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“Poenus disputator…Non Ego, Sed Cyprianus Poenus”:  

Why Did Augustine of Hippo Need to Appropriate Cyprian of Carthage? 

  

 The various controversies and theological conflicts Augustine of Hippo was engaged in 

during his career have been points of interest and study throughout history and especially in the 

past century.
1
 This seems like a perfectly valid occurrence as the Bishop of Hippo Regius was 

involved in debates both major and minor that have often reappeared and refrained throughout 

the narrative of Western civilization and the history of Christianity.  

 But even though it is clear that two of the most overwhelming and long-lasting conflicts 

for Augustine were the Donatist and Pelagian controversies (especially when you evaluate the 

amount of literature authored by him dedicated to those subjects), it seems there still exists a 

scarce amount of research concerned not only with mutual-influences of Donatism and 

Pelagianism in contemporary evidence, but even-more-so with the results that arose from his 

handling of the two late antique dilemmas, especially as they re-crafted his overall approach to 

theology. There as yet seems only to be tangential or off-the-cuff inferences to the fact that 

Augustine handled the two controversies in nuanced ways with differing methods as required by 

the contextual complexities posed in each case. Even more unclear is to what degree Augustine 

might have been contradictory in addressing his opponents, especially in his application of 

sources of authority, most notably Cyprian of Carthage, who served as a major source in 

Augustine‟s argumentation. 

 Without understanding this part of Augustine‟s work, an even fuller understanding of his 

legacy and œuvre within the context of history is an even more distant reality; evaluating his 

consistency and nuancement in this area will help. By better understanding the problem at hand 

an even more thorough and profound appreciation for Augustine‟s milieu is possible. Therefore, 

in this presentation, I will begin an approach to a better understanding of this relatively neglected 

area of study. I will attempt this by focusing on Augustine‟s appropriation of Cyprian in the 

Donatist and Pelagian controversies and by comparing and contrasting differences in his 

appropriation. More specifically, I will provide a preliminary overview of the evidence of the use 

of Cyprian in those controversies and why it seems to have been necessary. I will then itemize 

                                                 
1 

This was part of an apparent increase in an overall interest in Augustine and Augustinianism in the 

twentieth century, which saw a notable increase in the production and expansion of monographs, periodicals, critical 

edition series, and an undeniable influence of Augustine in the writings and thought of the Second Vatican Council 

(1962-65).   
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areas of clear reference, although this will allow for only a partial analysis of each case but will 

nonetheless make clear the concreteness of the phenomenon. Then I will lastly synthesize my 

findings and extrapolate further areas of possible exploration. Thus this presentation will serve 

jointly as a systematic account of what is most clearly identifiable as Augustine‟s delicate 

appropriation of Cyprian and what is needed in the future in order to better understand this 

neglected aspect of the work of Augustine. 

 

1. Donatism 

From Augustine‟s ordination to presbyter in 390/91 till his death in 430 barely a year 

passed without some entanglement or conflict with the influential Donatist Church, which is 

easily numbered among the greatest challenges he faced in Roman North Africa.  

The difficulty was evident from the beginning of his ordained ministry in Romanized 

North Africa. There Augustine would quickly realize the necessity of having to deal with an 

audience and reception quite unlike anything he himself had experienced.
2
 In the North African 

provinces, the Bishop of Hippo would find himself up against incorrigible odds being pitted 

against the deeply entrenched Donatist Christians, who were particularly dominant in his 

jurisdiction (Numidia).
3
 Likewise adding to Augustine‟s disadvantage was the fact that the 

Catholic Church which he was ordained into was still desperately seeking a method to establish 

its relevance in Africa after years of being a marginalized minority group with only partial 

support from the Roman bureaucracy.
4
 Too, he would have to contend with idiosyncrasies within 

the Catholic Church, particular to North Africa.
5
 And lastly, and impossible to ignore, was the 

                                                 
2
 G. BONNER, “Christus Sacerdos: The Roots of Augustine‟s Anti-Donatist Polemic”, in Signum Pietatis 40. 

Festgabe für Cornelius Petrus Mayer OSA zum 60 Geburtstag (Cassiciacum 40), ed. A. ZUMKELLER (Würzburg: 

Augustinus Verlag, 1989), 327; M. TILLEY, “Augustine‟s Unacknowledged Debt to the Donatists”, in Augustinus 

Afer: Saint Augustin: africanité et universalité. Actes du colloque international, Alger-Annaba, 1-7 avril 

2001(Paradosis 45/1), ed. P.-Y. FUX, J.-M. ROESSLI, O. WERMLINGER (Fribourg, 2003), 144. 
3
 Donatist Christians were found to take pride in their collective power as well as their isolation, see: F. 

MARTROYE, „Une tentative de révolution sociale en Afrique. Donatistes et circoncelliones‟, in Revue des questions 

historiques 76 (1904), 389-90; S. LANCEL, Saint Augustine, ed. A. NEVILL (London: SCM, 2002), 162. 
4
 This issue is covered in exhaustive detail in: E. HERMANOWICZ, Possidius of Calama: A Study of the 

North African Episcopate (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
5
 Among these variances were: the North African penchant for maintaining a position of equality with other 

sees in the western Mediterranean (even with Rome, although this declined towards the end of Augustine‟s life, as 

attested to in the Divjak Letters), see: J. MERDINGER, Rome and the African Church in the Time of Augustine (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), esp. pp. 43-49, 205, unique para-liturgical rites (AUGUSTINE, Sermo 

311.5.5 (Patrologiæ Cursus Completus [PL], ed. J.-P. MIGNE (Paris: 1841), 38, 1415), and the distinction (within 

North Africa at least) of the Catholic Church being concentrated in limnal cities or farming-centers with more 

Latinized populations and being less successful, for the most part, in the African interior. For the sociological 
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choppy and ever-changing relationship between the Roman Empire and the Donatist Church. 

Sometimes this church had the approbation of the government; sometimes this church was 

opposed and persecuted.
6
  

Beyond those obvious material obstacles lies the theological epicenter of Donatism: their 

claim to be the only authentic and genuinely rooted church in North Africa because they were the 

faithful keepers of tradition and heirs of Cyprian.
7
 

Indeed, as Augustine would come to realize in organizing his counter-offensive strategy, 

one of the driving forces behind much of what Donatists said and did was their trademark sense 

of immediacy in achieving their agenda, and this was particularly true in observing and 

interpreting the theology of Cyprian.
8 

Because Donatist theology held that Scripture was guiding 

their community in their contemporary experience to follow God‟s Law and because of their 

collective experience of the unpredictability of encountering violence, the Church must adhere 

faithfully to the Word of God and act as if the final hour were upon them. This perhaps explains 

the level of seriousness the Donatists employed while defending and adhering to the ways in 

which God‟s revelation and will, as they believed it to be, if questioned by outsiders.
9 

 

 And no other theological matter in the entire Donatist saga sparked as much reaction and 

was as prolific as the use of rebaptism, which would also become a marquee issue in Augustine‟s 

efforts. The North African understanding of baptism and the nature of the Church is rooted in a 

                                                                                                                                                             
underpinnings of this phenomenon, see: W.H.C. FREND, The Donatist Church: A Movement of Protest in Roman 

North Africa (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1952), esp. pp. 1-93; P. BROWN, “Christianity and Local Culture in 

Late Roman Africa”, Journal of Roman Studies 58 (1968), 85-95, reprinted in P. BROWN, Religion and Society in 

the Age of Augustine (London: Faber & Faber, 1972), 283; M. TILLEY, “North Africa”, in The Cambridge History of 

Christianity, Volume I, Origins to Constantine, ed. M. MITCHELL and F. YOUNG (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006), 383 ff. 
6
 Among the most prolific examples are: Constantine‟s scrutiny of Donatism (312-337), the Marcarian 

persecution (346-348), toleration by Julian (361-363), and the uprising of Gildo and Optatus of Thamugadi and their 

elimination/ executions (late 390s). 
7
 LANCEL stipulates in this regard that: “Actually, the Donatists had remained faithful to the doctrine of St 

Cyprian in this matter [i.e., rebaptism] whereas the rest of the African Church had renounced it following the council 

of Arles in 314”, Saint Augustine, 172, see also 388-403; S. LANCEL/J. ALEXANDER, “Donatistae”, in Augustinus-

Lexikon II (Basel, 1996-2002), 606-638; P. BROWN, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, rev. ed. (Berkeley/Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 2000), 331; J. MERDINGER, Rome and the African Church in the Time of 

Augustine, esp. part 1; M. TILLEY, “Augustine‟s Unacknowledged Debt to the Donatists”, 144; M. TILLEY, 

“Cyprian”, in A. FITZGERALD, Augustine through the Ages. An Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge, 1999), 

262-264; É. REBILLARD, “Augustin et ses autorités: l‟élaboration de l‟argument patristique au cours de la 

controverse pélagienne”, Studia Patristica 38 (2001),  247-249  

 
8
 M. TILLEY, “When Schism Becomes Heresy in Late Antiquity: Developing Doctrinal Deviance in the 

Wounded Body of Christ”, Journal of Early Christian Studies 15/1 (2007), 18. 

 
9
 M.A. GAUMER, “The Evolution of Donatist Theology as Response to a Changing Late Antique Milieu”, 

Augustiniana 58/3-4 (2008), 219. 
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tradition reaching back to Tertullian or earlier but received its enduring form with Cyprian.
10

 A 

wealth of scholarship has been produced in recent decades which have refined our knowledge 

about Cyprian‟s stances. So, for the sake of contextualizing Augustine‟s task of appropriation, 

only a brief summary will be necessary at this point.  

 Cyprian inherited a tradition where matters of baptism and offense against God and the 

Church were taken very seriously.
11

 Those baptized into the Church and sinned risked polluting 

and harming its integrity and being and needed to be rebaptized. By 220, Cyprian‟s predecessor 

Agrippinus codified the position on the necessity of rebaptism for the lapsed in the presence of 

seventy fellow African bishops.
12

 During his episcopate, Cyprian would further develop the 

necessity of rebaptism as the church in Carthage and beyond was sent into disarray following the 

Decian persecution in 250-51.
13

 The experience of having so many baptized renege on their 

                                                 
 

10
 TERTULLIAN, De Baptismo 15.2 (Corpus Christianorum Series Latina [CCSL] 1, pars 1, ed. A. 

KROYMANN (Turnhout: Brepols, 1954), 290): “unus omnino baptismus est nobis tam ex domini evangelio quam et 

apostoli litteris, quoniam unus deus et unum baptisma et una ecclesia in caelis. sed circa haereticos sane quae 

custodiendum sit digne quis retractet. ad nos enim editum est: haeretici autem nullum consortium habent nostrae 

disciplinae, quos extraneos utique testatur ipsa ademptio communicationis. Non debeo in illis cognoscere quod mihi 

est praeceptum, quia non idem deus est nobis et illis, nec unus Christus, id est idem: ergo nec baptismus unus, quia 

non idem. quem cum rite non habeant sine dubio non habent, nec capit numerare quod non habetur: ita nec possunt 

accipere, quia non habent.”; CYPRIAN, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, Volume IV, Letters 67-82, Ancient 

Christian Writers 47, trans. G.W. CLARKE (Mahwah, NJ: Newman Press, 1989), introduction, 7. 

 
11

 See TERTULLIAN, Apologeticum 39.4 (CCSL 1, pars 1, ed. A. KROYMANN (Turnhout: Brepols, 1954) 

150): “Ibidem etiam exhortationes, castigationes et censura divina. Nam et iudicatur magno cum pondere, ut apud 

certos de dei conspectu, summumque futuri iudicii praeiudicium est, si quis ita deliquerit, ut a communicatione 

orationis et conventus et omnis sancti commercii relegetur”; Tertullian also gave an early defense of considering 

baptism from a heretic or other egregious sinner as invalid, see: De Baptismo 5 (CSEL 1, 281).   

 
12

 CYPRIAN, Epistulae [Ep.] 71.4.1 (CCSL 3/C, ed. G.F. DIERCKS (Turnhout: Brepols, 1996), 521); 73.3.1 

(CCSL 3/C, 532); 75.19.3 (CCSL 3/C, 598); also repeated in AUGUSTINE, De baptismo contra Donatistas [De bapt. 

cont. Don.], 2.9.14 (Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum [CSEL] 51, pars 1, ed. M. PETSCHENIG 

(Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1909), 190): “Ubi certe quid fieri soleret, etsi non fieri vellet, satis ostendit et 

eo ipso quod, concilium Agrippini commemorat, aperte indicat fuisse aliam consuetudinem ecclesiae. Neque enim 

opus erat hoc concilio velle statuere, si iam consuetudine tenebatur: et in ipso concilio nonnullae sententiae omnino 

declarant, eos contra ecclesiae consuetudinem decrevisse, quod decernendum esse arbitrati sunt.” According to E.W. 

Benson, this practice may have actually only been introduced in 213; Cyprian: His Life, His Times, His Work 

(London: Macmillan, 1897). On this matter J. PATOUT BURNS recounts Cyprian‟s own uncertainty on the situation. 

In Ep. 75.19.3-4, the bishop states that while their church had never accepted the baptism of heretics, it only later 

innovated the position to exclude schismatics; Cyprian the Bishop (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 102-

03, 215. This issue is further complicated by the fact that there seem to have been other traditions in the East of 

rebaptism attested to in Cyprian‟s letters. In Asian Minor, c.230, councils in Iconium and Syanada called for the 

practice in response to Montanist baptism according to Firmilian, the witness and author of Ep. 75. The same 

Firmilian mentions the practice to have had roots in apostolic tradition, which begs even further questions (Ep. 

75.7.5 [CCSL 3/C, 589]. In Alexandria too, rebaptism seems to have existed briefly during the episcopates of 

Heracles and Dionysius in the 230s-240s (EUSEBIUS OF CAESAREA, Historia Ecclesiastica [Histoire Ecclésiastique] 

II, Livres V-VII, ed. G. BARDY (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1955), 7.9. 1-6). Confer also with Clarke, The Letters of 

St. Cyprian of Carthage, Volume IV, Letters 67-82, introduction, 6. I am grateful to Bonner for these references to 

the Eastern churches, “Christus Sacerdos”, 328. 

 
13

 See J. MERDINGER, Rome and the African Church, esp. ch(s). 3-4. 
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baptismal vows, especially clergy, demanded a strong reaction to keep the church together and to 

maintain its group identity.
14

 It is quite clear then that Cyprian identified a distinct lack in the 

ability for those outside the Church to benefit from the salvific effects of the sacraments. Not 

only do those outside the Church, especially those who are so because of schism, not receive 

grace but actually accumulate more incrimination.
15

 It would be this method of reasoning and 

tradition that the Donatists held and that Augustine would have to later contend with.  

The vast array of baptismal typologies developed by the Donatists attests to their view 

that the Catholics were betrayers (guilty of committing traditio in the Great Persecution 303-

305), and had faulty sacraments and thus no access to the means of salvation, but what these 

typologies also attest to is the need for Catholics to come to be rebaptized as a matter of utmost 

urgency: 

 

…heaven abhorred the evils done by the people of God, That [sic] they forsook the fount 

of living water and they dug for themselves hollowed lakes, which could not hold water.
16

 

 

For the Donatists, their theology and biblical interpretation necessitated the gathering-in of those 

Christians in the world who were baptized with “living water which did not contain faith.”
17

 The 

                                                 
 

14
 Cyprian‟s responses are recounted in: Ep. 69 (CCSL 3/C, 469-96), 73 (CCSL 3/C, 529-62), 74 (CCSL 

3/C, 563-80); De rebaptismate (CSEL 3/1, ed. W. HARTEL (Vienna: C. Geroldi, 1868), 69); Sententiae Episcoporum 

de Heareticis Baptizandis, §87 (CCSL 3/E, ed. G.F. DIERCKS (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 107-109): “Meam 

sententiam plenissime exprimit epistulae, quae ad Iubianum collegam nostrum scripta est, haereticos secundum 

evangelicam et apostilicam contestionem adversarios Christi et antichristos appellatos, quando ad ecclesiam 

venerint, unico ecclesiae baptismo baptizandos esse, ut possint fieri de adversariis amici et de antichristis christiani.” 

Two must-see works on this issue are from J. PATOUT BURNS, Cyprian the Bishop, esp. 126-31; and “On Rebaptism: 

Social Organization in the Third Century Church”, Journal of Early Christian Studies 1/4 (1993): 367-403. Burns 

illustrates the importance of the fact that African Christians identified clear cosmological boundaries between the 

Church, identifiable around the bishop, and the rest of the saeculum including schismatics. For them: “Within the 

church, water and oil could be sanctified, the divine name could be invoked, saving faith could be professed; outside 

the church, water and oil were polluted by idolatry or schism, appeals to Christ were in vain, the baptismal 

profession contradicted…”; Cyprian the Bishop, 128. 

 
15

 From this reasoning, the Donatists would later draw their raison d‟être: “Quando alliud baptisma praeter 

unum esse non possuit, baptizare se opinantur; uitae fonte deserto, uitalis et salutaris aquae gratiam pollicentur. Non 

abluuntur illic homines sed potius sordidantur, nec purgantur delicta sed immo cumulantur, non Deo nativitas illa 

sed diablo filios generat”; CYPRIAN, De Unit. 11 (CCSL 3/A, 257).       

 
16

 Jer. 2:13 in OPTATUS OF MILEVIS, De Schismate Donatistarum [De Schismate] ([Against the Donatists, 

Translated Texts for Historians 27, ed. M. EDWARDS (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1997)], (CSEL 26), ed. 

C. ZIWSA (Prague: Tempsky, Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1893), 4.9 (CSEL 26, 114). This was Optatus‟s 

critique of the theological argumentation of the Donatists in general, directed at Parmenian in book four of De 

Schismate.  

 
17

 Jer. 5:18 in AUGUSTINE, Contra epistula Parmeniani [Cont. Ep. Parm.], (CSEL 51, pars 1), ed. M. 

PETSCHENIG (Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1908), 2.10.20 (CSEL 51, 66); Contra Cresconium [Cont. 

Cresc.], (CSEL 52, pars 2), ed. M. PETSCHENIG (Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1909), 2.23.28 (CSEL 52, 
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only solution, before it was too late, was to bring into the Donatist Church those outside it 

typified in John 19:34, into the real Body of Christ where the real water of life flows.
18

 This 

Body of Christ, the ark (Gen. 6:14), the walled in garden, the dove, the perfect one (Cant. 4:12, 

6:19)
19 

is the only place one can be for the impending return of Christ. With the greatest sense of 

urgency possible, Donatist theology, and the greater culture it synchronized with, motivated 

North Africans to bring about the conformity of all in their lands to the “one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism.”
20

 Without a doubt, the matter of rebaptism is given a deeper meaning when one views 

how these North Africans believed themselves to have faithfully inherited and interpreted the 

words of Cyprian. With this it becomes possible to begin understanding the Donatist approach to 

many items which were and are ill-understood or considered idiosyncratic such as their often-

less-than-cordial interactions with the secular regime, intensive expression of piety and faith 

especially expressed through the existence of the Circumcelliones, their critical attitude towards 

other churches, and overall theological moorings which oriented towards what we would 

consider today to be fundamentalist. In each of these areas as well as in others, Donatist belief 

was punctuated by a literalist interpretation of Scripture and their tradition where they read that 

God‟s commands to be perfect were thought to be needed to be carried out to the letter.
21

 This 

particular way of understanding led them to safeguard their religious expressions in ways that 

were demonized by Optatus, Augustine, and other contemporaries as well as today.
22

   

                Therefore, for Augustine to have any hope to assert any adequate level of authority 

against the Donatists he would face the task of tapping into the Donatist claim of being sole-

                                                                                                                                                             
387); Epistula ad Catholicos de Secta Donatistarum [Ep. ad Cath.], (CSEL 52), ed. M. PETSCHENIG (Vienna: 

Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1909), 23.64 (CSEL 52, 312-13). 

 
18

 AUGUSTINE, Ep. ad  Cath. 24.68 (CSEL 51, 314).  

 
19

 OPTATUS, De Schismate, 1.12 (CSEL 26, 14); CYPRIAN, De ecclesiae catholicae unitate [De Unit.] 

(CCSL 3/A, 252), ed. M. BÉVENOT (Turnhout: Brepols, 1972), 4. 

 
20

 Eph. 4:5 in AUGUSTINE, Cont. Cresc. 1.28.33 (CSEL 52, 353), De unico Baptismo [De unico Bapt.], 

(CSEL 53, pars 3), ed. M. PETSCHENIG (Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig, Freytag, 1910), 10.17 (CSEL 53, 18). 

 
21

 M. TILLEY, “North Africa”, in The Cambridge History of Christianity, Volume I, 395. 

 
22

 Optatus and Augustine‟s polemical approaches are contained throughout their anti-Donatist writings, 

especially in terms in their reading of Donatist theology. Examples of more modern treatments: F. VAN DER MEER, 

Augustine the Bishop: The Life and Work of a Father of the Church, trans. B. BATTERSHAW and G.R. LAMB 

(London: Sheed & Ward, 1961), 79-128; C. LEPELLEY, “Circumcelliones”, in Augustinus-Lexikon, Vol. 1, ed. C. 

Mayer (Basel, Schwabe & Co., 1996): “Les Circumcelliones étaient, au temps d‟Augustine, l‟aile extrémiste et 

violente de l‟église donatiste” (930), “les circumcelliones comme des brigands et des fanatiques” (934); J. KELEHER, 

Saint Augustine’s Notion of Schism in the Donatist Controversy. Dissertationes ad Lauream 34 (Mundelein, IL: 

Saint Mary of the Lake Seminary, 1961), the Circumcelliones as “terrorists” (24); J. O‟DONNELL, Augustine: A New 

Biography (New York: Harper Perennial, 2006), “Donatism, had it prevailed and become the Christianity of the 

Middle Ages, would have been far more like Islam” (359, footnote 365). 
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possessors of the unadulterated North African tradition. This could be done most effectively by 

usurping Donatism‟s exclusive hold on the teachings and legacy of Cyprian, and then by 

nuancing them when advantageous for the Catholic position, while disregarding elements that 

seemed outdated or irreconcilable. He did in a two-pronged way: by (1) changing the emphasis 

away from rebaptism, which he did by expressly noting Cyprian‟s acquiescence to the custom set 

in 220 but exempted him from condoning the practice since it was clear it was not the custom 

before Agrippinus since he convened the North African bishops in order to convince them of the 

position,
23

 thus he was arguing that the custom itself was an innovation not firmly rooted; and (2) 

by accentuating Cyprian‟s condemnation of schism.
24

  

Here Augustine emphasized that it was the Donatists‟ lack of humility and charity, that 

blinded them from seeing the error of their prideful separation.
25

 Augustine quickly recalled how 

Cyprian warned how grievous a sin schism was,
26

 that it is in fact worse than traditio
27

 

                                                 
 

23
 AUGUSTINE argued that the practice of rebaptism was introduced directly by Agrippinus: “Hanc ergo 

saluberrimam consuetudinem per Agrippinum prodecessorem suum dicit sanctus Cyprianus quasi coepisse corrigi; 

sed sicut diligentius inquisitia veritas docuit, quae post magnos dubitationis fluctus ad plenarii concilii 

confirmationem perducta est, verius creditur per Agrippinum corrumpi coepisse, non corrigi” (De bapt. cont. Don. 

2.7.12 (CSEL 51, 187); see also 2.9.14 (CSEL 51, 189) and had received recognition, not through the Spirit, but out 

of protest against Pope Stephen only in 258: “nam illud quod adiungit de episcopo Carthaginensi Agrippino, de 

inclito martyre Cypriano, de septuaginta praecessoribus Cypriani, quia hoc fecerunt et fieri praeceperunt, o quam 

detestandus error est hominum, qui clarorum virorum quaedam non recte facta laudabiliter se imitari putant, a 

quorum virtutibus alieni sunt!” (De Unico Bapt. 13.22 (CSEL 53, 21). Cyprian himself even seems to indicate a 

variety of practices/ lack of uniformity in Africa itself with rebaptism: “Nescio qua etenim praesumptione ducuntur 

quidam de collegis nostris ut putent eos qui apud haereticos tincti sunt, quando ad nos venirent, baptizari non 

oportere” (Ep. 71.1.1; CCSL 3/C, 516-17). See also: C.G. MAC GAW, Le problème du baptême dans le schisme 

donatiste (Paris: De Boccard, 2008), ch. 4, 263. 

 
24

 CYPRIAN using the words of Paul: “There is one body, and one Spirit, one hope of your calling, one Lord, 

one faith, one baptism, one God”; Eph. 4:4-6 in De Unit. 4 (CCSL 3/A, 252). For Augustine‟s reaction to Donatists 

claims, see: P.I. KAUFMAN, “Augustine, Evil and Donatism: Sin and Sanctity before the Pelagian Controversy”, 

Theological Studies 50/1 (1990), 115-126. 

 
25

 Augustine lists the Donatist reasons for their separation in an obviously polemical light: they saw 

themselves as a small collection of saints who shunned the outside world (saeculum); Augustine, Cont. Cresc. 

4.53.63 (CSEL 52, 561): “Si enim in paucis frequenter est veritas et errare multorum est, permitte ut Maximianenses, 

quanto vobis sunt inpares paucitate, tanto vos superent veritate. Non facis: noli ergo in conparatione multitudinis 

gentium catholicarum de vestra paucitate gloriari, sicut non vis, ut Maximianenses in comparatione multitudinis 

vestrae de sua paucitate glorientur”; Cont. Ep. Parm. 2.1.2 (CSEL 51, 45): “Et quid tenebrosius praesumptionibus 

hominum, qui propter temere obiecta et numquam probata crimina traditorum, quae si uera essent numquam deo 

praeiudicarent quominus quod promisit impleret, perisse dicunt christianum nomen de tot gentibus in orbe terrarum 

et in solo Africa remanisse?” Cont. Cresc. 2.37.46 (CSEL 52, 406): “Vos contagione malorum Afrorum Ecclesiam 

perisse dicitis de orbe terrarum, et in parte Donati eius reliquias remansisse tamquam in frumentis a zizaniis et palea 

separatis; contra Cyprianum apertissime sentientes, qui dicit nec malorum permixtione bonos perire in ecclesia, nec 

eosdem malos posse ante tempus iudicii divini a bonorum permixtione separari.”   

 
26

 CYPRIAN, De Unit. 20 (CCSL 3/A, 263-64) ; AUGUSTINE, Ep. 208.7 (CSEL 57, 346): “Si enim de isto 

saeculo exires separata ab unitate corporis Christi, nihil tibi prodesset seruata integritas corporis tui.” See also: C.G. 

MAC GAW, Le problème du baptême dans le schisme donatiste, ch. 4, esp. 260, 262.  

javascript:open_window(%22http://opac.libis.be:80/F/PSD257HYVC2MTXF8VLSUVRA2MQ4RTN62N2UKA5R3MS198T61QA-61994?func=service&doc_number=003709319&line_number=0008&service_type=TAG%22);
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(particularly given that many in the Donatist leadership refuted their claim to the proof of 

sanctity as a mark of the true church by the example of their scandalously sinful lives in the view 

of the Hippo bishop
28

). In sum, the very attack line the Donatists used, of their church being sole 

possessor of the Holy Spirit was refuted and denied by Augustine. For him, the Donatists‟ 

selfishness and hypocrisy manifested in licentious behavior, separation from the catholica, and 

evident lack of charity in their dealings demonstrated an obvious absence of the Holy Spirit.
29

 In 

other words, it was Augustine‟s church that rightfully could assume the title of being heirs of the 

„blessed Cyprian‟.
30

 To put it another way, knowing he could not engage his opponents on their 

own terms and on their ground, Augustine devised a counter-attack which they were less 

prepared to fight against.
31

 

                                                                                                                                                             
 

27
 AUGUSTINE, De bapt. cont. Don. 3.2.3 (CSEL 51, 199): “cum etiam si vera crimina obicerent, multo sunt 

maiora scelera haeresum et schismatum, unde sine Baptismo, sicut ipse sensit, venientes, et in catholicam 

communionem non per Baptismum recepti, non potuerunt maculare Cyprianum.”   

 
28

 Here Augustine mentions the violence of the Circumcelliones, (Ep. 185.4.15 (CSEL 57, 42): “disrupters 

of the existing, divinely ordained, social order”; (Cont. Ep. Parm. 1.12.19 (CSEL 51, 42): “Ubi etiam 

circumcellionum mentio facta est, si more suo violenter obsisterent”; Ep. 185.25 (CSEL 57, 42): “Sed in quorum 

regionibus aliaquas violentias a clericis vel circumcellionibus verl populis eorum ecclesia catholica paterentur…”; 

drunkenness (Cont. Cresc. 4.63.77 (CSEL 52, 577): “Negas eas quas dixi tyrannicas vestrorum in fundis alienis 

dominationes et bacchationes ebrietatum”; and the intrigue, violence, and political cunning of Optatus of 

Thamugadi and Gildo (Cont. Ep. Parm. 2.1.2 (CSEL 51, 45): “Et hanc praesumptionem suam lucem dicunt, 

promissa vero Dei iam ipso effectu rerum inluminata mendaciorum tenebris operire contendunt et insuper adversus 

nos facta sua clamant dicentes: Vae his qui ponunt lucem tenebras et tenebras lucem. Itane lux erat Optatus et eum 

tota Africa tenebras appellabat, an eum potius esse tenebras tota Africa sentiebat et isti eum lucem vocabant, qui non 

ponunt lucem tenebras et tenebras lucem? “Sed displicebat”, inquiunt, “Optatus in communione nostra omnibus 

bonis”. Non ergo eum lucem vocabatis et tamen ei communicabatis. Eligite itaque quid velitis, aut non obesse in una 

communione tenebras luci, sed sufficere luci ut tenebras improbet et eas pro unitate, si expellere non potest, toleret, 

atque ita non fuisse causam cur ab innocentibus fratribus, quibus malos certe non potuistis ostendere, etiamsi vobis 

cognitos fuisse dicatis, tenebroso schismatis sacrilegio disiungeremini; aut si non sufficit luci ut improbet tenebras 

quas expellere non potest, id est si non sufficit bonis ut improbent malos quos excludere vel emendare non possunt, 

facilius unus Optatus partem Donati in una Africa notissimus et apertissimus maculavit quam quilibet Afer traditor 

tot gentes per orbem terrarum, etsi non dicam falsis criminibus accusatus, tamen, quod impudentissime negatur, 

ignotus.”    

 
29

 AUGUSTINE, Ep. 185.10.46 (CSEL 57, 40): “Apostolus Petrus quando salutorem negauit et fleuit et 

apostolus mansit, nondum acceperat promissum spiritum sanctum; sed multo magis isti eum non acceperunt, ubi a 

corporis compage diuisi, quod solum corpus uiuificat spiritus sanctus, extra ecllesiam et contra ecclesiam ecclesiae 

sacramenta tenuerunt et tamquam ciuili bello nostris contra nos erectis signis armisque pugnarunt.”  

 
30

 AUGUSTINE, De bapt. cont. Don. 6.2.3 (CSEL 51, 300): “Quapropter reddens debitam reverentiam, 

dignumque honorem, quantum valeo, persolvens pacifico episcopo et glorioso martyri Cypriano, audeo tamen dicere 

aliter eum sensisse de schismaticis vel haereticis baptizandis, quam postea veritas prodidit, non ex mea, sed ex 

universae Ecclesiae sententia.” 

 
31

 The Donatist theological schema would be handicapped from the very beginning of the conflict. On one 

hand, by pegging themselves so closely to Cyprian, they limited their view of grace and salvation to mean that only 

those visibly in the Church and free from sin were saved (BONNER, “Christus Sacerdos”, 328-29; for other examples 

where Augustine used Cyprian‟s words in such a way see: J. PATOUT BURNS, “Appropriating Augustine 

Appropriating Cyprian”, Augustinian Studies 36/1 (2005), 26-27). On the other hand, this meant that Augustine 

would positively manipulate Cyprian‟s literary straightforwardness to his advantage, all the while demonstrating 
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Thus it became a bedrock principle of Augustine‟s argumentation with the Donatists to 

assume the auctoritas of the Carthaginian bishop by reasserting the Catholic right to a martyr-

bishop and to dismiss and change the „reading‟ of Cyprian. This gave Augustine and Catholic 

partisans an indisputable source of authority, a most apt weapon against those who dared oppose 

the Catholic Church, and a fail-safe posture on the offensive.   

 

2. Pelagianism 

 Another major controversy Augustine faced, „Pelagianism‟, was quite unlike anything he 

had faced in his efforts against the Donatists save the matching intensity with which he 

addressed his opponents and his recourse to the auctoritas of Cyprian. Indeed, this other great 

crisis would push Augustine to his physical and intellectual limits. Jaded and exhausted by the 

rigorous demands of bringing Donatist Christians into the fold, the bishop would have virtually 

no time to recover and re-orient himself after the Council of 411
32

 for the coming Pelagian 

debates.
33

 

 Whereas with Donatism which was an indigenous and institutionalized reality in North 

Africa, Augustine would find his Pelagian adversaries to be a less-than-concrete force to reckon 

                                                                                                                                                             
respect and discipleship along with modification of his stances; (M.F. WILES, “The Theological Legacy of St. 

Cyprian”, The Journal of Ecclesiastical History 14/2 (1963), 142).   

 Mention is also required of the role of Optatus of Milevis played in framing the Catholic counter-argument 

for Augustine, a fact which did not escape P. MONCEAUX when he referred to Optatus as “le précurseur et le maître 

d‟Augustin”; Histoire Littéraire de l’Afrique Chrétienne Depuis les Origines Jusqu’a l’Invasion Arabe. Tome 

Cinquième: Saint Optat et les Premiers Écrivains Donatistes (Paris: Ernet Leroux, 1920), V.306. Optatus‟s De 

Schismate [Against the Donatists] listed a potent array of scriptural defense lines that worked well with African 

exegetical tradition, e.g., Donatist schismatics as branches broken from the tree, shoots cut from the  vine, a spring 

severed from its source (11.9 (CSEL 26, 45 [also found in Cyprian, De Unit. 5 (CCSL 3/A, 253]);  forsakers of the 

font of living waters, makers of a broken cistern (4.9 (CSEL 26, 116 [CYPRIAN, De Unit. 11 (CCSL 3/A, 257]). So 

too, from Song of Solomon: “My beloved is one; one is my bride, and one my dove” (11.13 (CSEL 26, 48 

[CYPRIAN, De Unit. 4 (CCSL 3/A, 252]).      
32

 AUGUSTINE had planned to retire to Hippo and spend his last days in study: “I can no longer sustain the 

work that I have to endure in that city…For in addition to by personal infirmity, which is known to all who know me 

fairly well, there is also old age, which is the common infirmity of the human race. Another reason is that I decided, 

if the Lord is willing, to spend as much time as I am allowed by those obligations demanded of me, given the needs 

of the Church that I serve as my duty, on the task of studies pertaining to the ecclesiastical sciences, where, if it is 

pleasing to God‟s mercy, I may also do some good for future generations.” [Altera cause est, quod statui, si dominus 

uelit, quantum mihi ab aliis occupationibus, quas ecclesiae, cui proprio munere servio, necessitas flagitat, datur 

temporis, id totum inpendere labori studiorum ad ecclesiasticas litteras pertinentium, ubi me arbitror, si dei 

misericordiae placet, etiam posteris aliquid profuturum]; Ep. 151.13 (CSEL 44), ed. A. GOLDBACHER ,1904), (CSEL 

44, 392); English quote taken from R. TESKE, Letters 100-155, II/2, in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation 

for the 21
st
 Century, trans. R. TESKE, ed. B. RAMSEY (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2003), 387). 

33
 Augustine already caught his initial distant glimpse of his future opponent Pelagius in May of 411 in 

Carthage and through some cordial correspondence, though they never met in person; De gestis Pelagii 22.46 (CSEL 

42), ed. C. URBA and J. Zycha (Prague: Tempsky, Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1902), 100. 
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with from across the Mediterranean.
34

 Too, in the Donatist controversy Augustine was 

challenged to demonstrate that the Catholic Church in Africa and abroad was still in line with 

tradition and not divorced from it by past acts of traditio. With Pelagianism Augustine would be 

required to defend his point-of-view against the allegation that he and like-minded individuals 

had ruptured their connection with the Christian tradition/faith by his introduction of innovative 

concepts, indicators of his “Manichean” or “Punic” background. Of specific concern in the 

Pelagian controversy was:  

 

The co-operation between God‟s intervention and the human being‟s desire, will and 

action, kept in theological balance during the first centuries, [which] was undone in favour 

of a notion of God‟s infinite and absolute omnipotence; an omnipotence whose primacy 

and freedom of intervention could not be questioned or jeopardized by mankind‟s use of 

free will, whatever its potential.
35

  

 

So in the former controversy Augustine‟s problem was that he was too connected with the 

Catholic Church, in the latter his problem became that he had ceased to be in communion with 

the tradition of the Church. 

 To parlay the accusations leveled against him, Augustine would interject his defense with 

a renewed armory of appeals to authority sources to prove that he stood within the tradition 

under discussion.
36

 Thus, as before in his work against Donatist Christianity, Augustine utilized 

Cyprian at the forefront of his argumentation.
37

    

                                                 
34

 The term „Pelagianism‟ is here treated tentatively, as research has convincingly shown that the 

Pelagianism lacked the cohesion that Augustine ascribed to it. It was more likely an assortment of Christian scholars 

seeking clarity of purpose in perilous times; M. LAMBERIGTS, “Recent Research into Pelagianism with Particular 

Emphasis on the Role of Julian of Aeclanum”, Augustiniana 52/2-4 (2002), 197; this aspect is extended to the 

„Semi-Pelagian‟ episode as well; see D. OGLIARI, Gratia et Certamen: The Relationship Between Grace and Free 

Will in the Discussion of Augustine with the So-called Semipelagians. Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum 

Lovaniensium 169 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2003), 5.    
35

 D. OGLIARI, Gratia et Certamen, 4. Of additional treatment in the Pelagian debate was: “The reality of 

original sin, the need for baptism at any stage of life (childhood or adulthood) as a condition for being saved, the 

necessity and gratuity of grace over and against a religion based on merits, was defended to demonstrate that fallen 

man can do nothing and cannot be saved outside God‟s gratuitous mercy.”; D. OGLIARI, Gratia et Certamen, 25. 
36

 Others Augustine would use as authorities include: Irenaeus, Reticius of Autun, Olympius of Barcelona, 

Hilary of Poitiers, Ambrose of Milan, Pope Innocent, Jerome, Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil the Great, and John 

Chrysostom.   
37

 Cyprian was the figure most often referred to after Ambrose of Milan; J. YATES, More than a Memory: 

The Discourse of Martyrdom and the Construction of Christian Identity in the History of Christianity, Annua Nuntia 

Lovaniensa 51, ed. J. LEEMANS (Leuven/Paris/Dudley, MA: Peeters, 2005), 122, esp. footnote 10ff.  Using the 

research system, Corpus Augustinianum Gissense 2.0, ed. C. MAYER (Basel: Zentrum für Augustinus-Forschung in 

Würzburg/Kompetenzzentrum für elektronische Erschlieβung-und Publikations-verhafen in den 

Geisteswissenschaften an der Universität Trier/Schwabe Verlag, 2005), a database search for entries of “Cyprianus” 

and its Latin variations within Augustine‟s work resulted in 664 hits.    
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A. An attack on Africa is an attack on Cyprian 

 Augustine‟s recourse to Cyprian was necessary for many reasons, but the centrality of 

claiming continuity with tradition was a foremost priority and will be examined here.  Therein 

appeals to Cyprian in the Pelagian controversy can be categorized into two areas: (1) as a defense 

against Pelagius and the propositions of the Pelagian movement in general; and (2) as a means of 

deflecting the often incendiary rhetoric between Augustine and Julian of Aeclanum.  

 In the first area, addressing the criticisms of Pelagius/Pelagianism, Augustine became 

focused on defending accusations that his theology of grace and his anthropology manifested 

concepts outside Christian tradition or were innovations.
38

 The crux of Pelagius‟s critique was 

“concerned chiefly with Christian practice and its basis in free choice and human nature.”
39

 

 Here Augustine‟s usage of Cyprian is tempered, perhaps reflecting the initially more 

congenial relationship with Pelagius, who at first appeared to Augustine, to be a compatriot in 

the same faith.
40

 Nonetheless, Augustine‟s position risked being undermined in a most 

fundamental way. Pelagius‟s outrage after hearing Augustine‟s popular acclamation in his 

Confessions to “Give what you command and command what you will!”
41

 initiated the beginning 

of a frenzy over the human will, its capacity to choose goodness, and the existence of original 

sin. Pelagius, who would posit the possibility of human perfection,
42

 and Augustine, who argued 

                                                 
38

 Augustine‟s theological proposals are referred to as: doctores nostri temporis; Ad Turb. 1.1 (CCSL 88), 

ed. L. DE CONINCK (Turnhout: Brepols, 1967), 340.  
39

 E. TESELLE, “Pelagius, Pelagianism”, in A. FITZGERALD, Augustine through the Ages. An Encyclopedia 

(Grand Rapids, MI/Cambridge, 1999), 633. 
40

 De gest. Pel. 26.51-29.53 (CSEL 42, 104-06); Augustine, Ep. 146 (CSEL 43, 274): „dominus 

dilectissimus‟, „desideratissimus frater‟, „tua benignitas‟; G. BONNER, St Augustine of Hippo: Life and Controversies 

(Norwich: Canterbury Press, 1986), 324; E. TESELLE, “Pelagius, Pelagianism”, in A. FITZGERALD, Augustine 

through the Ages. An Encyclopedia, 635. As BONNER also illustrates, it was only after the misunderstanding 

resulting from the Council of Diospolis in 415 that Augustine became more engaged in the affair and generally more 

aggressive; “Pelagianism Reconsidered”, Studia Patristica 27 (1993), 239.  
41

 “Da quod iubes, et iube quod vis”; Confessiones 10.29.40 (CCSL 27), ed. L. VERHEIJEN (Turnhout: 

Brepols, 1981), 176. Pelagius‟s reaction is preserved: “Quid autem meorum opusculorum frequentius et 

delectabilius innotescere potuit, quam libri Confessionum mearum? Cum et ipsos ediderim antequam Pelagiana 

haeresis exstitisset; in eis certe dixi Deo nostro, et saepe dixi: “Da quod iubes, et iube quod vos!” Quae mea verba 

Pelagius Romae, cum a quodam fratre et coepiscopo meo fuissent eo praesente commemorata, ferre non potuit, et 

contradicens aliquanto commotius, pene cum eo qui illa commemoraverat litigavit”; De Dono Preseverantiae (PL 

45, ed. J.-P. MIGNE [Paris, 1845]), 20.53 (PL 45, 1026).         
42

 “Nos”, inquit, “de sola possibilitate tractamus; de qua nisi quid certum constiterit, transgredi ad aliud 

gravissimum esse atque extra ordinem ducimus”; De Nat. et Grat. 7.8 (CSEL 60), ed. C. URBA and J. ZYCHA 

(Prague: Tempsky, Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1913), 237. 
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for the inability of fallen man to achieve excellence without the aid of God‟s grace,
43

 quickly 

resorted to trading accusations of dabbling in a dangerous innovation.
44

  

 Pelagius held that Augustine‟s views were African extravagancies which were by their 

novel nature, isolated from the greater church, proven by the fact that the East as well as the 

West stood in sharp contrast to what Augustine had proposed.
45

 It goes without saying then, that 

                                                 
43

 De Nat. et Grat. 3.3-4.4 (CSEL 60, 235). 
44

 G. BONNER, St Augustine of Hippo: Life and Controversies, 319. Augustine would accuse those falling 

outside of the authority derived from Cyprian and the Church of being guilty of proposing or being: novi haeretici, 

profana vocum novitas, error novitius, novitia deformitas, perversitas novitia, dogma novum, novitium, novellum, 

haeresis nova, pestis novitia, novitia pestilential, novitiate praesumptiones. See: AUGUSTINE, De Nuptiis et 

Concupiscentia ad Valerium [Nupt. et conc.], (CSEL 42), ed. C. URBA and J. ZYCHA (Prague: Tempsky, Vienna: 

Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1902), 1.1 (CSEL 42, 212); 1.22 (CSEL 42, 235); 2.25 (CSEL 42, 278); 2.38 (CSEL 42, 

292-93); 2.51 (CSEL 42, 307); 2.55 (CSEL 42, 312); Contra duas ep. Pel. (CSEL 60), ed. C. URBA and I. ZYCHA 

(Vienna: Tempsky, Leipzig: Freytag, 1962), 1.9 (CSEL 60, 430); 1.11 (CSEL 60, 533); 3.15 (CSEL 60, 503); 3.25 

(CSEL 60, 517); 4.4 (CSEL 60, 544); 4.12 (CSEL 60, 533); 4.20 (CSEL 60, 543); 4.24 (CSEL 60, 549); 4.26 (CSEL 

60, 553); 4.32 (CSEL 60, 568); Contra Iulianum [Cont. Iul.], (PL 44), ed. J.-P. MIGNE (Paris: 1865), 1.15 (PL 44, 

caput V, 649); 1.8 (PL 44, caput III, 615); 3.5 (PL 44, caput I, 704); 5.24 (PL 44, caput IV, 798); Contra Iulianum 

Imperfectum [Cont. Iul. imp.], (CSEL 85/1, Libri I-III), ed. M. ZELZER (Vienna: Hoelder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1974), 

1.2 (CSEL 85/1, 6); 1.6 (CSEL 85/1, 9); 1.86 (CSEL 85/1, 99); 3.94 (CSEL 85/1, 419); 4.75 (CSEL 85/2, Libri IV-

VI), ed. M. ZELZER (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akadamie der Wissenschaften, 2004), 85/2, 77; 4.122 

(CSEL 85/2, 143); 5.9 (CSEL 85/2, 177); 6.3 (CSEL 85/2, 294); 6.5 (CSEL 85/2, 297). I am indebted to M. 

LAMBERIGTS for these research items on Augustine‟s accusation of novitas; “The Italian Julian of Æclanum about 

the African Augustine of Hippo”, in Augustinus Afer: Saint Augustin: africanité et universalité. Actes du colloque 

international, Alger-Annaba, 1-7 avril 2001 (Paradosis 45/1), ed. P.-Y. FUX, J.-M. ROESSLI, O. WERMLINGER 

(Fribourg, 2003), 91. 
45

 A first bit of evidence for the Eastern inspiration for Pelagian thinkers comes from a writing of Augustine 

in connection with his Sermo 294, describing Pelagius‟s interpretation of Cyprian‟s Ep. 64: “Haec sunt, quae 

nonnullis fratribus quidam talia sentientes ita persuadere conabantur, ut de orientalibus comminarentur ecclesiis 

quod, nisi qui haec tenerent, earum possent iudicio condemnari”; De gest. Pel. 11.25 (CSEL 42, 79); see also G. 

BONNER, St Augustine of Hippo: Life and Controversies, 319-20, 324. Recent research has focused on the possible, 

particular Eastern influences on Pelagius and „Pelagians‟, especially inspired by the following passage: “Omitto ea, 

quae tam scripturae sanctae, quas prophetae, quas evangelistae, quas apostolic protulerunt, quam disputatores 

catholica sanitate fulgentes, Iohannes Basilius Theodorus et horum similes commendaverunt…”, Ad Florum (CSEL 

85/1), ed. M. ZELZER (Vienna: Hoelder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1974), 3.111 (CSEL 85/1, 432); N. CIPRIANI, “L‟autore 

dei testi pseudobasileiani riportati nel C. Iul. 1,5,16-17 e la polemica anti-agostina di Guiliano d‟Eclano”, in Atti del 

congress internazionale su s. Agostino nel XVI centenario della conversion, I, Studia Ephemeridis Augustinianum 

24 (1987): 439-49; N. CIPRIANI, “La Presenza di Teodoro di Mopsuestia nella teologia di Guiliano d‟Eclano”, in 

Cristianesimo Latino e cultura Greco sino al sec. IV. XXI Incontro di studiosi dell’antichità cristiana (Roma, 7-9 

maggio 1992), Studia Ephemeridis Augustinianum 42 (1993): 365-78; M. LAMBERIGTS, “The Italian Julian of 

Æclanum about the African Augustine of Hippo”, 92; M. LAMBERIGTS, “Recent Research into Pelagianism with 

Particular Emphasis on the Role of Julian of Aeclanum”, 187, 189; J. LÖSSL, “A Shift in Patristic Exegesis. Hebrew 

Clarity and Historical Verity in Augustine, Jerome, Julian of Aeclanum and Theodore of Mopsuestia”, Augustinian 

Studies 32 (2001): 157-175; J. LÖSSL, “Augustine, „Pelagianism‟, Julian of Aeclanum, and Modern Scholarship”, 

Zeitschrift für Antikes Christentum/Journal for Ancient Christianity 11 (2007), 141-42; J. LÖSSL, “Julian of 

Aeclanum‟s Tractatus in Osee, Iohel, Amos”, Augustiniana 51 (2001): 5-31; J. LÖSSL, Julian von Aeclanum. Studien 

zu seinem Leben, seinem Werk, seiner Lehre und ihrer Überlieferung,  Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 60 

(Leiden: Brill, 2001), 56ff., 276ff., 292-95. 
Even within the Western tradition, Pelagius would find consolation with TERTULLIAN to critique Augustine 

and his appropriation of Cyprian about original sin: “Quid festinate innocens aetas ad remissionem peccatorum?”, 

De Baptismo (CCSL 1, pars 1), A. KROYMANN (Turnhout: Brepols, 1954), 293; also: De Anima 41 (CCSL 2, pars 2), 

ed. A. GERLO (Turnhout: Brepols, 1954), 844.     

http://www.augustinus.it/latino/nozze_concupiscenza/index.htm
http://www.augustinus.it/latino/nozze_concupiscenza/index.htm
http://www.augustinus.it/latino/contro_giuliano/index.htm
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Cyprian, who enjoyed admiration in the East as well as the West, would become an even more 

important fixture in the Catholic counter-argumentation technique.
46

 

 Cyprian‟s recognition in east and west was, according to Augustine, an attestation of the 

authority he carried by being a martyr. For Augustine, Cyprian‟s martyr status was a trump-card 

par excellence, especially when later dealing with Julian.
47

 Not only had Cyprian refuted 

Pelagian ideas on original sin and the need for grace before the Pelagians were even born as 

evidenced in the Cyprian‟s Ep. 64,
48

 but his authority shined resolutely because of martyrdom:
49

 

 

Renowned teacher and glorious witness, such was your teaching, such was your warning, 

as such a person you have offered yourself to us to listen to and to imitate. After the other 

struggles with all the desires rightly were finished and the wounds healed, you fought 

against the last and greatest desire, the desire for this life, on behalf of the truth of Christ, 

and you conquered it by the abundance of his grace in you. Your crown is secure; your 

teaching is triumphant; by it you conquer even those who trust in their own virtue. After 

all, they cry out: “We have the perfection of virtue from ourselves,” while you shout back 

                                                 
46

 Though Ambrose would remain the single most used authority source for Augustine (see footnote #22 

above). His usage of Cyprian was beneficial, as it would draw immediate familiarity with African audiences, such as 

when Augustine recapitulates Cyprian‟s Ep. 64 in Carthage: “Si etiam gravissimis delectoribus…remissa 

peccatorum datur et a baptismo atque gratia nemo prohibetur, quanto magis prohiberi non debat infans qui recens 

natus nihil peccavit, nisi quod secundum Adam carnaliter natus contagium mortis antiquae prima nativitae contraxit, 

qui ad remissam peccatorum accipiendam hoc ipso facilius accedit quod illi remittuntur non propria sed aliena 

peccata”; 64.5 (CSEL 3/C, 424-25), see: Serm. 294.19 (PL 38, 1347-48). Also confer with E. DASSMAN, 

“Cyprianus”, in Augustinus-Lexikon, Vol. 2, fasc. 1/2, ed. C. MAYER (Basel: Schwabe & Co., 1996), 198: “Auf eine 

erneute Flucht verzichtete er bewuβt; als geachteter Lehrer im Osten und im Westen war er bereit, das Beispiel 

seines Martyriums zu geben.” One must not also forget the interesting factoid that Cyprian remains (even today!) the 

only North African in the Canon of the Roman Mass (rite I); M.F. WILES, “The Theological Legacy of St. Cyprian”, 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History 14/2 (1963), 139.  
47

 “…Pelagiani heretici noui de Manicheis ueteribus hereticis nulli catholico audeant inrogare calumniam, 

ne tam sceleratam etiam martyri antiquo Cypriano facere conuincantur iniuriam”; Cont. duas ep. Pel. 4.8.20 (CSEL 

60, 544).  
48

 É. REBILLARD comments on the irony of Augustine‟s usage of Cyprian‟s Ep. 64 to justify his stance for 

the baptism of children in treatment of original sin. He points out that the text of the letter clearly indicates it was a 

council that had agreed on the practice: “Regarding infants, you claimed that they ought not to be baptized within a 

day or two after they have been born […] Our episcopal council decided the matter in a far different way…” (64.2.1 

[CCSL 3/C, 419]); thus Augustine was basing his position not on Cyprian but on a council; “A New Style of 

Argument in Christian Polemic: Augustine and the Use of Patristic Citations”, Journal of Early Christian Studies 

8/4 (2000), 567.  
49

 YATES frames this aspect thusly: “He [Cyprian] was one of the blessed few who not only conquered the 

lusts and weaknesses of the flesh in his day-to-day existence, but also one who- and this is most germane to our 

purposes here- overcame the temptation to literally preserve his physical existence and who willingly became a 

martyr for the cause of Christ. Augustine all but explicitly links Cyprian‟s death as a martyr with the validity, and 

hence the value, of his teaching and of his authority. Although we are not told exactly how, it seems clear that 

Augustine has come to believe that the fact of Cyprian‟s having been chosen to become a martyr has increased both 

his authority as a teacher and the correctness of what he taught”; More than a Memory: The Discourse of Martyrdom 

and the Construction of Christian Identity in the History of Christianity, 128. 
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at them: “None are strong by their own might, but they are safe by God‟s own forgiveness 

and mercy”.
50

 

 

Furthermore, for Augustine, if it is obvious that Cyprian stood so splendidly with the crown of 

martyrdom it was because God had made it Cyprian‟s vocation, and if so this stands as evidence 

that God had condemned the Pelagian view.
51

 It follows then that if the Pelagians insisted on 

attacking Augustine and his church, then they were attacking Cyprian, and by attacking Cyprian 

they were offending the Church and God: 

 

See, I have used the words of the Punic bishop, Cyprian. You bark against him, even 

though he was a martyr, when you attack the most solidly grounded faith of the Church, 

the Church for which he shed his blood.
52

 

      

This line of defense also worked well in tandem with another of Augustine‟s method: that of 

making an assault on Africa an assault on Cyprian. In this way, the Pelagian, i.e. Julian‟s, 

attempt to displace the legitimacy of the claims of Africans as merely provincial musings was 

rendered moot by arguing that Augustine and his flock are just as African as the widely 

acclaimed and revered Cyprian of Carthage (although Augustine himself was Numidian, and not 

Punic as Cyprian was):
53

 

 

But are we African pirates in opposition to you, because we are faced with a  plague from 

abroad that must be conquered by Christ the savior and because from here we held up 

against you one martyr, Cyprian, by whom we prove that we are defending the ancient 

Catholic faith against the vain and pagan novelty of your error? What an outrage! Did the 

Church of God which is situated in Africa need your prayers? Did she need them when 

blessed Cyprian preached the doctrine which you attack?...Your defender contemptuously 

                                                 
50

 “O doctor praeclarissime et testis gloriosissime, sic docuisti, sic monuisti, sic te audiendum, 

imitandumque praebuisti. Merito finitis aliis omnium cupiditatum certaminibus sanatisque vulneribus, cum extrema 

et omnium maxima vitae huius cupiditate, pro Christi veritate pugnasti, et eius in te gratiae largitate vicisti. Secura 

est corona tua, victoriosa est doctrina tua, in qua et istos vincis qui confidunt in virtute sua. Ipsi enim clamant, 

„Perfectio nobis virtutis a nobis est‟: tu autem reclamas, „Nemo suis viribus fortis est, sed Dei indulgentia et 

misericordia tutus est”; Cont. Iul. 2.8.25 (PL 44, 691); English quote taken from: R. TESKE, Answer to Julian, in 

Answer to the Pelagians, II, I/24, in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21
st
 Century, trans. R. 

TESKE, ed. J. ROTELLE (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 1998), 325.  
51

 J. YATES, More than a Memory: The Discourse of Martyrdom and the Construction of Christian Identity 

in the History of Christianity, 131 (footnote 33), 134. 
52

 “Ecce verbis usus sum Poeni episcopi Cypriani, contra quem tu etiam martyrem latras, cum ecclesiae 

fundatissimam fidem, pro qua ecclesia fusus est eius sanguis, oppugnas”; Cont. Iul. imp. 1.106 (CSEL 85/1, 125); 

English quote taken from:  R. TESKE, Unifinished Work in Answer to Julian, in Answer to the Pelagians III, I/25, in 

The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21
st
 Century, trans. R. TESKE, ed. J. ROTELLE (Hyde Park, NY: 

New City Press, 1998), 127. 
53

 Thascius Caecilianus Cyprianus was Carthaginian, i.e. Punic; Cont. Iul. 3.32 (PL 44, 719); Cont. Iul. 

imp. 1.7 (CSEL 85/1, 9); 6.6 (CSEL 85/2, 299).   
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labels me: „The Punic debater.‟ I say: The Punic debater is not me, but the Punic Cyprian, 

who slays you with his wound and punishes you for your accursed doctrine.
54

  

 

Julian had attempted to utilize the time-tested Roman technique of disparaging an interlocutor by 

use of polemical attacks.
55

 In this case, the highly cultivated Bishop of Aeclanum
56

 attempted to 

disqualify his African adversary by using terms such as “Punic” (Poenus)
57

 or “Numidian”
58

 in 

place of a more neutral term like “African” (Afer).
59

  This usage was intended to bring-to-mind 

commonplace connotations of the Punic forces of Hannibal (fides Punica) from the Second 

Punic War (218-201 B.C.) who had occupied the Italian peninsula, as well as recall the ancient 

Roman prejudice dating from the first century B.C. of the perfidy of the Punics, which by Late 

Antiquity had been adapted to signify an unbeliever, a pagan.
60

 

 The combination of such prejudice about the backwardness of the North Africans 

(Punics),
61

 their different Latin accent,
62

 combined with Julian‟s literary prowess provided the 

                                                 
54

 “Contra vos autem, quia nobis estis pestilentia transmarina, Christo salvatore vincenda, ideone 

latrocinamur ex africa, quia unum martyrem hinc opponimus Cyprianum, per quem probemus antiquam nos 

defendere fidem catholicam, contra vestri erroris vanam profanam que novitatem? O nefas! Defuerunt Ecclesiae Dei 

quae in Africa constitua est, defuerunt orationes tuae, quando ista quae oppugnas, Cyprianus beatissimus 

praedicabat?...‟Poenus disputator‟, quod me contumeliose tuus defensor appellat; Poenus, inquam, disputator, non 

ego, sed Cyprianus Poenus, te hoc vulnere Poenus immolat, et poenam scelerato ex dogmate sumit”; Cont. Iul. 3.31-

32 (PL 44, 718-19); English quote taken from: R. TESKE, Answer to Julian, in Answer to the Pelagians I/24, 357.  
55

 This is covered in depth in: D. WEBER, “For What Is so Monstrous as What the Punic Fellow Says?” 

Reflections on the Literary Background of Julian‟s Polemical Attacks on Augustine‟s Homeland”, in Augustinus 

Afer: Saint Augustin: africanité et universalité. Actes du colloque international, Alger-Annaba, 1-7 avril 2001 

(Paradosis 45/1), ed. P.-Y. FUX, J.-M. ROESSLI, O. WERMLINGER (Fribourg, 2003): 75-82. Supplemental data can 

be found in: D. WEBER, “Some Literary Aspects of the Debate between Julian of Eclanum and Augustine”, Studia 

Patristica 43 (2006): 289-302 
56

 On Julian‟s education and upbringing, see: J. LÖSSL, Julian von Aeclanum. Studien zu seinem Leben, 

seinem Werk, seiner Lehre und ihrer Überlieferung, 74-146; M. LAMBERIGTS, “The Italian Julian of Æclanum about 

the African Augustine of Hippo”, 83. 
57

 For example: “Poenus orator” (Ad Florum 1.48 [CSEL 85/1, 37]); “Poenus tractator” (Ad Florum 1.7 and 

1.16 [CSEL 85/1, 9 and CSEL 85/1, 13]); “Poenus scriptor” (Ad Florum 1.73; 2.19; 6.18 [CSEL 85/1, 89; 85/1, 174; 

PL 45, 1541]); “Poenus disputator” (Ad Turb. frg. 52 [CCSL 88, ed. L. DE CONINCK (Turnhout: Brepols, 1967)], 

352]; Cont. Iul. (PL 44, 719).       
58

 For example: “Numidian armed with a small shield [Numidia caetratus]”; Cont. Iul. imp. 6.6 (CSEL 

85/2, 298).  
59

 M. LAMBERIGTS explains the rational for such: “Crucial to the genre of polemics was that the author 

would try to discredit the opponent in such a way that the reader would side with the author.” In: “The Italian Julian 

of Æclanum about the African Augustine of Hippo”, 85. 
60

 D. WEBER, “For What Is so Monstrous as What the Punic Fellow Says?” Reflections on the Literary 

Background of Julian‟s Polemical Attacks on Augustine‟s Homeland”, 81. 
61

 Julian emphasized the stereotype of North African (Punics) as being backward, poorly educated, and 

generally unwise: “…macte virtute prudentiae, nobilissime disputator, qui gradibus Punicae dialexeos, ut coendares 

dona, evertisi iudica, ut simulares gratiam, iustitiam subruisti, ut infamares naturam, criminatus es hominum 

conditorem et ita criminatus, ut non solum aliquot peccatore, sed ipsa lege peccati deus tuus nocentior appareret”;  

Cont. Iul. imp. 1.72 (CSEL 85/1, 84-85). Also: “Macte virtute sapientiae, qui novae et a te inventae primum 

disputationis regulis secunda primorum negatione complecteris et corpora capitibus trunca componis”, 5.34 (CSEL 
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opportunity for a powerful literary tool against Augustine. In this sense then, it is entirely 

understandable that Augustine would place Cyprian even more so at the forefront of his defense 

against the polemical onslaught wrought by Julian: 

 

Do not in your pride over your earthly origin scorn this Phoenician who warns and 

admonishes you. Do not, after all, suppose that, because you are a son of Apulia, you must 

surpass the Phoenicians by your origins, though you cannot surpass them by your mind. 

Flee, rather, the punishments, not the Phoenicians. For you cannot escape the Phoenician 

opponents as long as you take delight in placing your trust in your own virtue. For blessed 

Cyprian was also a Phoenician, and he said, “We must boast over nothing when nothing is 

ours.”
63

   

 

Augustine even managed to reverse Julian‟s cutting remarks about Africa. African Catholics 

were entitled to feel proud for remaining vigilant in protecting the walls of the ancient faith 

against the Manicheans, Donatists, and now the intruding transmarina pestilentia, Pelagianism, 

from their new devices of destruction and uncanny attacks.
64

 It is the same Punic Cyprian
65

 who 

protects the solidly grounded faith of the Church, for which he shed his blood,
66

 with his „small 

Numidian shield‟,
67

 a shield of truth against the flaming arrows of the evil one (Eph. 6:16).
68

 

Indeed with the Punic Cyprian as the defender of Africa, Augustine behooves Julian to stop 

inviting the punishments (poena) of the truth and leave the Punic (Poenus) people alone!  

 

                                                                                                                                                             
85/2, 232). Along this same line of thought, Julian tantalized his African opponent by labeling him the “Aristotle of 

the Punics” (Aristoteles Poenorum); Cont. Iul. imp. 3.199 (CSEL 85/1, 498.); Cont. Iul. 1.12 (PL 44, 647); 2.37 (PL 

44, 700); 6.56 (PL 44, 855). Also consult: D. WEBER, “For What Is so Monstrous as What the Punic Fellow Says?” 

Reflections on the Literary Background of Julian‟s Polemical Attacks on Augustine‟s Homeland”, 79. 
62

 Augustine himself draws attention to the fact that his North African accent drew attention in Italy: De 

Doctrina Christiana (CSEL 32), ed. I. MARTIN (Turnhout: Brepols, 1962), 4.10.24 (CSEL 32, 132-33): “Si enim non 

piguit dicere interpretes nostros: non congregabo conventicula eorum de sanguinibus, quoniam senserunt ad rem 

pertinere, ut eo loco pluraliter enuntiaretur hoc nomen, quod in Latina lingua singulariter tantummodo dicitur, cur 

pietatis doctorem pigeat imperitis moquentem ossum potius quam os dicere, ne ista syllaba non ab eo, quod sunt 

ossa, sed ab eo, quod sunt ora, intellegatur, ubi Africae aures de correptione vocalium vel productione non 

iudicant?”  
63

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.18 (CSEL 85/2, 353): “Noli istum Poenum monentem vel admonentem terrena inflatus 

propagine spernere. Non enim quia te Apulia genuit, ideo Poenos vincendos existemes gente, quos non potes mente. 

Poenas potius fuge, non Poenos; nam disputatores Poenos non potes fugere, quamdiu te delectat in tua virtute 

confidere, et beatus enim Cyprianus Poenus fuit qui dixit: “In nullo gloriandum, quando nostrum nihil sit.” English 

quote taken from: R. TESKE, Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian, in Answer to the Pelagians I/25, 647.     
64

 Cont. Iul. 3.31 (PL 44, 718): “Contra vos autem…profanamque novitatem.”  
65

 Augustine differentiates his Numidian identity from that of Cyprian‟s Punic one: “…non quidem 

Numidia, sed tamen Poenus ille Cyprianus…”; Cont. Iul. imp. 6.6 (CSEL 85/2, 299). 
66

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.106 (CSEL 85/1, 125). 
67

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.6 (CSEL 85/2, 298): Numidia cetratus; caetra Numidica. 
68

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.6 (CSEL 85/2, 299): in quo omnes sagittas ignitas maligni…exstinguimus.  
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B. Getting Personal     

The authority of Cyprian would be required yet again for the Pelagian debate, this time 

within the context of increasingly aggressive personal attacks between Augustine and Julian.  

 In a rather colorful barrage of attacks, the bishops alternately attempted to damage each 

others‟ credibility. These exchanges, committed by both Julian and Augustine, resulted in barbs 

and allegations of the most serious kind, including referring to each other as: Lord of all donkeys 

(Patronus asinorum),
69

 Manichean,
70

 curser of babies,
71

 Pelagian windbag,
72

 Manichean 

pirates,
73

 cultor diaboli,
74

 a quack,
75

 brilliant gold nugget on a dunghill,
76

 follower of the 

Cynics,
77

 new physicist,
78

 Epicurean of our time,
79

 bedbug,
80

 fool/idiot,
81

 bull-headed 

(pervicax),
82

 committer of monstrous lies,
83

 old and sexually inept,
84

 or young and immature.
85

 

There were even deeper remarks about each others‟ families! Julian made a slight of hand to 

Augustine that his opinion that procreation is impossible without the illness of desire may have 

been in part formed by Monica who was a meribibula.
86

 Here Julian played on the simultaneous 

meanings of disease and passion in morbus occultus.
87

 Likewise, Augustine struck back in kind: 

                                                 
69

 Cont. Iul. imp. 4.56 (CSEL 85/2, 62-63). 
70

 Cont. Iul. imp. 3.170 (CSEL 85/1, 472). 
71

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.48 (CSEL 85/1, 36-37).  
72

 Serm. 181.1 and 3 (PL 38, 979-81). 
73

 Cont. Iul. 3.31 (PL 44, 718). 
74

 Ad Turb. frg. 57 (CCSL 88, 355). 
75

 Ad Turb. frg. 65 (CCSL 88, 357). 
76

 Ad Turb. frg. 67 (CCSL 88, 357). 
77

 Ad Florum 4.43 (CSEL 85/2, 43). 
78

 Ad Florum 5.11 (CSEL 85/2, 179). 
79

 Ad Florum 1.45 (CSEL 85/1, 32). 
80

 Ad Turb. frg. 134 (CCSL 88, 368). 
81

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.64 (CSEL 85/1, 61): “…cum hoc non patrocinium erroris tui, sed testimonium sit 

stultitae singularis…”; 1.86 (CSEL 85/1, 98): “Ceterum duo ista quae iungis, liberum et non liberum, id est liberum 

et captivum, illi quidem rei de qua agitur convenire non possunt; tibi vero stultitiam singularem, impudentiam 

novam, impietatem veterem inesse testantur.”   
82

 Cont. Iul. 6.83 (PL 44, 873).   
83

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.18 (CSEL 85/2, 350): commentorum prodiga.   
84

 Cont. Iul. imp. 3.169 (CSEL 85/1, 471): senex Augustine; De nupt. et conc. 1.7.8 (CSEL 42, 219-20); 

1.11.13 (CSEL 42, 225); 2.21.36 (CSEL 42, 290-91). 
85

 Cont. Iul. imp. 3.169 (CSEL 85/1, 471): iuvenis Iuliane.  
86

 Ad Florum 1.68 (CSEL 85/1, 72-73): “Quod vero adiungis morbum esse negotium nuptiarum, leniter 

audiri potest, si hoc solum de tuis parentibus dicas; conscius enim forte esse potes matris tuae morbi alicuius occulti, 

quam in libris Confessionis, ut ipso verbo utar, meribibulam vocatam esse signasti.”  
87

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.68 (CSEL 85/1, 73). 
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“I regard your parents as good Catholic Christians, and I congratulate them for having died 

before they saw you a heretic.”
88

  

 A separate round of polemical engagement would more directly require Augustine‟s 

incorporation of Cyprian‟s auctoritas. Julian had established his annoyance with the theological 

items being debated in the controversy which had been, in his opinion, forcefully imposed on 

Italy by the Africans,
89

 and now was witnessing the destruction of his thriving church at the 

hands of such brigands (African Manicheans).
90

 Worse was that it was not even possible to hold 

a council to allow a fair hearing of all sides.
91

 Julian‟s preference and validation would have 

been in the form of a gathering of learned (erudite) judges,
92

 with such notables as John 

Chrysostom and Basil the Great.
93

 This would provide the opportunity to discern without the 

interference of the insolent, ignorant, and stupid
94

 mobs who had hi-jacked the Church who now 

“steers the ship under full sail.”
95

 

 Indeed for Julian, such a council would have to be composed of the few capable of 

deciphering the Scriptures.
96

 Such men, that reason, learning, and liberty makes eminent
97

 (but 

chosen based on the criterion that their rationality and knowledge of the Scriptures would be 

                                                 
88

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.68 (CSEL 85/1, 74): “Ego vero parentes tuos tamquam catholicos christianos 

honorabiles habeo eisque gratulor, quod ante defuncti sunt quam haereticum te viderent.” English quote taken from: 

R. TESKE, Unfinished Work in Answer to Julian, in Answer to the Pelagians I/25, XXX. Augustine would repeat this 

polemical refrain elsewhere, urging Julian to: “Remember your father”; Cont. Iul. 4.11 (PL 44, 741-42); 6.35 (PL 

44, 841-42). 
89

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.42 and 74 (CSEL 84/1, 30; 89-90). 
90

 Ad Turb. frg. 51 (CCSL 88, 352): “Orandus est hic Deus, frater beatissime Turbanti, consacerdos 

dilectissime, ut paribus etiam hac tempestate uirtutibus Ecclesiam catholicam, Filii sui sponsam, maturam, 

fecundam, castam, decoram, a Manichaeorum constupratione in Africa uel ex Africa latrocinantiam eruere non 

moretur.” 
91

 Epistula ad Rufum, frg(s). (CCSL 88), ed. L. DE CONINCK (Turnhout: Brepols, 1967), 27-28 (CCSL 88, 

340); Ad Turb. frg. 2A (CCSL 88, 341): “(De iudicibus) apud quos propterea (dicis) non potuisse uos agere causam 

uestram, quia nemo de rebus dubiis bene consultat, nisi qui ab odio, ira et amicitia uacuum pectus attulerit; quales 

non fuisse (dicis) qui de causa uestra iudicauerunt, quia prius eam coeperunt odisse quam nosse…”; see also frg. 3B 

(CCSL 88, 341). 
92

 Cont. Iul. imp. 2.1 (CSEL 85/1, 164): “Commode nobiscum ageretur, si aut apud eruditos iudices 

negotium veritatis tueri daretur facultas aut…”; see also 2.37 (CSEL 85/1, 189), where Julian, asks for a trial by 

illustrious, prudent men. Julian opts for a refined legal approach; see Ad Florum 5.20 (CSEL 85/2, 201). These 

learned people could be either Christian or from the saeculum; 1.69 (CSEL 85/1, 76). 
93

 Ad Turb. frg. 308-12 (CCSL 88, 392-94). 
94

 Ad Florum 2.1 (CSEL 85/1, 164). 
95

 Ad Florum 2.2 (CSEL 85/1, 164-65). 
96

 Ad Turb. frg. 156 (CCSL 88, 373): “(Exaggeras, tam sit) difficilis paucisque conueniens eruditis 

sanctarum cognitio litterarum…”; frg. 159 (CCSL 88, 373).   
97

 Cont. Iul. imp. 3.87 (CSEL 85/1, 414): “Haereat tamen id, quod sequitur, maxime prudentis animo 

lectoris, ut intellegat me hactenus multo remissius, quam res postulabat, egisse.” Please refer also to: 3.20 (CSEL 

85/1, 362); 4.90 (CSEL 85/2, 94-96); 4.95 (CSEL 85/2, 99-100); 5.4 (CSEL 85/2, 170-72); 6.14 (CSEL 85/2, 324-

36).              
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corroborated by the erudition of holy men and their authority is not lent towards the truth, rather 

they receive glory and validation from their participation in it
98

), require independence from the 

presence of such types of coercive and boisterous crowds,
99

 the type which had previously 

compromised the chances for Pelagians to be heard, through means of mild terror.
100

 

 Augustine would spare no effort to extrapolate from Julian‟s suggestions a polemical 

advantage. For this, the Bishop of Hippo would insinuate in no uncertain terms that the Bishop of 

Aeclanum stands condemned of haughty arrogance,
101

 elitism,
102

 and of being dismissive of the 

faith of simpler, i.e. less erudite, believers.
103

 Augustine likewise used these circumstances to 

elicit a coherent appeal to tradition, with Cyprian again as the sine qua non constitutive element. 

This was also effective as Julian could not deny Cyprian‟s authority.
104

 Here again, Augustine 

accentuates Cyprian‟s stature among the collective of many holy and erudite exemplars and 

teachers of the faith, a consensus of the faith,
105

 famous among the churches in the West and 

East,
106

 Cyprian the martyr,
107

 was outstanding in holiness and in teaching,
108

 was a living 

                                                 
98

 “…hanc sanam et ueram esse sententiam, quam primo loco ratio, deinde scripturarum muniuit auctoritas, 

et quam sanctorum uirorum semper celebrauit eruditio, qui tamen ueritati auctoritatem non suo tribuere consensu, 

sed testimonium et gloriam de eius suscepere consortio…”; Ad Turb. frg. 313 (CCSL 88, 394). 
99

 Ad Turb. frg. 6 (CCSL 88, 341).   
100

 Ad Turb. frg. 11 (CCSL 88, 342). Julian finds a complete lack of reasoning among such types: Ad 

Florum 6.2 (85/2, 293): “Hoc autem in praesentiarum duabus ex causis accidit; quia et sententia Manichaeorum de 

criminum est probata consiliis, et excitae persecutionum procellae inopes spiritus a veritatis favore deterrent”; Cont. 

Iul. imp. 1.75 (CSEL 85/1, 90ff); 2.2 (CSEL 85/1, 164); 2.14 (CSEL 85/1, 172); 2.15 (CSEL 85/1, 172).  
101

 Augustine accuses Julian of: libido loquendi, ianis loquacitas, vagabunda loquacitas; Cont. Iul. imp. 

3.20 (CSEL 85/1, 363); 4.57 (CSEL 85/2, 63); 5.26 (CSEL 85/2, 219-223); 5.39 (CSEL 85/2, 237-39); see also: M. 

LAMBERIGTS, “The Italian Julian of Æclanum about the African Augustine of Hippo”, 89. 
102

 Cont. Iul. 2.10.36 (PL 44, 699-700); 5.1.2 (PL 44, 783); 5.1.4 (PL 44, 783-84); 6.20.64 (PL 44, 862-63); 

Cont. Iul. imp. 2.36 (CSEL 84/1, 188); 2.51 (CSEL 84/1, 199-200).      
103

 Cont. Iul. 6.34 (PL 45, 841); 6.36 (PL 44, 842); Cont. Iul. imp. 2.4 (CSEL 84/1, 166).  
104

 As seen in Augustine‟s imitation of the authority‟s Ad Quirinum in his Liber Testimoniorum; Cont. duas 

ep. Pel. 4.21 (CSEL 60, 543); 4.25 (CSEL 60, 552).  
105

 Cont. duas ep. Pel. 6.26 (CSEL 60, 552); É. REBILLARD elaborates on this, noting that by using Cyprian 

in the company of other remarkable Late Antique holy men, Augustine was creating a method of arguing from 

patristic sources without being totally confined to any one particular source‟s theological system. This could impart 

explain how Augustine was able to resource some of Cyprian‟s work differently at particular junctures in time, and 

distance himself from other aspects as well; “A New Style of Argument in Christian Polemic: Augustine and the 

Use of Patristic Citations”, 578.   
106

 “Beatissimum, corona etiam martyrii gloriosissimum Cyprianum nec Africanis atque occidentalibus 

tantum, uerum et orientalibus ecclesiis fama praedicante et scripta eius longe lateque diffundente notissimum...”; 

Cont. duas ep. Pel. 6.21 (CSEL 60, 543). 
107

 De nupt. et conc. 2.51 (CSEL 42, 308); Cont. duas ep. Pel. 6.21 (CSEL 60, 544); 6.24 (CSEL 60, 548); 

Cont. Iul. 1.6 (PL 44, 655); 2.6 (PL 44, 677); 2.18 (PL 44, 685); 3.31 (PL 44, 718); Cont. Iul. imp. 1.50 (CSEL 85/1, 

44); 1.106 (CSEL 85/1, 125).
  

108
 Cont. Iul. 1.22 (PL 44, 655); 1.32 (PL 44, 662); 2.25 (PL 44, 691); Cont. duas ep. Pel. 4.26 (CSEL 60, 

552).    
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apologia for the solidly grounded faith of the Church,
109

 a soldier of Christ,
110

 who protected the 

faith handed down to him;
111

 a faith that clearly attests to the radical existence of original sin and 

humanity‟s dependence on grace.
112

 

 Thus, at the end of this particular instance of an appropriation of Cyprian by Augustine, 

Julian had had his own arguments and proposals reversed on him. Instead of proving that 

Augustine was promoting a theological innovation, the Bishop of Hippo Regius used Julian‟s 

ideas against him for a literary routing. 

 Instead of opting for “philosophorum saecularium”
113

 as Augustine accused Julian of 

proposing, Augustine provides his own list of erudite and saintly men
114

 from East and West and 

from different periods of time,
115

 who form a consensus fidelium and who were informed by one 

another, the Church, and Scripture:
116

 

 

They drank as milk and ate as food; they have served its milk and its food to little ones and 

to adults and have most clearly and bravely defended it against its enemies, including you 

who were not born then, though they are now showing you for what you are.
117

    

 

Indeed, by slandering Augustine‟s positions, Julian was attacking the very erudite jury he had 

requested! Julian‟s attacks were therefore attacks against such men.
118

 His only option then, 

                                                 
109

 Cont. Iul. imp. 1.106 (CSEL 85/1, 125). 
110

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.6 (CSEL 85/2, 299). 
111

 “...Cyprianus...demonstratur, quam sit haec, quam tenemus, fides uera uereque christiana atque 

catholica, sicut per scripturas sanctas antiquitus traditia sic a patribus nostris et usque ad hoc tempus...rentus atque 

seruata et deinceps propitio Deo retineda atque seruanada. Nam sic Cypriano et a Cypriano traditam haec atque 

huiusmodi ex eius litteris testimonia prolata testantur, sic autem usque ad tempora nostra seruatam…”; Cont. duas 

ep. Pel. 6.32 (CSEL 60, 658). 
112

 Cont. Iul. imp. 6.21 (CSEL 85/2, 363).  
113

 Cont. Iul. imp. 2.4 (CSEL 85/1, 166). 
114

 Cont. Iul. imp. 2.37 (CSEL 85/1, 189); 4.119 (CSEL 85/2, 133): “Quos antistites ecclesiarum cum viros 

sani capitis dicas; … quae illi notissima consensione didicerunt atque docuerunt…” 
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according to Augustine, was acceptance and submission to the auctoritas of those holy and 

learned men.
119

  

 Therefore, Augustine argued, it was Julian who was the new heretic,
120

 polluting 

doctrines which have existed since the earliest period of the Church
121

 with novelties.
122

  

 

3. Summary Remarks 

 As a means of concluding, it is helpful to briefly reflect on what has been covered and 

uncovered in these pages. As noted above in the beginning, little has been made about what 

seemed to be a most interesting phenomenon; namely that in the breadth of two of the most 

heated controversies of his career, Augustine would have to, at times, assume and subvert the 

exclusivist claims upon the legacy of Cyprian by his opponents while also disregarding 

elements of the Cyprianic tradition that were less compatible. At other times, Augustine 

would use Cyprian as a defense and source of validation before those who recognized the 

authority of the martyr-bishop of Carthage, even if the opposing party had a rightful 

connection to the legacy of Cyprian as Catholic Christians. 

 In the course of this article, an attempt was made to begin an approach to unraveling 

this matter. This allowed us to observe how Augustine used Cyprian‟s auctoritas against the 

Donatists. Facing a highly organized and influential group such as they were, Augustine 

undermined his opponents by denying their claim to be heirs of Cyprian. He did this by 

forcefully arguing their innovation in interpreting Cyprian‟s stance on baptism/rebaptism, 

ecclesiology, concepts of church unity, and by savaging them with regards to how they lived 

their lives as opposed to how they said they should (the Circumcelliones were, to Augustine, 

the least profound example of a community of saints).  

 Against the Pelagians it was no longer Augustine who needed to argue to usurp the 

claim to Cyprian. Having mostly vanquished his foes, the Donatists, he now used Cyprian‟s 

name to defend his views from personal attacks regarding his theology and ethnicity against 

the allegation he had ruptured the Christian tradition. As opposed to the first controversy 

where Augustine eagerly nuanced Cyprian‟s works to critique the North African practice of 
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rebaptism; with the Pelagians Augustine would elicit from the same auctoritas „proof‟ that 

belief in original sin and total reliance on God‟s grace were age-old precepts of Christianity. 

Augustine again used Cyprian to castigate his interlocutors. They claimed to represent the 

faith of the Church found as it is dispersed in the West and East, but how could that be if 

Cyprian is revered in the East and West and it is quite clear his work is in support of 

Augustine‟s position? Likewise, attempts by the Pelagians to signal the eccentrically African 

character of Augustine‟s theology as isolated from the rest of the Church were frustrated by 

an Augustine most willing to argue that such statements are attacks on Africa, of which 

Cyprian the martyr was a part of and for which church he shed his blood. Even Julian of 

Aeclanum‟s polemical give-and-take with Augustine was thwarted as Augustine made his 

defense out of a closer connection with the African/Punic Cyprian.  

 But the brevity of this paper has still left a number of problems that need to be 

addressed. Among the questions that remain are central ones such as: (1) did Augustine 

emphasize lesser or more in both controversies the Africaness and conversely Cyprian‟s 

catholicity? Which evidence supports this? Following this line of thought, (2) did 

appropriating Cyprian both times enhance Augustine‟s understanding of the nature of the 

relations between major, and minor, sees? How would this mesh with Cyprian‟s own writings 

and context? Also, (3) how was Cyprian‟s legacy channeled by Augustine as his anthropology 

developed between the Donatist and Pelagian controversies? Was there a noticeable shift? 

Another question, (4) is there a perceivable change in Augustine‟s understanding of the 

church/state relations as expressed in his import of the Cyprianic? (5) How did this affect the 

development of his church/state model within the post-Theodosian milieu? Following this, (6) 

how clearly is Cyprian used by Augustine as he began to develop his views on state-

sponsored religious coercion? And lastly, (7) it is impossible to avoid asking whether there 

exists similarities or departures in the rhetorical approaches and techniques in the two major 

controversies?  

 Thus, in ending, this research attempted to gauge Augustine‟s varying appropriation of 

Cyprian of Carthage. It has now been proven such an appropriation occurred, but after this 

brief survey, the substantial questions and particular subjects now await further discovery. 
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