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I wish that you, my most beloved and cherished brothers, may 
ever fare well in the Lord and be mindful of us. Farewell. 

LETTER 17 

Cyprian sends greetings to his brothers among the laity. 1 

1.1 There is no need for me to be told, my dearest brothers, 
that you are pained and distressed over the downfall of our 
brethren. I too, like you, am pained and distressed for each one 
of them, and I am suffering and feeling what the blessed Apostle 
describes: Who is weak and am I not weak? Who is made to stumble 
and do I not burn with indignation?2 And again he has claimed in 
his epistle: If one member suffers, the other members also share in the 
suffering; and if one member rejoices, the other members share in the 
rejoicing. 3 

I share in the suffering, I share in the pain of our brothers; as 
they fell, laid low before the fury of the persecution, they tore 
away part of our own vitals with them, and by their wounds 
they inflicted a like pain on us. These are wounds which can 
indeed be healed by the power of our merciful God.4 

1.2 All the same, my view is that we ought not to be hasty or 
do anything incautiously or hurriedly; otherwise there is the 
risk that if we usurp peace rashly, we may rouse God's displea­
sure and wrath all the more severely.s 

The blessed martyrs have sent us a letter about certain people, 
asking that their requests should be examined.6 After the Lord 
has first restored peace to us all and, as soon as we have returned 
to the Church, these requests will be examined individually, in 
your presence and with the help of your judgment.? 

2.1 In spite of this, I am told that there are certain of the 
presbyters who are neither mindful of the gospel nor do they 
heed what the martyrs have written to us: they do not preserve 
for their bishop the respect due to his sacred office and to his 
throne,8 but"they 'llfloye alr~adY'geg'i.l~'!(i'jbi'ItdlJc9m1J\l~Ilion 
with·,the;fiflt~ii~::'Sfftffntl'f{~;"s'acdficeonjtheir behajfaKa givIng 
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t9~i1>;~9b"a¥~~J;;~;Wk-,~E:,~~,<~p~y _~ugh.t(,J9 go . through: the 
p~p~£~;stageSto reach this end. For III the case of less senous 
sins, not committed directly against God,9 a man does penance 
for an appropriate period; the penitent then must make public 
confession after his life has been examined; and nobody can be 
admitted to communion without first having had hands laid on 
him by the bishop and clergy. It follows that in the case of these 
most serious and grievous of sins we must comply with every 
observance, with all the greater reserve and restraint, in 
conformity with the discipline of the Lord. 

2.2 This is indeed the counsel which the presbyters and dea­
cons ought to have given to our people,lO thereby cherishing the 
flock entrusted to their care and directing them, by means of the 
teaching of God, on to the way whereby they might beg for the 
recovery of their salvation. I know personally the peace-loving 
as well as the God-fearing disposition of our people;ll I know 
that they would be keeping watch, making amends to God and 
beseeching His pardon, had they not been led astray by certain 
of the presbyters who wanted to win their favour. 12 

3.1 Accordingly, you at least must guide the fallen individual­
ly and your restraining counsel must temper their attitudes to 
conform with God's precepts. No-one should pick sour fruit, 
before the proper season. No-one, when his ship has been buf­
feted and holed by the waves, should entrust it again to the 
deep, before he has had it carefully repaired.1 3 No-one should be 
in a hurry to take up and put on a torn tunic, before he has seen 
that it has been mended by a skilled craftsman and has got it 
back after treatment by the fuller. 

3.2 I beg them to pay patient heed to our advice: wait for our 
return. Then, when, through God's mercy, we have come to you 
and the bishops have been called together,14 a large number of 
us will be able to examine the letter of the blessed martyrs and 
their requests, acting in conformity with the discipline of the 
Lord and in the presence of the confessors, IS and in accordance, 
also, with your judgment. 

On this matter I have written both to the clergy and to the 
martyrs and confessors, both of which letters I have instructed 
should be read to you. 
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I wish that you, my most dear and cherished brothers, may 
ever fare well in the Lord and be mindful of us. Farewell. 

LETTER 18 

Cyprian sends greetings to the presbyters and deacons, his 
brothers. 1 

L1 ka.,P'f.r:},$,J;.(}ni{>h¢(k:p1yd.e.!lrl)l'oth~FS, thatY9U have·made..!w 
repii·~~~t~~~~f .. ~tg.~~¥fr~xJ,Yt,nffoiisae.t,t~ts ,.o£;mi11e'}wIil~b;,'J;tl1ave 
sent':tQ{'Y0:Ui 'oni>llran:y"otcaslOns.2 And yet the welfare and needs 
of our community would best be regulated if we could give 
accurate counsel on the management of affairs after receiving 
information from you. 

1.2 However, I see that there is as yet no opportunity for me 
to come to you and summer has already begun, a season which 
plagues with constant and serious illnesses.3 It is my view, 
therefore, that we must bring some relief to our brothers.4 

In the case of those who have received certificates from the 
martyrs and can, consequently, be helped by those martyrs' 
privileged position before God,s should they be seized by some 
sickness or dangerous illness, they need not wait for our pres­
ence,6 but they may make confession of their sin before any 
presbyter in person, or if a presbyter cannot be found and their 
end is coming fast, even before a deacon.? In this way, after 
hands have been laid upon them in forgiveness, 8 they may come 
to the Lord with that peace which, in their letter to US, 9 the 
martyrs requested should be granted to them. 

2.1 The remainder of our people who have fallen you must 
comfort and cherish by your presence10 and your compassion 
lest they forsake their faith in the Lord and His mercy. For they 
will not be left deprived of the Lord's aid and assistance, if, with 
meekness and humility, they genuinely do penance and perse­
vere in honourable reputation;ll they, too, will be cared for by 
the remedy God provides. 

2.2 Over the catechumens12 as well you must keep unfailing 
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watch in the case of any of them who is overtaken by serious 
illness and is close to death. The mercy of God should not be 
denied those who call upon the grace of God. 13 

I wish that you, my dear brothers, may ever fare well and be 
mindful of us. Send greetings on my behalf to all of our brothers 
and bid them be mindful of us. Farewell. 

LETTER 19 

Cyprian sends greetings to the presbyters and deacons, his 
brothers. 1 

1. I have read your letter,2 my dearest brothers, in which you 
write that you are not failing to give our brethren your saving 
counsel,3 bidding them lay aside all r~sh haste and show towards 
God truly religious patience. In this way, when by God's mercy 
we have come together, we will be able to discuss every aspect of 
the problem in conformity with the discipline of the Church.4 

For it should especially be borne in mind that it is written: 
Remember whence you have fallen an(/ do penance. s Now he does 
penance who being mindful of this precept of God is meek, and 
patient, and obedient to the bishops of God,6 and he thereby 
earns the Lord's favour by his acts of submission and his just 
works. 

2.1 However, you indicate that there are certain people who 
cannot be restrained; they are importunately pressing for 
prompt reception into communion. And you ask that I give you 
a ruling on this matter. I think I wrote to you at sufficient 
length on this subject in my last letter to you.? I said that in the 
case of those who have received a certificate from the martyrs 
and who can accordingly receive from them aid and assistance 
before God over their sins, if it happens that they are beset by 
some dangerous illness, they should make their confession and 
you should lay hands on them in fl)rgiveness, and thus they may 
be sent on to the Lord possessing that peace which the martyrs 
had promised to them. 8 
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But as for the others who have not received any certificate 
from the martyrs and are stirring up resentment,9 they must 
wait until, thanks to the Lord's protection, there is first general 
peace for the Church herself, since this is a question which does 
not affect just a few or one church only or one province but it 
concerns the entire world. lO 

2.2 For it befits the modesty, discipline and the very way of 
life we should all live11 that we leaders12 should assemble in 
company with the clergy, and in the presence as well of the laity 
who stand steadfast-to them also honour is due for their faith 
and their fear of the Lordl3-and thus we may be able jointly to 
settle all matters by taking sacred counsel together.l4 

2.3 On the other hand, is it not contrary to all that is sacred 
and is it not fraught with peril precisely for those who are in 
such haste that whereas those who have been exiled and driven 
from their native land and stripped of all their possessions have 
not yet returned to their Church,ls yet some of the fallen should 
want to press forward so as to precede even the confessors and 
to enter the Church ahead of them?16 If they are in such exces­
sive haste, they have what they are demanding within their own 
power-in fact present circumstances generously provide them 
with more than they demand. The battle is still being fought; 
each day the contest is being staged. If they are genuinely and 
resolutely repentant of their fault and if the fervour of their 
faith is overpoweringly strong, he who cannot be deferred can 
be crowned. 17 

I wish that you, my dearest brothers, may ever fare well and 
be mindful of us. Send greetings on my behalf to all the commu­
nity and bid them be mindful of us. Farewell. 

I 
I 

THE LETTERS OF ST. CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE 

LETTER 20 

Cyprian sends greetings to his brothers, the presbyters and 
deacons dwelling in Rome. 1 

101 

1.1 I have discovered, beloved brethren, that the reports be­
ing made to you on our actions both past and present are not 
completely candid and accurate.2 I have therefore considered it 
necessary to write to you this letter in order that I might render 
to you an account of our conduct, our maintenance of Church 
discipline, and our zeal.3 

1.2 Right at the very first onset of the troubles, when the 
populace clamoured for me violently and repeatedly,4 I followed 
the directives and instructions of the LordS and withdrew for 
the time being.6 I was thinking not so much of my own safety as 
the general peace of our brethren; I was concerned that if I 
brazenly continued to show myself in Carthage I might aggra­
vate even further the disturbance that had begun.7 And yet, 
though absent in body, I have not faltered in spirit,8 action, or 
the advice I have given, endeavouring to look after the interests 
of our brothers in conformity with the Lord's precepts in so far 
as my meagre abilities have allowed. ., . 

. A'·· i! .' ,\.. . I'h d h I h' h I C'lot !"" Z,);0~.""~&'J;.o}?"'~~:l,,f,;','..:'" .. ~;Y;~~:~;;,'?'M~£:isi~.i;c,r~te)Js,:,"Y. IC ..••. ; ... ::,~79t.:, as . ' } 
oc.tasi(jtr;~equlred·' ····thi'rfe~il·'ifi'·iiU"':"w·Hf'1t\n~ydii.'*0ftHei;€,.I,an1 ~t ~ ~1\ . ,.'. . oll- I--M 
ehdosing.eopies. ' 

In these letters you will find from me counsel for the clergy,9 
exhortation for the confessors,lO rebuke when required for the 
exiled,l1 and an urgent appeal to the entire community that 
they should beseech the mercy of God,l2 Under the Lord's 
inspiration13 we have striven to the utmost of our meagre tal­
ents, in accordance with the law of faith and the fear of God. 

2.2 But after the advent of tortures14 our words reached as far 
as the prisons in order to bring strength and solace to our 
brothers who either had already been tortured or were still 
imprisoned waiting to be tortured.ls Furthermore, I discovered 
that those who had stained their hands and lips with sacrilegious 
contagion or had none the less contaminated their consciences 
with impious certificates16 were everywhere soliciting the mar-
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tyrs, and they were endeavouring to corrupt the confessors, as 
well, flattering and importuning them with their entreaties. 17 

The result was that with no distinctions drawn, with no inquiry 
made into each case separately, thousands of certificates were 
being issued every day, contrary to the law of the gospel.l8 

In view of this, I composed a letter in which, so far as I could, 
I tried by my counsel to call the martyrs and confessors back to 
the Lord's precepts. 19 

2.3 Likewise, in the case of the presbyters and deacons, I did 
not fail to act with the full vigour of my episcopal authority in 
order to check, by our interv~ntion, certain individuals among 
them; too little mindful of the Church's discipline, they were 
acting with a rash and impetuous haste and had already begun 
to join in communion with the fallen. 20 The laity, too, we 
reassured to the best of our endeavour21 and we gave them 
instruction so that the Church's discipline might be maintained. 

3.1 Subsequently certain of the fallen, whether of their own 
accord or incited by someone else, began to make wild demands 
and charged forth striving to extort for themselves, by means of 
violent attack, the peace which had been promised to them by 
the martyrs and confessors. On this question I actually wrote 
two letters to the clergy and I gave orders that my letters should 
be read to them.22 In order in some way to mitigate for the time 
being their violence,23 I said that in the case of any who were in 
receipt of a certificate from the martyrs and were about to 
depart from this life, they should make their confession and 
after hands had been laid on them in forgiveness they should be 
sent on to the Lord in possession of that peace promised to them 
by the martyrs. 24 On this matter I neither laid down a law nor 
rashly set myself up as an authority.25 

3.2 But I did think that respect should be shown to the 
martyrs whereas those who were striving so violently to create 
total chaos should be. restrained. Aqf\.JYil;tber~Qr,e>~:~~Y~t.l'ead 

·'Y.Q;~:f,~ip..t(~sa~e·wpi~hY6u>r.es~~d~t~\(.s~irf,'to·'Q.ut~e$;rgY':''I3.Y''fne 
haoos:of thi;!.subdeac,oil·Cremerttius. 27 You counselled that com­
fort should be given to those who fell ill after their lapse and, 
being penitent, were anxious to be admitted to communion.28 I 
have, therefore, decided that I too should take my stand along-
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side your opinion, thereby avoiding that our actions, which 
ought to be united and in harmony on every issue, might differ 
in any respect.29 

3.3 Besides, as regards the remainder, I have given instruc­
tions that even though they may have received a certificate from 
the martyrs -they should be deferred until we are personally 
present. Then, when peace has been restored to us by the Lord, 
we church leaders can meet together in a large gathering,30 and 
after exchanging views with you also, we will be able to arrange 
or amend all the various issues.31 

I wish that you, beloved brothers, may ever fare well. 

LETTER 21 

Celerinus to Lucianus. I 

1.1 As I write to you, my honoured brother,2 I am both 
happy and sad. 

I am happy, for I have heard that you have been apprehended 
for the sake of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ our Saviour3 

and that His name you have confessed before the magistrates of 
this world. 4 ButlaJP;)il1sQ:,SI1Q.j .• t<:>l"· L4ave, J~il~4H'Q.:1Je-eei¥eany 
let'~;r$(at'alLff6ili~:Y61i>!(lVel"';sitf<i'e::'th~;ti'fu~"f~a:~'§bu"O'fL5 Indeed, 
I am at this moment weighed down by a twofold sadness; this is 
because though you were aware that Montanus, our common 
brother, was going to come to me from the prison where you 
ar~,6 youstilbsent·nowordtomeabout how you are and what is 

.. hn:pipeft'ing:ib'yorr. 
" But this is something which often happens in the case of the 

(

/ servants of God, espeeiall~,those'whoare in thee process of 
confe$sing·Christ.7 

\ 1.2 I know that all such people cease to give a thought to the 
.\ affairs of this world, for their hopes are set on a heavenly crown; 

~:~~s. I have ~yself remarked, it may possibly have ~lipped your 
mitr<!k·to wFlte to me. It may also be true that you mIght actually 
term me, even given my very lowly position, your own broth-
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of days. For it is now eight days-up to the time I write to you­
since we have been shut up again. And for the five days previous 
to that21 we received but a small amount of bread and a ration of 
water.22 

And so, my b~other, my petition is just as I put it now,23 that 
as soon as the Lord has granted peace to the Church herself, 
they may receive peace in accordance with the command of 
Paulus and, as we have decided, after their case has been laid 
before the bishop and they have made their confession. And this 
is not only for these sisters but for all those sisters who you 
know are dear to US. 24 

3.1 All of my colleagues send greetings to you. Send our 
greetings to the confessors of the Lord who are there with you 
and whose names you have indicated, amongst whom are Satur­
ninus and his companions-he is a colleague of mine als02s-
and Maris, Collecta and Emerita,26 Calpurnius and Maria, Sa­
bina, Spesina and the sisters Januaria, Dativa, and Donata.27 We 
send greetings to Saturus and his family, to Bassianus and to all 
of the clergy,28 to Uranius, Alexius, Q,gintianus, Colonica-to 
everyone, please, whose names I have not written, for I am so 
weary; so they ought to pardon me. I hope that you fare well, 
and Alexius and Getulicus and the brothers Argentarius and their 
sisters.29 My sisters Januaria and Sophia, whom I commend to 
you, send their greetings to you.30 

LETTER 23 

All the confessors send greetings to pope Cyprian. 1 

This is to inform you that all of us have together2 granted 
peace to those whose conduct since their fault you shall find, 
upon examination, to be satisfactory.3 It is our wish that you 
should make this resolution known to other bishops alsp,4 and it 
is our desire that you should be at peace with the holy martyrs.s 

Written by Lucianus, in the presence of an exorcist and a lector 
from the clergy. 6 

. j 
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LETTER 24 

Caldonius sends greetings to Cyprian and his fellow presbyters 
at Carthage. 1 

1.1 Our present grave circumstances demand that we do not 
lightly grant reconciliation. And, therefore, I considered I ought 
to write to you about the case of those individuals who first 
sacrificed but then when they were tested a second time, were 
sent into exile.2 In my view they have washed away their former 
fault in that they forsake homes and possessions and, repenting, 
follow Christ.3 

This is the case with Felix who was an assistant to the 
presbyters in the time of Decimus.4 He was chained next to me 
(I, therefore, know this Felix particularly well)s and along with 
Victoria his wife and Lucius they have been exiled for their 
loyal faith, abandoning their possessions which are now held by 
the treasury.6 Moreover, in the course of this same persecution,7 
a woman by the,IJ~~eQf13Ql1:l;w:g§cll'agged·by her hll:~band to 

;j;!lm!!;~!~:,~~~~~~=:~:;:c:::5~ 
done i:t~" AnqsQ;,shel,·too;:w:as. exiled. 

1.2 All of these have together been petitioning me for reconcil­
iation.9 They urge: "We have recovered the faith which we had 
lost; in repentance we have publicly confessed Christ." Al­
though it is my view that they deserve to receive reconciliation, 
I have deferred their case in order to consult you; I do not want 
to appear to act with any rash presumption. If, therefore, you 
have come to any decision in council together, write to me,l° 

Send our greetings to our brothers, as ours send theirs to you. 
I wish you a very happy farewell. 
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LETTER 27 

Cyprian sends greetings to his brothers, the presbyters and 
deacons dwelling in Rome. 

1.1 I wrote to you, my very dear brothers, a letter in which I 
gave a description of our conduct and rendered an account of 
our zeal and our maintenance of Church discipline, paltry 
though those efforts may be. 1 But now something else has 
occurred which should also not be left concealed from you. 

Our brother Lucianus is himself one of the confessors; his 
faith, to be sure, is ardent, his courage stout, but being very ill­
grounded in reading the Lord's Scriptures he has ventured upon 
some very foolish activities.2 For some time he has beenswJ;ing 

, himself)'a§,leadli:t';~:distributii1g~certificates erlblocto large:!iym­
bers:"in thename·,-of Paulus4 , butwritren in'::his'o\vIT'hand. 

,. Whereas the martyr Mappalicus,s a prudent and restrain~d 
, man, mindful of the law and Church discipline, composed no 

letters in opposition to the gospel, but he was moved only by 
familial piety to issue instructions that peace be granted to his 
own mother and sister6 who had fallen; Saturninus, too, whilst 
he was still in prison after he had been tortured, issued no 
letters of that sort.7 

1.2 But Lucianus, not only whilst Paulus was still in prison, 
distributed to all and sundry certificates written in his own 
hand inthe,name.,of ,faulus,bllt even after the latter'sdeathhfi! 
has contin~edt:~do these sam,etlliiig~ uutleHlieid'In'€!' of Paulu~~ 
lfi~',~l:ii:fu,c-f$,tha,t in'tItis 'he .is fQllowing,.th§~lnsttuctiQns:given~.to 
hifu.by.)?airlus8-he does not know that he ought to obey the 
Lord rather than a fellow servant!9 Many certificates have been 
issued in the name of Aurelius, also, a young man who has 
endured tortures;lO theyhave.been ~rit.t!;!l).()},lt ip;J!1~,l:l;ll];l~' of 

, :", .-.-."",::-- '," - ,'".' ... _:.. ... _':I.~_-J .. ~ .... "r~.:,,>~. :,-".~. ",.;=.-:<,;.-{'.t-~,!'~'* . 

this<samebtitlanus, on thegrourids that·Aurehus'.is.ilhtera~e;;r.l 
2.1 To try to put some brake on this activity, I wrote a letter 

to them whichI sent to you attached to my ptevr6ilsl~uer.l2 In 
that letter I unceasingly urged and counselled them to be mind­
ful of the law and gospel of the Lord. 

After that letter, as if acting with greater moderation and 

, i 
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restraint, Lucianus wrote a letter in the name of all the confes­
sors.13 By that letter he undermined well nigh every bond of 
faith, and fear of God, and command of the Lord, and the 
sanctity and stability of the gospel teachings. For he wrote in 
the name of everyone that they all granted peace together and 
that it was their wish that I should make known this resolution 
to other bishops. I am.cseuding·to"yoTha"eopyofLthatJe.t~er. 

2.2 To be sure they added the proviso "to those whose con­
duct since their fault shall be found, upon examination, to be 
satisfactory." But this procedure fans even greater animosity 
against us; when we start hearing and sifting cases one by one, 
we may be looked upon as denying to many what all are now 
boastfully claiming they have received from the martyrs and 
confessors. 

3.1 As a direct consequence the beginnings of this rebellion 
have already started. In several towns in our province14 church 
leaders have been attacked and mobbed; and they have been 
compelled to put into execution IS on the spot that peace which 
the martyrs and confessors, so they kept clamouring, had grant­
ed once and for all16 to everyone. They have intimidated into 
submission their leaders who were without sufficient force of 
courage and strength of faith to resist them. 

3.2 In our own case, too, certain rebels who in the past were 
only with difficulty kept by us in check and whose cases were to 
be deferred until we should be present, have become inflamed 
by this firebrand of a letter with even hotter ardour in their 
efforts to extort the peace so granted to them. I am sending you 
a copy of the letter I wroteto,the:cleFg'Y~abouhthem.17 

Also I am sending for your perusal two letters, one which my 
colleague Caldonius wrote to me out of his characteristic integ­
rity and faith, the other being my reply to him.18 I am sending 
to you also copies of a letter addressed to this same confessor 
Lucianus by Celerinus, an upright and stalwart confessor, to­
gether with Lucianus' reply to Celerinus.l9 You will see that 
nothing escapes our watchful zeal and you will learn from the 
actual documents20 of the restraint and prudence of Celerinus­
he shows a modesty founded on the humility and awe proper to 
our religion. 21 Lucianus, on the other hand, who is, as I have 
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mentioned, but poorly trained in an understanding of the Lord's 
Scriptures,22 shows no restraint in his readiness to bequeath a 
legacy of ill-will directed against our o~n modest person'.23 . 

3.3 For the Lord has said that the natIOns are to be baptIzed III 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 
and that in baptism past sins are to be remitted.24 Notwith­
standing this, Lucianus, in his ignorance of this precept and of 
the law, issues instructions that peace is to be granted and sins 

~~~;~:~~~~{::ri~b~~Jb;~~it&~,f!~d~~ei~ifi~~~!:;~:;i;!~~;~:" 
letter of this same Lucianus to Celerinus. He has paid scant 
regard to the fact that it is not martyrs who make the gospel but 
that martyrs are made through the gospel. 

As Paul the Apostle, whom the Lord called a vessel of His 
election,25 put it in his epistle: I am astonished that in t~is way you 
are so quickly turning away to another gospel from H1m who has 
called you to grace. But there is in fact no other gospe~; a~l that there 
is, are some people who are confusing you and whose atm 1S to pervert 
the gospel of Christ. But should we or should an angel from heaven 
preach a different message from what we h~ve preached to you,. let 
him be accursed. We have already declared tt-and now I say 1t a 
second time: should anyone preach to you a different message from 
what you have received, let him be accursed. 26 

4. Your letter addressed to the clergy, which I have received, 
arrived most opportunely,27 as did also the letter sent by the 
blessed confessors Moyses, Maximus, Nicostratus and the others 
to Saturninus and Aurelius and the others.28 In them are to be 
found the full vigor of the gospel and the unshakeable discipline 
of the law of the Lord: your words have greatly assisted us as 
here we use every ounce of our spiritual strength in our struggle 
to resist this malevolent onslaught. By them our task has been, 
providentially, cut short and by them, even before our last letter 
to you actually reached you,29 you have made known to us that 
your views and ours stand, in conformity with the law of the 
gospel, firmly and unitedly together. 

I wish that you, my most dear and cherished brothers, may 
ever fare well. 

1 
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NOTES 
The typescript of this volume was submitted for publication in 
1976 and I very much regret that it has not proved possible to 
make full note of material that has appeared in print, or which 
has come to my attention, since that date. An asterisk in the 
margin refers to one of the few additional notes. 
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LETTER 55 

Cyprian sends greetings to Antonianus his brother. 1 

1.1 My dearly beloved brother, the first letter of yours which I 
received, unhesitatingly upheld the united opinion of the college of 
bishops, thereby declaring your own adherence to the catholic 
Church. 2 In it you indicated that you rejected communion with No­
vatian but rather that you followed our counseP and were, therefore, 
in full accord with our fellow bishop Cornelius. 

1. 2 You also wrotein your letter that_ !1ihD\lld,conv~wa.copy_,of 
tha.t:J~tt~f~:~eY.q!1£~:.t(f CothelilJs{,oui~~muftj!itf:(¢oIl~ague,_ so that he 
might be relieved of any further concern and could rest assured that 
you are in communion with him, that is to say, in communion with 
the catholic Church. 4 

2.1 But the);~hasreached1i1e stibsequentlya: s-t!C6iidlerter of 
yours delivered through the services orour felloW presbyter Quin­
tus. s In this letter I perceive your conviction has started to waver, 
swayed by letters from Novatian. 6 For whereas previously you had 
declared your counsel and your accord with firm resolution,7 you 
now request in this second letter that I write back to you explaining 
what heresy it is which Novatian has introduced and how it is that 
Cornelius can be in communion with Trofimus and those who have 
offered incense. 8 

2.2 Now, if it is true that your worries derive from anxious con­
cern for the faith, and if it is out of such concern that you are in­
quiring into the truth on a matter of which you have doubts, then 
there is no cause for reproach that you should now feel concern and 
indecision and hesitation when holy fear is your motive. 9 

3.1 But as it is, I do observe that it was after you had declared 
your verdict in your first letter that you were subsequently shaken 
by those letters from Novatian. Now, my dearly beloved brother, I 
must make one point clear at the very outset: men of gravity who have 
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been solidly established and firmly founded upon a rock iO are not 
shaken even by gale and hurricane, let alone by some trivial breeze. 
They would not have their convictions constantly tossed to and fro 
by squalls and gusts of wind, left swinging in doubt and uncertainty 
before the blasts of contrary opinion, nor would they shift from their 
resolution, once reached, laying themselves open to reproach for fick­
leness of purpose. 

Lest this should happen in your case or in the case of anyone 
else l1 through the letters of Novatian, I shall briefly set out, as you 
request, my brother, an account of the matter. 

3.2 And as my conduct also seems to have caused you to be 
troubled, I must start by clearing my own case and character in your 
eyes. I do not want it thought that it was out of any fickleness that I 
have retreated from my earlier position. Nor do I wish to give the 
appearance that, whereas at the beginning I originally upheld the full 
rigour of the gospel, I have subsequently slackened my attitude from 
my former strictness and zealousness, in that I have come to the view 
that conditions for reconciliation ought to be made less stringent for 
those who have stained their consciences by obtaining certificates of 
sacrifice as well as for those who have actually committed the heinous 
act of sacrifice. Neither of these positions I adopted without careful 
deliberation and lengthy consideration. 12 

4.1 At the time of the persecution, when men were still locked 
in combat and in the heat of the glorious battle, what was incumbent 
on us was to arouse with all our might the fighting strength of our 
soldiers, using every resource of exhortation. In particular, we had 
to instill fresh spirit into the hearts of the fallen, rallying them by the 
trumpet call of our words in order to get them to pursue the route to 
repentance, but not just through prayer and lamentation. Since the 
opportunity was still there to rejoin the fray and to recover their sal­
vation, they needed to be spurred on by the goad of our rebukes, to 
be stimulated to ardour for confession and zeal for the glories of mar­
tyrdom. 

4.2 In fact, when my presbyters and deacons wrote tome that 
there were lapsed who could not be restrained and in their impatience 
were demanding to be admitted to communion, in the reply which I 
wrote (in a letter which you can still see) I ended with these words: 
"If they are in such excessive haste, they have what they are de-
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manding within their own power-in fact present circumstances gen­
erously provide them with more than what they demand. The battle 
is still being fought; each day the contest is being staged. If they are 
genuinely and resolutely repentant of their fault and if the fervour of 
their faith is overpoweringly strong, he who cannot be deferred can 
be crowned."13 

4.3 But, as to what was to be determined about the case of the 
lapsed, I postponed any decision. My idea was that when peace and 
tranquillity had been restored and God in His goodness allowed the 
bishops to gather together, then that was the time for everyone to 
contribute and exchange their views together and to deliberate upon 
them, and it was after that that we should determine what ought to 
be done. But should anyone have the presumption to admit the 
lapsed to communion without waiting for our deliberations and the 
ruling determined on the basis of that general deliberation, then he 
was himself to be excluded from communion. 14 

5. Moreover, I also wrote to this effect at some length to the 
clergy in Rome, who were at the time managing affairs without a 
bishop, as well as to the confessors there-the presbyter Maximus 
and the others who were then shut up in their prison but who are 
now united with Cornelius in the Church.15 You can gather from 
their reply that I wrote to them in this vein. This is what they said 
in their letter: "However, on this major issue we are indeed in agree­
ment with the opinion which you yourself have argued, namely, that 
we must wait first, until the Church has peace, and then, after bish­
ops, presbyters, deacons, confessors, and the laity who have re­
mained steadfast have exchanged views in conference together, we 
can deal with the question of the lapsed." 16 And at the conclusion to 
this letter (Novatian wrote it at the time, and when he read out aloud 
himself what he had written, Moyses, then still a confessor and now 
a martyr, gave to it his signature l7

) there was expressed the view that 
reconciliation should be granted to the lapsed who were sick and near 
death. This letter was distributed to all parts of the world and has 
reached the knowledge of all the churches and all the brethren. 18 

6.1 And, in accordance with what had been planned before­
hand, when the persecution died down and opportunity offered for 
us to convene together, 19 there gathered in Council a generous num­
ber of bishops who had been preserved safe and unharmed thanks to 
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their own staunch faith and the protection of the Lord. 20 Scriptural 
passages were produced, in a lengthy debate, on both sides of the 
issue21 and eventually we arrived at a balanced and moderate deci­
sion, striking a healthy mean. 22 On the one hand, hopes for recon­
ciliation and for admission to communion were not to be denied 
altogether to the lapsed, for there was the danger, otherwise, that in 
their despair they might fall away even further, and finding them­
selves shut out from the Church,23 they might follow the ways of the 
world and start living no better than pagans. But in turn, on the other 
side, the strictness of the gospel teachings ought not be so relaxed that 
the fallen should be allowed to come rushing forward to communion 
pell-mell. Rather they should undergo prolonged penitence, and 
with grief and tears beg for indulgence from the Father; their various 
cases should be scrutinised individually, along with their personal at­
titudes and the special pressures under which they may have acted. 24 

All this is contained in the document which I am sure must have 
reached you; in it there are listed, in summary form, the various res­
olutions we passed. 25 

6.2 And in case anyone might regard the number of bishops 
who met in Africa to have been too few, you should know that we 
wrote to Rome also on this matter, to our colleague Cornelius. 26 And 
he, meeting in Council with a large number of his fellow bishops, has 
agreed upon the same verdict as ours, after debating with equal se­
riousness and striking the same healthy balance. 27 

7.1 I have felt compelled to write to you now on all this, so that 
you can be convinced that I have taken no action without grave con­
sideration,28 but that, according to the policy I had adopted in my 
earlier letters, I deferred all questions for determination at our de­
bates together in Council. I certainly did not admit to communion 
any of the fallen before that time, for it was still possible for them to 
win not only pardon but even a martyr's crown. 

7.2 But, afterwards, as the college of bishops harmoniously 
agreed29 and as was demanded in the interests of gathering our scat­
tered brethren together and of healing their wounds, I yielded to the 
urgent needs of the times and considered we ought to make provi­
sions that would bring salvation to the many. And you should realise 
that today I am not deviating in any way from those measures which 
were resolutely adopted at our Council after we had debated to-
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gether, however many may be the rumours that are now widely 
broadcast, and whatever the lies now in general circulation against 
the bishops of God-slanders that have in fact issued from the mouth 
of the devil in an attempt to rupture the bonds of catholic unity. 

7.3 But your duty is clear. As a loyal brother and as a fellow 
bishop who is at one with us, you should not lend a ready ear to the 
words of apostates and slanderers; rather you should take care in 
judging the actions which your colleagues, men of moderation and 
sobriety, have taken, in the light of what you know about our lives 
and strict moral conduct. 30 

8.1 I now turn, my dearly beloved brother, to the character of 
our colleague Cornelius. My purpose is that you should have a more 
truthful appreciation of Cornelius, as we do, relying not on the lies 
of evil-tongued calumniators but rather on the judgment of God, who 
made him a bishop, and on the testimony of his fellow bishops, who, 
without exception the whole world over, have given him their ap­
probation in unanimous accord. 31 

8.2 Firstly, what commends our dearly beloved Cornelius to 
God and to Christ and His Church as well as to all of his fellow bish­
ops and what brings him particular credit and renown is this: Cor­
nelius did not get to the episcopate by one sudden step; rather, having 
advanced through all the successive clerical offices and having served 
the Lord honourably in these services of religious administration, he 
reached the lofty pinnacle of the episcopacy by climbing up through 
every grade in the Church's ministry. 32 

8.3 In the second place, Cornelius neither solicited nor sought 
that office of bishop, much less did he come charging in and seize it, 
like some other people who are swollen and bloated with their conceit 
and arrogance. But he remained as ever gentle and meek, behaving 
precisely in the manner usually displayed by those who are chosen 
by God's will for such a position. As you would expect of a man of 
modesty and virginal chastity, a man of inborn humility and unfail­
ing self-effacement, so far from resorting to violence in order to be 
made bishop, as certain other people have done, he actually suffered 
violence himself in that he had to be coerced into accepting that office 
of bishop. 33 

8.4 And bishop he was made, by a large number of our col­
leagues who were present at the time in the city of Rome and who 
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have sent to us on the subject of his appointment testimonials which 
acclaim his honour and esteem and cover him with glory by their 
praises. 34 Moreover, Cornelius was made bishop by the choice of 
God and of His Christ, by the favourable witness of almost all of the 
clergy, by the votes of the laity then present, and by the assembly of 
bishops, men of maturity and integrity. 35 And he was made bishop 
when no one else had been made bishop before him, when the po­
sition of Fabian, that is to say, the position of Peter and the office of 
the bishop's chair, was vacant. 36 

But that position once having been filled by the will of God and 
that appointment having been ratified by the consent of us all,37 if 
anyone wants to be made a bishop after that, it has to be done outside 
the Church: if a man does not uphold the Church's unity, it is not 
possible for him to have the Church's ordination. No matter who he 
may be, and however much he may sing his own praises, and what­
ever rights he may lay claim to, he is not one of us, he is an alien, he 
is an outsider. And in these cases there cannot be, after th,e first, any 
second appointment; should, therefore, anyone be app~inted after 
the one who must be the only one appointed, he becomes then not 
even appointed to the second place, but nothing at all. 

9.1 So, then, Cornelius took on this office of bishop, obtained 
neither through any corruption nor any extortion but through the 
will of God, who is the one who makes bishops. 38 Look at the courage 
he displayed in the very act of taking on that office, look at his res­
oluteness of spirit, the steadfastness of his faith; these are qualities we 
cannot fail to recognise, if we are honest, and admire. For he took his 
seat on his bishop'S chair in Rome without a tremor of fear precisely 
at the time when that savage tyrant was menacing bishops of God 
with dire and dreadful horrors,39 at a time when news that a rival 
emperor was being raised up against him he would receive with far 
greater patience and forbearance than word that a bishop of God was 
being appointed in Rome.40 

9.2 There can be no doubt, dearest brother, that such a bishop 
deserves to be honoured with the highest commendation for his faith 
and courage. He must surely be accounted amongst the glorious con­
fessors and martyrs, for he remained seated on his chair for so long 
a time, awaiting the executioners of his own body, the avengers of 
that enraged tyrant. 41 Cornelius had resisted his ferocious edicts,42 in 
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the vigour of his faith he had trampled underfoot all his threats and 
torments and tortures. They would come to attack him, sword in 
hand, to crucify him, to roast him in flames, to mangle his bowels 
and limbs in some exquisite form of punishment. It is true that the 
Lord, our protector, in His majesty and goodness did protect, after 
his appointment, the one who was appointed bishop according to His 
will. Yet, from the point of view of his readiness to sacrifice himself43 

and of the fears he endured, Cornelius suffered all that he could suf­
fer.44 The tyrant was later to be vanquished by the arms of battle; 
Cornelius had vanquished him already by his office of bishop. 45 

10.1 But don't be surprised, all the same, that there are in cir­
culation some disgraceful and malicious stories concerning him. You 
must be aware that this is a work the devil is always engaged in, to 
lash the servants of God with lies and to disfigure their glorious rep­
utation with fictitious rumours so that those who shine brightly in 
the light of their own conscience may be blackened by the reports of 
others. 46 

10.2 And you should also be aware that our colleagues have in­
quired into the matter47 and have ascertained, beyond any shadow of 
doubt, that Cornelius has not been soiled with the stain from any cer­
tificate of sacrifice (a story which some are broadcasting), neither has 
he joined sacrilegiously in communion with bishops who themselves 
have sacrificed; rather he has united with us only those whose cases 
have been heard and whose innocence has been established. 48 

11.1 Indeed, in the case of Trofimus (on which you ask that I 
write to you), the situation is quite different from that reported to 
you by the rumour and lies purveyed by the spiteful. For our dearly 
beloved brother Cornelius has done no more than our predecessors 
also have often done: for the sake of gathering our scattered brethren 
together, he has made concessions in the face of necessity. 49 

11.2 Large numbers of Trofimus' congregation had seceded, 
following Trofimus. But Trofimus then proceeded to return to the 
Church and to acknowledge his former error, making amends for his 
offence and penitently begging for pardon. Indeed, he showed per­
fect humility and atonement by calling back the brethren whom he 
had so recently led away. His prayers were therefore heard and into 
the Church of the Lord were admitted not so much Trofimus as the 
large number of brethren who had remained with Trofimus, all of 
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whom would have refused to return to the Church had they not come 
in the company of Trofimus. 50 

11.3 And so, after a large number of our colleagues there had 
debated the matter together,5J Trofimus was received back; the re­
turn of the brethren and salvation restored to so many brought atone­
ment on his behalf. Yet Trofimus was allowed in only on the 
condition that he be admitted to communion as a layman-it is not 
true (as letters from spiteful enemies have told you) that he now oc­
cupies the position of bishop. 52 

12. You also mention that it has been reported to you that Cor­
nelius is admitting to communion, indiscriminately, those who have 
sacrificed; this, too, is one of those fictions and rumours originating 
with those apostates. 53 For those who withdraw from us are inca­
pable of praising us, nor should we expect to find favour with those 
who reject favour with us, 54 who rebel against the Church, and who 
wildly fling themselves into the work of inciting our brothers away 
from the Church. And so, my dearly beloved brother, I do ask you 
not to listen too readily to whatever stories are being spread about 
concerning Cornelius, or myself, nor to give ready credence to them. 

13.1 But the facts are as follows. 
Should anyone fall seriously ill, in accordance with our resolu­

tion we bring comfort to them in their time of danger. 55 But once 
comfort has been brought to them and peace has been granted to 
them in that danger, we cannot then set about choking them or suf­
focating them or, by laying violent hands on them ourselves, forcing 
on their end. It is as if they absolutely have to die after so receiving 
peace, because it is to the dying that we grant peace! Whereas, in fact, 
we can see clear proof of God's loving-kindness and His paternal 
gentleness, should it so happen that those who receive the pledge of 
(eternal) life by being granted peace, then have their own lives pro­
longed here on earth after receiving that peace. 56 

And so, if, after the bestowal of peace, God should grant a re­
prieve, no one should find in that grounds for attacking their bishops, 
especially as it has been firmly resolved that we are to bring comfort 
to our brothers who are in danger of death. 

13.2 What is more, my dearly beloved brother, you should not 
judge (as some do) that those who obtained certificates are to be put 
on a par with those who offered sacrifice. Why, even amongst those 
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who actually sacrificed there is often to be discerned a great diversity 
in circumstances and conditions. For example, we should not put on 
a par the man who without hesitation sprang forward of his own free 
will to perform the accursed sacrifice, and another who after putting 
up a long struggle and resistance eventually approached that deadly 
task only under compulsion. 57 Equally different is the man who 
thrust forward his entire family as well as himself, and another who 
alone confronted the test on behalf of everyone else, thereby pro­
tecting his wife, his children, and his entire household at the cost of 
endangering himself. 58 Finally, the man who forced his own tenants 
and friends to perpetrate that criminal action is not to be equated with 
the man who spared his tenants and farmers, 59 who welcomed under 
the shelter of his own roof many brethren who were refugees in flight 
on their way to exile,60 one who can present and offer before the Lord 
many souls alive and safe today to intercede for pardon on behalf on 
his one wounded soul. 

14.1 There are, then, these great differences even amongst 
those who offered sacrifice. It is, therefore, manifestly callous and 
cruelly overrigid to insist on including amongst those who did offer 
sacrifice those who merely obtained certificates. For in the case of a 
person who acquired such a certificate61 he may plead for himself: "I 
had previously read and I had learnt from my bishop's preaching62 

that we should not offer sacrifice to idols and that a servant of God 
ought not to worship images. And so, in order to avoid doing this 
action which was forbidden, I seized an opportunity which offered 
itself for obtaining a certificate (which I would certainly not have ac­
quired had there not presented itself such an opportunity).63 I either 
went up to the magistrate myself or I gave instructions to another 
who was on his way up to him. I declared that I was a Christian, that 
it was forbidden to me to offer sacrifice, that I could not approach 
the altars of the devil, and that I was, therefore, offering payment in 
order to avoid doing what was forbidden to me." 

14.2 But as it is, the person who was thus tainted with a certif­
icate has learnt from our admonitions that he ought not to have done 
even this and that, even though his hands remain undefiled and his 
mouth unpolluted by any contact with that deadly food, his con­
science nonetheless has been polluted. 64 After hearing this advice 
from us, he is now in tears, and he is sorrowful, realising that he has 
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sinned. But he thus gives clear assurance that, whilst in the past he 
went astray not so much out of wickedness as out of error, he is now 
ready and instructed for facing the future. 

15.1 But if we are to reject the repentance of such people (who 
remain in some degree confident, and not overburdened, in their con­
sciences), they will promptly follow the devil's invitation and dash 
off into heresy and schism,65 taking along their wives and their chil­
dren whom they had preserved in safety. 

And as for us, on the day of judgment there will be found writ­
ten down against our names that we failed to look after the sheep that 
was wounded, and that for the sake of one wounded sheep we lost 
many that were unharmed; and that, whereas the Lord left the 
ninety-nine sheep that were sound and went in search of the one 
which had strayed and was weary and having found it He carried it 
Himself on His own shoulders, we not only fail to seek out those that 
are weary66 but we even drive them away when they approach us. It 
will he charged to us that precisely at the present time when false 
prophets are running amok in the flock of Christ, tearing it to pieces, 
we are presenting an opening to dogs and wolves to do their worst; 
those who were not destroyed through the attacks of the persecution, 
we are now destroying ourselves through our own callousness and 
inhumanity. 67 

15.2 And so, my dearly beloved brother, what will we have 
done about the words of the Apostle: I please all men in all things, seeking 
not what is profitable to myself but profitable to the many, that they may be 
saved. Be imitators of me just as I also am of Christ? And again he says: 
To the weak I became weak that I might gain the weak. As also he says: If 
one member suffers, all the other members suffer with it, and if one member 
rejoices, all the other members rejoice with it. 68 

16.1 But quite different, dearly beloved brother, is the thinking 
of philosophers, in particular of the Stoics:69 they claim that all sins 
are equal and that it is quite wrong for a man of gravity to be easily 
moved to pity. 70 But the fact is that a vast distance separates Chris­
tians and philosophers, and we are warned by the Apostle: Beware lest 
you fall prey to the empty wiles of philosophy. 71 We ought, therefore, to 
shun any notions which do not issue from the clemency of God but 
which are rather begotten of the arrogance and rigidity of philoso­
phy. 
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16.2 By contrast, we read of Moses in the Scriptures: Now Moses 
was an exceedingly gentle man. And in His own Gospel the Lord says: 
Be merciful just as your Father has shown mercy to you. And again: The 
healthy have no need of a doctor but rather those who are sick. 72 

16.3 What sort of healing art can a man practise who claims: "I 
look after only the healthy" (who do not require any doctor)?73 
Whereas it is to those who are wounded that we ought to provide our 
assistance and our healing remedies. And we should not regard those 
who we see were injured in the fatal persecution as dead but rather 
as lying unconscious. I say unconscious, for had they been com­
pletely dead, none of them would ever have become subsequently 
confessors and, indeed, martyrs. 74 

17.1 There is, therefore, still within them that which by sub­
sequent penitence may be revived into faith. And moreover, peni­
tence is the source which provides arms and strength for renewed 
valour. 

17.2 But a man cannot be so rearmed if he falls away altogether 
out of despair. For if he has been cruelly and harshly excluded from 
the Church, he may turn to the ways of the heathen and the practices 
of the world;75 or, being cast out from the Church, he may go over 
and join the heretics and schismatics, but even if he may subse­
quently be put to death for the sake of the Name, it will not be pos­
sible for him to merit a crown by his death, being as he is outside the 
Church and cut off from the unity of charity. 76 

17. 3 In the light of all this, dearly beloved brother, it was our 
resolution that their cases should each be examined separately. For a 
start, those who had obtained certificates should be admitted to com­
munion. 77 But in the case of those who had sacrificed, comfort should 
be brought to them at the hour of their death; 78 our reasoning was 
that in the grave there is no confession79 and that we cannot insist 
that a man does penitence if the fruits of that penitence are withheld 
from him. 

So now, should battle overtake him before his death, he will be 
found strengthened by us and armed for battle; if, on the other hand, 
he should fall desperately ill before any such battle, he departs with 
the solace of being restored to peace and to communion. 80 

18.1 But the Lord is the one who will come to judge; we pass 
no prejudgment ourselves. If He finds the sinner's repentance to have 
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been fully and satisfactorily completed, then He can ratify the verdict 
which we have determined here on earth. 81 If, on the other hand, we 
have been fooled by someone's sham repentance, God, who is not 
mocked and who can see into the hearts of men, 82 will pass judgment 
on matters which we have discerned ourselves but imperfectly, and 
the Lord will emend the sentence of His servants. 

Yet, for our part, my brother, we ought all the while to keep in 
mind the words of Scripture: 18.2 A brother who helps a brother will be 
exalted, and that the Apostle likewise has said: Each one of you keep watch 
over yourselves lest you, too,fall into temptation; bear one another's burdens, 
and so you will fulfill the law of Christ. We should further recall that he 
also warns in his epistle, by way of reproof to the proud and to break 
their arrogance: And he who thinks he stands, let him take heed lest he fall, 
as elsewhere he also says: Who are you that you pass judgment on another 
man's servant? To his own master he stands or falls. But stand he shall,for 
God has power to keep him upright. We should remember, too, the word 
of John when he demonstrates that Jesus Christ the Lord is our ad­
vocate and propitiator for our sins: My little children, these things I write 
to you lest you fall into sin. But if anyone has sinned, we have as advocate 
before the Father Jesus Christ the Just: He is Himself the propitiation for our 
sins. And the apostle Paul has similarly declared in his epistle: !fChrist 
died for us when we were still sinners, how much more surely, being now 
justified in His blood, shall we be rescued through Him from the divine 
wrath. 83 

19.1 Bearing in mind this kindness and mercy which He shows, 
we have no right ourselves to be overrigid or harsh and callous in car­
ing for our brothers. Rather we ought to mourn with those who 
mourn and weep with those who weep;84 in so far as we can, we 
should set them on their feet again with the help and comfort of our 
love. We have no right to be so hardhearted and unyielding85 as to 
knock back their repentance, but, on the other side, neither ought we 
to be so soft and easygoing as to slacken the rules and let all and sun­
dry return to communion. 

19.2 See, your injured brother lies there before you on the bat­
tlefield, wounded at the hands of our foe. On the one side is the devil, 
striving to have killed the man he has already wounded; on the other 
side is Christ, urging that the man whom He has redeemed should 
not be wholly lost. Which of these two do we assist? On whose side 
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do we stand? Do we lend our support to the devil so that he can de­
stroy him; do we simply walk past our brother lying there half-dead, 
like the priest and levite in the Gospel?86 Or rather, being priests of 
God and of Christ, do we imitate Christ's teaching and example, 
snatch our wounded brother from the jaws of our foe, tend him, and 
keep him safe for God's judgment? 

20.1 There is no reason for you to imagine, dearly beloved 
brother, that our brethren will be any the less courageous or that 
there will be a decline in the number of martyrs simply because re­
pentance is made easier for the fallen and some hope of reconciliation 
has now been offered to those who do penance. For the strength of 
the true believers continues unshaken, the integrity of those who fear 
and love God with all their hearts remains as steadfast and as firm as 
ever. 

20.2 Now even in the case of adulterers we allow a certain pe­
riod for penitence and then peace is granted to them. Yet that has not 
caused any decline in virginity in the Church; the glorious ideal of 
chastity is not fading away simply because of the sins of others. The 
Church continues to flourish and bloom, crowned with the flowers 
of her many virgins; chastity and continence preserve their long-con­
tinued glory, the power of purity is not crushed because penitence 
and pardon are conceded to the adulterer. 87 

20. ~ And you must realise that it is one thing for a man to stand 
by, awaiting the granting of pardon,88 and quite another thing for 
him to achieve the heights of glory; it is one thing for him to be 
thrown into prison and not to emerge from it until he pays the very 
last farthing,89 and quite another thing for him to receive all at once 
the rewards for faith and valour;90 it is one thing for a man to be 
wracked by long grieving over his sins and to be purged and purified 
over a lengthy period of time by fire,91 and it is quite another thing 
for him to have purged away all his sins by a martyr's death.92 In a 
word, to hang in doubt on the day of judgment awaiting the verdict 
of the Lord is far different from being crowned by the Lord without 
a moment's delay. 

21.1 And you must remember that even amongst our predeces­
sors there were certain bishops here in our own province93 who 
judged that peace ought not to be granted to adulterers and they, 
therefore, shut off completely any room for penitence in the case of 
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sins of adultery. And yet that did not cause them to withdraw from 
the college of their fellow bishops, nor to shatter the unity of the cath­
olic Church, obstinate in their harshness and rigour though they re­
mained. Accordingly, he who refused to grant peace to adulterers did 
not separate himself from the Church simply because others were 
granting such peace. 21. 2 Provided that the bonds of harmony re­
main unbroken and that the sacred unity of the catholic Church con­
tinues unimpaired,94 each individual bishop can arrange and order 
his own affairs, in the knowledge that one day he must render an ac­
count to the Lord for his own conduct. 95 

22.1 For my own part, I am astonished that there are some who 
are so obstinate as to judge that no opportunity for penitence ought 
to be granted to the fallen and who consider that pardon must be de­
nied to those who do penance. And yet it is written: Remember whence 
you have fallen, do penance and perform your former good works. 96 Now 
these words are certainly directed at a man who has undoubtedly 
fallen and whom the Lord is encouraging to rise up again through 
good works. For it is also written: Almsgiving delivers from death, 97 and, 
there, is clearly meant not deliverance from that death which the 
blood of Christ has quenched once and for all and from which the 
saving grace of baptism and of our Redeemer has delivered US,98 but 
deliverance from that death which afterwards creeps in through sin. 99 

Furthermore, in another passage, an opportunity is indeed 
granted for penitence and the Lord actually threatens the person who 
fails to do penitence: I have (He says) many things against you because 
you allow your wife Jezabel, who declares herself to be a prophetess, to teach 
and to seduce my servants, to commit fornication and to eat of foods offered in 
sacrifice, and I gave to her an opportunity to do penitence and she refused to 
repent of her fornication. See, I will cast her upon a couch, and those who have 
fornicated with her I will cast into great tribulation unless they do penitence 
for their deeds. 100 Obviously the Lord would not have encouraged them 
to do penitence were it not the case that He promises pardon to the 
penitent. And to this effect in the Gospels He declares: I say to you 
that likewise there will be rejoicing in heaven over a sinner who does penitence 
rather than over ninety-nine just who have no need of penitence. 101 

22.3 We read in Scripture: God did not make death neither does He 
take joy in the destruction of the living. 102 Clearly, therefore, He who 
would have no one perish desires that sinners should do penitence 
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and through penitence return again to life. Hence, too, through the 
prophet Joel He proclaims in these words: And now the Lord your God 
says, return to me with all your heart, at the same time with fasting and 
weeping and mourning, and rend your hearts and not your garments, and 
return to the Lord your God because He is merciful and loving, slow to anger 
and full of kindness and He condemns the evil He has inflicted. 103 

22.4 Similarly we read in the Psalms of both the strictness and the 
compassion of God, who is at once menacing and merciful, who pun­
ishes that He may correct and when He has corrected saves: I will 
visit, He says, their wicked deeds with the rod and with the lash their ini­
quities. But my mercy I will not scatter away from them. 104 

23.1 The Lord also illustrates the compassion of God the Father 
when He says in the Gospel: What man is there among you who if his son 
should ask for bread would hand him a stone, or if he should ask for a fish 
would hand him a snake? If you , then, evil asyou are, know how togivegood 
gifts to your sons, how much more will your heavenly Father give good things 
to those who ask Him? 105 

23.2 Here the Lord is drawing a comparison between a father 
according to the flesh and God the Father with His never-ending and 
boundless compassion. Now suppose that evil, earthly father has 
been gravely offended by his sinful and wicked son: even so, if later 
on he should see that this same son has now mended his ways, that 
he has put aside the iniquities of his past life, that by remorse and 
repentance he has been restored to sober and honest living and to the 
practice of virtue, why then he is glad and rejoices, and he welcomes 
back the son whom he has previously thrown out and with a father's 
joy and delight embraces his son. 

But how much more must that one, true Father who is kind and 
merciful and compassionate, indeed who is Himself kindness and 
mercy and compassion, how much more must He take joy in the re­
pentance of His own sons and no longer threaten them with His 
wrath if they are repentant or with punishment if they weep and 
mourn, but promise to them instead His pardon and forgiveness. 

23.3 Hence, in the Gospel the Lord can call blessed those who 
mourn, 106 for he who mourns arouses His mercy, whereas he who is 
obdurate and proud heaps wrath upon himself and punishment in the 
judgment to come. 23.4 And that is the reason why, dearly beloved 
brother, in the case of those who do no penance, who give no evi-
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dence that they are wholeheartedly sorry for their sins, who make no 
public profession of their grief, we have determined that they ought 
to be altogether excluded from any hope of peace and communion if, 
on becoming dangerously ill, they should start to beg for them. 107 

Obviously it is not repentance for their sin which drives them to ask 
but the warning of fast-approaching death; and he does not deserve 
to receive consolation in death who has failed to reflect that one day 
he must die. 

24.1 Now as regards Novatian personally, dearly beloved 
brother, you ask that I write to you explaining what heresy it is he 
has introduced. In the first place I must make clear to you that it is 
not right for us even to want to know what it is he is teaching, since 
he is teaching outside. Whoever he may be, whatever his qualities, he 
can be no Christian who is not inside the Church of Christ. Sing his 
own praises for all he is worth, flaunt as he will in proud phrases his 
philosophy and his eloquence, 108 he has, nonetheless, failed to main­
tain charity with his brethren and unity with the Church, and he has 
therefore lost even what he had formerly been. 109 

24.2 Unless you really think that he is a genuine bishop who, 
at a time when a bishop had already been made within the Church 
by sixteen of our fellow bishops, goes to great efforts and intrigue to 
get himself made a bishop at the hands of renegades, and made a fake 
and foreign bishop at that! 110 Moreov!'!r, there is but one Church 
founded by Christ but it is divided into many members throughout 
the world; likewise, there is but one episcopate but it is spread 
amongst the harmonious host of all the numerous bishops. And yet, 
despite this arrangement established by God, despite this unity in the 
catholic Church which is universally linked and locked together, he 
is now attempting to set up a man-made church and he is sending out 
to numerous cities upstart apostles of his own in order to lay down 
brand-new foundations for an establishment of his own devising. III 

And whereas in everyone of the provinces and each of the cities there 
have been long since appointed bishops who are venerable in age, 
sound in faith, tested in tribulation, and proscribed in persecution, 112 

he even has the effrontery to appoint over and above them a new set 
of spurious bishops. 113 

24.3 Fancy imagining that he could sweep the entire globe with 
this perverse novelty or that he could smash the framework of the 
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Church's body simply by scattering his seeds of discord. He fails to 
realise that though schismatics are always hot with enthusiasm at the 
very beginning, they are never able to expand or increase what they 
have unlawfully initiated but that, right from the start, they begin to 
fade away, they and all their evil rivalries. 

24.4 Indeed he could not now retain the position of bishop even 
if he had been made bishop before anyone else, since he has broken 
away from the body of his fellow bishops and the unity of the 
Church. For the Apostle does warn us to give support to one another 
lest we depart from that unity which God has established. To quote 
his own words: Supporting one another in love, striving to preserve the 
unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 114 A man, therefore, who pre­
serves neither the unity of the Spirit nor the bond of peace but cuts 
himself off from the ties of the Church and the college of bishops can 
have neither the power nor the dignity of a bishop, for he has chosen 
to maintain neither the unity nor the peace of the episcopate. 

25.1 And what is more, look at the puffed-up arrogance of it all, 
the total disregard for meekness and humility, the supreme display 
of personal pride, that a man should dare to do or even imagine him­
self able to do what the Lord did not allow even the apostles to do, 
that he should think he is able to divide the tares from the wheat, or 
as if it was to him that had been granted power to wield the winnow­
ing fan and to cleanse the threshing floor, that he should set about 
separating the chaff from the grain. 115 

25.2 And despite the fact that the Apostle says: But in a great 
household there are not only vessels of gold and of silver but also vessels of wood 
and of clay, he actually thinks he can pick out the vessels that are of 
gold and of silver but that he can despise, condemn, and cast away 
the vessels that are of wood and of clay, whereas the vessels of wood 
are to be burnt in the flames of the divine fire only on the day of the 
Lord and the vessels of clay are to be smashed only by the one to 
whom has been entrusted the rod of iron. 116 

26.1 But if he has really set himself up as the searcher of men's 
hearts and reins and as the judge of others, 117 then let him at least 
judge in all cases with complete fairness. 118 He must be fully aware 
of the words of Scripture: See, you have been made whole; sin no more lest 
anything worse befall you. 119 Let him, therefore, exclude from his com­
pany and following defrauders and adulterers. 120 For the case of one 
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who has committed adultery is far graver and much more serious 
than the case of one who has obtained a certificate of sacrifice: the 
latter has sinned under compulsion, the former of his own choice;121 
the latter was the victim of error, thinking that it was enough to avoid 
offering sacrifice, the former has assailed another's marriage rights or 
he has visited some brothel, going down into the sewers and slimy 
stews of the rabble122 and there his own sanctified body, God's tem­
ple, he has befouled with loathsome filth. To quote the Apostle: 
Every sin that man commits is outside the body, but he who commits adultery 
sins against his own body. 123 

26.2 Yet even to these sinners penitence is allowed and hope is 
still left to them if they show sorrow and make amends for their sin, 
just as the Apostle himself indicates: I fear lest perchance when I come to 
you I may mourn over many of those who sinned before and have not repented 
of the foul deeds they have practised, of their acts of fornication and lust. 124 

27.1 And there are no grounds for these upstart heretics to feel 
self-satisfied because, as they say, they have no communion with 
idolaters. For in their company are both defrauders and adulterers; 
and such sinners are guilty of the crime of idolatry if you follow the 
words of the Apostle: Know this well and understand that no adulterer or 
fornicator or defrauder (Jar that is idolatry) has any inheritance in the king­
dom of Christ and of God. And again he says: Mortify, therefore,yourmem­
bers which are on earth, laying aside fornication and impurity and evil desire 
and lust, which are all slavery to idols. Because of these things the wrath of 
God is coming. 125 

27.2 Furthermore, as our bodies are members of Christ and we 
are, each of us, a temple of God, whoever by adultery violates that 
temple of God violates God; and whoever in committing sin does the 
will of the devil is being a slave to demons and their idols. 126 For evil 
deeds do not proceed from the Holy Spirit but from the promptings 
of the Enemy, and from the unclean spirit are born desires which 
drive men to act against God and be a slave to the devil. 

It follows, therefore, that if they claim one man is polluted by 
another's sin and if, as they maintain and contend, the idolatry of the 
guilty passes on to the innocent, then, on their own argument, they 
cannot clear themselves of the guilt of idolatry, since it is established 
on the authority of the Apostle that adulterers and defrauders, with 
whom they are in communion, are idolaters. 127 
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27.3 But this is not for us: we remain true to our faith, we follow 
the guidance set by God's teaching, 128 we are in agreement with the 
dictates of truth. We maintain that each person must be held respon­
sible for the sin he commits himself and that no one can be made 
guilty for anyone else, for the Lord warns us with these words: The 
just man's justice will be upon him, and the wicked man's wickedness will be 
upon him, as likewise He says: Fathers shall not die for their children and 
children shall not die for their fathers. Every man shall die for his own sin. 129 

That is what we read and follow. We, therefore, certainly be­
lieve that no one ought to be debarred from the fruits of satisfaction 
and the hope of reconciliation. We put our faith in the divine Scrip­
tures, we follow the authority and encouragement of God Himself; 
we are, accordingly, convinced that sinners are invited back to do 
penitence and that pardon and forgiveness are not denied to the pen-
itent. 

28.1 What a way to mock our brethren and to frustrate them, 
what a way to delude hapless sinners and to make their sorrows i? 
vain, what a profitless and fruitless teaching that emanates from thIS 
heretical establishment! Imagine exhorting people to do penitence 
and make atonement, and at the same time taking away all healing 
power from that atonement. Fancy saying to our brethren: "Lament 
and pour forth tears and spend your days and nights in sorrow, and 
for washing away and cleansing your sin perform generous and fre­
quent good works, but for all that you do it is outside the Church that 
you shall die. You should do whatever leads to reconciliation but 
never will you receive the reconciliation which you seek." Who 
would not be lost at once, who would not fall away in utter despair, 
who would not give up any thought of sorrowing for sin? 

28.2 Do you think a farmer could carryon working if you said 
to him: "Use all your farmer's skill in working this land, do your very 
best to cultivate it, but no harvest will you reap, no vintage will you 
press,130 no crop will you gather from your olive grove, no fruit will 
you pick from the trees"? 

28.3 It is as if you were trying to encourage a man to own and 
run ships, and were to say to him: "My friend, purchase timber from 
the very best forests, fashion your keel with specially strong and 
hand-picked beams of oak, work away that your ship may be con­
structed and fitted with rudder and ropes and sails, but when you 



THE LETTERS OF ST. CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE 

have done all this, no fruit will you see from its trading and its voy­
ages." 

29.1 This is tantamount to blocking off and cutting short the 
way to sorrow and the route to repentance. And whereas in the Scrip­
tures the Lord God goes out of His way to welcome those who return 
to Him and who repent, yet we, by our callousness and cruelty in 
cutting off the fruits of repentance, we are totally destroying repent­
ance itself. But if we find that no one ought to be prevented from 
doing penitence and that, in as much as the Lord is compassionate 
and merciful, reconciliation can be granted through His bishops to 
those who implore and call upon the mercy of the Lord, then we have 
no alternative but to recognise the sorrows of those who bewail their 
sin and we have no right to deny the fruits of repentance to those who 
grieve. 

29.2 And because in the grave there is no confession and the rite 
of reconciliation cannot take place there, 131 those who are genuinely 
repentant and who ask ought for the time being to be accepted into 
the Church and there be kept for the Lord. 132 One day He will come 
to His Church and will surely pass judgment on those whom He 
finds inside within it. 29.3 But apostates and renegades, enemies 
and opponents, all those in fact who scatter the Church of Christ, 
even if they have been put to death for His name but outside the 
Church, they cannot, according to the Apostle, 133 be admitted to the 
peace of the Church, because they have not maintained the unity 
either of the Spirit or of the Church. 

30. For the moment, dearly beloved brother, I have briefly run 
through, as best I can, these few points-although there is still much 
left to say-so that I could meet your request and might join you by 
ever closer ties to the fellowship of our body of bishops, your col­
leagues. But should you get the opportunity and the means to visit 
us, we could discuss at greater length together and confer more com­
pletely and fully on these matters in the hopes of furthering blessed 
concord. 

I wish that you, dearly beloved brother, may ever fare well. 

j 

! 
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Cyprian sends greetings to his brothers F ortunatus, Ahymmus, Optatus, 
Privatianus, Donatulus, and Felix. 1 ' 

1. My dearly beloved brothers, you have written to me that 
when you were in the town of Capsa2 for the ordination of a bishop, 3 

our brother and colleague Superius drew your attention to the case 
of Ninus, Clementianus, and Florus. 4 These brothers of ours had 
previously been arrested during the persecution, and stoutly con­
fessing the Name of the Lord had withstood the violence of the mag­
istrate and the attacks of the frenzied mob. 5 Subsequently, however, 
whilst being subjected to savage tortures before the proconsul,6 they 
gave way under their extreme torments, and through those pro­
tracted agonies fell from the heights of glory which they were scaling 
in all the vigour of their faith. Nevertheless, since this grave fall, in­
curred through compulsion and no choice of their own,7 they have 
been doing penitence continuously over these last three years. 8 And 
so you judged that you ought to inquire whether by now it might be 
right to admit them back into communion. 9 

2.1 Now, in so far as my personal views are concerned, my own 
judgment10 is that the Lord's mercies will not be wanting to those 
who, it is acknowledged, took their stand at the battlefront, confessed 
the Name of the Lord, and by their dogged and resolute faith with­
stood the violence of the magistrates and the onslaught of the raging 
mob; they endured imprisonment, and amidst the menaces of the 
proconsul and the roar of the crowd that pressed around put up a 
lengthy resistance against prolonged bouts of tortures that mangled 
and wrenched their limbs. Hence, their preceding merits help to ex­
cuse and compensate for their giving way, through the weakness of 
the flesh, at the very last. To have forfeited their glory is, therefore, 
enough to suffer for men of such calibre; we have no right to shut 
against them the door of pardon or to deprive them of their Father's 
compassion and of communion with uS':~>ft>,9:~,$\~cl,jnyour}~~~~r, 

.~h~2Ci;~>~Yt1idl~J~f~;;$ht~~E;~~_~E-~,;l~~~~V.~~~~o.us.aird"bi:rt~r"rilour:rilii~~in 
themost'firot9und-sorfoW',·andfep't3'ntlinee; That, 10 our estimation, 
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