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Sometimes in Boston you become aware of tour buses, duck boats, and crowds of 

tourists with cameras. People travel from all over the world and tour guides are 

often fluent in several languages. These tourists sometimes get in our way. But 

they are having a good time, and they are putting money into the local economy. 

Several thousand years before Boston was founded, the Holy City Jerusalem was 

like that, especially at high holy days. So if we could get into a time capsule and 

set the dial for a year we now call 31 A.D., we might notice a small group from the 

boondocks, with their tour guide, being duly impressed with the whole scene in the 

Jerusalem Temple precincts: the throngs of people, the magnificence of the 

architecture, and the opulence of the furnishings. And, after sightseeing, they were 

getting ready to depart. 

There were no duck boats and cameras back then, but this could have been the 

scene for a group of men we eventually came to call “the Twelve Apostles.” And 

then their happy mood was suddenly changed by their tour guide, Who just 

happened to be Almighty God! The Lord Jesus declared the Temple, with all its 

impressive trappings, would one day be thrown down! That prediction was a show 

stopper if there ever was one! If we are ancient history buffs we know the 

destruction of the Temple did take place, in 70 A.D. And the residents of the city 

were scattered. And if we know something about the history of the early Church, 

we know that, as a consequence of the destruction of Jerusalem and the persecution 

of the Church, Christianity was forced out of the Holy City and began its way to 

becoming the worldwide religion it has been ever since. Without persecution, the 

religion of Jesus Christ might very well have remained a tiny sect in a backwater 

part of the Roman Empire.  

Time and again the persecutions put Christian witnesses in the spotlight. Suffering 

gave Christians a platform in front of audiences who otherwise would not have 

paid any attention to religion at all. As a result, many who witnessed the 

persecutions were emboldened to support and embrace the Christian faith. When 

the Apostles suffered, a Divine dynamic was released, enabling others to speak out 

loudly in public. This pattern goes all the way back to a previously-lukewarm 

Joseph of Arimathea. After Christ died on the Cross, Joseph went boldly to Pontius 
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Pilate and begged the body of Jesus. But when Catholic leaders waffle and 

prevaricate in public, the faith of church people is confused, sapped, and the 

proclamation of the gospel is debilitated. 

Catholic history is quite clear on the matter. When martyrs died, Christianity 

spread. Scripture tells us when Saint Paul’s congregations learned of his suffering 

for Christ, they were strengthened and encouraged in their own hope and witness. 

When governments lash out against God’s people, there is a great opportunity for 

witness and example. Our Lord Jesus predicted all this, and He told us, in effect: 

“Do not spend much time in advance worrying about what you will say.” He then 

promised to put the right words in our mouths when the time comes. 

Of course there is not only the blood-red martyrdom of faith. There is also a white 

martyrdom of faithful witness. The white martyrdom comes through Christian 

constraint: lifelong cultivation of virtue and banishing of vice, made possible by 

God’s grace, promoting acts of penance and a resolute confirming of our wills to 

the Divine will. I cannot reveal people’s confessions. But I can tell you the 

obstacles put in the way of souls are often daunting, heart rending, and require 

great sacrifice and acts of courage. This is white martyrdom. Hearing confessions 

is invariably humbling for the priest who hears them. But however our lives work 

out, in a red or white way, in the end nothing will prevail but God’s will and His 

glory. 

Along the way of life we learn that both the red and white martyrdom are part of 

the gospel good news, given to us by Our Lord Jesus, Who is the gospel good news 

in His person. It is not only through our worldly efforts and successes that we can 

learn to give God the glory. It is also in the shadow lands of our disappointments 

and sufferings we have the powerful gift of grace to witness our hope in the One 

Who delays judgment because His desire is that all may be saved. And, however it 

happens, to be saved is our goal. 


