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ABSTRACT

Early modern missionary writings—relationes, letters, reports, and their later rework-
ings—often voice a desire for martyrdom. These ardent wishes to end one’s life on the 
gallows, as one missionary candidate stated in 1640, appear frequently in the indipetae 
letters and in accounts of martyrdom and other missionary texts. How should contem-
porary scholarship approach such expressions of desire? Are they merely rhetorical for-
mulas, devoid of substantive meaning, or instances of religious propaganda intended to 
edify European audiences and promote evangelization in the Indies? And how should we 
understand the tension between the exalted ideal of martyrdom, on the one hand, and the 
lived experience of suffering, on the other? This paper examines the desire for martyrdom 
from a broader perspective, moving beyond both strict historiographical detachment and 
reductive interpretations in terms of propaganda. It focuses on late sixteenth- and seven-
teenth-century Franciscan and Jesuit accounts from the Japanese and Chinese missions.
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Martyrdom: Lived Experience Versus Hagiographical Topos

“Martyrs are produced,” argues the reviewer of a recent book on martyrdom in 
the Early Church, “not by the lived experience of particular historical individu-
als but by the stories that are later told about them. And the formulaic character 
of stories about past suffering paradoxically serves specific theological, cultural, 
or political ends in the present.”1 This assertion, in my view, raises two impor-
tant questions. On the one hand, it underscores the rhetorical and discursive 
construction of martyrdom, as well as its instrumentalization for propagandistic 
purposes. Indeed, both the narrative form of martyrologies and their ideological 
function have been thoroughly examined in contemporary scholarship.2 On the 
other hand, the statement invites us to reflect on the notion of the martyr’s “lived 
experience.” It seems to imply that individual, embodied experience is irrele-
vant within martyrdom narratives, which would belong instead to a collective, 
and even more so, a purely discursive domain. Such a view is understandable 
when we read Early Modern missionary texts, which are rich with references 
to martyrdom; their authors dwell on the zeal and fervor of those eager to die 
for their faith. They speak of the holy delights (celesti delitie) found in suffer-
ing, of a glorious agony (glorioso supplizio),3 and of an overwhelming joy and 
peace of heart. They describe, often with rapture, the readiness to die in flames, 
the passion for martyrdom that animated the faithful, their willingness to shed 
blood for their Lord, and the triumph of martyrdom as an act of praise to God.

Yet martyrdom cannot be reduced, obviously, to its textual existence. Mar-
tyrological stories also deal with living, suffering flesh. It is true that they are 
shaped as highly conventional and stereotyped narratives, and that they are 
rhetorically staged; at the same time, they depict an ordeal endured by real  

1   �The editor’s short review presenting Elizabeth Castelli’s Martyrdom and Memory. Early 
Christian Culture Making (Columbia University Press, 2004), accessed March 8, 2025, 
http://cup.columbia.edu/book/martyrdom-and-memory/9780231129879.

2   �See, for example, Elizabeth Castelli, Martyrdom and Memory. Early Christian Culture 
Making (Columbia University Press, 2004), and Candida R. Moss, The Myth of Persecu-
tion. How Early Christians invented a Story of Martyrdom (HarperOne, 2013), for the case 
of Early Christianity. Michela Catto and Eleonora Rai (eds.), From Europe to Overseas. 
Saints, Martyrs, Heroes, Models and Soft Power in an Early Modern Global Perspective 
(Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2025). Susannah Brietz Monta, Martyrdom and Literature in 
Early Modern England (Cambridge University Press, 2005) compares how Protestant and 
Catholic martyrs were represented and narratively constructed during the Reformation. 
Alice Dailey, “Making Edmund Campion: Treason, Martyrdom, and the Structure of Tran-
scendence,” Religion & Literature 38, no. 3 (2006): 65–83 analyzes the “constructedness” 
of martyrial (and more broadly religious) documents, along with the generic conventions 
of martyrological literature.

3   �See note 81.
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individuals—in our particular case, missionaries in the Indies. In this sense, 
martyrdom is no mere tale of fiction; it is also a  real-life event and a human 
experience in extremis. What, then, is the relation between, on the one hand, the 
conventional and textualized image of martyrdom and, on the other, the subjec-
tive experience of flesh and blood? Are the martyrial accounts, due precisely to 
their extreme discursive construction, so distant from the actual experience that 
they become mere textual devices?

Conventional expressions of readiness for martyrdom—and of martyrdom 
itself—are typical, for example, in the well-known indipetae letters—petitions 
written by Jesuits to their superiors, requesting to be sent to the Indies. “I have 
always wanted, even as a small child, to spend my life in dedication to the salva-
tion of souls, and to shed my blood for that cause [...]; when I looked at images 
of the martyrs, I immediately felt a deep tenderness and was set ablaze with love 
for such a fate,” writes, for example, the Jesuit Giacinto Franceschi in 1617.4 
Similarly, in 1640, in Vicenza, Domenico Arcolino, a member of the same or-
der, declares that his deepest wish is “to venture among foreign or barbarous 
peoples, to immerse myself in oceans of suffering, and to end my life on the 
gallows.”5 In similar fashion, the indipetae letters contain countless examples 
of hearts set ablaze by the reading of a martyr’s story—of sudden, consuming 
desire to follow the same path, of longing to share in the crown of martyrdom, 
of readiness to endure physical and spiritual torment, and, ultimately, to offer 
one’s life out of love for God and for the spread of the faith.

This rather formulaic portrayal of the willingness to suffer martyrdom is par-
ticularly common in missionary narratives concerning neophytes and undoubt-
edly carries a propagandistic undertone aimed at creating an image of successful 
evangelization. These newly-converted Christians—whose zeal, determination, 
and strength of faith are emphasized—are meant to inspire the “old believers” 
to whom the missionary accounts were addressed. One of the letters of the Jesuit 
Luis Fróis included in an early Italian translation of the order’s correspondence 
from Japan, provides a detailed account of the persecution of Christians in 1589 

4   �For the corpus of indipetae letters, I am using the “Digital Indipetae Database. Jesuit Pe-
titions for Missions,” accessed 22 April, 2025, https://indipetae.bc.edu/items/show/2786. 
According to this database, Giacinto Franceschi was designated for missionary service 
in Japan, but no further information is provided. All translations of primary sources are 
the author’s. On Jesuit indipetae letters, see: Imbruglia Girolamo, Pierre-Antoine Fabre, 
and Guido Mongini (eds.), Cinque secoli di Litterae Indipetae. Il desiderio delle missioni 
nella Compagnia di Gesù (Institutum Historicum, 2022); and Paolo Bianchini and Marco 
Rochini (eds.), La vocazione alla missione nella storia della Compagnia di Gesù. Origini 
ed evoluzioni delle indipetae (XVI–XIX secolo) (Morcelliana, 2022).�

5   �Digital Indipetae Database, “Jesuit Petitions for Missions,” https://indipetae.bc.edu/items/
show/2726, accessed 22 April, 2025.
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and the general condition of the Society in Japan. Fróis describes the cruelty 
with which Christians were being persecuted and recounts the martyrdom of an 
elderly Japanese convert. According to Fróis, the man practiced his faith with 
great devotion and virtue, following the guidance he had received. However, 
when the enemies of the faith discovered him—and, unable to pour out their 
hatred on the missionaries—he became their target. Giovanni (as the neophyte 
was called) learned that he was to be killed in his home the following night. 
Nevertheless, he chose not to flee. With a resolute spirit, he offered his life to 
the one who had died for him on the cross, declaring that he had long desired to 
lay down his life for Christ.6

He sent away his wife and son and awaited, alone, the hour of martyrdom. 
He began to pray before his oratory and once more offered himself to God. In 
the end, he chose to cast aside his weapons, fearing the temptation to defend 
himself. As a  valiant soldier of Christ (fortissimo Caualiere di Christo),7 he 
remained deep in prayer when, in the middle of the night, “a  crowd of Sa-
tan’s ministers”8 surrounded his house. They found him prepared for what he 
saw as a final battle: a reliquary hung from his neck, bearing the crown of the 
Blessed Virgin. He wore the surplice used for burying the dead, with an image 
from his oratory affixed to it. He had with him two blessed rosary beads, one 
hanging from his ear, the other placed in his mouth. In his hands, he held the 
cross used in funerals. Fearlessly, he stepped outside to face his attackers. With 
a  serene expression and a  gentle manner, he repeated that he gave thanks to 
the Lord for bringing him to this blessed moment, for he had long desired such 
a death. He knelt down and recited the Confiteor, struck his breast with force, 
asked God for forgiveness for his sins, and offered himself to the executioner.9

This passage vividly illustrates the careful construction of the missionary 
narrative, aimed at creating a powerful image of the heroic death of neophytes 
and the steadfastness of their newly embraced Christian faith. Fróis’s testimo-
ny is particularly eloquent: he emphasizes Giovanni’s  determination and the 
strength he drew from prayer. He does not fail to mention the presence of ob-
jects sacred to all Christians—a reliquary and rosary beads—placed directly on 
the martyr’s body. He underscores Giovanni’s serenity and his readiness to die 
for the Lord, and his account culminates in the neophyte’s recitation of the Con-
fiteor (“I confess”), one of the prayers of the Penitential Act in the Roman Rite.

6   �Copia di dve lettere annve scritte dal Giapone del 1589 & 1590 (Luigi Zannetti, 1593), 
34–35.

7   �Copia di dve lettere annve scritte dal Giapone, 37.
8   �Copia di dve lettere annve scritte dal Giapone, 37.
9   �Copia di dve lettere annve scritte dal Giapone, 37–39.
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In this way, European readers are presented with a powerful image of the 
success of the evangelization enterprise and of missionary efforts in the Indies, 
capable of producing such admirable fervor among the newly converted. In oth-
er words, these accounts reveal the propagandistic nature of many missionary 
texts, their heavy reliance on rhetorical topoi and conventional images of seren-
ity in the face of martyrdom, and their construction of a narrative of the triumph 
of the faith among the “infidels”.

Despite all the preceding testimonies, martyrdom cannot be reduced to 
a purely textual phenomenon, nor can martyrial accounts be dismissed as mere 
propagandistic pamphlets. We should not forget that martyrological accounts 
concern not only rhetorical tropes, but also the suffering, living body. While it is 
true that these narratives are shaped by highly conventional, even stereotypical 
structures, and that they are rhetorically and narratively “staged,” they also tes-
tify to an authentic experience in extremis: an ordeal endured, in this particular 
case, by many missionaries in the Indies. 

What, then, is the relationship between the collective, conventional image of 
martyrdom and the subjective, flesh-and-blood human experience it ostensibly 
represents? Do martyrial texts, by virtue of their discursive construction, stand 
so far removed from the actual suffering they depict that they become mere 
textual artifices?

It is important to remember, indeed, that in narratives of martyrdom, the ste-
reotypical nature of hagiographical writing brings historical “reality” and in-
dividual experience into tension with literary construction, which builds upon 
commonplace images and expressions, on literary topoi and formulaic expres-
sions. In other words, the rhetorical stylization of martyrial accounts places 
them at a double remove from the events they supposedly describe. First, the 
historical events themselves are mediated by eyewitness reports, which are 
shaped—consciously or not—by longstanding hagiographical imagery and nar-
rative conventions. These firsthand accounts are then subject to further trans-
formation in European chronicles from the Indies, as well as in collections of 
letters, translations, and anthologies, where they undergo an additional process 
of discursive reconfiguration and narrative reordering.

However, we should also bear in mind that martyrial narratives are often 
articulated—paradoxically—with a  keen sense of historical authenticity. One 
need only recall the strict ecclesiastical procedures governing canonization and 
beatification trials: the evaluation of direct eyewitnesses, indirect testimonies, 
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written reports, and the systematic cross-examination of evidence.10 For Early 
Modern readers and historians, in fact, martyrdom was regarded not merely as 
a rhetorical or symbolic construct, but as an event apprehensible through his-
torical inquiry.

More broadly, this dilemma touches upon the uses of the past—that is, the 
ways in which historical events are written and then re-written to serve par-
ticular ends—as well as upon the methodology of historical study itself. What 
interpretive stance can we adopt in the face of such an extreme form of human 
experience? How might we approach it both historiographically and methodo-
logically?

In this paper, I propose to consider this very dilemma, which might be framed 
as follows: can martyrdom—as it reaches us through Early Modern martyrial 
narratives and chronicles—be understood solely as the repetition of inherited 
rhetoric and familiar narrative forms, rather than as a historical and individual 
experience? What is the interplay, in these accounts, between historicity and 
rhetoric—and, even more crucially, between the bodily experience of suffering, 
on the one hand, and the narrative of glory and the triumph of faith, on the other?

I have chosen to pursue this question by turning to one of the most common 
topoi of martyrological literature: the manifold expressions of the desire for 
martyrdom. As we have seen, this desire is widespread in missionary docu-
ments.11 Moreover, it appears not only as an anticipation of suffering and heroic 
death, but also within descriptions of martyrial events themselves. It is a phe-
nomenon with a complex theological and spiritual background—one not easily 
grasped by modern historiography or by contemporary sensibilities—and yet 
it is related to one of the central questions of evangelization: the readiness of 
missionaries (and of Christians more broadly) to imitate the sacrifice of Christ. 
Taking all of this into account, are the expressions of desire for martyrdom to 

10   �For a  general overview of this topic, see Sari Katajala-Peltomaa (ed.), A  Companion 
to Medieval Canonization Processes. New Contexts, Perspectives, and Comparisons 
(Brill, 2025). While the ecclesiastical procedures for canonization and beatification were 
formally rigorous, they did not preclude ideological intervention. In this vein, on the 
“creation” of saintly personae, see Birgit Emich, “The Production of Truth in the Man-
ufacture of Saints: Procedures, Credibility and Patronage in Early Modern Processes 
of Canonization,” in Making Truth in Early Modern Catholicism, eds. Andreea Badea, 
Bruno Boute, Marco Cavarzere, and Steven Vanden Broecke (Amsterdam University 
Press, 2021), 165–90. See also “Pillars of a Sacred World. The 1622 Canonizations and 
the Rise of Modern Catholic Sanctity”, monographic issue of Journal of Early Modern 
Christianity, eds. Franco Motta and Eleonora Rai, vol. 9, issue 2 (2022). 

11   �The desire for martyrdom is, as a  matter of fact, a  common medieval hagiographical 
trope. See Christopher MacEvitt, “Martyrdom and the muslim world through Franciscan 
eyes,” The Catholic Historical Review 97, no. 1 (2011): 5.
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be regarded merely as rhetorical devices, formulaic and devoid of substantive 
meaning?

I am acutely aware of the methodological challenges involved in engaging 
with Early Modern martyrial texts – whether as historical testimony or as the 
literary rendering of individual destiny. Missionary documents must be recog-
nized not only as direct records of evangelization efforts, but also as powerful 
propagandistic instruments, produced within specific institutional and political 
frameworks, and often shaped to serve the interests of particular religious or-
ders and ecclesiastical authorities. They were often composed under politically 
hostile conditions and thus contain deliberate omissions or strategic silences. 
Crucially, they were subject to extensive editorial reworking in their printed Eu-
ropean versions, often for edifying and propagandistic purposes. These factors 
inevitably compromise their reliability as direct historical sources.

Moreover, it is important to clarify that this study does not attempt to recon-
struct the actual psychological or spiritual willingness for martyrdom among 
missionaries and neophytes—especially given that some, as we know, refused 
martyrdom when faced with it.12 Rather, I am concerned here with the narrative 
construction of the desire for martyrdom: how it was imagined, framed, and 
articulated within the broader literary, conceptual and symbolic architecture of 
the missionary enterprise. What follows is thus an analysis of the image of the 
desire for martyrdom, not of its historical enactment.13  

Despite all the methodological challenges, I remain convinced that mission-
ary martyrial accounts cannot be defined only by their didactic, propagandistic, 
or narrative functions. They may also serve as windows into the Early Modern 
understanding of martyrdom, into its foundational meanings and its spiritual 
underpinnings. They record events of profound intensity, and perhaps they can 
offer a glimpse into a moment where lived reality touches on something that 

12   �See, for example, Andrew Redden, “Not-So-Good Shepherds: Reluctant Jesuit Martyrs 
on the Seventeenth-Century Chilean Frontier,” in The Frontiers of Mission. Perspectives 
on Early Modern Missionary Catholicism, eds. Alison Forrestal and Seán Alexander 
Smith (Brill, 2016), 90–114. 

13   �In the present study, I examine the phenomenon of the desire for martyrdom from a con-
temporary theological perspective. From a methodological standpoint, this phenomenon 
could also be approached through the history of emotions, particularly by drawing on 
the concept of “emotional practices” and by treating emotion as embedded within Cath-
olic ritual, narrative, and identity formation. Such an approach, however, lies beyond 
the scope and objectives of the present text. For a recent study on the phenomenon of 
martyrdom from the perspective of the history of emotions, see: Linda Zampol D’Ortia, 
“Emotional Practices of Catholic Martyrdom in Early Modern Japan,” in Profiling Saints. 
Images of Modern Sanctity in a Global World, eds. Elisa Frei and Eleonora Rai (Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 2023), 269–88. 
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defies factual analysis or strictly rational historiographical interpretation. How, 
then, are we to approach the paradox of a narrative that presents itself as histo-
riographical, yet—when seen from a modern perspective—seems to resist the 
very idea of historicity? How can we engage with texts that appear to document 
historical events, yet point toward something that cannot be objectified, because 
they attempt to render an experience that lies beyond the bounds of ordinary 
human understanding?

To narrow the scope of my research, I have chosen to focus on one of the 
most prominent episodes of Early Modern martyrdom: the series of executions 
during the persecution of Christians in Japan at the end of the sixteenth and in 
the first half of the seventeenth century. I also include in my corpus several tes-
timonies from the missionaries in China.

Christianity was first introduced to Japan in 1549 with the arrival of St. Fran-
cis Xavier and his Jesuit companions in Kagoshima. During the politically frag-
mented era known as the Warring States period (1467–1568), several daimyō 
(regional lords) converted to Christianity, offering protection to missionaries 
and permitting them to carry out their evangelizing activities. However, in 1587, 
the powerful warlord Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537–1598) issued an anti-Christian 
edict, marking the beginning of severe repression. Over the following decades, 
both European missionaries and Japanese converts were increasingly targeted; 
at least 205 missionaries and native Christians are known to have been executed 
for their faith. Persecutions intensified under the newly established Edo shogu-
nate (military government), which, in 1612, issued a further edict targeting both 
European missionaries and Japanese converts.14 

Desire for Martyrdom: Theological Underpinning

In Christian theological thought, martyrdom is an extremely complex phe-
nomenon, as it is closely tied to key spiritual and doctrinal concepts such as  

14   �See, in relation to the specific topic of martyrdom: Hitomi Omata Rappo, Des Indes 
lointaines aux scènes des collèges: les reflets des martyrs de la mission japonaise en 
Europe (XVIe - XVIIIe siècle) (Aschendorff Verlag, 2020); Rady Roldán-Figueroa, The 
Martyrs of Japan: Publication History and Catholic Missions in the Spanish World 
(Spain, New Spain, and the Philippines, 1597–1700) (Brill, 2021); Cristina Osswald, 
“On Christian Martyrdom in Japan (1597–1658),” Hipogrifo 9, no. 2 (2021): 927–47. 
See also the following PhD. dissertation: José Blanco Perales, “La imagen del martirio 
japonés en el periodo Namban: el cuadro del Gesú representando el gran martirio de 
Nagasaki y su función en la propaganda jesuítica de la misión” (PhD. diss., Universidad 
de Oviedo, 2019). George Elison’s Deus Destroyed remains a highly relevant work on 
the general topic of Christianity in Japan: George Elison, Deus Destroyed. The Image of 
Christianity in Early Modern Japan (Harvard University Press, 1988).
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asceticism and the very notion of mission and the propagation of the Christian 
faith. At the same time, it remains an ambiguous and polemical idea, as it in-
volves the potentially dangerous notion of courting one’s  own death, while, 
also, it “hinges on volition,” on the voluntary readiness to die for one’s faith.15

The question of “voluntary death” is further complicated by the fact that mar-
tyrdom is often understood in relation to divine providence and to the believ-
er’s duty to follow God’s will.16 From the perspective of doctrinal theology, the 
desire for martyrdom is frequently emphasized as righteous and legitimate. At 
the same time, however, we also encounter calls for prudence, as well as debates 
over whether it is permissible—or even necessary—to flee in order to avoid 
martyrdom.

As a matter of fact, doctrinal theology elaborated a highly complex taxonomy 
and casuistry concerning the desire for martyrdom. One of the most systematic 
expositions of ecclesiastical doctrine on the subject is found in De Servorum Dei 
Beatificatione et Beatorum Canonizatione, a treatise on beatification and canon-
ization trials from the perspective of ecclesiastical law. Written in the first half 
of the eighteenth century by Prospero Lambertini—Promoter of the Faith at the 
Congregation of Rites from 1708 to 1728, and later, from 1740 to 1758, Supreme 
Pontiff under the name of Benedict XIV—the work (specifically in Book III) 
codifies earlier theological positions on martyrdom and rigorously presents the 
views of the most authoritative ecclesiastical sources. As such, it offers a valua-
ble synthesis of doctrinal principles and theological conceptions that had already 
shaped the understanding of martyrdom during the Early Modern period.17

15   �“Martyrdom hinges on volition. Is the missionary ready to die for his faith? […] Indeed, 
volition was also key to cultural accommodation. How willing was the missionary to get 
out of his own skin, forget his mother tongue, and leave his homeland, in order to preach 
in a foreign language, dwell among strangers, don alien dresses, and eat exotic foods? 
Missionary reports and letters give us a broad spectrum of the diversity of responses.” 
Ronnie Po-chia Hsia, “Mission Frontiers: A Reflection on Catholic Missions in the Early 
Modern World”, in The Frontiers of Mission. Perspectives on Early Modern Missionary 
Catholicism, eds. Alison Forrestal and Seán Alexander Smith (Brill, 2016), 185.

16   �Harold Mattingly distinguishes between voluntary martyrdom—“one of the most trou-
blesome phenomena of the Early Church”—and the “deliberate courting of death,” 
which he attributes to “exhibitionists and sufferers from hysteria.” Harold B. Mattingly, 
“Martyrdom and Persecution in the Early Church,” History 52, no. 175 (1967), 168–71, 
170. Candida R. Moss explores the idea of voluntary martyrdom in ancient martyrologi-
cal discourse and traces its development in modern scholarship. Candida R. Moss, “The 
Discourse of Voluntary Martyrdom: Ancient and Modern,” Church History 81, no. 3 
(September 2012): 531–51.

17    �There is a modern edition and Italian translation of this text: Benedetto XIV (Prospero 
Lambertini), De Servorum Dei Beatificatione et Beatorum Canonizatione/La beatificazi-
one dei servi di dio e la canonizzazione dei beati (Libreria editrice Vaticana, 2010–2013). 
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The section of De Servorum Dei Beatificatione concerning martyrdom includes ca-
suistry presented in the traditional format of dubia—that is, formal resolutions of doc-
trinal doubts and challenges submitted to ecclesiastical authorities by missionaries and 
other members of the Church. Each case typically begins with a propositio, in which 
the doubt or dilemma is posed, followed by a resolutio, in which it is answered—often 
with references to, and direct quotations from, canonical ecclesiastical sources.

Lambertini defines martyrdom as “the voluntary suffering or endurance of death 
for the sake of the Faith of Christ, or for another act of virtue referred to God,”18 
and, significantly, as an act that involves two persons: the tyrannus (persecutor 
or tyrant) and the martyr.19 Several chapters of De Servorum Dei Beatificatione 
are devoted to the subject. Taken together, they reveal the theological depth and 
complexity of martyrdom, along with its many facets: the identity and role of the 
persecutor; the punishment he inflicts upon the martyr; the cause of martyrdom 
insofar as it pertains to the persecutor; the means of establishing whether the perse-
cutor acted out of hatred for the Faith; the conditions required of the martyr prior to 
death; whether and when it is permissible for the martyr to provoke the tyrant; the 
martyr’s resistance in attempting to avoid death; the patience required in enduring 
suffering; the internal cause of martyrdom on the part of the martyr; and, finally, the 
question of false martyrs, particularly among heretics and schismatics.20

In chapter XVI, Lambertini offers an extended exposition on the desire for 
martyrdom, framed through a series of responsiones to key doctrinal doubts 
related to the situation prior to the martyr’s death: whether one may legiti-
mately desire martyrdom and pray to God for it; whether the acceptance of 
death through an act of will is essential to the nature of martyrdom; whether 
one may voluntarily offer oneself up to death; under what circumstances it is 
permissible—or even obligatory—to flee; whether a martyr may provoke the 
tyrant; and whether martyrdom is impeded if the martyr resists or seeks to 
avoid the death being inflicted upon him.21

Lambertini affirms the legitimacy of the desire for martyrdom and examines 
a range of biblical and ecclesiastical authorities on the matter, ultimately concluding 
that “martyrdom can rightly, deservedly, and laudably be desired.”22 Yet this asser-
tion is not without further qualifications. In the first place, he addresses the apparent  

18   �Prospero Lambertini, De servorum Dei beatificatione et beatorum canonizatione Liber 
Tertius. Auctore Prospero Cardinali de Lambertinis (Patavii, Typis Seminarii, Apud  
Joannem Manfrè, 1743), 74.

19   �Lambertini, De servorum, 74. 
20   �Lambertini, De servorum, 74–169. 
21   �Lambertini, De servorum, 117. In chapter XI/6, Lambertini even provides an extensive 

list of saints renowned for their ardent desire for martyrdom, despite the fact that they 
were not ultimately martyred. Lambertini, De servorum, 77.

22   �Lambertini, De servorum, 117.
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paradox that martyrdom cannot be desired or requested without, at the same time, 
implicitly willing the sin of the tyrant. To resolve this, Lambertini argues that one 
may legitimately pray for God to place us in a situation in which we might pro-
fess the Faith before a  tyrant—since such a circumstance could arise without the 
tyrant’s sin—and then to ask the Lord to strengthen us with His grace, to “effectively 
assist us not to deny the truth of the Faith; and that, if we must suffer for this cause, 
He may console and help us to endure torments and death patiently and willingly.”23

Regarding this theological paradox—that to desire martyrdom entails desiring 
the sin of another—Lambertini cites the Early Modern Dutch Catholic theologian 
Willem Hessels van Est (Estius, 1542–1613). Estius clarifies that the Saints who 
longed for martyrdom and even provoked the Devil to combat did not “desire the 
evil acts of the Devil or of wicked men—whether through internal suggestions or 
external persecutions, threats, terrors, or torments aimed at enticing them to sin—
but, presupposing the malice of those agents, they desired the afflictions them-
selves, which, insofar as they are such, are from God, and therefore are good.”24

Lambertini further refines the legitimacy of the desire for martyrdom by artic-
ulating a set of propositions that condition and qualify it. This desire, he notes, 
is intrinsically connected to the acceptance of death, but not to a general or in-
discriminate acceptance of death as such (acceptio generalis); rather, martyrdom 
concerns only the acceptio specialis—that is, the specific acceptance of death for 
the sake of defending the Faith (acceptio mortis Fidei defendae causa). 25

Closely related to this is the concept of oblatio, or the voluntary self-offering 
of the martyr.26 Another important consideration concerns the possibility of flight 

23   �Lambertini, De servorum, 117–18.
24   �Lambertini, De servorum, 118. 
25   �Lambertini, De servorum, 118.
26   �Regarding the question of oblatio, we once again encounter the extraordinary complexity of 

the casuistry surrounding martyrdom. Lambertini begins by explaining that such self-offering, 
according to the ancient doctrine of the Church, was explicitly forbidden. However, he immedi-
ately introduces key exceptions. First, the cult of martyrs is to be accorded to those who, having 
been seized by persecutors, chose to suffer death rather than surrender their faith. Lambertini 
also recognizes another exception to this rule: those who had previously abjured the Faith, but 
later offered themselves to persecution, so that in the very place where they had once denied 
Christ, they might now confess Him anew. Moreover, Lambertini notes that Church history of-
fers many examples of individuals who are venerated as martyrs, even though they voluntarily 
presented themselves to tyrants. He further adds that if a great evil threatens and can be averted 
through voluntary self-offering, there should be no doubt as to the merit of such an offering, 
nor should it be seen as an obstacle to the validity of martyrdom. Lambertini concludes by rec-
onciling ancient and modern theological positions: the teachings of contemporary theologians 
do not, in fact, contradict ancient doctrine. If it can be shown—based on certain signs—that 
a person offered themselves to martyrdom by a special impulse of the Holy Spirit, then no other 
justification for the self-offering need be sought. Lambertini, De servorum, 120–23.
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in the face of persecution. Lambertini affirms that in such cases, if the martyr 
later falls into the hands of the persecutor and is killed for Christ, “their earlier 
flight in no way prevents them from being enrolled in the catalogue of martyrs.”27

Several additional points further complicate the theology of martyrdom, par-
ticularly with regard to intention and conduct. Referring to St. Thomas Aqui-
nas,28 Lambertini asserts that a martyr is not permitted to provoke the tyrant in 
order to incur death.29 One who acts in this way exposes himself to the danger 
of falling away from the faith under the pressure of persecution and torture, and 
thus “enters into temptation,” contrary to the command of Christ in Mark 14:38: 
Vigilate et orate ut non intretis in tentationem. 30 

However, Lambertini acknowledges the existence of numerous saints who 
did, in fact, provoke their persecutors—whether by word or deed—and were 
nevertheless subsequently “enrolled in the catalogue of martyrs.” This, he ex-
plains, can be attributed to a special impulse of the Holy Spirit, “who can move 
the faithful to carry out such actions—either so that some among the unbeliev-
ers present might be converted to the Faith, or that those wavering in the faith 
might be strengthened.”31

I will not dwell further here on the intricate casuistry explored by Lamberti-
ni. My aim is simply to highlight that, from a theological perspective, martyr-
dom constitutes an exceptionally complex issue—one that depends on a range 
of circumstances and admits numerous nuances. With regard to the desire for 
martyrdom specifically, one of the central theological points is that it is both 
praiseworthy and legitimate, but must be conditioned by the presence of odium 
fidei—that is, hatred of the Faith on the part of the persecutors.32

It is true, however, that in the missionary accounts of martyrdom, we rarely 
find explicit engagement with these intricate theological questions. Only occa-
sionally do missionaries refer to doctrinal criteria relevant to martyrdom—such 
as Jerónimo de Jesús, one of the direct witnesses of the 1597 martyrdom in 

27   �Lambertini, De servorum, 123.
28   �St. Thomas Aquinas is, obviously, a major authority in the doctrine of martyrdom, see 

Summa, II.II., quaestio 124. For secondary sources, see, for example, Servais Pinckaers, 
“Martyrdom in the Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas,” in The Spirituality of Martyr-
dom… to the Limits of Love (The Catholic University of America Press, 2016), 134–38.

29   �Lambertini, De servorum, 127. 
30   �Lambertini, De servorum, 127.
31   �Lambertini, De servorum, 128.
32   �In De servorum this basic precept is formulated in Chapter XI, which concerns the cause 

of martyrdom, specifically insofar as it pertains to the persecutor and his nature—wheth-
er he is pagan (gentilis), heretic (haereticus), or Christian (fidelis, or even catholicus). 
Even Christians can become persecutors, so long as the fundamental criterion—odium 
fidei—is fulfilled. Lambertini, De servorum, 92. 
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Japan, who identifies precisely odium fidei as a necessary condition for martyr-
dom and its authenticity. In an epistle to his Franciscan brethren in Manila, he 
describes the growing number of Christians and the good works carried out by 
the Franciscans, despite the fervent persecution of the faithful. He writes:

Look, Brothers, at what kind of people we live among here in Japan, and 
how well suited they are to be butchers of martyrs, should God will that 
there be any. I have inquired diligently whether there has been anyone in 
this persecution who might truly be called a martyr, and there have been 
only two men in the kingdom of Bungo who died in odium fidei. Of the 
Fathers and Brothers of the Society, none has died, though the Fathers 
lack neither the desire nor the will.33

As we see, Jerónimo de Jesús approaches the question of potential martyrs with 
notable caution. Nonetheless, he clearly affirms the desire and willingness for 
martyrdom on the part of both the Franciscans and the Jesuits. 

This Catholic exaltation of martyrdom draws on patristic—though to a less-
er extent, also medieval—theologians, especially Cyprian, Augustine, and Ter-
tullian, and looks, unsurprisingly, to biblical tradition and the early Christian 
martyrs for specific models and inspiration.34 The desire for martyrdom appears 
already, for instance, in the Passio of Perpetua, one of the most striking docu-
ments on martyrdom from the Early Church. It is marked by intense anticipa-
tion, spiritual excitement, and even joy; “the martyrs are greedy for death.”35 
When the sentence of death is pronounced, the group descends to the prison 
with the words hilares descendimus ad carcerem (“we went down to the cell 
joyfully”).36 In a similar vein, the famous letter of Ignatius of Antioch expresses 
a  joy, longing, and desire so intense that it has sometimes been described as 
“pathological yearning for martyrdom.”37 

 Desire for Martyrdom Within Religious Orders

It is also important to note that the desire for martyrdom appears to be shaped, 
at least in part, by the spirituality of the particular religious order. In this regard, 

33   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús. Restaurador de las misiones del Japón, Sus cartas y relaciones,” 
ed. Lorenzo Pérez, Archivum Franciscanum Historicum, XVII (1924), 114. 

34   �For the patristic and medieval sources of Early modern exaltation of martyrdom, see Brad 
Stephan Gregory, The Anathema of Compromise. Christian Martyrdom in Early Modern 
Europe, volume 1 (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1996), 869–71.

35   �Geoffrey de Ste. Croix, Christian Persecution, Martyrdom, and Orthodoxy, eds. Michael 
Whitby and Joseph Streeter (Oxford University Press, 2006), 192.

36   �de Ste. Croix, Christian Persecution, 192.
37   �de Ste. Croix, Christian Persecution, 133.
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the ideal of martyrdom holds particular significance for the Franciscan movement 
and its missionary spirit—especially in relation to missions among Muslims. Al-
though some scholars argue that the emphasis on martyrdom fluctuated throughout 
the Middle Ages, it nonetheless remained a central element of Franciscan spiritual-
ity.38 For the Franciscans, martyrdom represents one of the highest expressions of 
their foundational ideal: imitatio Christi, the imitation of Christ,39 particularly in 
his suffering and death. While this ideal is by no means unique to the Franciscans, 
it assumes a distinctive prominence in their spiritual tradition.

As Brad Stephan Gregory explains, in the late sixteenth century the ideal of 
imitating Christ “found particular expression through aspiration to die for the 
Lord in the ultimate act of self-sacrifice,”40 and, as such, is embodied in one 
of the most idiosyncratic images of Early Modern spirituality: “that of Chris-
tians laden with crosses, following Jesus bearing his own.”41 This visual and 
devotional motif elaborates on Matthew 16:24 and Luke 9:23 (“If any want to 
become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross daily 
and follow me”), and is exemplified, for instance, on the title page of the 1582 
English translation of Luis de Granada’s Of Prayer and Meditation.42

38   �For a general discussion of martyrdom in the context of Franciscan tradition, see Abra-
ham Gross, Spirituality and Law. Courting Martyrdom in Christianity and Judaism (Uni-
versity Press of America, 2005), 27–31. 

39   �Gross, Spirituality and Law, 30. See also Gregory, The Anathema of Compromise, 862. 
40   �Gregory, The Anathema of Compromise, 858.
41   �Gregory, The Anathema of Compromise, 858.
42   �Gregory, The Anathema of Compromise, 858.
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Fig. 1. Luis de Granada, Of Prayer and Meditation, 1582.43

43   �Luis de Granada, Of Prayer and Meditation (1582), English translation, digitized on 
Gallica, Bibliothèque nationale de France, https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k53297g 
(accessed  March 23, 2025).
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Once again, the theme of imitatio Christi is especially relevant for Franciscan 
spirituality,44 and this is reflected clearly in Franciscan missionary documents—
for example, in the Relación of Fray Juan de Santa María (first edition probably 
in 1599)45 concerning the 1597 martyrdom in Nagasaki, written presumably with 
the help of eyewitness reports.46 When describing the death of Francisco Blanco, 
one of the martyred Franciscans, the author notes that, upon seeing the spear ap-
proaching, Blanco began to intone In manus tuas, Domine, commendo spiritum 
meum, thus imitating the final words of Christ on the cross. At the first blow, he 
pulled his hand free from the loosened shackle and, “because he had in his mind 
the crucified Christ, and longed to die on the cross in order to imitate him,” he 
awaited the second stroke with admirable fortitude and surrendered his soul to 
the Lord—“without pausing in his singing, even for a moment.”47

The same fortitude and devotion are attributed by Fray Juan de Santa María 
to San Martín de la Ascensión, who, according to the account, continued to 
preach even in the very moment of his martyrdom on the cross. He addresses his 
fellow martyrs, exhorting them to embrace their “fortunate death on the cross 
with joy,”48 and, according to the same source, utters the following exhortation:

O dearest brethren of mine, let us give abundant thanks to God, who has 
granted us this most blessed fortune. Let us call to mind the torments 
endured in this world—and among the infidels—by our Father Saint 
Francis, in order to attain this glory. And yet, even he was not granted 
it as we now are, though our merits be so little, and his so great. The 
Apostles were loved exceedingly by Christ, and yet He granted the cross 

44   �However, this is not to imply that imitatio Christi was not an important topic also for the 
Jesuit order. Although it is not mentioned profusely in the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, it 
is ubiquitous in Nadal’s Adnotationes (see Jerónimo de Nadal, Adnotationes et medita-
tiones in evangelia qvae in sacrosanto missae sacrificio toto anno legvntur, 1594) and in 
Luis de Puente’s Meditationes, especially those which concern the via illuminativa (the 
illuminative way, traditionally the second stage of Christian spiritual life) on the mys-
teries of Incarnation and Infancy of Jesus Christ. These meditations are introduced by 
an introductory chapter “On the perfect imitation of our Lord Jesus Christ, which is the 
end of these meditations.” See Luis de Puente, Obras espirituales del venerable Padre 
Luis de la Puente de la Compañia de Jesus […] tomo primero que contiene el primero  
y segundo de las Meditaciones (La imprenta de Antonio Roman, 1690), 119–20. 

45   �On the intricate editorial history of this text, see Fray Juan de Santa María, OFM,  
Relación del martirio que seis padres descalzos franciscos, tres hermanos de la Com-
pañía de Jesús y diez y siete Japones cristianos padecieron en Japón, intro. and notes by 
Fidel de Lejarza, OFM (1966), 28–50.

46   �According to the testimony of Fr. Marcelo de Ribadeneira, the renowned Franciscan 
chronicler. Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 29.

47   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 383. 
48   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 385.
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to but two or three among them. The other saints had their heads cut 
off [...] others were cut in halves or dismembered; others were thrown 
down from high peaks or destroyed by various torments. Finally, they 
all, in one form or another, surrendered their spirit to the Creator. But 
we, unworthy as we are, are given the banner upon which the Son of God 
died in order to redeem the world. This is such an immense favour, that it 
exceeds all created comprehension [...]. What would our glorious Father 
have offered, could he have died with such honours upon the cross? 49

Fig. 2. San Martín de la Ascensión’s martyrdom. Image in certain exemplars 
of the 1739 printing of Marcos de Alcalá’s Vida maravillosa.

According to several reports, the desire for martyrdom was, in fact, one of the 
primary motivations that led many Franciscans to embark on missionary work. 
Pedro de la Piñuela, a  missionary in China, notes in his Relatio (1684) that 
although there is no shortage of new missionaries full of spirit and genuine 
vocation, they should nonetheless be forewarned about the “common crosses” 
that all missionaries must bear, so that they may be better prepared for these 
daily trials. Among these, Piñuela writes, is the fact that the fervent longing of 

49   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 385. 
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many holy churchmen to shed their blood for Christ cannot be fulfilled here. 
They may come with a “yearning for suffering” (ançia del padeçer), but soon 
discover that, along with other trials, this yearning is like “a wooden knife that 
scratches without drawing blood or killing.”50

Unsurprisingly, references to the desire for martyrdom are especially frequent 
in Franciscan reports concerning the conspicuous martyrdom of the 26 Christians 
in 1597, as well as the subsequent persecutions in Japan during the first half of the 
seventeenth century. They appear throughout the writings of the afore-mentioned 
Jerónimo de Jesús, who arrived in Manila in 1594 together with Fray Marcelo 
de Ribadeneira (author of a well-known Franciscan chronicle) and several other 
brethren. Jerónimo was appointed superior of the convent in Osaka, but due to 
his later arrival, he was not imprisoned with the other martyrs. Disguised in Japa-
nese clothing,51 he hid in the house of a local Christian. He recounts that he wrote 
on several occasions to his superior, San Pedro Bautista, requesting permission 
to share the martyrs’ fate, hoping that “the Lord might bestow upon me the same 
mercy as He hath shown unto my brethren: to suffer death upon the cross, and 
be delivered from the miseries of this world,”52 but receives the instruction to 
remain hidden and preserve his life, so that he might continue to minister to the 
Japanese faithful. He then—once again disguised in Japanese dress—visited his 
companion, Francisco de Uzaca, in prison. He found this “angel upon the earth 
so joyful and content, imprisoned as he was in the name of Christ, and saying: 
Ego Paulus, vinctus in Domino (I, Paul, a prisoner in the Lord).”53

According to this eyewitness account by Jerónimo de Jesús, the same mis-
sionary had written a sermon which, after his death, was found fallen from the 
sleeve of his habit. Its purpose, Jerónimo writes, was to encourage the Japanese 
who were about to suffer martyrdom to die with great joy, since they were to die 
upon the cross as martyrs. With this sermon, it is said, he inspired such courage 
in the hearts of the Japanese that even three children, who walked among this 
“holy company,” upon seeing the crosses, “ran to embrace them, desiring to be 
nailed to them.”54

50   �Pedro de la Piñuela, Relatio sui ministerii ab anno 1676 usque 1684, in Sinica Francis-
cana, IV (apud Collegium S. Bonaventurae, 1942), 294. Significantly, the image of the 
wooden knife alludes to the Spanish proverb Cuchillito de palo no corta, pero cómo da 
lata (“A little wooden knife doesn’t cut, but oh, how it annoys”)—used to describe things 
that may not cause serious harm but are persistently irritating. 

51   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús. Restaurador de las misiones del Japón, Sus cartas y relaciones,” 
ed. Lorenzo Pérez, Archivum Franciscanum Historicum XVI (1923): 510.

52   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús,” XVI, 511. 
53   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús. Restaurador de las misiones del Japón. Sus cartas y relaciones,” 

ed. Lorenzo Pérez, Archivum Franciscanum Historicum XVIII (1925): 578. 
54   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús,” XVIII, 579. 
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The same desire for martyrdom is expressed in one of the most important 
Early Modern Franciscan chronicles, Marcelo de Ribadeneira’s Historia de las 
islas del archipiélago filipino y reinos de la Gran China, Tartaria, Cochinchina, 
Malaca, Siam, Cambodge y Japón (1601). Ribadeneira devotes several chapters 
of his chronicle to the Japanese martyrs, repeatedly referring to the deseo de 
padecer—the longing to suffer for Christ,55 and to the widespread desire among 
Japanese Christians to suffer martyrdom in the company of the Franciscans. 
This fervent aspiration, he writes, “utterly banished the faint-heartedness and 
fear instilled by the first persecution which Taicosama had waged against the 
Christians.56 He recounts, for example, the case of a girl named Gracia who, 
when her aunt sought to send her away in order to save her from the coming 
persecution, wept bitterly because she was not permitted to die in the company 
of her fellow Christians.57

As noted above, the desire for martyrdom is deeply embedded in Franciscan 
spirituality and its medieval tradition. However, it is by no means exclusive to 
the order. The same fervent longing—along with similar imagery and rheto-
ric—can be found, for example, in the Dominican account of the persecution 
of Christians in Japan between 1626 and 1628. This relation describes the case 
of a Japanese woman named Marta, who had sheltered the missionaries in her 
home. Upon seeing that they were about to be arrested, she ran after them, 
weeping and shouting because they were leaving her behind. Ultimately, she 
deliberately declared herself guilty in order to be imprisoned alongside them. 
Later, “when she was about to be burned alive, she walked to her death as if she 
were going to a wedding” (como si hubiese ydo a bodas).58

It is well known that one of the most valuable bodies of Jesuit missionary 
writing is represented by the annuae litterae—annual reports sent to Rome by 
members of the Society, typically addressed to their superiors. These epistles 
were often published, translated, revised, and incorporated into anthologies or 

55   �For example, in the chapter titled De como los santos mártires fueron presos, y llevados 
a  la carcel pública (“On how the holy martyrs were arrested and taken to the public 
prison”), which recounts the martyrdom in Nagasaki in 1597. Marcelo de Ribadeneira, 
Historia de las islas del archipielago y reynos de la gran China, Tartaria, Cuchinchina, 
Malaca, Sian, Camboxa y Iappon, y de los sucedido en ellos a los religiosos descalços, 
de la Orden del Seraphico Padre San Francisco, de la Provincia de San Gregorio de las 
Philippinas (Imprenta de Gabriel Graells y Giraldo Dotil, 1601), 484.

56   �de Ribadeneira, Historia de las islas del archipielago, 497. 
57   �de Ribadeneira, Historia de las islas del archipielago, 499. 
58   �Diego Aduarte, Relacion de la persecucion que tubo la iglesia en el Japon en dos años, 

es a saber, desde el 1626 hasta el 1628 singularmente à cerca de seys religiosos de la 
orden de predicadores, es à saber, dos sacerdotes españoles y quatro legos japones (Casa 
de Francisco Cormellas, 1669), 9. 
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thematic digests. Like the indipetae letters, they are carefully crafted in their 
depictions of the desire for martyrdom and the joy associated with it. It is evi-
dent that such imagery served the Society’s propagandistic aims, particularly in 
its efforts to exalt the Jesuit apostolate in the Indies. For instance, in the Rerum 
memorabilium in regno Japoniæ gestarum (“Memorable Deeds and Events in 
the Kingdom of Japan”), a compilation explicitly based on the annual letters, 
we find frequent affirmations concerning the praiseworthy deeds of the Socie-
ty’s members—who are said to instill everywhere an “ardent desire for martyr-
dom” (Ubique ardens illatum Martyrij desiderium).59

Similar expressions and conventional formulas recur frequently in Jesuit re-
ports and annuae: references to “glorious martyrdom,” to the ardent desire for 
it, to the glory of dying for the Lord, and to the joy found in death—along with 
a  strong emphasis on perseverance and virtue in the moment of martyrdom. 
Collectively, these elements contribute to a  remarkable rhetorical staging of 
martyrdom, which is at times portrayed almost as a celebration or a festivity.

Such is the case in the Lettera annua del Giappone dell’anno 1624 (Annual 
Letter from Japan, 1624), in which readers learn of the deaths of the Portuguese 
Jesuit martyr Miguel Carvalho (italianized in the letter as Michele Carvaglio), 
along with four Dominican and Franciscan missionaries. When facing the ex-
ecution, all of them, it is reported, showed “joy on their faces, perceived with 
wonder by the onlookers, who remarked that it did not seem they were going to 
their death, but rather to a celebration (fiesta).”60

The coeval editor of this particular lettera includes a  fragment of Carval-
ho’s  letter, written presumably in 1624 from the prison of Ōmura to Father 
Benedetto Fernández, in order to show to the European readers “how great his 
desire was to give his life for Jesus Christ.”61 In the letter, Carvaglio speaks of 
how joyful and fortunate he would be “if I found myself in a great blazing fire 
for so good a Lord […] if my limbs were cut into small pieces for the honour of 
this Lord who has bestowed upon me so many gifts.”62 Alongside the topos of 
fervent desire for martyrdom, one also finds Carvaglio’s affirmation that it was 
God who cast him into prison, so that he might atone for his faults and prepare 
himself for the death he so ardently longed for—for the glory of the Divine 
Majesty and in satisfaction for his sins.63

59   �Rervm memorabilivm in regno Japoniæ gestarum Litterae 1619, 1620, 1621, 1622  
(Ex Officina Hieronymi Vervssii, 1625), the part “Anni 1620,” 15.

60   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624 (Per l´Erede di Bartolomeo Zannetti, 1628), 
132. 

61   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624, 128.
62   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624, 129.
63   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624, 126–28. 
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In a similar vein, the Lettere annue del Giappone […] e della Cina (Annual 
letters from Japan and China) recount an episode from the 1622 martyrdoms in 
Japan. When the missionaries were approached by the executioner, one of them 
reportedly told him, “there is no need for you to tighten the knots with such 
effort, for we do not flee from death—we long for it.”64 Another added: “You 
may bind the cords as tightly as you wish; these are not the chains of the tyrant 
Xogun, but of the Lord, who chastises me like a father for my sins, even as He 
multiplies the crowns of the others.”65

Indeed, in the case of the Jesuits, the desire for the glorious death of martyr-
dom often appears framed within an ethical and penitential context, as can be 
seen in the aforementioned letter from Miguel Carvalho to Benedetto Fernán-
dez: “[I wish the Lord would grant me] the grace to suffer for my sins... [I wish 
the Lord would grant me] to endure many torments—fire, iron, and all that the 
enemies of God have devised to make me suffer. The world, with its joys, goods, 
and honors, will be utterly abhorred by me, and my only contentment will be to 
suffer for Jesus.” 66

Obviously, we must remain cautious that these printed European anthologies 
often select, modify, and rework the original manuscript documents; neverthe-
less, this rewriting only reinforces how these testimonies were perceived as 
possessing enormous power to convey an image of evangelization marked by 
unreserved sacrifice and offering, and how deeply the imagery of martyrdom 
resonated within Early Modern religious sensibilities.

As a matter of fact, the longing for martyrdom is often listed, alongside other 
virtues, among the essential qualities required of candidates for the Jesuit missions, 
with particular emphasis on the military strength of the miles Christi—the soldier 
of Christ—a key theme in Jesuit spiritual imagery. This is evident, for instance, in 
an extensive letter written in August 1678 by Ferdinand Verbiest, one of the most 
renowned Jesuit missionaries in China, addressed to Jesuit fathers at all European 
Jesuit colleges. He asks, “What do we expect from those who are to be sent to the 
Chinese mission (expeditio Sinica)?”67, and answers by calling for the “strong sons 
of the most valiant leader Ignatius and brothers of so many illustrious martyrs”68 to 
possess the necessary zeal for the propagation of God’s glory, a desire for suffering, 
and complete self-contempt combined with absolute trust in God. 

64   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622 (Per Francesco 
Corbelletti, 1627), 21. 

65   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 21.
66   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624, 130.
67   �Noël Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit. The Correspondence of Ferdinand Verbiest,  

SJ (1623-1688) (KU Leuven, Ferdinand Verbiest Institute, 2017), 287.
68   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 287.
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Throughout the letter, Verbiest makes frequent reference to the Japanese mar-
tyrs of 1597 and 1622: “We often turn our eyes toward the isle of Japan,” he 
writes; and “when the winds are favourable, we perceive even the scent of holy 
bodies consumed by fire. We inhale it eagerly, as if famished, and, bathed in 
tears, gaze from above upon the charred pyre still emitting smoke.”69 In a very 
graphic depiction of what is demanded of future missionaries, he speaks of 
those who delight in hearing “the rattling chains of the Japanese prison; [in see-
ing] swords steeped in blood and arms bound behind the back, nailed to a stake 
among the globes of flame; fraternal faces breathing fire with full mouths and 
heaving breasts; a head crowned with living coals; crosses, pits, and every sort 
of torment.”70 This spectacle, he insists, “delights far more than the serene coun-
tenances of the Chinese Emperors, the generous hands of bounty, and all the 
splendour and ornament of worldly polity; nor do the brightest eyes of Chinese 
astronomy smile upon these things as do they upon the flame-spewing faces of 
Japanese tyranny.”71 Such scenes, he claims, lead us to beseech God to admit us 
among the apostles and martyrs: “Grant to us also, sinners, your servants, who 
place our hope in the multitude of Thy mercies, some share and fellowship with 
Thy holy Apostles and Martyrs; in whose company merit is not accounted, but 
forgiveness—so to speak—the generous Giver bestows. For verily it is not of 
him who wills, nor of him who runs, but of God who shows mercy.”72

The Glorious Theatre of Martyrdom

Let us not forget that Verbiest’s  letter is an exhortatory epistle addressed to 
Jesuit colleges across Europe—undoubtedly composed as a eulogy of the Chi-
nese mission—which explains its highly exalted rhetoric. Indeed, in both Jesuit 
and Franciscan writings, the very notion of martyrdom—as well as its actual 
enactment—is employed as a powerful instrument of propaganda. It is exalted 
symbolically and staged rhetorically, and the reference to “staging” or “perfor-
mance” is by no means accidental. Oftentimes, the execution itself is described 
as a “theatre of torments” or “a horrible theatre” (theatro espantoso in the de-
scription of the martyrdom of the Franciscan San Martín de Aguirre, one of the 
26 martyrs of Nagasaki in 1597),73 thus revealing the extent to which martyr-
dom was conceived and conveyed as a spectacle of both suffering and sanctity.

69   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 288.
70   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 288.
71   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 288.
72   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 287–88.
73   �Marcos de Alcalá, Vida maravillosa de San Martín de la Ascensión y Aguirre, proto-mar-

tyr del Japón (Manuel Fernandez, 1739), 155.
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What, then, does the actual setting of this glorious theatre of martyrdom look 
like? In the case of the Japanese martyrs, one of the most detailed descriptions 
of the place of execution is found in Juan de Santa María’s Relación. The site, he 
explains, was located in Nagasaki, along the road leading to Meaco—a prom-
inent and visible place near the city, where the Portuguese had once intended 
to erect churches. It lay not far from the hospital of St. Lazarus and directly 
opposite the execution grounds customarily reserved for common criminals.74

He proceeds to describe the crosses upon which the lives of the friars were to 
be sacrificed. These resembled the crosses used in our churches, but with a cen-
tral support beam to bear the full weight of the body. The cross, in sum, was 
constructed of four wooden parts, as illustrated in the following figure (Fig. 3): 

Fig. 3: The cross on which the Franciscan San Martín de la Ascensión was 
martyred.75 

As for the execution itself, the condemned is stretched upon the cross and 
fastened with five iron rings: one at the neck, two securing the arms, and two at 
the feet. At times, additional cords are tied tightly around the waist and upper 

74   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 369.
75   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relacion del martirio que seys Padres Descalços Franciscos, 

y veynte Iapones Christianos padecieron en Iapon, Varez de Castro, 1599, fol. 134v, 
copy of Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal, https://purl.pt/35678, accessed March 3, 2026.
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arms, just above the elbows, so as to bind the body more securely. In certain 
cases, the executioners would shatter the shinbones, hastening death but greatly 
increasing the torment. Once the victim is thus secured, the cross is raised and 
firmly fixed into the earth. Then, the executioners—sometimes two, sometimes 
only one—pierce the body with spears, striking twice. They employ specially 
fashioned spears for this dreadful task. At times, they cleave the body in the 
form of a cross; and if death does not come from the first blows, they continue 
to strike until the martyr yields his soul.76

As we can see, the place of martyrdom is described in considerable detail, 
yet—somewhat paradoxically—the narrative remains largely silent on the actu-
al physical suffering of the martyrs. Fray Juan de Santa María dwells at length 
upon the sorrow and anguish of the spectators, but says little of the friars’ own 
torments. He does, however, refer to the “merciless carnage” (cruel matanza)77 
and to the savagery of the executioners, who, as he writes, “treated the holy 
crucified with incredible cruelty” (discurrieron con increíble crueldad por los 
santos crucificados),78 crucifying them twice—first upon the wooden crosses, 
and then again with their spears—so that, in his striking phrase, “all the martyrs 
died upon two crosses.”79 Yet even these references to physical violence seem 
intended less to recount bodily torment than to magnify the extraordinary merit 
and steadfastness of the martyrs, who, as he declares, “left behind an admirable 
example of virtue and firmness.”80

Many other documents praise the constancy and resolve of the martyrs—their 
utter absence of fear, and their profound joy in the face of imminent death. Expres-
sions such as glorioso supplizio,81 celesti delizie fra tormenti così atroci,82 and inu-
itta costanza83 (“glorious torment, heavenly delights amid such atrocious torments, 
prodigious constancy”) abound, framing martyrdom as both a glorious ordeal and 
a foretaste of heaven even in the face of unspeakable torment. These virtues are 
attributed not only to the missionaries themselves but also to the neophytes. There 
is no room for weakness; and when it does appear, the spirit returns—both meta-
phorically and, at times, quite literally—to the pyre of suffering. Such is the case 
of one Japanese neophyte, who perished in the flames with astonishing fortitude. 
As the relatio recounts, the man at one point withdrew his foot from the fire, but 
then—after a moment of penitence, as some witnesses attest—he returned to the 

76   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 369.
77   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 374.
78   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 374.
79   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 374.
80   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 374.
81   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 43.
82   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 43.
83   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 72.
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flames and died for his faith. “The weakness of these few,” the account adds, “was 
covered by the undefeated strength of all the others.”84

A similar description appears in the account of the execution of the Jesuit Se-
bastiano Chimura in 1622: “For two whole hours, the heat of the flames slowly 
penetrated his entrails, yet he remained upright and steadfast. At length, when 
the hour of his blessed death arrived, he knelt down, and, with bowed head—al-
most as if making an act of profound reverence in accordance with the custom 
of his homeland—he received it.”85

Horrid as these descriptions may be, the documents only rarely dwell on the 
actual physical suffering of the martyrs. When they do, such torments are pre-
sented solely as a testimony to their heroic endurance. Jerónimo de Jesús, for 
example, recounts that San Martín de la Ascensión threw himself upon the cross 
and immediately began to sing a psalm aloud, keeping his eyes closed so as not 
to see the bystanders. And even when, at the first stroke of the spear, the shaft 
broke off and the blade remained lodged in the bone—so that the executioner 
had to approach and pull it out by hand—the saint did not cease from singing: 
“Blessed be the Lord. Amen.”86

Martyrdom: The Symbolic Dimension

As we have seen, missionary documents frequently describe the setting of mar-
tyrdom and the torments inflicted upon the martyrs, yet the physical suffering 
itself—the lived reality of pain—is notably absent from the common imagery of 
martyrdom. It is as though pain were not, in any meaningful sense, part of this 
extreme event. In my view, this absence cannot be attributed solely to rhetorical 
or narrative conventions. In fact, martyrdom, as described in missionary docu-
ments, appears to be constructed almost entirely in terms of transcendence—an 
event removed from the realm of the human, whose corporeal or emotional di-
mensions are scarcely acknowledged. That martyrdom is not represented in its 
human dimension, but rather cast in a purely symbolic one, is further confirmed 
by the frequent inclusion of prodigies, portents, or miracles said to occur before, 
during, or after the act itself. In Early Modern doctrinal theology, such miracu-
la—alongside other wondrous phenomena —were understood as digita Dei, the 
very “fingers of God,” signs of divine will and intervention within the world. 87

84   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 30.
85   �Lettere annve del Giappone dell’Anno 1622 e della Cina del 1621 & 1622, 43–44.
86   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús,” XVIII, 580.
87   �For essential bibliography on miracles and prodigies in missionary documents, see Iveta 

Nakládalová, “La retórica del milagro: la reescritura de lo maravilloso en el apostolado 
franciscano y jesuita en China en la primera modernidad” (“The Rhetoric of Miracle: 
Marvellous Events in Early Modern Franciscan and Jesuit Missions in China”), Hispania 
Sacra 75, no. 152 (July–December 2023): 387–400.
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Indeed, in martyrial accounts, such extraordinary occurrences often serve to 
foreshadow the martyr’s glorious death. In a  letter of 1589, Jesuit Luís Fróis 
reports to the General of the Society on several miraculous or curious events 
taking place in the Japanese mission—sudden conversions, inexplicable heal-
ings, and other signs understood as divine tokens. Among these, he recounts 
a particular case from the town of Obama, in the kingdom of Arima, which, in 
his words, “ought not to be passed over in silence, for by means of it the faithful 
have been brought to a greater knowledge, reverence, and love for the mystery 
of the Holy Cross.”88 He then goes on to narrate that on the Vigil of the Nativity 
of Our Lord in that same year, a Japanese Christian named Leone asked his son, 
Michele, to gather wood for the celebrations of the Nativity. The young man, 
unwilling to venture far, looked about the house and spotted a  very old and 
withered tree, barren and long past bearing fruit. 

This tree, Fróis explains, was held in high regard by the heathen, who be-
lieved it possessed special virtues against demons. Michele thought he had 
found what he was seeking and began to cut it down, but as dusk was falling, he 
resolved to return the following day. On the morning of the Nativity, he felled 
the trunk, and as he split it in two, he beheld in each half a well-crafted cross 
about half a palm in size, bearing hues of red and black, while the rest of the 
wood remained naturally white. Michele was struck with profound amazement 
and hurried back home with the two pieces. Two Christians carried the crosses 
to the Jesuit Father, who regarded them as wondrous; with great devotion, he 
knelt and adored them, placing them reverently upon the altar. He celebrated 
Mass before them, not without tears and a deep spiritual feeling (sentimento 
spirituale), “for he saw in them a work of divine mercy, which willed to mani-
fest such a sign in those times.”89

In the end, the two crosses were brought to the Father Provincial, encased 
in a golden reliquary, and venerated by many faithful. What is significant in 
the context of martyrdom is that, as Fróis explicitly states, the missionaries not 
only perceived the crosses as “a sign of Christ, not made by any human artifice, 
but rather by divine virtue,”90 but also, given their concurrence with the time 
of persecution, attributed to them two possible meanings: “either that the holy 
cross, and the faith of Jesus Christ our Savior, was to be embraced and revered 
throughout all Japan; or that the Fathers were all to die on the cross.”91

88   �Luis Fróis, Copia di dve lettere annve scritte dal Giapone del 1589 & 1590 (Roma: Luigi 
Zannetti, 1593), 68.

89   �Fróis, Copia di dve lettere, 68–70.
90   �Fróis, Copia di dve lettere, 73. 
91   �Fróis, Copia di dve lettere, 73. 
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Bearing in mind the profound symbolic resonance that martyrdom carries—
how it represents both a spiritual ideal and, in the missionary context, the high-
est form of sacrifice as well as often a  failed outcome of evangelization ef-
forts—, we may now return to the absence of a human dimension in martyrial 
accounts: how are we to understand this conspicuous silence surrounding the 
physical suffering of the body? What meaning lies behind the unwavering ex-
altation of virtue and spiritual fortitude, at the expense of any acknowledgment 
of the somatic experience? Should this be ascribed solely to rhetorical elevation 
and the aims of ethical or religious edification? According to Jerónimo de Jesús, 
for example, San Martín de la Ascensión received even the mutilation of his 
ears with great joy. The Japanese, Jerónimo writes, “told me he seemed like an 
angel: for he was so white, and with the blood running from his ears [...] his face 
appeared to shine [...].”92

The Jesuit annual letters also testify to the same disregard for physical pain 
and suffering. In their account of the martyrdom of 1624 in Japan, the letter 
describes how, after the cords binding the martyrs were burned away, they were 
momentarily able to move freely—and even began to gesture in such a way as 
to make the faithful bystanders laugh:

Fra Luigi, one of the Japanese Christians, freed himself from the stake, and 
showing a magnanimous contempt for the flames, knelt down and began to 
kiss, with great reverence, the hands of his brethren; he preached the faith 
[…], and then returned of his own will to the stake. […] Some of the others 
could no longer speak, for the fire had already entered their mouths—yet still 
their invocations of the holy names of Christ and Mary could be heard […].93

Despite the argumentation set forth above, it must be acknowledged that the 
bodily and physiological dimension is not altogether absent from Early Mod-
ern accounts of martyrdom. It manifests most evidently in what is commonly 
referred to as “white martyrdom”94—in the frequent laments over the daily tri-
als and afflictions endured by missionaries, far removed from their native lands 
and often lacking even the most basic material comforts (let us not forget the 
“common crosses” that all missionaries had to bear, in the words of Pedro de la 
Piñuela, who speaks of a “wooden knife that scratches without drawing blood or 
killing”).95

92   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús,” XVIII, 579.
93   �Lettera annva del Giappone dell’Anno 1624, 132.
94   �Ronnie Po-chia Hsia refers to “the slow and boring ‘white martyrdom’ of a long mission-

ary career” that was “far worse and less glorious than ‘red martyrdom’.” Po-chia Hsia, 
“Mission Frontiers,” 183. He also translates a passage of Verbiest’s letter that I myself 
paraphrase here. Po-chia Hsia, “Mission Frontiers,” 180–94.

95   �See note 50. 
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In this vein, in the aforementioned letter, the leading figure of the Jesuit Chi-
na mission, Ferdinand Verbiest, reflects also upon the sufferings endured dur-
ing navigation, drawing a  striking comparison between these daily hardships 
and the martyrdom suffered in Japan. He speaks of the brutal force of the ele-
ments—of the furious seas, violent winds, tempests, desert islands, and the nar-
row confines of the fragile ship, tossed upon the roaring waves of the ocean. All 
members of the Society, he asserts, who set out for the Far East and face such 
formidable perils, defy them no less boldly than those martyrs who, confined in 
the narrowness of prison, hoping for nothing and fearing nothing, disarmed the 
wrath of a powerless tyrant. Those who, with open hearts and mouths, received 
the raging waves are, in his eyes, no less fearless than those Japanese martyrs 
who, cast into a great pyre, willingly and with open mouths inhaled the very 
globes of smoke and flame.96

In this fervent passage, Verbiest even suggests that the martyr’s death, though 
“it be joined to the malice of a tyrant,”97 is not necessarily more precious in the 
sight of the Lord than the death of those who “embraced it with equal cheerful-
ness and steadfastness of spirit, for the salvation of souls and the propagation 
of divine glory.”98 Moreover, he draws attention to those missionaries who per-
ished quietly in their beds, felled by plague—men who may appear to have un-
dergone lesser labors than those who traversed every sea, exposed to the mock-
ery of winds and storms99—yet even these, Verbiest implies, are not unworthy 
of the glory and the palm of martyrdom.100

Conclusion: Martyrs Are Severed from The World

What becomes evident from Verbiest’s exalted letter is that, however equal 
these deaths might appear in the eyes of the Lord, there remains a crucial distinc-
tion in how suffering is framed. In the missionary’s daily life, through so-called 
“white martyrdom”101—marked by constant peril, fear, illness, and physical 
exhaustion—the human and corporeal dimensions of suffering are undeniably 
present and even foregrounded. By contrast, in the presumably genuine “red 
martyrdom”, the emphasis shifts almost entirely to the elevation of the spirit, 
to the exaltation of virtue, steadfastness, and glorious death. Paradoxically, this 
very glory seems to obscure or even negate the reality of bodily pain.

96   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 289.
97   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 290.
98   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 290.
99   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 290.
100   �Golvers, Letters of a Peking Jesuit, 289–91.
101   �See note 94. 
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How, then, are we—modern historians and interpreters—to approach these 
Early Modern martyrial accounts? How are we to understand the frequent ex-
pressions of a desire for martyrdom in missionary documents, especially given 
the apparent absence of any real engagement with bodily suffering or human 
experience? Should we regard the martyrial narrative merely as a  rhetorical 
construction, shaped by hagiographic convention? Or rather, should we see 
in the silences and stylizations a different mode of articulating suffering, one 
that is not grounded in its physiological reality but in its symbolic and spiritual 
meaning?

On the one hand, it cannot be denied that the desire for martyrdom functions 
as a highly-staged, theatrical, and rhetorical topos—undeniably placed in the 
service of propagandistic aims, exalting both the mission itself and the virtues 
of individual missionaries, as well as the religious orders they represent. And 
yet, I would argue that we should be cautious in assigning this ardent desire 
solely to propagandistic motives, to the needs of edification, or to the evocation 
of rhetorical pathos.

When describing the death of San Martín de la Ascensión, Jerónimo de Jesús 
recounts how the saint exhorted his fellow martyrs to recall Saint Andrew, 
who greeted the cross with joy, saying: “God save you, precious cross, for it 
is through you that I shall present myself before my Saviour.” 102 For the Fran-
ciscans—and not for them alone—the cross signifies more than the instrument 
of death: it is the means of encounter with the Lord, the final step in the via 
mystica, the mystical ascent towards God. It is this transcendent purpose—not 
merely the propagandistic impulse—that helps explain, in my view, the silence 
of the body in martyrial accounts. This essential Christian dualism—between 
the absence of the flesh, on the one hand, and the presence of the spirit, on the 
other—is articulated by Tertullian, notably in his Ad Martyres, an exhortation 
addressed probably to Christians imprisoned in 197 AD, urging them to perse-
vere in their faith and to merit the grace of martyrdom: “Though the body is 
confined, though the flesh is detained, all is open to the spirit. Roam freely, thou 
spirit; walk to and fro, thou spirit; not setting before thee shady walks, or long 
cloisters, but that way which leadeth unto God. As oft as thou shalt walk herein 
in the spirit, so oft shalt thou not be in prison.”103

According to Tertullian, martyrs are truly “severed from the world”: “It does 
not matter what part of the world you are in, you who are apart from the world. 

102   �“Fr. Jerónimo de Jesús,” XVIII, 580.
103   �Tertullian, “An Address to the martyrs,” trans. C. Dodgson, Library of the Fathers 10 

(1842): 150–57, https://www.tertullian.org/articles/lof/martyrs.htm (accessed August 
24, 2025).
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It mattereth not where ye are in the world, who are without the world.”104 Seen 
in this light, the absence of the flesh—the erasure of the human experience of 
bodily pain and physical suffering—can be attributed, I would argue, not only 
to rhetorical strategies or hagiographical convention, but also to this deeper 
Christian antagonism between body and spirit. Within this tradition, martyrdom 
is not merely the ultimate contest between the two; it is the moment in which 
the flesh is wholly transcended, giving way to an experience of pure spirit—of 
a divine reality no longer expressible in human terms: “It hath darkness, but 
ye yourselves are light. It hath bonds, but ye have been made free by God,”105 
writes Tertullian, extending the body–spirit dualism through the imagery of 
darkness and light. The external conditions of suffering and confinement are 
thus reinterpreted as signs of spiritual triumph, reinforcing the Christian vi-
sion of martyrdom as a passage from fleshly bondage to transcendent freedom. 
In this same spiritual register, Early modern missionary accounts also seem to 
pursue the radical transcendence of all that is earthly—including the reality of 
bodily suffering. In their rhetoric, as in their silence, what remains is no longer 
the body in pain, but the unquenchable desire for God. 

In response to the question posed at the outset of this paper—namely, 
how modern historiography should approach Early Modern martyrial narra-
tives—I am not certain that any definitive answer can be given. I do not know 
what precise stance contemporary scholarship ought to adopt when confronted 
with phenomena so central to the history of Christian missions, and yet so often 
overlooked or dismissed by modern scholars.

Martyrdom, as Fray Juan de Santa María remarked, is an act in which “our 
Lord works in us” (nuestro Señor iba obrando en ellos).106 The full spiritual and 
theological weight of this expression—so deeply embedded in the worldview of 
the Early Modern missionaries—may well remain beyond the grasp of modern 
categories of thought. To impose upon it our own values, framed by rationalism, 
skepticism, or secular detachment, seems to me a limited and limiting approach.

Rather, I would advocate for a hermeneutic that allows for the preservation 
of mystery—an acknowledgment that these texts participate in a symbolic and 
spiritual framework not reducible to propaganda or rhetorical pathos. To read 
them with empathy and humility may not resolve the tensions they contain, but 
it may bring us closer to understanding how suffering, martyrdom and their 
spiritual meanings were experienced, imagined, and transmitted in the Early 
Modern world.

104   �Tertullian, “An Address to the martyrs.”
105   �Tertullian, “An Address to the martyrs.”
106   �Fray Juan de Santa María, Relación del martirio, 398.


