
Virgins, Martyrs, and Holy Women 

From the earliest years of the apostolic era, virginity was highly honored among Christians. 
Pagan society, in contrast, treated women very badly, and many Christian women preferred a 
martyr’s heroic death than to submit to the degradation inflicted on them by a forced marriage. 

Chastity was not regarded as a virtue among pagans during the imperial age and older men 
often sought young women for brides and them divorced them easily. Fathers could arrange 
marriages for their daughters for money, political advantage, or expediency, and men frequently 
carried on affairs with their female slaves. Women were not valued as highly as men in any 
realm, abortion and infanticide were common, and many female babies were "exposed" at birth. 

In contrast to the pagan customs of the age, Christians valued and promoted virginity and 
chastity for men as well as women. The Virginity of Mary was inspirational not only to Christian 
women but to all who sought to live a chaste life. Mary was closest to Jesus and highly 
venerated and the respect shown to Mary reflected on all women. Communities of consecrated 
female virgins existed from the earliest periods of Christian histories, even before the discipline 
of a celibate priesthood was well established. 

Veneration of the Virgin Mary also helped to sanctify women with families. Christian women 
were respected as wives, sisters, daughters, and mothers, and even female slaves were 
protected from the worst kinds of mistreatment. Christian families were open to children and 
often adopted unwanted babies left exposed by their pagan mothers. Christian men were 
forbidden from divorcing their wives or taking mistresses and because of their fidelity in family 
relations, Christian communities grew rapidly by procreation as well as conversion. 

VIRGIN MARTYRS 

Cecilia (d.117) Noblewoman of Rome who was martyred during the reign of Marcus Aurelius. 

Agatha (d.251) 
Persecuted for rebuffing the advances of a Roman prefect. Tortured and 
martyred. 

Faith (d.290) 
Virgin martyr from France, who refused to renounce her faith and was tortured by 
being roasted on a hot iron. 

Anastasia (d.300) 
Serbian Christian who martyred during the Diocletian persecutions. Her feast day 
was originally celebrated on Christmas day. 

Agnes (d.304) Persecuted for refusing to marry a Roman noble. Tortured and martyred. 

Lucy (d.304) 
Christian maiden who refused to marry a pagan and was killed during the 
persecutions of Diocletian. 

Justina (d.304) 
Cyprian was a magician who plotted against the Virgin Justina, but was instead 
converted and became a priest, bishop, and martyr. 

Catherine of Alexandria  
(305) 

Fourth century Virgin Martyr who was a noblewoman and a scholar. She is 
thought to have spoken to Joan of Arc. 

Barbara (d.306) Noblewoman of Bithynia who became a Christian, and was killed by her father. 

Philomena (d.310) 
Greek princess who was promised to a pagan emperor in marriage, but preferred 
a martyrs death. 

Dorothy (d.311) 
Virgin martyr of Caesarea who died during Diocletian's persecutions, about 
whom many legends are told. 



Ursula (d.453) 
British noblewoman who sought refuge in Gaul with her young charges, but was 
martyred with hundreds of followers by invading Huns. 

HOLY WOMEN, MARTYRS 

Blandina (d.177) 
Martyr of Lyon who was tortured. When lions in the amphitheater refused to 
touch her she was broiled and thrown to a bull. 

Perpetua and Felicity  
(d.203) 

Roman noblewoman and her servant who were martyred during the persecutions 
of Septimus Severius. 

VIRGINS, NOT MARTYRS 

Scholastica (d.543) Sister of St. Benedict, who founded a community near Monte Casino. 

Bridgid (d.524) Irish abbess who founded the monastery at Kildare, Ireland. 

Genevieve (d.512) 
Mystic nun who prays are thought to have diverted the Huns away from Paris. 
Patron saint of Paris. 

HOLY WOMEN, NOT MARTYRS 

Monica (d.387) Mother of Augustine who prayed many years for his conversion to Christianity. 

Helena (d.330) 
Mother of Constantine who prayed for his conversion. Built the Church of the 
Holy Sepulchre. 

Paula (d.404) 
Wealthy Roman widow who befriend St. Jerome, became a Christian, and 
founded monasteries and convents in the Holy lands. 

 

And there are many more, Saint Martina of Rome**, Saint Apollonia**, Sts Marius and Martha, 
Saint Susanna**, Saint Eulalia of Barcelona**, Saint Leocadia of Toledo, Saint Margaret of 
Antioch**,  and Saint Bibiana** are just a few of the hundreds of female martyrs that died 
between 100 and 312 A.D.  

 


