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Tina Fey’s 30 Rock remains one of the best television comedies in recent memory. In one 

scene, Jack Donaghy is aghast that his pious girlfriend Elisa wants to attend Mass on the 

evening of St. Valentine’s Day. “Church on Valentine’s Day? Is that a thing?” 

She challenges him, “Don’t tell me you’re one of those convenient Catholics, who only 

goes to church every Sunday!”  

So before going out to the lavish dinner that Jack had planned, they go to Mass. Jack is 

bored. He sighs. He squirms. He whines. In a hallway outside the nave, he loses patience 

and declares, “God wants us to leave here, get a good meal, and go to town on each 

other!”  

Elisa is furious. “How dare you say something like that so close to the statue of Santa 

Lucia, the patron saint of judgmental statues!”1  

I enjoy this scene because it illustrates the ambivalence we can experience in our 

reception of the Christian tradition. We have an idea that this stuff used to be 

meaningful, and that it could be again. At the same time, so much of it — like the cult of 

the saints and the idea of holiness that it signifies — seems far removed from real human 

experiences of hope and fear and struggle. In popular imagination, saints are people who 

work hard at their piety. It’s as if the church praised people for being —as we say back 

home — so heavenly-minded that they’re no earthly good. I wonder if we can turn that 

around.2  

St. Lucy was a Christian of late third century Italy. Her parents promised her in marriage 

to a local pagan nobleman. She refused, and pledged herself to virginal celibacy for the 

                                                           
1 “St. Valentine’s Day,” 30 Rock, season 3, episode 11. Aired February 12, 2009. 
2 Why do we venerate saints? Ancient Christians cherished three “mystical” practices by which God 

vivified human bodies to sabotage the machinery of empire: baptism, eucharist, and martyrdom. Jesus was 

executed outside the walls of Jerusalem. He bore in his body both our savagery toward one another and our 

rebellion against God. In the death and resurrection of Jesus, God overcame the world’s violence through 

suffering love. This always disrupts the machinery of empire. Baptism and eucharist orient us to this death, 

and martyrdom mimics it.  

A Christian martyr is someone killed for bearing witness to the truth that Jesus is Lord of the world. 

Christians understood the corpses of those women and men to be conduits of divine power, because they 

died in the way that Jesus died: telling the truth, refusing violence, and sabotaging the empire. This is the 

purpose of the cult of saints: these friends of God are real people, and their stories are stories of human 

possibility in an economy of grace. They challenge us to consider what kind of human lives are possible 

when we say “yes” to God’s transforming work.  

 



sake of the Lord. She gave away her dowry to the poor. This was during the particularly 

harsh persecution perpetrated by the emperor Diocletian, so the enraged suitor reported 

Lucy for her refusal to sacrifice to the gods. Lucy was put to the sword.  

I feel deep ambivalence about the way Lucy has been venerated: Many Christians have 

put up martyrs like Lucy as exemplars for purity culture. Purity culture denotes a way of 

looking at bodies and relationships, in which sex is bad, sexuality is suspect, and the 

highest human vocation, especially for women, is to avoid sex. Purity culture insists that 

those who abstain from sex are somehow closer to God, and the more sex you have, the 

less human you become. This is worse than nonsense; it is a dangerous blasphemy. At its 

best, the Christian tradition understands sexuality as a gift, and a way of giving ourselves. 

Sexuality, rightly ordered, is holy.  

St. Lucy is much more interesting than a virginity obsession. Her refusal of sex was 

dangerous to imperial order because it removed her from a woman’s pre-determined 

place in the economy. Women were accessories to men, and they brought money and 

property with them. Lucy made herself useless for the world’s purposes, spending her 

dowry on the wretched poor instead of putting herself at the service of a powerful man. 

Remember our Gospel text: “… To all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he 

gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of 

the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God (John 1:12–13, ESV).” As a free child of God, 

Lucy refused the will of men in favor of wasteful service to God. Her name, of course, 

means “Light.” Her example challenges us to take another look at our lives, in the light of 

God’s love, and consider how we might remove our own bodies from the machinery of 

empire.  

We do this when we call out the lies of the State, and obey Jesus instead. We refuse to 

believe that the solution to violence is greater violence. We deny that “Law and Order” is 

the highest moral good. We insist that death is not the worst thing that can happen to a 

person. St. Lucy reminds us of what is possible for humans in an economy of grace. The 

church of the martyrs knows that a holy death is better than a wicked life. We look for 

ways to use our bodies and our resources according to God’s call, and not the values of 

the empire.  

Kyle D. Potter 

kyle.potter@gmail.com  

 

 

 

mailto:kyle.potter@gmail.com

