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You’ve probably heard of Saint Valentine’s Day. You may have given someone a card or a present. You may even have done it in secret, and watched the look of happiness on their face. You probably tried not to blush as that person tried to figure out who their secret Valentine was.
But what do you really know about the person who inspired one of the most popular days of the year?
Probably... not much. That’s because not much is known about who Saint Valentine was. In fact, the Roman Catholic Church lists three Saint Valentines. Other branches of the Christian religion claim there are up to seven Saint Valentines.
How do we know which is the right one?
Three Valentines
There are three different Saint Valentines connected with the date of February 14. All three of them lived in the third century AD.
One was a priest in Rome, Italy. One was a bishop of Interamna in Italy. The town of Interamna is now called Terni. One was a priest in Africa. In the third century, Africa was a part of the Roman Empire.
Valentine was a popular name at the time. The Latin version “Valentinus” was also used. People would often be called by either name.
Claudius II (Ronan Guilloux)
Valentine, Priest of Rome
In the third century AD, Claudius II was the Emperor of Rome. He was known as Claudius the Cruel or Claudius the Goth.
Rome was involved in many wars. Men were dying and the people had had enough. Claudius was having a hard time getting men to join his army.
The men didn’t want to go to war. They wanted to stay home with their wives and families.
Claudius believed that if they did not have wives and families, they would have no reason to stay home and they would join his army. He made a new law, banning marriages and engagements.
Valentine believed this was wrong. Marriage was part of God’s plan and purpose for the world. Valentine and his friend Marius helped the people who were suffering under Claudius’ laws.
It wasn’t just the law banning marriage. People were persecuted for their beliefs. They were poor because of high taxes. If they couldn’t pay, they were beaten or sent to jail. They became sick and died through illness and disease because there was no medical treatment.
It is also believed that Valentine may have been a doctor, and that he suffered from epilepsy.
Valentine defied the Emperor’s ban and continued to marry people in secret.
When Claudius discovered this, he ordered Valentine to be arrested. He was brought before Claudius who ordered him to be beaten to death with clubs and to have his head cut off.
In those days, Emperors and Governments ruled by greed, fear and punishment. They didn’t like being disobeyed and they didn’t like being told they were wrong.
If one person disobeyed them, then others might. If enough people defied them, then they might lose power. The best way to keep power was to punish and kill anyone who said or did anything they didn’t like. That way, everyone would be too scared to disobey their laws.
Punishments were cruel and deaths were gruesome. The thought of a slow, painful death was meant to make people change their minds; to admit that they were wrong and that the Emperor (or whoever made the laws) was right.
Anyone who let themselves suffer or die in such a way was called a martyr. People would admire and respect them because they stood up for their beliefs no matter what the Emperor did to them.
Valentine was one such person.
Valentine was a Christian priest. Not everyone believed in the Christian God. Many people still worshipped the gods of Roman Mythology.
Valentine refused to give up his faith. Even in jail, he continued to help people. He sent letters and notes to his parishioners. One person who came to visit him often was the daughter of Asterius, his jailer.
The most popular belief is that he became friends with the blind girl. He may even have fallen in love with her. He cured her blindness.
The night before he was executed he left her a note, signed: “From Your Valentine”.
He converted some of the guards to Christianity. It is believed that he converted about 46 members of Austerius’ family to Christianity.
Emperor Claudius also took a liking to Valentine. But when Valentine tried to convert the Emperor to Christianity, his sentence was carried out.
No one knows how long Valentine was in prison before he was executed. There is no date given for his arrest and imprisonment. There are also several dates given for his death. Some sources state it was 269 or 270 AD, while others claim it was 278 AD.
Basilica on Flamian Way (libre)
Valentine was buried on the Flaminian Way. This is a road north of Rome. (The road is also known as Flaminia Way and Via Flaminia.)
Sometime between 333 and 356 AD, Pope Julius I built a basilica at the site. This was to preserve Valentine’s tomb.
In the Northern Hemisphere, February is a time of year associated with love and fertility. With the cold and frost of winter gone, the land was ready to plant crops. Ancient cultures would worship gods and hold festivals in their honor in the hope of a good harvest.
The Festival of Lupercus was celebrated in mid February. Lupercus was the Roman god of fertility. Goats would be killed and offered to the god. Young men and women would act out rituals that were believed to help a woman get pregnant and make childbirth easy and less painful.
In 496 AD, Pope Gelasius I decided to put an end to the Festival. He declared that February 14 would be Saint Valentine’s Day.
Gelasius did not know anything about Valentine’s actual life. He knew enough to feel that Valentine was worthy of respect and worship and that God knew the truth.
Gelasius I was pope from 492 until his death in 496. It is likely that he bestowed sainthood on Valentine.
Valentine and his disciples at Terni (tapestry)
Valentine the Bishop of Interamna
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