
The Call of Martyrdom 
1.15.19 

Don Thompson 
Reflections on Our Pilgrimage to Roma 

December 14-22 
 
What is a martyr?  One who voluntarily surrenders his/her life for and to God.  The martyr says 
yes to God, no to self.    The martyr takes God’s gift of life and gives it back to the Creator.  The 
martyr takes up the cross and says “Here I am, Lord.” 
 
One short week in Rome has shone me several examples of martyrdom, instilling in my heart a 
resolve to say yes to God’s call.  The transformation I have experienced through the pilgrimage 
is a change in my heart toward a deeper recognition of what God wants of me, and what God 
asks of me in my life as a child, father, spouse, friend, colleague, and member of the family at 
Pepperdine University.  I am reminded that I am to look for his daily call and lifelong command 
to follow Him.  Not just listen, but heed and obey. 
 
Rome reminds me that finally, ultimately, and most significantly, we are all called to give our 
whole life to God, to follow Abraham, the father and faith, and to become a disciple of Jesus, the 
shepherd and high priest of faith. God commands us to give back, to give away our greatest gift 
- the gift of life itself.  To follow God is to follow his lead, all in, full cost. 
 
I felt the call reaching into my heart in three ways on this trip: through our visit to the Coliseum, 
the Jewish Ghetto, and Caravaggio’s paintings of the martyrdom of Peter and calling of 
Matthew.  None of these reminders of martyrdom could have happened without our being in 
Rome.  Pilgrimages require a journey, a trip, a visit to places, not pictures of places.  You can’t 
plow a field by turning it over in your mind.  You can’t go on a Pilgrimage in the easy chair in the 
living room.  
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Colisseo - site of gladiator combat and martyrdom.  This is an ancient and timeless reminder of 
human sacrifice at the hands of other humans.  Men and women suffered, endured persecution, 
and gave up their lives for God. 
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The Romans’ greatest condemnation was to say - Be gone.  You are no more - as declared by 
their Damnatio Memoriae.  This sentence was reserved for those who had committed heinous 
crimes.  By contrast, the martyrs were “eliminated” because of their devotion to God.  This 
causes us to see the extremes of memory:  those damned for eternity for their unjust living vs. 
those who love God and give their life for God - and in this way they are glorified, revered, live 
and are remembered forever. 

 
 
 
 
 

3 



 
The Jewish Ghetto 
 
We visited the Tempio Maggiore di Roma, the great synagogue adjacent to the Tiber, to see 
how the Jews have remained loyal to God in their religious practice, amid Roman occupation 
and rejection.  
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Adjacent to this temple is the Ghetto di Roma (Jewish Ghetto of Rome), established by the 
papacy in 1555 as a way of attempting to convert Jews as well as effectively control and 
imprison thousands of Jewish citizens.  Though not behind bars, literally, these Jews were 
forced to live in a state of house arrest. Their persecution was both geographic and 
psychological.  
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Caravaggio 

Art has a way of moving, compelling the soul.  To stand before the work of Caravaggio is to 
have one’s imagination and spirit transported to a different place, a different state of mind.  We 
were able to visit the churches where these paintings are displayed.  This makes worship and 
meditation real. Each work struck me with the power of God’s role in the lives of Peter and 
Matthew, two of those Jesus called into his service.  Two that died willingly for their LORD. 
First, the Calling of Matthew, then 
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The Martyrdom of Matthew 

7 



Finally, a haunting yet glorious account of martyrdom, is Caravaggio’s Crucifixion of Peter 
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So, the Roman pilgrimage lesson of martyrdom for me is this:  unless we die, we do not live, nor 
do we transcend spiritual death. Instead, our life is spent as the flame wisp and the vacant 
pursuit of self. Our call is to follow God, to take up our cross, and live forever in his embrace. 
Our future is all about service to God, not self.  This means that our call acceptance is a life 
lived in martyrdom, wherein we say: not my will (my ego, my career, my wants and desires and 
self, but your will - your commands, your work be done - it is in the Lord’s Prayer and in the 
words of Abraham and Isaiah:  “Here I am”. 
 
But, wait, how can we do this?  How can we muster the courage?  This, then is the final, great 
revelation about martyrdom, about giving our life up.  None of us can do it. I cannot obey. I 
cannot answer the bell, the call. I cannot give up my life.  It is impossible for me, and it is 
impossible for you, for each of us. It is/was impossible for those martyrs whose lives we 
venerate. So, where does that leave us on our pilgrimage? Lost, frustrated, confused?  NO. 
 
ONLY GOD can pull this off.  Only God can work in and through us to give our lives to him. 
Only the power of God working in and through these people and in and through you and me 
makes it possible. It IS possible, therefore, through faith, but not my own work, my own doing. 
Only through the mystery and power of God can any of this happen.  God gives me life and then 
asks for it back again. I cannot do it.  I cannot muster the courage or will, but He can.  He can. 
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