
            

 

3rd Sunday of Lent during the weeks while she was in prison... 
during the dark night, the desert experience 
of her soul. I hope you find these dreams as 
fascinating as I do.  

Cycle B, 3.3.21 

Genesis 20:1-17/1 Corinthians 1:22-35/            
John 2:13-25 

 
One day, in praying for those she 

loved, the memory of her baby brother 
Dinocrátes came to her mind. He had died 
years before, unbaptized, from a facial 
cancer at the age of seven. That night, 
Perpetua dreamed that little Dinocrátes, 
dirty and dressed in rags, with his face 
eroded with gangrene, was standing in 
front of a sparkling fountain. But the basin 
of the fountain was taller than he. And he 
couldn’t drink the water for which he thirst. 
His sister Perpetua wept and prayed for him 
daily, and a few days later she dreamed 
again of little Dinocrátes. This time he was 
clean, his face was healed, and he was tall 
enough to drink the water. He drank to his 
heart’s content, and then went running off 
to play. And so Perpetua came to 
understand that pain and suffering could be 
cleansed and healed by the gift of water 
that came from above, from a heavenly 
fountain. And she held fast to her faith, in 
the grim prison at the edge of a great 
desert. 

A MARTYR’S VICTORY…                                      
A PARISH’S INSPIRATION 

 In the ancient city of Carthage, 
between the blue waters of the 
Mediterranean and the white sands of the 
Sahara, five young Christians were arrested 
in the name of the pagan Roman Emperor 
Septimus. Three were men, and two were 
women. It was the year 203.  

One was Perpetua, a 22 year-old noble 
woman and mother of a small child. At first 
they were placed under house arrest, but 
eventually brought to the prison by the 
amphitheater where they would be 
martyred for professing their faith in Jesus 
Christ and refusing to worship the Emperor. 
Perpetua, who was well-educated, kept a 
journal or diary of her prison experience. It 
is the earliest piece of Christian writing 
from a woman -- a very courageous woman. 
Today, March 7, is the feast day of St. 
Perpetua, our parish patroness. As we move 
through the Lenten season together, I can 
think of no more appropriate figure to 
guide us than this saint, who ought to be a 
special friend and companion to the 
Catholic community that bears her name. I 
never tire of sharing the story of this brave 
young woman. People often have profound 
experiences of God in their dreams. 
Perpetua had several dreams given to her 

 
 Because the prison guards admired 
the faith of Perpetua and her four 
companions, visitors were permitted to 
come to see them in their confinement. 
One was Perpetua’s other brother, who 
himself was a catechumen. That night, 
trapped in her prison between the desert 
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and the deep blue sea, Perpetua had her 
second dream. She dreamed that she was in 
a dark dungeon, but that a narrow ladder 
ascended from its depths to a light above. 
But along the entire ladder there were 
sharp knives, swords, hook and daggers. 
And at the foot of the ladder was a coiled 
dragon. She awakened in fear of her 
nightmare, and began to pray unceasingly 
for divine help. Then, a few nights later, 
Perpetua saw the ladder again. And, 
without fear, she placed her foot on the 
head of the resting dragon. It served as the 
first rung of her ladder. Perpetua climbed to 
the top. There she was met by a gentle 
shepherd who had just milked his sheep.  

That night Perpetua had her third and final 
dream. She dreamed that she walked across 
the desert with Pomponius until they came 
to the amphitheater. There she entered the 
arena with the crowds shouting and jeering. 
Then, out came a giant of a man, a huge 
brutish gladiator.  

But Perpetua dreamed that she 
herself was stripped and turned into a man, 
a strong young athlete. Then she was 
rubbed with oil to prepare for combat. And 
she dreamed that the gladiator revealed 
himself as the Evil One. She grappled with 
him, struggled with him, and she pinned 
him down. She had won. A great cheer 
went up from the crowd; she was crowned 
with laurels. Her trainer kissed her and said: 
Peace be with you, my daughter! and she 
walked with him out of the Earthly 
Amphitheater through the Heavenly Gate of 
Life. 

He gave her a bowl of fresh milk to sip and 
some cheese to eat. As she ate and drank, 
Perpetua heard many around her say 
‘Amen!’ and she knew she had been 
welcomed into Paradise. When Perpetua 
awakened she could still taste the food in 
her mouth. And she held fast to her faith at 
the edge of the desert, following her second 
dream. 

 These dreams make up the largest 
part of Perpetua’s diary. She herself was 
taken into the public arena a few days later 
and thrown to wild beasts. There, between 
the desert and the deep blue sea, she gave 
the kiss of peace to her handmaiden 
Felicity, and both were slain by the 
gladiator’s sword as they embraced each 
another. What a profound gift she received 
before her execution! Perpetua was assured 
that her sufferings would lead her to God 
and she was given an insight into the 
sacraments she received in prison.  
 

 Still more days passed, and 
Pomponius the Deacon came to visit the 
prisoners and encourage them. Pomponius 
said to Perpetua: The Devil is waiting for 
you. But fear not, Our Lord also awaits you.  
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incidents; the sight of innocent immigrant 
children separated from their families at the 
border; the horrors of a pandemic that has 
taken the lives of over 1.5 million people 
worldwide, and millions more infected and 
hospitalized; and, most recently, the deadly 
terrorist attack and insurrection at the 
Capitol Building in Washington, D.C., the 
seat of our American democracy.  

 

The fountain in her dream was the 
cleansing water of Baptism. Baptism makes 
us whole, it heals our wounds. The 
anointing she received to do battle with the 
gladiator was the strengthening oil of 
Confirmation. Confirmation brings us 
courage; it gives us victory in the Holy Spirit. 
The milk and cheese from the shepherd 
symbolized the food and drink of the 
Eucharist. Eucharist sweetens our journey; 
it offers a foretaste of heaven.  Perpetua’s 
dreams reflect the essential meaning of 
Lent.  

These tragedies and much more 
have been forms of martyrdom that each of 
us and all of us in our world have endured. 
As one parishioner said to me this week: 
Walking this mental labyrinth on top of 
chores and other work has left me 
exhausted and weary with effort to keep up 
with all of it. We need the intercession of 
St. Perpetua to face our daily trials. Call 
upon this young noble woman who found 
her strength and courage in Jesus Christ and 
who discovered in her suffering the truth 
that St. Paul came to understand: The 
foolishness of God is wiser than human 
wisdom, and the weakness of God is 
stronger than human strength. 

These sacred symbols -- water, oil, 
food and drink -- anticipate the spiritual 
journey of all who will share in the Easter 
sacraments, and our children who will 
receive their First Eucharist and our youth 
who will be confirmed. Lent is an especially 
important time for them as they draw 
closer to the Lord and fulfill the desire of 
their hearts. The story of our patroness 
Perpetua echoes across two thousand years 
as a source of inspiration for them and for 
us.   

John Kasper, OSFS 

Saint Perpetua,

Pray for us.

 

 I believe the martyrdom of 
Perpetua holds special meaning for us this 
Lent, 2021. For a year now we’ve been 
assailed in the news by terrifying images on 
a daily basis – the California wildfires; the 
brutality inflicted on George Floyd who lost 
his life at the hands of a police officer, and 
other victims of injustice; the protests and 
violence that followed in the wake of those 


