st. polycarp, true disciple of christ: a recollection of his martyrdom
Fr. Photios+ (W)
St. Polycarp (+156 A.D.) was a living witness of the Apostolic Age through his direct discipleship to St. John the Beloved and the spiritual teacher of St. Irenaeus.  Eusebius cites St. Irenaeus (from Book III Of Against Heresies) that St. Polycarp was (not only instructed by apostles and conversant with many who had seen the Lord, but was appointed by apostles to serve in Asia as Bishop of Smyrna...At all times he taught the things which he had learnt from the apostles, which the Church transmits, which alone are true((
 

St. Polycarp(s finest hour is his stalwart witness to Our Saviour Jesus Christ and his steadfastness throughout his martyrdom.  His is an example to Orthodox Christians everywhere!  Eusebius recounts his martyrdom by referring to the letter sent on behalf of the Church in Smyrna informing the Christian communities everywhere what had happened to him.  The letter recalls the Saint(s resoluteness and (firm and unshakeable demeanour( in the face of his impending martyrdom.

We will give you, the reader, some of the major (highlights( of the events before his martyrdom to give you a feeling for the spiritual depth of this wonderful Saint: 

St. Polycarp (knew( how he was to meet his fate.  Three nights before his arrest, while in prayer and in a trance he saw (the pillow under his head burst into flames and burn to a cinder(.
  He interpreted this vision to his friends to mean that for the Lord(s sake his death was to be by fire.
 

His kindness never left him.  When his pursuers arrived at the farm where he was lodging and one of the servants under torture had revealed his location, instead of moving to another house as could have been easily done, he refused, saying, (God(s will be done.(  When he heard his persecutors had come, he went down from his bed upstairs and spoke to them (in the most cheerful and gentle manner( with a (dignified confident bearing(.  He ordered food be prepared for them immediately and invited them to eat as much as they wished( all he wanted in return was (a single hour in which he could pray unmolested(.
   His pursuers agreed and were amazed as he stood and prayed and many of them were now distressed to know of the coming demise of such a dignified and godlike old man.
 

Eusebius then quoted from the letter that after the hour was up they put him on an ass and brought him to the city.  `It was the Great Sabbath, and he was met by Herod, the chief of police, and his father, Nicetes.  After they transferred him into their carriage, they tried unsuccessfully to persuade him to avoid his fate.  The following discourse occurred:

What harm is there in saying (Lord Caesar( and sacrificing?  You will be safe then.  When they pressed for his answer, he said:  ‘I have no intention of taking your advice.’  Since persuasion hadn(t worked, they threatened him and then put him out of the carriage so fast he scraped his shin.
 

(But without even looking round, as if nothing had happened, he set off happily and at a swinging pace for the stadium(
  As he entered the arena, (a voice from heaven came to him (Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man(.(  The letter records that (No one saw the speaker, but many of our people heard the voice.(
  

On account of his old age, he was urged to deny the charge.  All he had to do to save himself was swear by Caesar(s fortune, (Swear, and I will set you free: execrate Christ.( 

Polycarp responded ‘For eighty-six years, I have been His servant, and He has never done me wrong: how can I blaspheme my King who saved me?’
When the governor persisted by demanding, ‘Swear by Caesar(s future,’ the Saint replied, ‘If you imagine that I will swear to Caesar(s future, as you put it, pretending not to know who I am, I will tell you plainly, I am a Christian.  If you wish to study the Christian doctrine, choose a day and you shall hear it.’
 
The proconsul responded, ‘Convince the people.’  But Polycarp stated that it was proper to discuss such things with the rulers ‘for we have been taught to render as their due to rulers and powers ordained by God such honour as casts no stain on us to the people I do not feel it my duty to make any defence’.  The proconsul then threatened to throw him to the wild beasts if he didn(t change his attitude.  The Saint(s famous response:

‘Call them.’
 

Then the governor said that if he made light of the wild beasts, he(d have him destroyed by fire unless he changed his attitude.  Polycarp(s answer:

‘The fire you threaten burns for a time and is soon extinguished: there is a fire you know nothing about(the fire of the judgment to come and of eternal punishment, the fire reserved for the ungodly.  But why do you hesitate?  Do what you want.’
  
Upon these words, the proconsul sent the crier to the middle of the arena to announce three times that Polycarp had confessed to being a Christian.  The masses of Smrynaeans, Gentiles and Jews demanded a lion be set on him, but it was too late for this kind of (sport(.  [Referred to as (hunting sports(, which were held in the amphitheatre where wild beasts were pitted against each other or professional beast fighters, then Christians took the places of the professional beast fighters during the persecutions.  The hunting programme had been closed for the day and thus the head official could not legally reopen it.]  Then the crowd shouted for him to be burnt alive and thus his vision was to be fulfilled.
 

He showed no fear of his fate but rather, volunteered to assist(  He helped the crowd prepare his pyre by taking off his entire garments.  He tried to remove his shoes, although he was 100 years old and the faithful usually did this for him.  He cried, (leave me as I am,( when they were going to nail him explaining that the Lord would enable him to endure the fire and remain (on the pyre without shrinking(.  So they bound his hands behind him without nailing him.
 

He then prayed.

St. Polycarp(s Last Prayer:
O Father of Thy Beloved and blessed Son, Jesus Christ, through whom we have come to know Thee, the God of angels and powers and all creation, and of the whole family of the righteous who live in Thy presence, I bless Thee for counting me worthy of this day and hour, that in the number of the martyrs I may partake of Christ(s cup, to the resurrection of eternal life of both soul and body in the imperishability that is the gift of the Holy Ghost.  Among them may I be received into Thy presence today, a rich and acceptable sacrifice as Thou has prepared it beforehand, foreshadowing it and fulfilling it, Thou God of truth that canst not lie.  Therefore for every cause I praise Thee, I bless Thee, I glorify Thee, through the eternal High Priest, Jesus Christ Thy Beloved Son, through whom and with whom in the Holy Ghost glory be to Thee, both now and in the ages to come. Amen.

After his final prayer, they lit the fire and a great flame arose, but it took (the shape of a vaulted room, like a ship(s sail filled with wind, and made a wall round the martyr(s body, which was in the middle not like burning flesh but like gold and silver refined in a furnace.
  There was a fragrance in the air like frankincense or another costly spice.  Finally, seeing that the body could not be consumed by fire, the lawless people summoned a confector/executioner to drive home his sword.  When he did so, a stream of blood came out and quenched the fire (so that the whole crowd was astonished at the difference between the unbelievers and the elect(.
 

St. Polycarp(s martyrdom parallels the Lord(s Passion in many ways.  As the writer of the letter indicated his was the type of martyrdom narrated by the Gospel.  Both Christ and Polycarp witnessed to the Truth, the Lord to His Truth and Polycarp to the Lord(s Truth.  Both waited to be betrayed and betrayal came from members of their own household, Christ by Judas, His disciple, and Polycarp by members of his household at the farm where he was lodging when his pursuers came for him.  ((And a man(s foes shall be they of his own household.( Matt. 10:36.)  The chief of police bore the name, Herod( interesting!  Here too, the Jews were enthusiastic to do away with Polycarp as they had been with the New Adam.  Even though his persecutors were closing in on him, escape to another place was still an option but Polycarp declined saying, (God(s will be done(.  

According to the writings of Irenaeus, St. Polycarp was appointed by the Apostles.  However, Tertullian avers that the see of Smyrna(s records revealed that the (honour was conferred by the Apostle St. John(.
 

Those of us who are truly blessed to live in the United States and benefit from our religious freedom do not face trials leading to death as did St. Polycarp.  However, Christians do suffer such trials in many countries of the world.  The particular countries need not be named because they are well known to God.  In the course of our ordinary lives, our true Christianity is tested by other means, e.g., being a true Orthodox Christian ‘requires’ us to follow the narrow path to salvation.  This, in turn, necessitates turning inward within ourselves and our hearts and avoiding the temptations of this world en route to our rendezvous with salvation.  In today’s climate of ‘heretical ecumenism,’ ours will be a lonely life, when looked at within the context of this world.  We may have to resort to house Churches as a refuge from the spiritual failures of some hierarchy.  No problem here; after all, if such was good enough for the Apostles, it is good enough for us!  Thus living in relative isolation from this world and being centred on what is not of this world is our mini-trial of ‘martyrdom’.
+ In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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