purposes, his most interesting work is in his description of the theological/political/spiritual reality that is at stake in the arena. The Romans assured themselves that they had control and were able to overpower their enemies and any other rebels, and this assurance was built up in the gladiatorial liturgy, with victim and victor as the main actors, in which the empire always won. However, according to York, “… martyrdom counters the parade of the games… Christians were led into the arena and forced to participate in games they abhorred; yet their counter-procession (one that includes both humility and pride) turned the games against the Romans. Criminals were supposed to die in fear; the crowds expected and even demanded this. Yet Christians, so to speak, had a bad habit of dying happy.”
 We can see this most clearly in the account of Blandina (d. 177) and also of Perpetua and Felicitas (d. 202-03). In both accounts, what strikes the reader is the calm serenity of those women who faced their death with courage, and even a kind of joy. Christians refused to allow the Roman narrative set their script in the drama; instead, the martyr was able to undo and complicate the story in such a way that the ‘clear’ Roman victory was seriously called into question, by Christian and non-Christian alike. It was made known, through the spectacle and the attitude of the Christians about to be killed, that this heavenly battle, and Christ’s stance at God’s throne, would have far-reaching implications in the Roman world.


The battle against Satan’s forces, which was enacted in the miraculous exorcism, was again enacted in the spectacle of martyrdom. Trip York writes:

Those who are fortunate to receive the gift of martyrdom do so because they have reconfigured their bodies according to the liturgy… (and in this liturgy) the body is the field of contestation between God and Satan. The battle between God and Satan over the realm of all creation manifests itself in the bodies of creation. This means that the body is the site of the heavenly agon. The contest between God and those forces opposed to God are waged in the flesh and bones of God’s people. The body is not only the privileged site by which participation in the divine economy occurs, it is also the site where the battle for the cosmos takes place.

If Trip York is right, then the ‘merkavah’ vision goes beyond the imagined, as some kind of reassuring fairy-tale told to children at a martyr’s feast day, but is rather a theological, spiritual, and political reality in the gladiatorial arena. The battle that ensues in the body of those being exorcised is the same battle present in the martyr’s spectacle. The battle is the same, despite its differences. The battle that Jesus Christ waged against the demons that possessed the people of the gospels is a battle continued on by Stephen, the apostles, and the martyrs.


York points his readers to Cyprian of Carthage (d.258) who wrote about martyrdom, 

For the secular contest men are trained and prepared, and reckon it a great glory of their honour if it should happen to them to be crowned in the sight of the people, and in the presence of the emperor. Behold a lofty and great contest, glorious also with the reward of a heavenly crown, inasmuch as God looks upon us as we struggle, and, extending His view over those whom He has condescended to make His sons, He enjoys the spectacle of our contest. God looks upon us in the warfare, and fighting in the encounter of faith; His angels look on us, and Christ looks on us. How great is the dignity, and how great the happiness of the glory, to engage in the presence of God, and to be crowned, with Christ for a judge! Let us be armed, beloved brethren, with our whole strength, and let us be prepared for the struggle with an uncorrupted mind, with a sound faith, with a devoted courage. Let the camp of God go forth to the battle-field which is appointed to us.

Spiritual warfare was, for Cyprian, a matter of participation with God in the struggle against the power of the devil. There is the sense of a dual-audience that is present at any particular martyrdom. There are the crowds cheering for the gladiator or wild beasts, hoping for a great show of victory against the ‘atheists’. But there is another set of spectators that cheer not for gore, or brutish stunts, but for the faithfulness of those who bind themselves further to the cross of Christ by giving up their lives for Christ’s name.  Moreover, the audience involved in both miracle and martyrdom is one that extends past those gathered to ‘see the show’; the contest of miracle and martyrdom is seen by God, the Son of Man, and all the angels. Attending are more than the emperors and princes of this world; the Ancient of Days, the Lord of hosts, is also present, and the contest is God’s contest against Satan, the outcome of which has already been assured.

Conclusion


When MacMullen suggests that miraculous exorcism is the root factor in the rise of Christianity, he hints at a truth that escapes his own argument. For MacMullen, it is the sensationalism and demonstration of visible power that wins it for the Christian Church. However, if the battle fought in exorcism is of the same nature as that fought in martyrdom, then one may question whether there is something more going on than mere impressions and demonstrations of power. After all, in martyrdom there is a relatively dismal impression made: another one bites the dust. Sure, it makes an impression; namely, that Christians are very committed to their faith and to their God. However, martyrdom is not a demonstration of power in the same way that exorcism is. It is awe-inspiring, perhaps, but it is not something the audience would consider because it portrays a victory. It may bring forth an individual conversion here or there, but there is no calculable link between the dreary impressiveness of martyrdom and the exponential growth of the early Church. This is, perhaps, why MacMullen fails to see the more interesting connection between the spectacular exorcism or miracle and the terrible combat of martyrdom.


There are others who explain the connection between martyrdom and Church growth in terms of persuasion and the sympathy vote. Stark does a bit of this, and he also focuses on the way in which martyrdom diminishes the ‘free rider’ phenomenon that can hamper spiritual fervour. Yet even with Stark, there is a similar desire to pursue plain/visible causal links between Church growth and particular happenings such as martyr stories. Both Stark and MacMullen investigate Church growth in terms of calculable victories and persuasive technique. What our investigations have opened up is a gesture towards something uniquely different.


If the miraculous exorcism and martyrdom share an underlying spiritual connection – as an assault of faithful obedience against the wiles of the devil, a battle fought in the bodily arena – then perhaps persuasion and demonstration are not the only helpful categories of analysis. If Cyprian, and others like Munoa III and Trip York, are correct, then perhaps the growth of the Church ought to be seen, not only in sociological terms, but also in theological, spiritual and political terms. If the grip of evil keeps others from seeing the Truth of Christ, then it is exactly the cosmic battle against the principalities and powers that can determine the growth and ‘success’ of the Church in our world.

This essay’s purpose has been to show that exorcism and martyrdom share a close theological/spiritual connection in that they both involve the participants in a contest against the powers of the Adversary; they form a dual approach of combat on a single field of battle, a battle that Christians participate in. Christians are intimately linked to God’s victorious power in their spiritual vision of God’s gaze from the throne, with Christ the Lamb ruling at God’s side. The exorcism and the martyr spectacle name two occasions in which Christ’s victory is played out in the bodies and motions of his followers. Evangelism, Church growth, and ‘persuasiveness’ is not a matter of imitation of one more biblical technique that can expose the causal link between Christian programming and success in conversion; rather, these things are a matter of faithful Christian participation in the ‘war of the Lamb’. There must have been numerous factors involved in the speedy rate of growth in the early Church. The purpose of our work here has been to open up the possibility that this growth had something to do with the contest between God and Satan; a contest that was decisively won at the cross, and continued to play itself out in the exorcisms and martyr stories. The thing to learn about early Christian growth is not only that it was the result of a few easily observable techniques, social dynamics, the persuasiveness of their testimony, or their ability to clearly argue the gospel of Jesus Christ, but also that if the defeat over Satan’s power was made manifest in the deliverance from demons, then the defeat of Satan’s lies in spiritual combat (exorcism and martyrdom) could be made manifest in the light coming to the nations – in conversion to Christ. Both miraculous exorcism and the martyr spectacle are instances of this contest in which Christians participate in the warfare of the slain Lamb of John’s revelation. It is the outcome of this contest, and its continual unfolding in human history, that plays a major part in the growth, ‘success’, and persuasiveness of the Christian Church.
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