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St. Fabian of Rome
Fabian had been, for most of his life, an ordinary layman who was a farmer
in Italy. He was not an educated man, and had no theological training
whatsoever. Regardless, he was a faithful Christian. Therefore, when the
bishop of Rome, Antherus, died in 236, Fabian traveled to Rome to witness
the election of their new leader, just as thousands of pilgrims do to this
day when a pope dies and a new one is to be elected.

Once assembled, the clergy of the Church began to discuss the eligibility of
candidates. Most of these men were well known people, some for their
wealth, others for scholarship. Still others were well known for their piety
and charitable endeavors, even for acts of heroism during the persecutions.
Though only the clergy were allowed to debate the merits of candidates,
the entire Church – laymen included – were allowed to gather on the
sidelines to listen to the debates. Fabian was one of those who were
listening. As Eusibius the historian recounts the events, during the debates
a dove flew into the room through an open door or window. It was noticed
by most of the people who were gathered. The dove flew around for a
while, mostly over the clerics but soon flew over to where the laymen were
assembled before lighting on the head of Fabian. The event reminded
everyone in the room of the dove that lit on Jesus’ head following his 
baptism in the Jordan. Taking it as a sign from God, the entire assembly
joyously and enthusiastically acclaimed Fabian as their new bishop.

During the episcopacy of Fabian’s predecessor, the Church entered into an 
era of peace following the long, violent era of the persecutions under Nero
and Diocletius. Though the Church was attacked by individuals and groups
who resented the Church’s growing influence at the expense of the pagan 
temples, this peace was the first period during which many Christians in
Rome could remember that they did not live in fear of being arrested,
jailed, and executed for their faith. This peace lasted for three years
following the consecration of Fabian. As bishop, Fabian took advantage of
this peace to institute some needed changes. The most important of these
was his division of the diocese into the parochial system that would be an
important part of ecclesiastical government to this day. He divided the
diocese into seven parishes under the administration of seven deacons of his
own choosing. He further divided these parishes into several sub-
deaconries, and appointed a new order of sub-deacons who were charged
with the administration of alms and other charities within these divisions. In
so doing, Fabian gave birth to the three holy orders of clerics, for the
deacons that were given charge of the parishes eventually evolved in the
Holy Order of Priests. The sub-deacons likewise evolved into the Holy



Order of Deacons. With the first order, the Holy Order of Bishops, these
three became the three orders of ordained clergy.

Fabian also undertook the collection of a detailed history of the acts of the
Martyrs under the persecutions of the previous two centuries. The Roman
Church had already begun the tradition of commemorating the Martyrs on
the dates of their deaths. Fabian thought it prudent that a detailed history
of these Martyrs –called a Martyrology –be provided for those who did
not remember the individuals. The history that was collected detailed the
lives of the Martyrs, including the records of the circumstances of their
arrest, the legal records of their trials, and the events of their executions.
These were intended to be aids to worshippers during the services of
commemoration. Included in this project, Fabian undertook the restoration
and renovation of the Catacombs that had played such an important part of
the history of the Church during the persecutions. Most of the saints that
were being commemorated on the new Martyrology were buried there, and
in honor of them, Fabian wished to restore the catacombs as a sacred
place. These catacombs are still visited today, and are known as the
Catacombs of Callistus.

The peace of the early 3rd century was short-lived. The emperor, Philip
the Arab, was defeated and killed at a battle at Beroea in Macedonia by
Decius, who had already been proclaimed emperor by his troops. Decius was
an idealist, and attempted to reform the empire according to his classical
pagan ideals. He firmly believed that the old religion was the basis of the
moral integrity of the empire.

In addition, Romans had undergone a period of millennial hysteria
surrounding the 1000th anniversary of the founding of Rome. This
millennium was in 247. Many Romans feared that the anniversary would mark
the end of the world, much in the same way that so many people expected
catastrophe during the end of the second millenium of the Christian era in
2000. Christians expected the return of Christ. Some pagans sacrificed
themselves before the altars of Roman gods. And yet, the end of the world
never came. Though officially the millenium was celebrated by state
sponsored games and other festivals, the fear that comes at millennial
anniversaries pervaded until the date itself passed. Therefore, in 249
Decius instituted a policy that required homage of all the inhabitants of the
Empire in the pagan temples as acts of allegiance to the state and
thanksgiving that the world did not end. To the delight of conservative
pagans, the Church refused to do so. Their refusal brought about charges
of treason and the Decian Persecution began.

During the peace of the reign of Philip, many Christians in the Roman
Church grew used to the security of living free from fear and danger. Many



of them became reluctant to risk that security by refusing to make the
required offerings. Many of them became apostate, meaning that they
abandoned their principles and submitted to the requirements of the
government. However, Fabian preached to them relentlessly not to abandon
their faith. Eventually, he would teach them by example. The time came
that Fabian –the bishop of the Roman Church –was required to publicly
make the required sacrifices in the temples. He refused to do so and was
accused of treason. On January 20th, 250, he was put to death. He was
buried in Callistus’ catacombs. His courage in the face of death influenced 
thousands of Christians throughout the empire. Following his example, they
too refused to renounce their faith and faced their own death with the
hope of the promise of eternal life.

Because of the chaos of the Decian Persecution, Fabian was quickly buried
in the catacombs of Callistus. It did not take long before the location of
the tomb was forgotten. For 16 centuries, its location was unknown.
However, in the 1850s an archeologist named De Rossi discovered a tomb in
the catacombs with a simple stone slab. Though the inscription on the slab
was barely legible from the wear of time, De Rossi was able to trace it out
and read it:

FABIANUS EPISCOPUS MARTYR
"Fabian, Bishop and Martyr"



Saint Sebastian
Sebastian was the son of a wealthy Roman family. He was educated in Milan
and became an officer of the Imperial Roman army, a captain of the guard.
A favourite of Emperor Diocletian, during Diocletian's persecution of the
Christians, Sebastian visited them in prison, bringing supplies and comfort.
He is reported to have healed the wife of a brother soldier by making the
Sign of the Cross over her. He converted soldiers and a governor.

Sebastian died a martyr in Rome, probably in AD 288. His tomb in the
place named Ad Catacumbas on the Via Appia has been venerated at least
as far back as the time of Saint Ambrose and probably had some connection
to Milan.

Two hundred years after his death a legend sprang up about his life.
According to this legend, Sebastian, a Christian, decided to go into the
military during a time of persecution. This decision was not to save his own
life, but in order to put himself in a position to comfort the martyrs, as he
did with Mark and Marcellian. As a member of the military, the ones who
captured and guarded the persecuted Christians, he was in ideal place to
stay with them, encourage them, and even alleviate their sufferings without
anyone being suspicious or keeping him out.

He showed such aptitude, however, in the military life, that the emperor
Diocletian made him a captain without ever guessing Sebastian was a
Christian. As more and more Christians died, it was inevitable that
Sebastian would be found out. Diocletian was furious at what he saw as a
betrayal after all he had done for Sebastian. He ordered Sebastian to be
shot by archers.

Irene, a Christian, found Sebastian still alive and nursed him back to
health. As soon as he could stand, Sebastian went looking for Diocletian.
Sebastian didn't want revenge or a reprieve. He wanted to accuse
Diocletian of all the cruelties he had committed. Diocletian had Sebastian
beaten to death. Sebastian is considered patron saint of archers and
soldiers based on this legend.

During the 14th century, the random nature of infection with the Black
Death caused people to liken the plague to their villages being shot by an
army of nature's archers. In desparation they prayed for the intercession
of a saint associated with archers, and Saint Sebastian became associated
with the plague.


