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INTRODUCTION N 

"There"There is but one truly serious philo-
sophicalsophical problem and that is suicide." 

ALBERTT CAMUS 

Thee study which lies before you aims to give an analysis of the fears and hopes 
off  an early Christian bishop from Antioch, called Ignatius, in the face of his near 
executionn in the city of Rome. In the past few years, I have experienced that my 
ownn fascination for this subject is seldom shared by others. Ignatius' desire for 
deathh is often simply dismissed as pathological. What is more, it is often thought 
-- but less often said - that a young man interested in such things must necessarily 
himselff  be obsessed by an unhealthy preoccupation with death. Therefore, I feel 
thee need to begin this introduction by clarifying what has been my motivation to 
spendd so much of my time on examining the thoughts of this extraordinary figure. 
Thus,, I hope also to clarify what I believe to be the relevance of studying Ignatius' 
outlookk on death. 

Deathh is an inevitable experience for us all. Yet, at the same time, death remains 
onee of life's greatest mysteries. For we cannot outlive our own death to reflect on 
thee event or to tell others about it. Thus, it is first and foremost the death of others 
whichh confronts us with the phenomenon. But even the death of our fellow-man 
doess not tell us much about death itself. However great our effort may be to stand 
byy the one who dies, the final moment of death inevitably escapes us. The mystery 
remainss unsolved. In the end there is only emptiness, and we are left on our own 
again.. This means that the death of our fellow-man challenges us to face life and 
thee question of the meaning of life. This is especially true if this death is a self-
chosenn death. The person who decides to end his own life cruelly disturbs the way 
inn which we usually take life for granted. 

Thee motto of this introduction are the first words of Albert Camus' famous 
essayy The Myth of Sisyphus - written in 1940 amidst European disaster.1 What 
Camuss seems to have meant is this. The fundamental question of philosophy is 
thatt of the meaning of life, i.e. whether life is or is not worth living. And if one 
preachess by example, to answer this question means to kill or not to kill oneself. 
Thatt is, if one comes to the conclusion that life is absurd and without meaning, 
onee commits suicide. In his essay Camus goes on to probe the soundness of this 
reasoning.. Step by step he transforms what seemed to be an invitation to death -
namelyy the feeling of absurdity - into a rule of life. Nevertheless, his opening 
wordss resonate through the whole essay. For human freedom to end life gives the 
questionn of the meaning of life its urgency. 

A.. Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus (Penguin Books; London 1975) 11. 
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Forr the non-Christian bystanders the enthusiasm with which early Christian 
martyrss accepted a gruesome death must have been similarly disturbing as suicide 
iss to modern man. Here were people who boldly challenged the values of Greco-
Romann society. Their readiness to die for the sake of Christianity confronted others 
withh the question of the validity of their own beliefs and the validity of this new 
religion.. On the other hand, for Christians the threat of being executed meant that 
thee question of the truth of Christian faith posed itself also to them with the utmost 
urgency.. To deny Christ meant life. To profess Christ meant death. The choice 
wass theirs. Is Christianity worth dying for, or not? In the end, this is much the 
samee question as, Is life worth living or not? Thus, death, suicide, and martyrdom 
confrontt us with the ultimate questions of life. 

Takingg these things into consideration, would it not be something if we were 
ablee to learn how an early Christian spoke about his imminent death for the sake 
off  his faith in Christ, how he tried to justify his choice to give up life, and how 
hee made sense of his life in the light of the approaching end? In early Christian 
literaturee of the first few centuries there is only one corpus of writings which can 
satisfyy our curiosity in this respect: The letters of Ignatius of Antioch. In contrast 
withh most martyrological writings - in which the martyr is normally presented as 
ann almost superhuman hero - , these letters disclose a real person wrestling with 
hiss own near execution. Let me briefly sketch who Ignatius was and especially 
howw he came to write these letters.2 

Wee have no certain knowledge about Ignatius' early life. It is unknown where and 
whenn he was born, although a good guess probably would be somewhere in the 
Romann province of Syria around the middle of the first century CE. Likewise we 
aree told nothing about the milieu in which he was raised. He has a Roman name 
-- Ignatius (= Egnatius) -, but it seems doubtful whether anything can be gathered 
fromm that with regard to his cultural background. The name was not uncommon 
inn the eastern regions of the Roman empire. In any event, it seems that Greek was 
hiss first language. The literary style of his letters further suggests that he received 
somethingg more than only an elementary education. 

Howw Ignatius came to bee a Christian we are not told. From certain passages 
inn the letters it has sometimes been inferred that Ignatius was not born of Christian 
parentagee but converted to Christianity in later life. But this conjecture cannot be 
substantiated.. Later legend identified Ignatius as the child which Jesus - according 
too Mark's story (Mk 9:36) - took into his arms. It is clear that this legendary story 
camee into existence because of Ignatius' second "name" Theophorus, which can 
bee taken to mean "borne by God." 

Att a certain moment Ignatius became bishop of Antioch, the capital of the 
Romann province Syria, and the third largest city of the Roman empire. The precise 
datee of his accession is unknown. In his Chronicle Eusebius gave the year 69 CE, 
butt we have no way to ascertain the accuracy of this date. Later Christian authors 

Cf.. esp. J.B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers. Part II:  Ignatius & Polycarp. (3 vols.; London 
1885,21889)) 1.22-37. 
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declaredd that Ignatius was ordained by Peter (so Chrysostom and Theodoret) or by 
Paull  (so the Apostolic Constitutions). The tradition that he was a disciple of John 
seemss also to have been widespread. However, since in his letters Ignatius never 
claimss to have known the apostles personally - although he does mention Peter 
andd Paul -, it seems that these traditions are later attempts to bolster his reputation 
ass an apostolic teacher. His activities as a bishop of Antioch are veiled in darkness. 
Thee church historian Socrates tell us that Ignatius introduced antiphonal singing, 
butt this too is obviously mere legend. 

Thee decisive event in Ignatius' life was his arrest by the local authorities of 
Antioch.. What exactly happened is again obscure. In the letters we hear nothing 
aboutt the circumstances of his arrest and trial. The stories about these events in the 
laterr martyrologies have no historical value. Most likely, the Christian community 
inn Antioch was harassed by mob riots which forced the Roman authorities to take 
action.. In any event, it is quite clear that Ignatius was arrested because he was a 
Christian.. He was condemned ad bestias and sent on a transport to Rome to fight 
thee wild beast, probably in the arena of the great amphitheatre built by the Flavian 
emperorss (better know as the Coliseum). 

Fromm the seven letters which he wrote along the road we get a fairly clear 
picturee of the course of his journey. He left Antioch escorted by a company often 
Romann soldiers. It seems likely that the group also consisted of other prisoners 
condemnedd ad bestias, but Ignatius never refers to them. The route went across the 
continentt of Asia Minor. The first stop about which we get some information is 
Philadelphia.. Here, Ignatius was allowed to meet some of the members of the local 
Christiann community. The meeting seems not to have been what he hoped for. In 
hiss later letter to this community, he does not mention anyone by name, not even 
thee local bishop. 

Somewheree in August Ignatius reached Smyrna. He apparently stayed there 
forr some time. He met the bishop of Smyrna, Polycarp, and several other members 
off  the Smyrnaean community. Moreover, during this stay in Smyrna he received 
manyy representatives from neighbouring communities. The Christians of Ephesus 
sentt their bishop Onesimus, the deacon Burrus, and three other delegates: Euplus, 
Fronto,, and Crocus; the Christians of Magnesia sent their bishop Damas, the 
presbyterss Bassus and Apollonius, and the deacon Zotion; and the Christians of 
Traliess sent their bishop Polybius. During his stay in Smyrna, Ignatius wrote letters 
too each of these three communities to thank them for their support and to bolster 
themm in their struggles with false teachings. Furthermore he wrote a fourth letter 
too the local church in Rome, urging the Roman Christians to do nothing which 
couldd thwart his execution. 

Fromm Smyrna the journey went to Troas. At this stage Ignatius was accom-
paniedd by the Ephesian deacon Burrus. In Troas he met Rheus Agathopous and 
Philoo who had come from Syria with the good news that the church of Antioch 
wass now at peace. Before he was forced to continue his journey from Troas to 
Neapolis,, the seaport of Philippi, he wrote three more letters: to Polycarp, and to 
thee churches in Smyrna and Philadelphia. Subsequently, we loose track of Ignatius. 
Thee letter of Polycarp to the Philippians indicates that Ignatius reached Philippi. 
Mostt likely, the Via Egnatia was followed all the way to Dyrracium, where a boot 
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couldd be taken to Brindisium. From there the Via Appia led to Rome. The early 
Churchh Fathers usually date Ignatius' death in the ninth or tenth year of Trajan 
(i.e.. around 107 CE). Perhaps Ignatius died during the lavish games held by Trajan 
too celebrate his victory over the Dacians.3 

Inn the seven letters Ignatius deals with much more than only his imminent death. 
Withh the exception of his letter to the Christians in Rome, other themes - such as 
docetism,, Judaism, and church unity - are even much more prominent. Neverthe-
less,, Ignatius' reflections on his near execution inevitably attract most attention. 
Hiss sentiments are strong and puzzling, and have aroused very different responses. 
Onn the one hand, the early church hailed Ignatius as a martyr and saint. On the 
otherr hand, many modern readers considered his emotions to be sado-masochistic 
orr neurotic. In any event, it can be said that Ignatius of Antioch's desire for death 
leavess no one indifferent. All the more reason to study the subject carefully. Or, 
ass Albert Camus has put it with regard to the issue of a self-chosen death, "These 
aree facts the heart can feel; yet they call for careful study before they become clear 
too the intellect" (see n. 1). 

Thee plan of this study is very simple. First, I will deal with some problems 
off  introduction (chap. 1). Thus far I have spoken about seven letters written at the 
beginningg of the second century CE. Yet, many more letters bear the name of 
Ignatius,, and not all scholars agree on the fact that the seven letters were really 
writtenn that early. Therefore, we need to consider the issues of the authenticity and 
thee date of the letters. Subsequently, I will offer a history of research (chap. 2). 
Nott surprisingly, there have been many studies of Ignatius' desire for death. An 
extensivee discussion of these works will hopefully clarify why I think yet another 
iss needed and what kind of study this should be. The heart of this study will be 
aa close reading of the relevant passages (chap. 3). I will briefly justify my reading 
strategyy - focusing on Ignatius' terminology - in the introduction of that chapter. 
Lastly,, the outcome of the close reading raises some further questions with which 
II  will deal in a final chapter (chap. 4). 

Thus,, the plan of this study is quite traditional and straightforward. In a way 
thee four chapters correspond with what were supposed to be the four parts of a 
classicall  rhetorical address: exordium = problems of introduction (intro, and chap. 
1),, narratio = history of research (chap. 2), argumentatio = close reading (chap. 
3),, and peroratio = concluding observations (chap. 4). 

*** * 

Seee Cassius Dio Hist. Rom. 68.15.1. 


