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Introduction

This thesis focuses on a single man in the history of the early Catholic Church: Saint 

Cyprian of Carthage. According to the official history of the Church, Cyprian was baptized at 

age thirty-five in 245 C.E.1 Within four years after his conversion, Cyprian was elected 

bishop of Carthage,2 and he remained at this post until his martyrdom in 258. During his 

nine-year career as bishop, Cyprian faced many difficulties that were emblematic of those 

endured by Christians throughout the empire during the mid-third century. The modern 

scholar, Maurice Bévenot, provides a concise account of these difficulties as follows:

Caecilius Cyprianus was Bishop of Carthage 249-258. In this 
short period, he led his flock through a two years' persecution, 
defended the unity of the Church against two schismatical 
movements, was the soul of the city's morale during a 
devastating plague, had a sharp conflict with the Bishop of 
Rome over the validity of heretical baptism, and was beheaded, 
a martyr for the faith, in a second persecution.3

Cyprian is a particularly fascinating figure because he faced such adversity and yet gained a 

high status of prestige within the early Church, especially after his death. After a mere fifteen 

years of life as a practicing Christian, Cyprian had succeeded in making a substantial 

impression upon his contemporaries and later Christians, so much so that his writings were 

included in the patristic canon. In this thesis, I unpack this prestige – its specific nature and 

how he gained it. I consider four key elements of Cyprian's identity that contributed to his 

status, either by directly augmenting his prestige or by indirectly equipping him with the 

tools necessary to win over the hearts and minds of contemporary and later Christians. These 

authority-contributing components are as follows: (1) Cyprian's pre-conversion 'Roman' 

1 Benedict XVI, "St. Cyprian," 6 June 2007.
2 The election of bishops was determined by the laity and clergy, but was understood to reflect God's will. I 

will discuss the election process – both in general and in Cyprian's individual case – more thoroughly in 
chapter two.

3 Cyprian and Maurice Bévenot, The Lapsed. The Unity of the Catholic Church. Translated and Annotated by  
Maurice Bévenot (Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1957), 3.
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background,4 including his high standing within Carthaginian society and his Roman 

education, (2) his status as bishop and metropolitan of North Africa, (3) his theology and 

ecclesiology, and (4) his martyrdom. 

For the purposes of this project, I use as my working definition of prestige "reputation 

or influence arising from success, achievement, rank, or other favorable attributes[;]... 

distinction or reputation attaching to a person or thing and thus possessing a cachet for others 

or for the public".5 Incidentally, this definition also applies to the Roman concept of 

auctoritas, which is actually the more applicable term for the purposes of this thesis, given 

my focus on the ways in which Cyprian's pre-conversion life played a role in his post-

conversion ambition and success. For this reason, I will use 'prestige' more generally to 

connote the above definition, especially in relation to the way others viewed Cyprian's status. 

I will use 'auctoritas,' on the other hand, to refer specifically to the profoundly Roman 

prestige Cyprian sought to create for himself within the Church.6 That Cyprian had and today 

still has prestige within the Church is indisputable. How he managed to gain such a strong 

and lasting reputation is less clear. Based on the definition above, 'prestige' and 'auctoritas' 

arguably have much more to do with the opinions of others than one's own opinion of one's 

status. If one is not considered legitimate by one's peers or subordinates, all the attempts at 

self-aggrandizement in the world will not result in real prestige.7 However, in Cyprian's case 

it is appropriate to attend predominately to his own actions rather than the perceptions of 

4 For the purposes of this thesis, I use the term 'Roman' in a broad sense to refer to the non-Christian, 
mainstream culture within the Roman Empire. I intend the term to encompass social norms, institutions, and 
cultural values. At times for the sake of clarity I also follow the lead of my sources and use the word 'secular'  
with the same intended meaning. This latter term is clearly partisan, used by Christians to refer to outsiders. 
However, I intend it simply as shorthand for that which is mainstream Roman, i.e. non-Christian.

5 Dictionary.com, s.v. "prestige" <http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/prestige?s=t>
6 That the prestige Cyprian carved out for himself in the Church was Roman is a key argument that I put forth 

in this thesis. 
7 This is particularly true of bishops in the early church, who relied heavily on one another for legitimacy and 

communion, as will be discussed in chapter two.
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others, precisely because my interest is primarily focused on the ways in which Cyprian 

created his own auctoritas within the Church.8

The premise of this thesis is twofold: firstly, that Cyprian consciously sought to create 

prestige for himself in the eyes of contemporary Christians. Specifically, he set out to amplify 

his existing episcopal authority and assert the charismatic authority of martyrdom for 

himself. After his death, Cyprian's status as a martyr-bishop sealed his lasting prestige in 

Church history. Secondly, I argue that Cyprian, whether consciously or not, put to use his 

Roman background in order to accomplish his goal of heightened prestige – in other words, 

that he sought auctoritas specifically. Whereas Cyprian vocally denounced Roman culture at 

large and criticized the Roman education curriculum (or liberalia studia), I argue that he 

relied heavily on the Roman notion of princeps senatus (‘first among equals’) and his Roman 

training as a rhetor9 to promote himself through the Church ranks. With eloquence and potent 

language, honed by years of rhetorical study and practice within the Roman context, and with 

the ambition of gaining auctoritas in the Roman way, Cyprian laid the groundwork for his 

own ascension within the Church.

In the first chapter, "Cyprian as Rhetor," I introduce the relevant details of Cyprian's 

Roman background – those that played a role in his ability to make a name for himself within 

the Church. Because little evidence exists for Cyprian's pre-conversion life, I must make 

inferences based on outside sources. I use predominately ancient sources to piece together a 

rough sketch of Cyprian's pre-conversion education and experience. Unfortunately, very little 

8 This is not to say that I ignore altogether the other half of the 'prestige equation', i.e. the ways in which 
others receive and react to Cyprian's actions and ideas. Given the limitations of this project, I inevitably 
must put aside certain important discussions in favor of my central focus. When possible, I do refer to the 
reception of Cyprian within the early Church. The main goal of this thesis, however, requires me to focus on 
Cyprian himself – the means by which he consciously endeavored to win prestige within the Church.

9 Cadoux even holds that Cyprian was likely a member of the senatorial class, though this has been difficult to 
corroborate. John Cecil Cadoux, The Early Church and the World (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1955), 485.
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is known about his life prior to his episcopate, other than the fact that Cyprian was born into 

a wealthy, noble family and that he worked as a rhetor. Both Cyprian and his earliest 

biographer gloss over these years, as if Cyprian's pre-conversion life was an embarrassment. 

In reality, however much Cyprian sought to distance himself from his Roman past, his 

education and training granted him a clear advantage within the Church and its community of 

leadership. Chapter one makes note of this very contradiction – that Cyprian sought to 

distance himself from his 'pagan'10 past while still clearly benefiting from it. Cyprian's 

profession as a rhetor indicates that he must have had both extensive training and education 

within the liberalia studia tradition and  constant contact with a competitive patron-client 

system of alliances. The experience of these two facets of Roman life would develop his 

skills of diplomacy and encourage his personal ambition. 

In chapter two, "Cyprian as Bishop and Metropolitan," I discuss Cyprian's status 

within the Church, particularly the authority and prestige he enjoyed as bishop of Carthage. 

Because Carthage was the metropolis of North Africa, its bishop was also the metropolitan of 

the province.11 This chapter aims to demonstrate the ways in which Cyprian applied his 

Roman background to his episcopate, in the process bolstering his auctoritas as both a bishop 

and a metropolitan. The rhetorical and diplomatic skills that Cyprian had honed through his 

education and work as a rhetor, discussed in chapter one, were no less useful to him in the 

Church. Cyprian put them to use frequently in his letters and treatises. His rhetorical skill,  

particularly his ability to analyze texts and use them to support his arguments, doubtlessly 

played a large role in Cyprian's meteoric rise to the episcopate after only four years of 

10 The use of this term will be discussed below.
11 The metropolitan had mainly organizational duties within the church, including forwarding correspondence 

and calling provincial councils and synods. See Geoffrey D. Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome:  
Questions of Papal Primacy in the Early Church (Strathfield: St Pauls Publ., 2007), 48.
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practicing Christianity. 

Ultimately, Cyprian's liberalia studia education equipped him with the rhetorical and 

diplomatic tools that he would so desperately need to become a well-respected and powerful 

bishop, as well as the ambition to achieve this auctoritas. This ambition shows through in the 

fact that Cyprian actively sought to bolster his existing episcopal authority by courting 

recognition and renown from laity, clergy and his bishop colleagues, and relied on his 

rhetorical training – particularly his eloquence and diplomacy – to further this aim. In order 

to support this claim, I examine episcopal authority during the mid-third century as Cyprian 

and his contemporaries understood it. In his letters and treatises, Cyprian made clear the fact 

that he understood bishops to be chosen by God to serve as God's counterparts on earth. 

Often citing Matt. 16:18,12 Cyprian held that each bishop shared in the lineage of Peter and 

thus formed the rock upon which each local church was built. As the foundation of the 

Church, bishops were considered living links to God and thus models of orthodox behavior 

for their congregations. Although Cyprian argued that bishops were all equal in this authority 

and that each ultimately derived his legitimacy from the recognition of his episcopal  

colleagues, his administrative jurisdiction over the other bishops in his province as the result 

of his status as metropolitan could be seen to contradict these ideas. Indeed, some scholars 

have interpreted Cyprian's works as an implicit confirmation of the primacy of some bishops 

over others, in particular the primacy of Rome.13 I disagree with these interpretations and 

argue instead that there is in fact no inherent contradiction in Cyprian's formulation of 

episcopal authority. 

Within the Roman context, the notion of a 'first amongst equals' (princeps senatus) 

12 "And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 
prevail against it." (NRSV)

13 I argue that Bévenot mistakes metropolitanism for primacy. This will be discussed in chapter two.
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was deeply rooted.14 I maintain that Cyprian utilized his Roman sensibilities and education to 

promote himself among his episcopal colleagues, applying the Roman notions of princeps 

and patronage to the episcopate and seeking to create a new status of auctoritas for himself 

within the Church. Cyprian sought to make himself the preeminent bishop, and yet this was 

distinct from a claim to primacy. Within the North African context, Cyprian was quite 

successful in this aim. His colleagues, then, viewed Cyprian as a particularly prestigious 

bishop, not necessarily because of his status as metropolitan but because of his ability to 

utilize Scripture to his advantage. Cyprian's rhetorical skill helped him to promote this 

conception. 

Chapter three is entitled "Cyprian as Theologian/Ecclesiologist," and focuses on the 

content of his writings. Cyprian wrote extensively about ecclesiastical unity in his letters and 

treatises. He argued that the Church drew strength from Church unity, and that bishops in 

particular had a responsibility to act in harmony with one another and with the gospel. If the 

Church was to speak with one unified voice, Cyprian sought to make himself the source of 

the words – the Church's preeminent bishop, or periphanesteros paparum.15 Using his 

rhetorical skill, Cyprian convincingly promoted his ideas. During the (re)baptism controversy 

in particular, Cyprian's persuasiveness becomes a powerful tool against his theological 

opponents. He was in large part successful in garnering a broad base of support for his stance 

regarding (re)baptism, despite the fact that it was founded on North African tradition.

14 The Latin princeps was a civic title, and went on to become the root of the modern term 'prince'. Cassell's  
Latin Dictionary, Latin-English and English-Latin (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1957), s. v. "prince".

15 'Periphanesteros pappon', a mixed Greco-Latin term, roughly translates as 'most preeminent of the popes'. 
The Latin term 'papa', 'pope,' was applied to bishops generally during the third century, and was perhaps a 
conscious rejection of the more civic connoted Roman terms for high office. See Dunn, Cyprian and the 
Bishops of Rome. 'Periphanesteros pappon' thus captures several features of note regarding the mid-third 
century Church and Cyprian's place within it: the Church's rejection of Roman civic associations, the 
developing and increasingly codified ecclesiastical hierarchy yet absence of papal primacy, and the 
exchange of terms between the Greek-speaking east and Latin-speaking west. My discussion of this term 
will be focused in my conclusion.
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In my fourth chapter, "Cyprian as Martyr," I discuss the ways in which Cyprian 

sought to protect his episcopal authority against the threat posed by the charismatic authority 

of the confessors.16 In order to ensure his own auctoritas, Cyprian undertook two approaches 

with regard to the confessors. First, he attempted to increase his own charismatic authority by 

associating himself with martyrs and confessors. Many figures within the Church, Cyprian 

included, sought to associate themselves with the glory of martyrs and confessors and to 

curry favor with them in order to bolster the legitimacy of their theological positions. In the 

case of confessors who disagreed with his positions or threw support to his rival bishop, 

Cyprian relied on a second strategy: that of asserting the superior authority of bishops over 

confessors. Before his death, Cyprian wrote a fair amount about the glory of the martyrs and 

confessors, and about the extent of their practical authority within the Church. Martyrs and 

confessors alike were considered models of orthodox behavior, and as a result held a high 

degree of political influence. Cyprian's letters and treatises make clear the fact that he, even 

as a bishop, had to tread carefully when expressing an opinion contrary to that of a confessor. 

All of this goes to show that while Cyprian enjoyed a high degree of authority within the 

Church by virtue of being a bishop, his prestige threatened to be overruled by that of 

confessors. After his own martyrdom, however, Cyprian was granted this same level of 

prestige within the Church. His writings, despite having been written prior to his confession 

and later martyrdom, were viewed in the light of his martyrdom and considered particularly 

worthwhile as a result. 

Overall, I argue that Cyprian's episcopal authority and the prestige he gained through 

martyrdom are best understood through an analysis of his Roman background, especially his 

16 The term ‘confessor’ refers to one who confessed his or her Christian faith in the context of persecution,  
refusing to succumb to Roman pressure to denounce it, yet was not killed in the process. 
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contact with the liberalia studia tradition. An application of this, the classicist’s lens, on 

Cyprian's extant works helps to put Cyprian's rhetorical prowess into perspective, which can 

account for the man's noteworthy diplomatic success as bishop. On the other hand, early 

church history can contextualize Cyprian's theology and demonstrate the ways in which it 

was both timely and timeless, securing him a place within the patristic canon. With this 

important intersection of classical history and church history in mind, this thesis is an 

experiment in applying the classical historian's lens to church history. These two fields rarely 

collaborate, despite the important ways in which their subject matters converge. The Church 

did not develop in a vacuum.  As much as early Christians asserted their independence from 

'Roman' culture, the pre-existing cultural landscape of the early first, second, and third 

centuries certainly could not have failed to shape profoundly the early Church.17 

My research question is a historical one: How did Cyprian rise to such a level of 

prestige within the Church? My answer is likewise couched in historical terms. I rely on the 

historical method to make and support my claims, particularly by analyzing and putting into 

conversation a number of primary and secondary sources. In so doing, I paint a picture of the 

mid-third century Church with Cyprian as its focus. In this sense, this thesis is a work of 

social history. Rather than applying the method, for example, of intellectual history, I look to 

Cyprian's biography, specifically the events of his life and the actions he took that promoted 

his auctoritas. My real interest is Cyprian's years as bishop, for this is the period of his life 

with the most historical evidence as well as the strongest connection to church history. In my 

first chapter, I do the work of a classicist, focusing on mid-third century Roman culture and 

establishing Cyprian's pre-conversion place within it. For the rest of the thesis, my focal 

17 Averil Cameron argues as much and emphasizes the fact that both the early Church and wider society had a  
hand in shaping each other; see Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development  
of Christian Discourse. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).

8



point shifts to the Church and Cyprian as a member thereof, but I continue to utilize my 

classicist lens so as to highlight the ways in which elements of Cyprian's pre-conversion life 

were ever-present in his episcopate. Although I primarily seek to demonstrate Cyprian's 

personal Roman ties and ambitions, I cannot do so without also making a larger connection 

to the development of the early Church as a whole. I see Cyprian as an archetypical figure in 

the sense that the conclusions I draw regarding his implicit 'Romanness' are also true for the 

Church generally during this period of increased incorporation of 'secular' culture into the 

Church. Moreover, examining the nine years of Cyprian's episcopate through the classicist's 

lens as I do reveals the period of intense change that the Church was undergoing during the 

mid-third century, transitioning from a small, persecuted, populist movement to a sprawling 

and codified institution. Again, these trends cannot be fully or properly understood without 

considering their wider Roman context.

Admittedly, this is in a sense a reductionist treatment of Cyprian; I make only 

negligible reference to the genuineness of his faith and the ways in which he was spiritually 

motivated. However, I do not intend to denigrate his faith or his theological contributions, 

nor indeed imply that Cyprian was solely motivated by a drive for auctoritas rather than any 

genuine religiosity. As a student of both religion and history, I am simply more interested in 

what I see as concretely evident within the source material, namely the ways in which 

elements of Cyprian's pre-conversion Roman life presented themselves during his episcopate, 

as well as how they served to make him a successful bishop. By prioritizing the classicist 

lens, I am also better equipped to connect my findings to broader trends within early 

Christianity that Cyprian's career illuminates, particularly as they intersect with concurrent  

changes that the Roman Empire was undergoing.
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Chapter One: Cyprian as Roman Rhetor

In this chapter, I introduce several elements of Cyprian's pre-conversion life that set 

him up for later success within the Church. Cyprian's background has several important 

components: his family's wealth and nobility, his education, and his career as a rhetor. In the 

chapters that follow, I demonstrate that each component advanced Cyprian's career and status 

within the Church. Indeed, Cyprian's pagan18 background is arguably the single most 

important factor that led him to be elected bishop in the first place. Perhaps ironically, then,  

Cyprian emphatically and frequently denounced Roman culture, particularly those aspects 

which his advanced education would have emphasized most.19 Cyprian thus followed in the 

footsteps of his predecessor Tertullian, who argued that Roman education had nothing 

positive to offer Christian students. Even while many of his contemporaries embraced 

Roman culture and encouraged other Christians to do the same, Cyprian disapproved of these 

efforts. 

1.1: Pre-Conversion Education and Profession

Given the fact that Cyprian converted relatively late in life at age 35, it is perhaps not 

particularly bold to claim that his pre-conversion life – his education, career, and aristocratic  

status – had a profound impact on his Christian life. While there is a dearth of early and 

18 Many of my sources use the term 'pagan' frequently without explication, referring to that which is non-
Christian, but it is worth pointing out the ways in which the word is problematic. As I learned at James 
O'Donnell's visiting lecture of last year, the term has its origins in a negative portrayal of non-Christians 
from the perspective of Christians. It was never a term 'pagans' would have used to describe themselves. 
This is not even to get into the twentieth century application of the word to modern 'neo-pagans'. James 
O'Donnell, "The Invention of Paganism," Judd D. Kimball Lecture in Classics at Whitman College, Walla 
Walla, WA, February 13, 2014. It is not anachronistic per se to apply the term to Cyprian's context, since 
'paganus' had been in use since Tertullian's day; see Tertullian, De pallio 4; Tertullian, De corona militis 11. 
However, in the second and third centuries, there is no evidence that paganus was yet vested with the 
negative connotation it would later receive. Indeed, following Tertullian, the term is not used again in 
Christian writing to refer to non-Christians for over a century. This seems good reason to avoid using the 
term when discussing the third century. James O'Donnell, "Paganus," Georgetown University. From this 
point forward, I will use the clunkier yet safer term 'pre-conversion' when referring to Cyprian's background 
and 'Roman' or 'secular' when speaking more generally about non-Christian subjects.

19  Cyprian particularly derided Stoic philosophy, as I will discuss later in this chapter.

10



straightforward sources on Cyprian's pre-Christian life, scholars agree that the man was 

highly educated and worked as a rhetor. Neither Cyprian's own writings nor his earliest 

biography discuss his secular profession, but a slightly later source does. About fifty years 

after Cyprian's martyrdom, Lactantius mentions Cyprian in a critique of various earlier 

Christian writers. According to Clarke's summary of Lactantius, Lactantius mentions 

Cyprian, "whose fame he explains in part because magnam sibi gloriam ex artis oratoriae  

professione quasierat, and whose literary achievements he then proceeds to describe and 

evaluate."20 Clarke interprets the (once again) vague language to mean that Cyprian worked 

professionally as a rhetor, "a practitioner of the art of rhetoric whether in speech or in letters."

21 More likely is that he was a practitioner of both, as oratory and writing were both key 

components of the curriculum of rhetorical education. 

With the knowledge that Cyprian worked as a rhetor, it is possible to infer the 

education he would have received. By the third century the tradition of liberalia studia, the 

rudiments of which had changed little since the Hellenistic period, dictated the curriculum of  

all levels of education.22 Students would begin 'elementary' education at the age of five or six 

and gradually progress to higher levels of training. Even with its roots in Greek education,23 

liberalia studia was profoundly Roman in the sense that it marked insiders from outsiders, 

20 G.W. Clarke, "The Secular Profession of St. Cyprian of Carthage" (Latomus 24, no. 3, 1965), 634. Notably, 
Lactantius is attributing Cyprian's fame – presumably within the Church – to his rhetorical prowess. More 
evidence of Cyprian's prestige and success as a bishop being connected with his rhetorical training will be 
discussed in chapter two.

21 Clarke, "The Secular Profession", 635.
22 Mark Joyal, Iain McDougall and John Yardley, Greek and Roman Education: A Sourcebook (New York, NY: 

Routledge, 2009), 233.
23 Greek education, paideia, had existed since before Plato, and largely consisted of performing Homer, 

reading and writing. Werner Jaeger, Early Christianity and Greek Paideia (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1969), 48. Later on, the term took on a more general connotation to simply refer to learning and child 
rearing. Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity: Towards a Christian Empire (Madison, Wis.: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), 4; Bruce W. Winter, Philo and Paul Among the Sophists (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 84-97. In the context of this paper, I frame eukyklios paideia as the 
eastern (Greek) equivalent of liberalia studia in the Latin-speaking west. In several passages cited below, 
Peter Brown will use 'paideia' as shorthand for eukyklios paideia. 
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serving as a symbol of high status within Roman society. As Catherine Chin notes,

Quintilian's account of rhetorical education... fits into a specific 
ideological framework, one based on predictable divisions 
between elites and non-elites, Romans and non-Romans, 
masculinity and its lack... Throughout the Institutio, he is 
careful to argue that the correct performance of one's educated 
status is dependent on the conformity to the consensus of the 
correctly educated minority.24 

Quintilian, a first century CE rhetor, is one of the best extant sources on liberalia studia, 

particularly with regard to the curriculum's rhetorical components. By the time of Quintilian's  

death in the beginning of the second century, the authors and texts that students were to read 

in the liberalia studia tradition was codified. For Latin native speakers, the reading list 

included the works of Virgil, Terence, Cicero, and Sallust.25 Quintilian explains that students 

of rhetoric engaged in 'practice-speeches' called declamations, an instructional technique 

which had its origins with the Sophists of the 5th century BCE.26 These declamations, 

coupled with other rhetorical exercises called progymnasmata, required students to develop 

strong memories and to draw upon earlier learning regarding mythology and history in order 

to formulate persuasive arguments.27 Rhetors considered the art of persuasion to proceed 

from eloquence, the honing of which was the central focus of a student's rhetorical training. 

Apuleius, a second century North African, expressed the commonly-held opinion that 

eloquence was the key product of rhetorical training. Discussing the three main stages 

liberalia studia in terms of cups of drink, he notes, "the more numerous and stronger the 

cups, the better they are for the health of the soul. The first cup trims the spirit with the 

24 Catherine M. Chin, Grammar and Christianity in the Late Roman World (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 3-4. As I will show in chapter two, this system in which an educated Roman's 
status depends on conformity with one's peers is strikingly similar to the relationship between bishops.

25 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 231. This is not to say that Roman students were not instructed in 
Greek; in fact, Greek often took precedence over Latin, at least during primary education. See Joyal, Greek  
and Roman Education,178.

26 Quintilian, Training in Oratory, 2.4.41-42.
27 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 203-4.
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litterator's elementary lessons; the second equips it with the learning of the grammaticus; the 

third arms it with the eloquence of the rhetor."28 In this formulation, the tutelage of a rhetor 

and the eloquence thereby gained constituted the acme of Roman education – the ultimate 

and most beneficial-to-the-soul stage of education.

In this way, the liberal arts, and rhetorical training in particular, were understood to 

foster both intellect and morality in students.   Seneca famously wrote regarding liberalia  

studia:

And if you inquire, 'So why do we educate our sons in the 
liberal studies?' Not because they can impart goodness, but 
because they prepare the mind to receive goodness.29 

One way in which liberalia studia readied students for virtue was by creating in them a sense 

of pietas, civic duty, and fides, loyalty. Education thus served to bring students to an 

understanding of their duties and obligations within their family and society at large.30 The 

Roman concept of pietas would eventually form the basis of Christian piety, much as fides  

would give rise to faith.31 In the Christian context, the connection between pietas, fides, and 

liberalia studia remained intact. Notable Christian thinkers, including Clement, Lactantius, 

Basil and Augustine, echoed Seneca's logic regarding the merits of Roman education to 

advocate for Christian students' pursuit of liberalia studia. Joyal summarizes that "[t]he 

Christian Church Fathers Clement and Lactantius both see the usual objects of study – the 

liberal arts – as representing a preliminary stage... to 'knowing God.'"32 Basil and Augustine 

likewise viewed secular education if not as a prerequisite, then as a helpful preparatory stage 

28 Apuleius, Florida 20. Quintilian likewise praises eloquence, pointing out its necessity for making persuasive 
arguments. See Quintilian, Training in Oratory, 1.4.1-5.

29 Seneca, Moral Letters 88.20.
30 Latin Word Study Tool, s.v. "Pietas".
31 The terms themselves evolved to a degree within the Christian context; pietas lost its civic connotation and 

fides likewise came to be disassociated with its Roman socio-political implications. Latin Word Study Tool,  
s.v. "Pietas"; Latin Word Study Tool, s.v. "Fides".

32 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 235.
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that brought students closer to Christian faith.33 Augustine in particular offered a qualified 

acceptance of liberalia studia, explaining that Christian students must take to heart that 

which is useful and reject the rest of the curriculum:

[A]ll the teachings of the pagans possess false and superstitious 
fantasies and heavy loads of pointless labor, and we should all 
abhor and avoid this... In addition to that they contain subjects 
of liberal study appropriate to the experience of truth, and some 
very useful moral lessons.34

Augustine thus acknowledged certain merits of Roman education for those Christians who 

had the discretion to identify and brush off the useless 'superstitious' components. 

In addition to preparing students for virtue, liberalia studia also inducted them into 

the highly competitive Roman world in which patron-client networks were of the greatest 

importance. Garnsey and Saller define patronage as "a reciprocal exchange relationship 

between men of unequal status and resources."35 The patron, generally the party with more 

resources, would provide for the client in exchange for political loyalty (fides) or other 

favors. Patron-client relationships dictated Roman aristocrats' auctoritas; they determined a 

politician's ability to gain office, a rhetor's public image, and a lawyer's reputation. The 

ubiquitous atmosphere of political ambition and networking in the Roman Empire is difficult  

to capture, and is so taken for granted that few modern historians analyze it critically. 

However, a few notable primary sources can help give a sense for the ways in which 

aristocrats in particular sought to set themselves up as patrons in order to win auctoritas, 

often in the form of political office. Within the education system itself, especially at  

rhetorical schools, students themselves served as their teachers' clients. To be a rhetor meant 

33 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 241.
34 Augustine, On Christian Teaching, 2.145.
35 Peter Garnsey and Richard P. Saller, The Roman Empire: Economy, Society, and Culture (London: 

Duckworth, 1987), 152-3.
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stiff competition with one's colleagues for students, and more students flocking to a given 

rhetor's lectures meant more auctoritas as compared to the other rhetors. Eunapius described 

the success of the great rhetor Prohaeresius in these terms: "There were so many [students of 

Prohaeresius], in fact, that, at a time when battles were being fought over one or two lads, 

those who had just arrived appeared sufficient to fill up a sophist's entire school."36 Eunapius 

thus framed Prohaeresius as far and away more impressive for having so many students as 

compared to his lesser colleagues who competed over one or two students. Much in the same 

way that teachers could gain prestige by attracting as many students as possible, aspiring 

politicians could likewise impress their constituents by paying37 a large number of clients to 

follow them around and applaud their public speeches. Quintus Tullius Cicero, brother of the 

famous orator, wrote a letter to Cicero instructing him on how to win support for his political 

campaign, and made very clear the pivotal role that one's patron-client networks played in 

Roman politics:

Take care that you retain these supporters by reminding them of 
your campaign, by asking for their votes, and by using every 
method to make sure that the people who owe you favors 
understand that there will never be another opportunity for 
them to return the favor, and that the people who desire your 
help understand that there will never be another opportunity for 
them to put you under obligation again.38

These 'favors,' particularly those from friends in high places,39 could go a long way towards 

bolstering one's campaign. In this way, when an election was on the line, an effective patron-

36 Eunapius, Lives of the Philosophers 485.
37 The method of payment varied – sometimes clients were paid small sums of money, sometimes they were 

rewarded at the end of the day with an invitation to dinner. Also fairly common was for patrons to offer free 
legal advice or representation to their clients. Garnsey and Saller, The Roman Empire, 151.

38 Quintus Tullius Cicero, Some Thoughts about Political Campaigns, 1.5, 8.29-31.
39 As Shelton points out, the word Quintus Tullius Cicero uses for 'friendship', 'amicitia,' can connote "both 

personal friendship and political alliance. For many people in the upper class, no distinction was made 
between personal and political friendships." Jo-Ann Shelton, As the Romans Did: A Source Book in Roman  
Social History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 217. This fact in and of itself indicates the all-
importance of political advancement and prestige in Roman aristocratic life.
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client network could give a candidate a powerful edge against his adversaries. In order for 

Cyprian to have been the successful rhetor and esteemed member of the Carthaginian elite 

that he was, it is probable that he would have immersed himself in similar patron-client 

networks, and that he would have participated in the highly competitive atmosphere that 

permeated Roman liberalia studia and politics alike. 

Cyprian was well equipped as a patron within Carthage, largely because of the 

considerable wealth and auctoritas that accompanied the status of rhetor. 40 As Joyal explains, 

"the tremendous prestige which skill in rhetoric continued to enjoy among pagans and 

Christians up to the end of antiquity [was] a status which can be seen in the substantial 

salaries commanded by the teacher of rhetoric (the rhetor or sophist)."41 Here, Joyal is 

drawing on Diocletian's Edict on Maximum Prices, which explicitly lists the salaries of 

various kinds of teachers. While an elementary level teacher, a litterator or grammatistés, 

could charge fifty denarii per student per month, "For an orator or sophist, per month for each 

boy: two hundred and fifty denarii".42 Given the expense of having one's child educated to 

this degree, it becomes clear why this education constituted such a status symbol. Cyprian 

did not merely receive this education; he went on to work as a teacher of rhetoric. Reaching 

this point would have required not only considerable funds from his family to pay for his 

education, but also a great mastery of the subject matter on Cyprian's part. James Clarke 

echoes Joyal in explaining that Cyprian's profession and the skills that accompanied it earned 

him a high status in Carthage:

his background and training gave him access to the pomp and 
splendor of the highest ranks of the Roman administration. A 

40 Particularly when coupled with the fact that his family was known to be wealthy Carthaginian aristocracy. 
Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.

41 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 232.
42 Diocletian, Edict on Maximum Prices, 7.65-71. See also Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 251-2.
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brilliant communicator who had mastered the rules of rhetoric 
and eloquence, Cyprian developed quite a reputation in 
Carthage, where he may have practiced law for a time. It is 
also likely that he held a position in the civil or municipal 
administration... To be sure, the conversion of this rich member 
of the social elite came as a shock to Carthage’s high society.43

Perhaps Cyprian's conversion would have been less shocking if it had not constituted an utter 

break from the wider Carthaginian community, and from the life of high status he had built  

there. 

1.2: Post-Conversion Rejection of Roman Culture

Cyprian converted to Christianity in 245 CE, and underwent a rapid transformation in 

which he began to reject his Roman roots in favor of his new faith. As mentioned earlier, the 

man and his first biographer seem loathe to go into any detail about his pre-conversion life. 

After converting and being baptized, Cyprian acknowledged that his pre-conversion life had 

been one of "darkness, ignorance of self and estrangement":44 

I myself was held in bonds by the innumerable errors of my 
previous life, from which I did not believe I could possibly be 
delivered, so I was disposed to acquiesce in my clinging vices 
and to indulge my sins.... But after that, by the help of the 
water of new birth, the stain of my former life was washed 
away, and a light from above, serene and pure, was infused into 
my reconciled heart... a second birth restored me to a new man. 
Then, in a wondrous manner every doubt began to fade.... I 
clearly understood that what had first lived within me, enslaved 
by the vices of the flesh, was earthly and that what, instead, the 
Holy Spirit had wrought within me was divine and heavenly.45

Cyprian's word choice is telling; the image of his pre-conversion life as a "stain" being 

"washed away" tells of a rapid and permanent transition to a higher, purer state. As Frend 

explains, "Cyprian's conversion meant to some extent the abandonment of his previous 

43 James Clarke, "Cyprian, the 'Pope' of Carthage" (James Clarke and Co Ltd, 2011), 70-1.
44 Cyprian, Ad Donatum, 4. See also W. H. C. Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution in the Early Church: A 

Study of a Conflict from the Maccabees to Donatus (Oxford, Blackwell, 1965), 401.
45 Cyprian, Ad Donatum, 3-4.
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interests, rather than their deepening and transformation."46 In writing this passage of Ad 

Donatum, Cyprian was reflecting on his pre-conversion past and finding nothing redeeming 

in it. His attitude was one of starting anew, utterly rejecting his Roman past of "innumerable 

errors", "vices," and "sins".47

Cyprian's rejection of his pre-conversion past would perhaps not be so surprising if 

not for the fact that many contemporary Christian thinkers conceived of non-Christian 

society in much more positive terms. Not all converts so wholly rejected and papered over 

their Greco-Roman ties; in both the Greek-speaking east and the Latin-speaking west, many 

were reconciling their pre-conversion (i.e. Greek or Roman) and Christian identities. Werner 

Jaeger explains that, despite early Christians' wish to define themselves against outsiders and 

reject Roman and Hellenic religion, this did not manifest as a rejection of Greco-Roman 

culture as a whole. Notable third and fourth century Christian thinkers began advocating for 

the incorporation of certain elements of Greek and Roman culture into Christianity.48 The 

Cappadocian Fathers exemplify this trend:

Notwithstanding their religious convictions, which are opposed 
to the revival of the classical Greek religion attempted by 
powerful forces in the state at their time, they [the Cappadocian 
Fathers] do not conceal their high esteem for the cultural 

46 Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 402.
47 Pontius, Cyprian's deacon and earliest biographer, echoed this attitude. Pontius wrote the biography shortly 

after the bishop's martyrdom. Much like Cyprian himself, Pontius contrasts the “ancient and pristine 
darkness” of the classical world to Cyprian’s conversion and subsequent enlightenment; see Pontius, Life 
and Passion of St. Cyprian, 2. The biographer also follows Cyprian’s lead in disclosing precious little 
information about his subject’s pre-conversion life, stating merely, “He may have had pursuits previously, 
and liberal arts may have imbued his mind while engaged therein; but these things I pass over; for as yet 
they had nothing to do with anything but his secular advantage.” Pontius, Life and Passion, 2. Even here, 
however, Pontius seems to suggest that Cyprian’s pre-conversion “liberal arts” (liberalia studia) may have 
eventually contributed to more than merely his “secular advantage.”

48 It is important to stress the fact that this phenomenon of integrating 'secular' culture into the Church was, 
like virtually every trend of early Christianity, far from monolithic. Different thinkers took the idea to heart 
to different extents, and there were some who rejected it altogether, like Tertullian. What matters is that we 
can identify a general trend in the direction of accepting and adopting certain elements of Greek and Roman 
culture. See Jaeger, Early Christianity, 74; George A. Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World,  
300 B.C.-A.D. 300 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1972), 609; Seneca, Moral Letters 88.20. 

18



heritage of ancient Greece. This is the sharp line of 
demarcation that they draw between Greek religion and Greek 
culture... Christianity through them now emerges as the heir to 
everything in the Greek tradition that seemed worthy of 
survival. It thereby not only fortifies itself as a position in the 
civilized world, but preserves and revives a cultural heritage 
[paideia] that to a large extent, especially in the rhetorical 
schools of that age, had become an empty and artificial 
variation of a formalized classical pattern.49 

The integration of these cultural elements – Greek enkyklios paideia in the east and Roman 

liberalia studia in the west50 – served to connect Christianity with the cultural heritage most 

prized by the noble class of the day, thereby making Christianity more attractive to well-

educated, high-status Romans and Greeks. Jaeger explains that the strongest opposition to 

Christianity came from the noble class, not because the faith was threatening to their own 

practice, but rather because the new religion was viewed as an attack on their culture: "Their 

point of departure is their culture, the paideia that for centuries had been the unifying cultural  

ideology of the Roman Empire and the civilization for which it stood."51 When Christianity 

no longer constituted a threat to this heritage but rather was its heir, a key source of 

opposition to the new religion fell away. This trend made it possible for nobles like Cyprian 

to convert and retain access to the unifying power of enkyklios paideia and the patron-client 

system that the liberalia studia entailed. To many high-status Romans, perhaps Cyprian 

included, the ability to retain a measure their 'secular' prestige after converting made joining 

the Christian fold that much more appealing.52 In chapter two, I will argue that it was this 

integration of Roman values that allowed Cyprian to be elected bishop when he was, so soon 

49 Jaeger, Early Christianity, 74-75.
50 Jaeger makes clear that enkyklios paideia was alive and well as a binding force among third century bishops, 

even those in the predominantly Latin prouincia of North Africa. He uses the term paideia for both east and 
west, and the two are certainly related; see Jaeger, Early Christianity, 74-75. However, 'liberalia studia' 
seems better suited to the western, Latin-speaking context. 

51 Jaeger, Early Christianity, 70-72.
52 All the same, most educated Romans rejected this claim to common culture and continued to consider all 

things Christian as superstitio. Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 255.
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after converting.

However much Cyprian's career benefited from the fact that the Church had begun to 

incorporate Greco-Roman values and recognize certain merits of secular education, he 

explicitly opposed this trend. In much the same way that he rejected his personal Roman 

past, Cyprian sought to turn away from Roman culture and values as a whole.53 Cyprian's 

precise reasons for outwardly rejecting classical culture are impossible to know, but it is 

likely that he was consciously following in the footsteps of Tertullian, a Carthaginian 

Christian author active during the early third century whom Cyprian routinely referred to as 

"the master."54 Tertullian avoided making classical references in his writing and even went so 

far as to promote an outright criticism of liberalia studia and classical education in general.55 

Discussing the dangers that liberalia studia posed to unwary Christian students, he asserted, 

"But when a believer learns these things, if he already knows who he is, he neither accepts 

nor receives them... he will abhor those things and not accept them, and he will be as safe as 

one who recognizes poison and, though accepting it from a person who does not recognize it, 

does not drink it."56 In his most well-known diatribe against secular culture, Tertullian turns 

to the uselessness of philosophy to Christians:

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is 
there between the Academy and the Church? What between 
heretics and Christians? ... Away with all attempts to produce a 
mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic 
composition! We want no curious disputation after possessing 
Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying the gospel! With our 
faith, we desire no further belief.57

53 The keyword here is 'sought'; that Cyprian was ultimately unsuccessful in cutting all ties to his Roman 
identity is a key claim of this thesis and will be demonstrated in the chapters that follow.

54 Jerome, De Viris Illustribus 53.
55 Peter Gemeinhardt, "In Search of Christian Paideia: Education and Conversion in Early Christian 

Biography." Zeitschrift Für Antikes Christentum 16, no. 1 (January 1, 2012), 98.
56 Tertullian, On Idolatry, 6. The comparison between this formulation of liberalia studia and that of 

Augustine, quoted above, offers an interesting contrast. 
57 Tertullian, De praescriptione, vii.9.
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As Tertullian aged, his rejection of secular culture intensified beyond the point of simply 

condemning Roman academic and intellectual values. In Ad Nationes, he framed virtually all 

that was Roman as antithetical to Christianity:

It is therefore against all of these things that our business lies, 
against the institutions of our elders, against the authority of 
traditions, the laws of the masters of this world, the arguments 
of the lawyers, against the past, against custom and necessity, 
against examples, prodigies and miracles that have fortified 
this bastard divinity.58

Tertullian thus advocated an utter rejection of civil obligations, in addition to Roman 

literature and philosophy.59 Frend aptly demonstrates the extremity of this position, noting:

This was a declaration of war against those things for which 
the Roman administration stood, 'the mos maiorum', the rule of 
secular law, and the binding authority of custom, which for 
centuries after Tertullian was to direct the lives of his fellow 
North Africans.60

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Tertullian saw no room for common ground between 

Christianity and Roman society. Cyprian could hardly have chosen a more staunchly anti-

Roman 'master' to emulate.

Like Tertullian before him, Cyprian generally avoided making classical references61 

and widely rejected philosophy, particularly that of the Stoics. Discussing the merits of the 

teachings of the gospel in a letter to a fellow bishop, Cyprian tangentially launches into a 

tirade against philosophy:

But quite different, dearly beloved brother, is the thinking of 

58 Tertullian, Ad Nationes, ii.1.
59 In a line of reasoning that Cyprian would adopt, Tertullian held that philosophy in particular was the root of 

all heresy. Tertullian, De Praescriptione 7.
60 Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 366-7. 
61 Instead of these references, in which Cyprian would have been well versed given his liberalia studia, 

Cyprian made an enormous number of biblical references. Modern scholar Michael Fahey wrote an entire  
dissertation cataloguing every reference and allusion to scripture within Cyprian's extant letters and treatises;  
the book is nearly 700 pages long. See Michael Fahey, Cyprian and the Bible: A Study in Third-Century  
Exegesis, Tubingen: Mohr (1971).
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philosophers, in particular of the Stoics: their claim that all sins 
are equal and that it is quite wrong for a man of gravity to be 
easily moved to pity. But the fact is that a vast distance 
separates Christians and philosophers, and we are warned by 
the Apostle: Beware lest you fall prey to the empty wiles of  
philosophy. We ought, therefore, to shun any notions which do 
not issue from the clemency of God but which are rather 
begotten in the arrogance and rigidity of philosophy.62

Stoic thought was particularly in vogue in the wider Roman community during Cyprian's 

day, and would have constituted a major component of Cyprian's own education.63 An even 

more direct snub of Cyprian's own educational background is his framing of eloquence itself 

as the mark of a disingenuous and self-absorbed Christian writer: "Sing his [Novatian's] own 

praises for all he is worth, flaunt as he will in proud phrases his philosophy and eloquence, 

he has, nonetheless, failed to maintain charity with his brethren and unity within the Church."

64 As discussed above, Cyprian's rhetorical education would have stressed the value of 

eloquence above all else. The fact that he frames Novatian's eloquence as one of the man's 

offensive traits is significant in that it contrives a dichotomy. Cyprian is contrasting 

Novatian's "philosophy and eloquence" – both laden with Roman value – with "charity... and 

unity within the Church." In so doing, Cyprian implies that it was specifically Novatian's 

Romanness that made him incompatible with the values of the Church. Of course eloquence 

is hardly a trait Cyprian could claim not to exhibit himself. Cyprian's own letters and 

62 Cyprian, Ep. 55.16.1. The context of this letter is important to note. A contested episcopal election had 
recently taken place in Rome, with two men – Novatian and Cornelius – claiming legitimacy as the city's 
bishop. When a synod of African bishops received the contradictory news that both Cornelius and Novatian 
had been appointed bishop of Rome, the African bishops – under Cyprian's guidance – delayed sending 
letters of communion to either party before more could be learned about who was rightfully bishop. As a 
result, Cyprian took too long to recognize Cornelius as the legitimate bishop of Rome and the two men's 
relationship never fully recovered, though not for lack of trying on Cyprian's part. Clarke has theorized that 
Cyprian's singling out of Stoicism in Ep. 55 stemmed from his wish to smooth over this faux pas, given the 
fact that Novatian was heavily influenced by Stoic thought. Cyprian and G. W. Clarke, The Letters of St.  
Cyprian of Carthage, v. 3, translated and Annotated by G. W. Clarke (New York, N.Y. : Newman Press, 
1984), 158-164. 

63 Joyal, Greek and Roman Education, 231.
64 Cyprian, Ep. 55.22.1. Again, the context of the letter explains Cyprian's wish to depict Novatian, as 

Cornelius' rival, in a poor light.

22



treatises clearly demonstrate this particular mark of his rhetorical training, and are made 

more persuasive and effective by it.65 The fact that his own eloquence remained useful 

following his conversion was not apparently something Cyprian was able or willing to 

acknowledge. Peter Brown provides a helpful explanation of this contradictory attitude 

towards liberalia studia:

We are dealing now with what might be called a Christian 
populism, that flouted the culture of the governing classes and 
claimed to have brought, instead, simple words, endowed with 
divine authority, to the masses of the empire. To have presented 
Christianity in this manner was a masterstroke of writers who 
were, themselves, highly educated men... they could not escape 
(and often did not wish to escape) the tenacious web of 
markers of high status that supported their authority within 
Roman society.66

Averil Cameron also discusses this practice, making note of the strong urge these Christians 

felt to distinguish themselves and their authority from 'pagans' and 'pagan traditions', even 

while they implicitly still relied on the skills and experience from their classical education  to 

make their claims.67 By rejecting Stoic philosophy and scorning the values of rhetorical 

education, Cyprian, like Tertullian, was judging the liberalia studia to be poisonous to 

Christian faith, and therefore best avoided. 

Unfortunately, little is known about Cyprian's life before his election to the 

episcopate. Many of the points made in this chapter are therefore speculative, pieced together 

from the records of other Christians who had a background similar to Cyprian's. One thing is 

clear, however. Cyprian enjoyed a high level of auctoritas within the wider Carthaginian 

community that was not altogether lost on his new Christian fellows. As a successful and 

65 Specific examples and discussion of the ways in which Cyprian put his rhetorical training to use will be 
discussed in chapters two and three.

66 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 74-5.
67 Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire, 177-88.
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practiced rhetor, he was an eloquent and persuasive writer with a great deal of diplomatic 

skill. Even while loudly rejecting the education system and culture through which he gained 

these skills, Cyprian would use them to promote himself within the Church and bolster his 

prestige in the eyes of his peers. As a rhetor in a Romanized city,68 Cyprian would have been 

steeped since the age of five or six in an education system that fostered competitiveness, 

ambition, and – by the time he reached his rhetorical training – eloquence, persuasiveness, 

and diplomacy. These values and skills were not merely taught and then forgotten; the fact 

that Cyprian himself worked as a teacher of rhetoric implies his mastery of and continued 

contact with them. It is not surprising, then, that these ingrained elements of Cyprian's life 

were not simply cast aside after his conversion. On the contrary, as shall become clear in the 

chapters that follow, these 'Roman' traits and skills remained quite useful to the new convert, 

enabling him to rise through the ranks of the Church and create a status of auctoritas for 

himself that mirrored the status he had enjoyed in Roman society. Even as he steadfastly 

asserted that there was a great divide between the pure, enlightened Church and profane 

Roman society, at least one similarity between the two worlds becomes clear through the 

example of Cyprian: in both the Church and wider Roman society, eloquence and diplomacy, 

and perhaps most importantly the ambition to use them for one's own political gain, could be 

wielded to command the respect and loyalty of one's peers. That which allowed Cyprian to 

excel and gain prestige within Carthaginian society before his conversion also enabled him to 

do so within the Church.

68 Frend notes that by the end of the second century, the North African province was Romanized to the extent  
that "differences between Roman and Berber tended to die out." Tertullian's vehement rejection of Roman 
culture may have been in part a reaction against this trend. See Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 311-12.
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Chapter Two: Cyprian as Bishop and Metropolitan of Africa

This chapter discusses the ways in which Cyprian actively sought to increase his 

auctoritas as a bishop, and the role his pre-conversion background played in these efforts. To 

do so, I consider what episcopal authority looked like in mid-third century Carthage, as well 

as the ways in which Cyprian endeavored to augment this existing authority. Cyprian's 

position as bishop afforded him both ecclesiastical authority and a connection to the apostolic 

tradition in the minds of his contemporaries. In the form of public letters and treatises, 

Cyprian spent a fair amount of time and energy explaining his understanding of episcopal 

authority to his clergy and fellow bishops. He repeatedly asserted that all bishops equally 

shared the lineage of Peter and were thus all equal in authority and orthodoxy.69 Nonetheless, 

Cyprian's works simultaneously demonstrate the fact that he, as the bishop of Carthage and 

therefore metropolitan of the province, automatically enjoyed more authority than any other  

North African bishop. This contradiction – namely, that Cyprian affirmed the equality of all  

bishops while being more or less in charge of the bishops in his province – is important to 

reconcile if one is to take Cyprian as a credible source on episcopal authority and church 

politics. In fact, Cyprian is not the only bishop with clear jurisdiction over others; the bishops 

of Rome during Cyprian's episcopate are another obvious example. For this reason, Maurice 

Bévenot, a scholar who has written extensively on Cyprian and also translated some of his 

works, takes the stance that Cyprian is not in fact a credible source in this regard.70 However, 

I believe that the contradiction is only apparent to modern eyes. Instead, Cyprian's position 

69 Or, more specifically, that each bishop equally tied his episcopate to orthodoxy. Being a bishop did not, in 
Cyprian's eyes, guarantee that one would not stray from orthodoxy. However, a true bishop was ordained by 
the will of God, and served as a link between his church and the gospel. See Henry Chadwick, "The Role of 
the Christian Bishop in Ancient Society," in Heresy and Orthodoxy in the Early Church (Brookfield, VT.: 
Variorum, 1991), 1-3. More on this below.

70 See Cyprian and Bévenot, The Lapsed.
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that all bishops share an equal stake in the 'collective episcopate'71 and his authority over the 

other North African bishops do not constitute a contradiction, since his metropolitan status 

had everything to do with ecclesiastical and organizational concerns and little to no relation 

to any theological claim to superiority. In any case, the notion of a 'first amongst equals' was 

familiar in the late antique Roman context, particularly through the concept of the princeps  

senatus. Cyprian sought to make himself princeps of the bishops – periphanesteros paparum 

– and his position as metropolitan assisted him significantly in this regard.72 In the end, this 

chapter argues that whereas Cyprian's rank as metropolitan granted him socio-political 

authority, it did not directly contribute to his status as an arbiter of orthodoxy within the 

church. More important for Cyprian's long standing auctoritas  was the time he spent as 

bishop. 

2.1: Cyprian as Patron-Bishop

It is worth noting at the outset of this chapter that Cyprian very likely would not have 

been elected bishop when he was if not for the wealth and 'secular' prestige he enjoyed as a 

rhetor.73 For the laity and clergy to elect Cyprian bishop in 249, he had to bypass other 

candidates for the episcopate – members of the Carthaginian clergy who had been practicing 

71 My terminology, not Cyprian's. The point is that Cyprian holds that the episcopate is in fact a unified entity, 
and that each bishop constitutes a part of it. Thus, for Cyprian there are no 'episcopates', in the sense of each 
bishop having an individual connection to the gospel; see, for example, Epp. 33 and 45.3. This concept will 
be explored more fully below.

72 It is necessary at this point to clarify the difference between Cyprian's efforts to be princeps and an assertion 
of primacy over the other bishops. Although Cyprian felt entitled by his office to lead the way in 
ecclesiastical decisions (such as church policy regarding the readmission of the lapsed) and endeavor to  
persuade other bishops to follow, he never asserted a theological claim to superiority or more direct access 
to the Gospel. In other words, he did not claim the ability to know better than his episcopal colleagues. As a 
result, never did he threaten with excommunication those bishops who did not agree with his positions. For 
any bishop to assert primacy in this way would be unheard of until Stephen I, as I discuss later in this 
chapter.

73 The specific process by which bishops were 'elected' has been difficult for church historians to ascertain. It  
seems that the clergy would nominate a candidate to be accepted or rejected by the laity, though Cyprian 
understood God's will to directly determine the laity's decision. See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of  
Rome, 10-15.
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Christians for much longer than his four years.74 His eloquence and persuasiveness, honed by 

decades of practice, doubtless had a part to play in his rapid rise to power, as did his paideiaic 

connections – his patron-client networks which he had honed for decades within Carthage. 

As discussed in chapter one, Christians across the empire increasingly viewed classical 

education as well as the prestige that accompanied it as legitimate within the context of the  

Church. However much Cyprian reviled this trend and argued that Roman values had no 

place in the Church, his own Roman background certainly did progress his career within the 

Church. Carthaginian Christians recognized Cyprian's secular prestige and training as 

valuable and considered these traits sufficient to warrant his election to the episcopate. 

Pontius hints at this attitude in his biography of Cyprian:

Although still in the early days of his faith, and in the untaught 
season of his spiritual life, a generous disposition so shone 
forth in him, that although not yet resplendent with the glitter 
of office, but only of hope, he gave promise of entire 
trustworthiness for the priesthood that was coming upon him.75

Surely Cyprian's 'generous disposition' and promise of 'entire trustworthiness for the 

priesthood' were factors of his reputation as a wealthy patron within secular society. 

'Generous disposition' in particular seems an implicit nod to Cyprian's patronage of the 

Christian community at Carthage. Cyprian did indeed set himself up as a patron of the church 

shortly after his conversion; Pontius notes that Cyprian sold several of his estates in Carthage 

and donated the proceeds to the city's Christian poor.76 In so doing, Cyprian was reproducing 

within the church his pre-conversion role as patron and laying the groundwork for a similar 

74 Though we do not have specific names for these other candidates, Cyprian's letters make clear that there  
were a number of Carthaginian presbyters and their supporters who were unhappy with Cyprian's election to 
the episcopate, so much so that they formed a key component of his opposition even years later; see 
Cyprian, Ep. 16.When Felicissimus began amassing support for a rival bishop of Carthage, these individuals 
likely constituted the majority of his backing within the presbyterate. Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of  
Rome, 20-23.

75 Pontius, Life and Passion, 5.
76 Pontius, Life and Passion, 3.
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level of popular support and auctoritas to that which he had enjoyed in secular society. As 

Dunn explains,

It was natural that someone who acted as patron of the 
Christian community had created a sense of obligation in his 
clients, the Christian laity. Making him bishop when the 
opportunity arose was not only a way of fulfilling that duty, 
even if that was not Cyprian's explicitly intended aim, but it 
enabled the community to lock in his continued support of 
them in the future.77

Without the wealth inherited from his family and accrued from years of lucrative work as a 

rhetor,78 this patronage would not have been possible. Rhetors made strong candidates for the 

episcopate precisely because of their unique combination of financial clout and persuasive 

oratory; Peter Brown asserts confidently that "[i]t was an open secret that many Christian 

bishops owed their prestige in society at large to the fact that they had once been rhetors."79 

Cyprian's successful patronage80 of the Carthaginian Christian community indicates 

the fact that patron-client networking existed in the church much as it did in Roman society 

at large. Dunn notes:"in the mindset of the time operating in the wider community it was not 

surprising that the Christian laity saw in the wealthy and locally aristocratic Cyprian a natural  

choice for leader."81 The "mindset" within the wider community is that which I discussed in 

chapter one – the emphasis that Romans placed on patron-client relationships as a 

worthwhile indicator of one's suitability for prestige and even elected office. Cicero wrote:

[I]f equal honor82 and rank are held by the highest and the 
77 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.
78 Recall that rhetors were able to charge five times the amount lower level teachers could per student per  

month; Diocletian, Edict on Maximum Prices, 7.65-71.
79 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 75.
80 The patronage was successful precisely because it resulted in Cyprian's clients, the Carthaginian Christian 

community, electing him bishop. The possibility that this was not in fact the intended result of Cyprian's 
donations is discussed below.

81 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21, drawing on Charles Arnold Bobertz, Cyprian of Carthage as 
Patron: A Social Historical Study of the Role of Bishop in the Ancient Christian Community of North Africa  
(Ann Arbor: U.M.I., 1989), 119-129.

82 In Latin, honor has two interrelated meanings: (1) elected political office, and (2) public esteem. Shelton, As 
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lowest men (for both groups must exist in every state), this so-
called equality is... very inequitable. However, this… type of 
inequity cannot occur in those states which are ruled by their 
'best' citizens.83

 
Jo-Ann Shelton explains in her note on this passage of Cicero:

Cicero opposes a concept of equality which gives equal 
amounts of political power to each and every man because then 
the basest men have as much power as the best men. Cicero 
assumes that it is the morally best men who run for and are 
elected to public office. In fact, however, in ancient Rome it 
was the wealthiest men, morally good or bad, who entered 
politics.84

The distinction Shelton draws probably would not have made sense to Cicero, given the 

Roman notion that those who were well educated and wealthy had better access to liberalia  

studia and thus were more likely to be society's 'best'. Morality aside, a political candidate 

could demonstrate his suitability for office simply by showcasing his patronage. When a 

successful politician was one who served as a patron for his community, it makes sense that 

wealth and patronage would be prerequisites for election. According to this logic, wealthy 

Romans made successful politicians because of the patron-client networks they were able to 

sustain, during both their political campaigns and the time they spent in office. All of this,  

especially in light of the fact that Cyprian was soon elected bishop, points toward the 

interpretation that the Carthaginian Christian community construed Cyprian's donation as 

falling within the patron-client system. Even so, Cyprian did not frame it as such in his extant 

writings; as Dunn notes, "what is striking is that both Pontius and Cyprian himself in Ad 

Donatum present Cyprian's self-understanding of his actions... as being a rejection of such a 

relationship and as being motivated by the religious imperatives of the gospels."85 I 

the Romans Did, 9.
83 Cicero, About the Republic 1.34.53.
84 Shelton, As the Romans Did, 9.
85 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.
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nonetheless maintain that whatever the degree of his religious motivations, Cyprian, familiar  

as he was with patron-client obligations and the strings which always came attached to such 

'donations', could hardly have been ignorant of the way in which the recipients of his 

donation would interpret it. While election to the episcopate may not have been his only goal,  

it seems undoubtable that Cyprian knowingly set himself up as patron of the community for 

the purposes of advancing his prestige within the church.

Once bishop, Cyprian continued to perform his duties as patron; in return for his 

clients' having elected him, he was obligated to continue providing funds for them. In third-

century North Africa, it was commonplace for bishops to serve as patrons of their churches. 

Whereas in Tertullian's day the bishop would have been his church's primary or even sole 

patron, by 250 the burden of financing the church fell somewhat less on the bishop.86 All the 

same, Cyprian acted as the provider and dispensor of much of the church's funds, and 

determined the salaries of his clergy.87 Meeting his end of the patron-client bargain of having 

been elected, Cyprian continued to act as patron to the Carthaginian Christian community as 

its bishop. We know this to be the case because while he was in exile he sent detailed letters 

delegating these duties to his clergy.88 While he upheld his patronly duties throughout his 

episcopate, the members of Cyprian's clergy were perhaps not always his primary clients. As 

I shall argue later in this chapter, when some of his presbyters began to turn on Cyprian, he 

was not overly concerned, because he still had the support of his episcopal colleagues.

2.2: Cyprian as Metropolitan

I refer to Cyprian as a metropolitan when discussing his administrative authority over 

86 Alistair Stewart-Sykes, "Ordination Rites and Patronage Systems in Third-Century Africa," Vigiliae 
Christianae, Vol. 56 (2) (2002), 118.

87 Stewart-Sykes, "Ordination Rites," 118; see also Cyprian, Epp. 14, 34, 38-40.
88 See, for example, Cyprian, Epp. 5 and 14.
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the other North African bishops. However, this term is likely anachronistic; in fact, there does 

not appear to be a single correct term for the role Cyprian played. Different authors use 

'metropolitan' and 'primate' to describe Cyprian as hegemon over the other North African 

bishops. From my understanding, 'metropolitan' is the more appropriate title, because to my 

knowledge Cyprian's administrative jurisdiction was limited to the North African prouincia. 

According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, 'primate' refers to "a bishop possessing superior 

authority, not only over the bishops of his own province, like the metropolitan, but over 

several provinces and metropolitans."89 On the other hand, the office of 'metropolitan' was not 

officially instated until the First Council of Nicaea in the fourth century. As Chadwick 

explains, "[t]he fourth Nicene canon gives the bishop of the civil metropolis a power of veto 

over episcopal elections."90 There is no evidence that Cyprian ever exercised this particular 

authority, if he even had it. Since neither 'primate' nor 'metropolitan' is technically correct, I  

opt for the term used by most of my sources: 'metropolitan'. 

Though Cyprian and his contemporaries do not use the term 'metropolitan,' the fact 

that Cyprian filled this role is evident in the way that he presided over provincial synods and 

corresponded on behalf of other African bishops. In Epistula 45, Cyprian described the 

process by which the African bishops at the synod of 252 ultimately decided to endorse 

Cornelius over his rival bishop Novatian.91 The following quote references the letters of 

communion which the African bishops wrote to Cornelius after determining that he was the 

rightful bishop of Rome:

89 Catholic Encyclopedia, 1913, s.v. "Primate".
90 Chadwick, "The Role of the Christian Bishop," 3.
91 This was a lengthy enough  process that Cornelius resented Cyprian for it. The African bishops, unsure of 

whom to recognize as the legitimate bishop of Rome, sent envoys to Rome to sort out the matter rather than 
automatically accepting the testimony of Cornelius and several waves of Roman clergy who were sent to 
attest to his legitimacy. Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 62-63.
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having received your letters as well as those of our 
colleagues... in conformity with the requirements alike of 
sanctity and the truth of the divine tradition and ecclesiastical 
institution, we have directed our letters to you. Moreover, 
bringing these same things under the notice of our several 
colleagues throughout the province, we have bidden also that 
our brethren, with letters from them, be directed to you.92

There are several aspects of note in this letter. First, Cyprian, referring to himself as 'we,'93 

explains that he directed his episcopal colleagues in Africa to write their letters of 

communion directly to Cornelius. This implies a degree of Carthaginian authority over other 

African churches, demonstrating that Cyprian had the clout to advise his fellow African 

bishops as to whom they should consider the legitimate bishop of Rome. Dunn sums up 

Cyprian's relationship to the other bishops of Africa:

Cyprian's ecclesiology was based upon provincial episcopal 
cooperation. While Cyprian did expect other bishops in Africa 
Proconsularis and the other African provinces to follow his 
lead, this was by no means guaranteed or automatic. They still 
needed to be persuaded. Securing their support had been vital 
in Cyprian's efforts to reassert his authority over his own 
church of Carthage.94

Cyprian clearly wished to be the bishop persuading others of the correctness of his position – 

in other words, he sought to be pre-eminent amongst his episcopal colleagues. Yet Cyprian 

did not assert superiority over the other bishops, as evidenced by his language for his fellow 

bishops, both African and Roman: "brethren" and "colleagues". This terminology has the 

effect of indicating the complete and total equality between himself and the other bishops.  

92 Cyprian, Ep. 45.
93 This seems a fair interpretation, given that several letters written collectively by the African bishops follow a 

different form – the plurality of addressers is made clear at the outset of the letter. See for example Cyprian,  
Ep. 57. While by 'we' he may have been referring to both himself and the bishops of Africa in a symbolic 
sense, the actions he describes are ones which he, as the metropolitan of Africa, would have carried out  
alone. Dunn explains that letters of communion to and from African bishops often passed through Cyprian, 
simply due to the fact that news reached Carthage faster than any of the smaller African towns. Thus it often  
fell to Cyprian to inform his fellow African bishops of new elections, and to solicit letters of communion 
from them. See Cyprian, Ep. 57 and Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 16.

94 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 48.
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With these terms, Cyprian framed all bishops as equals in their mutual pursuit of church 

unity, himself and the bishop of Rome included. It is likely for this reason that he used the 

term "we" rather than "I" in the letter. This is a significant point because it fairly clearly  

demonstrates Cyprian's status as metropolitan, the ecclesiastical and organizational authority 

within the North African province, as opposed to any status of primacy. Cyprian did not 

understand himself to be holier or otherwise higher in God's eyes for having this position. 

Rather, he was like any other bishop, though with more administrative duties and influence 

due to his eloquence and persuasiveness.95 Though Cyprian had presided over the synod of 

252 and the subsequent debate regarding Cornelius' election,96 this did not entail the de facto 

right to overrule the theological positions of other bishops in favor of his own. This 

constitutes the key difference between Cyprian's understanding of princeps, a status he 

sought for himself, and primacy, one which he wholly rejected on the grounds that all 

bishops shared equally in the lineage of Peter.

Bévenot's analysis clashes with my interpretation. While he does not discuss 

Cyprian's metropolitan status, Bévenot argues that bishops were far from equal during the 

mid-third century, a stance which relies heavily on his assertion that the bishop of Rome 

enjoyed papal primacy. The bishop of Rome, Bévenot argues, was a sort of 'proto-pope' with 

jurisdiction over all other bishops, significantly limited the episcopal authority of non-Roman 

bishops. In order to make this claim, Bévenot discusses the "implicitness" of papal primacy 

and interprets Cyprian's letters to the bishops of Rome as tantamount to the bishop of 

Carthage's tacit subordination to Rome.97 However, the bulk of Bévenot's argument is 

95 In chapter three, I discuss Cyprian's formulation of how joint episcopal decisions were to be reached, and 
clarify the connection between eloquence and the ability to persuade the other bishops to adopt a given 
position.

96 And indeed, several other synods during his episcopate; see Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 44.
97 Cyprian and Bévenot, The Lapsed, 7-8.

33



focused on Cyprian's treatises, in particular De lapsis and De ecclesiae catolicae unitate. 

While acknowledging that Cyprian considered the relationship between himself and other 

bishops to be collegial, Bévenot asserts that Cyprian did not recognize the power of the 

Roman bishop for what it truly was: a position of primacy. In a questionable line of 

reasoning, Bévenot begins by asserting the unreliability of Cyprian's account: 

Cyprian's whole-hearted conversion, his distribution of wealth 
to the poor, and his edifying mode of life had led to his 
elevation to the episcopate perhaps oversoon. His strong and 
kindly practical character and his deep religious spirit made 
him admirably suited for the post; but he had not that long 
experience of life in the Church which alone would have 
enabled him to write of the Church not merely in a way 
adequate to its present needs, but also with that accuracy that 
would stand the test of time. In his treatise he was meeting the 
situation as he saw it: we must not expect in it a complete 
theological treatise on the Church.98 

From this patronizing starting point, Bévenot's exegesis involves a process of reading heavily 

into De unitate that to which Cyprian was apparently blind.

At Rome, there were no doubts about its Bishop's authority over 
the whole Church, Cyprian's original text could not fail to be 
read as a recognition of that fact... [though Cyprian] had never 
held that the Pope possessed universal jurisdiction. But he had 
never denied it either; in truth he had never asked himself the 
question where the final authority in the church might be.99

What is made clear in these quotes is Bévenot's highly problematic hermeneutical approach. 

His exegesis focuses on De unitate, which he has presumed to inaccurately represent the 

relationship between the bishops of Carthage and Rome simply because Cyprian was too 

inexperienced to correctly judge the power dynamic of the Church.100 Bévenot's assertion that 

98 Cyprian and Bévenot,  The Lapsed, 5.
99 Cyprian and Bévenot,  The Lapsed, 7-8.
100 In reality, by the time Cyprian penned De unitate, he was already several years into his episcopate and had 

spent the majority of that time in exile struggling against dissident Carthaginian clergy; Dunn, Cyprian and 
the Bishops of Rome, 29 ff. He arguably had plenty of experience as to the political inner-workings of the 
church. 
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Cyprian "had never asked himself where the final authority in the Church might be" assumes 

that a "final authority" as we see today in the Church must have existed then in the same way 

that it does now. Only because Cyprian's writings fly in the face of Bévenot's preconceived 

notions regarding Roman papal primacy in the third century is he forced to judge Cyprian's 

account as unreliable and ignorant.

There is, however, an alternate interpretation that takes into account the Roman 

church's high status while preserving Cyprian's reliability as a source. I argue that the see of 

Rome did not yet enjoy papal primacy in the mid-third century. Rather, the Roman bishop, 

like the Carthaginian bishop, served as metropolitan for the churches of the surrounding 

region. Rome and Carthage were both among most economically central cities within their  

respective provinces. A church's prestige tended to correspond with the size and influence of 

its city, if only because a higher population could support a larger and wealthier church. With 

this point in mind, one begins to see why Carthage and Rome, as particularly large and 

powerful cities, both housed influential churches. At no point during Cyprian's lifetime did 

this influence constitute universal or even regional primacy. Rome's status as the empire's 

capital did not at this point in time amount to ecclesiastical primacy for the church of Rome,  

but it did make the bishop of this church an ally worth having in times of schism. No one 

bishop held primacy over others, and what influence the metropolitans did have was less a 

result of some divine right as the reality of their resources and the necessity of an 

organizational hierarchy of some kind to keep the churches unified. 

2.3: Cyprian as Bishop 

Unlike his metropolitanism, Cyprian's episcopate was more than an administrative 

position; it granted him the authority to be an arbiter of orthodoxy. In the third century, each 
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bishop connected his church to the orthodox apostolic tradition, and thus to God. Bishops had 

an insular kind of authority, which God conferred to every see and which bishops mutually 

confirmed in one another. Clarke points out that bishops served as intermediaries between the 

congregation and God.101 Ignatius of Antioch, himself a Church Father from the second 

century, argued that the bishop is God's counterpart on earth.102 Henry Chadwick notes:

To his [the bishop's] people he has the authority of a shepherd, 
called to model himself upon the example of Christ the Chief 
Shepherd (1 Peter 5, 2-4). His authority is acknowledged in the 
consent of the plebs to his consecration. But the plebs, as 
experience showed, was vulnerable to faction, and soon an 
increasingly important role in the selection of a bishop was 
played by the bishops of neighboring churches who came to lay 
hands upon the candidate at his consecration, and who 
represented not only their own churches but the universal 
Church. No small part of the aura attaching to the local bishop 
depended upon this catholicity of recognition.103 

While the increased emphasis on episcopal participation in bishops' consecrations may have 

been rooted in pragmatism, it certainly became an important tradition in its own right. Even 

those bishops who did not attend the consecration of a new episcopal colleague would still 

formally recognize him as legitimate by sending letters of communion.104 This custom 

marked a crucial step in a new bishop's construction of a network among colleagues all 

across the empire. Without recognition of legitimacy from other bishops, a new bishop's 

church would not be in communion. 

Cyprian was elected to the episcopate in 249.105 The new bishop quickly learned to 

put his rhetorical skills and diplomacy to good use when corresponding with his episcopal 

101 Cyprian and G. W. Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, v. 1. Epistulae 1-27, trans. and annotated 
by G. W. Clarke (New York, N.Y. : Newman Press, 1984), 228; Cyprian, Ep. 16.

102 Chadwick, "The Role of the Christian Bishop," 3.
103 Chadwick, "The Role of the Christian Bishop", 1.
104 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 15.
105 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.
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colleagues. In particular, Cyprian was persuasive in promoting his ideas to other bishops. 

Discussing a passage in Epistula 55, Clarke points out the fact that "Cyprian... proceeds, 

through the skills of diplomacy, to work towards unanimity and consent overseas [in Rome] 

for the policies they themselves [the African bishops] adopted at home – as he perceived that  

bishops should."106 In this view, it was a bishop's duty to work towards episcopal unity, 

because harmony among bishops meant a unified Church overall. With this notion as his 

platform, Cyprian was perhaps the most vocal champion of church unity of his day. When he 

or the African bishops as a group would reach a decision, he often endeavored to present the 

case and persuade other bishops to bring their churches into line. Chadwick highlights this 

aspect of Cyprian's episcopate, noting that 

Cyprian might indeed declare boldly that every bishop is 
equal, as every apostle was, and is answerable to God alone. 
But one hardly needs to read between the lines of his writings 
to see that in his opinion the episcopate ought to be 
unanimous, that decisions in synod are not reached by 
majority votes that preserve the conscientious dissent of the 
minority, and that the individual bishop has a duty to discern 
and bring himself into line with this unanimity.107

Unity of practice and ecclesiastical policy were intended to strengthen the universal against 

persecution and schism. Cyprian's contemporaries recognized his efforts to foster church 

unity and praised him for it. In Epistula 30, the Roman clergy lauded Cyprian for his policy 

regarding the lapsed and agreed to adopt it within their own church:

For men will conclude that we have all laboured in concert 
together since they will find that we are all united in complete 
harmony on questions of ecclesiastical censure and discipline. 
There can be nothing more fitting during time of peace, 
nothing more essential during the hostilities of persecution than 

106 Cyprian and G. W. Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, v. 2. Epistulae 28-54, trans. and 
annotated by G. W. Clarke (New York, N.Y. : Newman Press, 1984), 18, my emphasis. 

107 Chadwick, "The Role of the Christian Bishop," 3. This notion was commonly held by Cyprian's 
contemporaries, as well. Any dissent was glossed over in favor of projected unanimity; see Ep. 49, in which 
Cornelius boasts of a unanimous Italian decision to readmit to communion formerly heretical confessors.
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adherence to the just severity108 of the gospel doctrine.109

Here, the Roman clergy clearly connects Cyprian's diplomatic, unifying achievements to his 

"adherence to the just severity of the gospel doctrine," in other words his orthodoxy. 

It is worth noting that this same policy of barring readmission to communion to the 

lapsed that the Roman clergy praised had also been a significant source of discontent within 

Carthage itself.110 Certain segments of Cyprian's own clergy and laity refused to implement it 

and pushed for the lapsed to be readmitted into the church. Some clergy formally readmitted 

the lapsed themselves. In Epistula 23, the Carthaginian confessors wrote irreverently to 

Cyprian, asking that he send along to the other African bishops their resolution regarding the 

readmission of the lapsed.111 While this may have been simply intended as a slap in the face 

to Cyprian's episcopal authority, there is in fact an interesting interplay at work in this letter.  

On the one hand, they are undermining Cyprian's authority as bishop by going against his 

expressed position and creating their own resolution in his absence. On the other hand, by 

asking him to send along their resolution to the other African bishops, they acknowledge 

Cyprian's metropolitan status. By asking Cyprian to send the message to the rest of the 

bishops in the province, they unwittingly admit that that is a power he has and they do not. In 

any case, when Cyprian responds in Epistula 26, he remains firm in his episcopal authority, 

asserting, "there shall be no departure from it [the course he lays out in previous letters 

108 The "severity" to which the Roman clergy here refers relates to Cyprian's policy towards the lapsed. From 
his place of exile, Cyprian had instructed his clergy not to readmit into communion any lapsed until he had 
returned and was able to meet with the other bishops to determine a plan of action. To many of Cyprian's 
own clergy and laity, this was seen as too rigorist a stance. See, for example, Epp. 23, 26.

109 Ep. 30.1.2 - 30.2.1.
110 There were also preexisting factions within Carthage that had disapproved of Cyprian since his consecration 

(many of whom believed he did not deserve to be bishop after so short a career in the church). These 
individuals jumped at the opportunity to coalesce with a larger group that scorned Cyprian's authority: the 
confessors and lapsed who felt that the lapsed should be readmitted to communion. The lapsed, who had 
given in to persecution and sacrificed, were now under Cyprian's orders undertaking a penitence period. At  
this stage in time, Cyprian was allowing re-admittance only of those lapsed that had been in penitence and 
who were on their deathbed. See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.

111 Ep. 23.
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regarding the lapsi] until peace has been restored to us by the Lord and we are thus able to 

gather together and investigate each case separately."112 Once again, Cyprian stresses the 

importance of a joint decision-making process through shared episcopal power. It is 

significant that his response did not involve any sort of muscle-flexing or demands of 

respect. This episode seems to suggest that, at least in Cyprian's eyes, a bishop's standing and 

support within the universal Church was more important than having the support of his own 

clergy and laity. From the perspective of legitimacy this seems to make sense, given the fact 

that bishops, once elected by the populace, relied on other bishops for authority and 

recognition as orthodox. Whereas it was certainly problematic that members of Cyprian's 

clergy were dissenting and refusing to follow his orders, this was not a de facto threat to 

Cyprian's episcopal authority within the grand scheme of the Church. With the support of the 

Roman church and other bishops, the legitimacy and orthodoxy of Cyprian's policy was 

secure. In this sense, the patron-client system had, in a way, shifted from one that existed 

between bishops and their churches to one between bishops. A bishop would provide support 

for a colleague in exchange for the assurance of the colleague someday returning the favor.

2.4: The Collegial Network of Bishops 

Given that both Cyprian and his Roman colleagues113 were metropolitans, it makes 

sense that they would turn to each other in times of need. Both Bévenot and Dunn's analyses 

of the ancient evidence illuminate the fact that this is precisely what these bishops did,  

forming a largely collegial network of mutual-support. Bévenot incorrectly posits that this 

was a unidirectional relationship, with Cyprian and all other non-Roman bishops always 

seeking support from the Roman church. Bévenot readily admits that Cyprian's theory, 

112 Ep. 26.
113 There was a succession of five Roman bishops during Cyprian's episcopate; in order: Fabian, Cornelius, 

Lucius, Stephen I, and Sixtus II. See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 5.
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particularly as espoused De unitate, does not allow for papal primacy.114 However, he claims,

His theory was one thing, the living tradition of the Church in 
which he immersed himself from the moment of his conversion 
was another. If he ever came to see the insufficiency of his 
theory and completed it by a better appreciation of Rome's real 
position in the Church, it will have been through the memory 
of his relations with Rome in the past, and of what his life as a 
Christian and as a bishop had so often prompted him to do.115

What Cyprian had been often prompted to do was to turn to Rome for support and assistance 

– here Bévenot is drawing especially on Cyprian's Epistula 59, written to Cornelius in 252 

seeking support against Cyprian's new rival bishop Fortunatus.116 Yet as Dunn argues, the 

evidence does not support this interpretation.117 Cyprian's appeal for support does not in fact 

constitute an implicit nod to the primacy of the Roman bishop but rather a common practice 

between all bishops of bolstering their power over their own churches by seeking the support 

and ratification of other bishops. This was a tactic utilized by Rome as much as by Carthage. 

Indeed, letters of communion constituted a powerful mechanism of support among bishops of 

every city, even when they came from small and distant sees. Cornelius, for example, was 

desperate that Cyprian send along letters of communion recognizing himself as the legitimate 

bishop of Rome from as many North African bishops as possible.118  

Given that bishops had to rely on one another for support and legitimacy, Cyprian's 

rhetorical prowess and experience as a patron were exceedingly useful to his episcopate. As 

114 Cyprian and Bévenot, The Lapsed, 8; Bévenot, St. Cyprian's De unitate; chap. 4 in the light of the  
manuscripts (London, Burns, Oates & Washbourne: 1938), 52-76.

115 Cyprian and Bévenot, The Lapsed, 7.
116 Ep. 59.
117 See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome.
118 Ep. 45. Cornelius had good reason to be anxious, as the North African bishops had not yet decided whether 

to recognize him or his rival bishop, Novatian, as the legitimate bishop of Rome. Dunn specifies the election 
of Cornelius as bishop and the ensuing controversy due to a rival bishop also claiming the episcopacy of 
Rome as a key instance in which Rome, like every other church, depended upon the support of the wider 
ecclesiastical community for legitimacy. This practice, Dunn notes, is "an indication that, at this time, he 
[the bishop of Rome] was not considered to be independent of or superior to other bishops." Dunn, Cyprian 
and the Bishops of Rome, 16.
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in the wider community, rhetorical skills proved highly valuable in securing and maintaining 

friendships119 in the context of the early Church. As Peter Brown argues, in the third century 

and onward "[r]hetoric remained the 'Queen of Subjects' because it dealt with what still 

mattered in the public life of late antiquity – with the manner in which notables related... with  

their official superiors, with their peers, and with those subject to their power and 

protection."120 In other words, rhetoric formed the basis of the all-important patron-client 

relationships. In the context of the third century, it is understandable how crucial this 

framework of communication and diplomacy was to bishops, who had adopted the patron-

client model to the ecclesiastical structure. Brown notes that enkyklios paideia granted 

bishops "the means of getting along with their neighbors."121 This education allowed a bishop 

to "maintain... his alliances in the old manner."122 Although Brown's discussion of paideia 

generally focuses on eastern churches, the Latin equivalent, liberalia studia, was similarly 

important in Christian Carthage. In fact, Cyprian's own letters display a similar use of 

exaggerated flattery, demonstrating the importance of episcopal diplomacy and networking. 

Cyprian's use of certain rhetorical flourishes demonstrates the constant upkeep 

necessary in a patron-client relationship between bishops. Flattery in particular was a 

powerful tool at Cyprian's disposal, and is perhaps most evident in Cyprian's letters to 

Cornelius following the rival bishop debacle. In an attempt to smooth over his faux pas of 

failing to immediately recognize Cornelius' legitimacy, Cyprian wrote to his Roman 

colleague with flattering and reassuring words. It is worth quoting Cyprian at length to offer 

a sense of his verbose, diplomatic rhetorical style, and to demonstrate the lengths to which he 

119 Friendships here used in the amicitia sense mentioned in chapter one, connoting both personal friends and 
political alliances. Shelton, As the Romans Did, 217.

120 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 42.
121 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 122.
122 Brown, Power and Persuasion, 122.

41



was willing to go to flatter Cornelius and repair their relationship:

But there stood in confrontation an opposing faction which by 
its foul fabrications and vilifying slanders was disturbing the 
hearts and confusing the minds of colleagues and brethren alike, 
and in great numbers. We [the African churches] considered it 
essential, therefore, in order to allay this distress, to obtain the 
support of unequivocal and authoritative statements written to 
us from Italy by our colleagues. When they attested, in their 
correspondence, to your strict and virtuous way of life with 
generous testimonials, they cleared away even for your rivals 
and those who take pleasure in the anarchy and perversity of 
their actions the very last scruple of indecision and doubt. And 
so it was on out advice reached after careful and salutary 
calculation that our brothers whose hearts had been tossed about 
on this tide of uncertainty gave their whole-hearted and 
unhesitating approval to your election as bishop.123

Cyprian endeavors in the above section as well as in the letter as a whole to meet three goals: 

(1) to paint Novatian, Cornelius' rival bishop, in as negative a light as possible; (2) to flatter 

Cornelius and thereby smooth over any hard feelings;124 and (3) to defend his actions as 

correct within the bounds of Church custom, particularly given the difficulty of the situation. 

Beyond writing at least three such letters to Cornelius,125 Cyprian also went out of his way to 

assist Cornelius by writing to the Roman confessors who had thrown their support to 

Novatian, attempting to bring them back into the fold.126 He even asserted to a colleague that 

Cornelius deserved the status of a confessor or martyr.127 That Cyprian was so eager to patch 

123 Cyprian, Ep. 45.3.1
124 Flattery of this kind was an acknowledged component of the patron-client relationship, and was moreover a 

tried and tested method for winning the support of one's colleagues and superiors. Quintus Tullius Cicero 
wrote that flattery, even to the extent of duplicity, is "wicked and reprehensible in other aspects of life, yet is 
essential in a political campaign. Actually, when flattery makes a man worse it is bad, but when it makes 
him more supportive of you it shouldn't be censured. It is certainly essential for a candidate, whose 
expression and appearance and speech must be changed and adapted to the opinions and wishes of everyone 
he meets." Cicero, Some Thoughts, 13.53.

125 Cyprian, Epp. 44, 45, 48. Ep. 55 included many of the same arguments and was written to third-party bishop 
who wished for clarification as to why Cornelius was the rightful bishop of Rome as opposed than Novation. 

126 Cyprian, Ep. 46. This was outside of Cyprian's jurisdiction and moreover out of character; the only other 
time Cyprian wrote directly to any clergy or laity, rather than to the church's bishop, was during the year-
long period in which he corresponded with the Roman clergy who had no bishop. It seems to have been a 
genuine gesture of goodwill towards Cornelius. 

127 Cyprian, Ep. 55. The significance of this statement will become clear in chapter four where I discuss the 
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up his relationship with Cornelius demonstrates the importance of support from one's fellow 

bishops. A system of communication and collegial support between bishops was an effective 

defense against disintegrating church ties in the face of persecution and schism. Cyprian thus 

made use of an important part of his rhetorical training – the ability to confer diplomatically  

with others and maintain patron-client ties, both with his colleagues128 and his subordinates.

However, when bishops did not see eye-to-eye on high-stakes theological matters, 

mutual support was not always forthcoming, sometimes leading to crises of church unity. 

When a bishop overstepped the bounds of his authority, he would often quickly loose the 

support of his colleagues. A key example is the (re)baptism controversy, which, as Dunn 

explains, revolved around the question of how the Church was to properly admit into 

communion previously heretical Christians who had been baptized in break-away 

communities.129 Cyprian and Stephen I, the bishop of Rome, had opposing solutions to this 

problem. Stephen forbade anyone accused of heresy from being "re-baptized," because the 

original baptism of all break-away communities was in his opinion valid.130 Cyprian, by 

contrast, considered such heretical baptism invalid and thus rejected Stephen's position.131 It 

was the fact that Stephen set a ban on (re)baptism for all churches that sparked objections 

from Cyprian and other bishops. Dunn argues that the (re)baptism controversy marked the 

high esteem in which confessors and martyrs were held during the mid-third century.  
128 At this point, Garnsey and Saller's definition of patronage cited above ("a reciprocal exchange relationship 

between men of unequal status and resources") begins to break down. The bishops were applying the patron-
client model to their interactions with each other, their colleagues. One reason Cyprian can remain so 
influential even while portions of his clergy and laity begin to withdraw their support for him during the 
lapsi controversy is that by that point, because he was already bishop, his main clients – and patrons – were 
his fellow bishops. Only other bishops truly had the legitimate authority within the church structure to 
excommunicate Cyprian or remove him from the see. Chadwick, "The Role of the Christian Bishop," 1-3. 
Cyprian's disintegrating base of support in Carthage will be discussed mostly in chapter four. 

129 For the purposes of this paper, I label this controversy "(re)baptism" because the dispute was over whether 
baptisms of break-away Christian communities could be considered valid in the mainstream Church. In 
other words, Cyprian and Stephen I disagreed over whether the ceremony in question was a baptism or a re-
baptism. Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 119.

130 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 119.
131 Cyprian, Ep. 74.
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first instance of a Roman bishop claiming ecclesiastical authority over other churches. "It is 

with Stephen," Dunn asserts, "that we find the first true claims to papal primacy, claims that 

were resisted by Cyprian and the other bishops."132 Again, this papal primacy was nothing 

near the all-encompassing authority of the Pope today; Stephen's more limited claim was that 

the Roman tradition was the universal Christian tradition. Yet this was still entirely contrary 

to Cyprian's notions of episcopal equality, and even more difficult to reconcile with his 

ambitions of being periphanesteros paparum of North Africa. As Dunn asserts,

While Cyprian certainly disagreed with Stephen's position on 
the question of the validity of schismatic baptism and would no 
doubt seek to change the Roman bishop's mind, it was probably 
not what provoked Cyprian as much as the way it appears 
Stephen asserted that his position was the only one that the 
universal church could hold.133 

In a letter to one of his episcopal colleagues, Cyprian voiced his opposition to Stephen's 

mandate, and picked apart Stephen's offhanded response to Epistula 68:

I have sent you a copy of his reply; on the reading of which, 
you will more and more observe his error in endeavoring to 
maintain the cause of heretics against Christians, and against 
the Church of God. For among other matters, which were either 
haughtily assumed, or were not pertaining to the matter, or 
contradictory to his own view, which he unskillfully and 
without foresight wrote... He forbade one coming from any 
heresy to be baptized in the Church; that is, he judged the 
[original] baptism of all heretics to be just and lawful.134

As Dunn points out, Cyprian went on in the letter to describe Stephen's position as "arrogant, 

irrelevant, self-contradictory, ill-considered, and inept."135 Cyprian and Stephen's relationship 

would not recover from this ideological disagreement. This episode further demonstrates the 

dependence of church unity on the collegial ecclesiastical network, rather than one in which 
132 As Dunn goes on to point out, even Stephen's successor, Sixtus II, backtracked on these claims to Roman 

primacy. Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 119, 189.
133 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 162.
134 Cyprian, Ep. 74. Unfortunately, Stephen's letter itself did not survive.
135 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 162.
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one bishop attempted to claim primacy over the others. Stephen's attempt to impose his 

stance on un-persuaded bishops completely went against Cyprian's understanding of the 

process by which episcopal decisions were reached, in which one party had a responsibility 

to persuade the other through rational argument so as to arrive at agreement.136

Overall, a bishop's authority depended on and was in part limited by the episcopal 

patron-client network. Bishops had to be recognized through letters of communion in order to 

have legitimate authority within the Church, and any attempt to overstep the bounds of one's 

see was a sure way to lose support among one's episcopal colleagues.137 In this sense, bishops 

provided support for and kept one another in check. Cyprian's rhetorical prowess assisted 

him in building a network of episcopal alliances, much in the same way that aspiring Roman 

politicians garnered support for their campaigns. Moreover, in the schism-riddled context of 

the mid-third century, Cyprian was a bishop who promoted himself as a unifier within the 

Church by emphasizing the collegial relationship between bishops. With a few notable 

exceptions,138 Cyprian had a broad base of support among other bishops throughout the 

provinces. It was mainly the fact that Cyprian filled the role of bishop so well that bolstered 

his authority within the eyes of his contemporaries and those Christians who would follow.

136 This idea of Cyprian's will be discussed in more depth in chapter three.
137 The example provided above was Stephen I's attempt to impose his own stance regarding (re)baptism on the 

rest of the Church. Another example of a bishop losing support by overstepping his episcopal authority was 
Novatian's failure to readmit the lapsed to communion. Cyprian interpreted this act as an attempt to usurp 
God's role as ultimate judge, in that Novatian was essentially sealing the fates of the lapsed by not allowing 
them back into communion before their deaths. See Ep. 55.

138 Including Stephen I, who excommunicated Cyprian for performing (re)baptisms, and the supporters of 
Fortunatus, Cyprian's rival bishop of Carthage. See J. B. Rives, Religion and Authority in Roman Carthage 
from Augustus to Constantine (New York : Oxford University Press, 1995), 306; Ep. 59.
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Chapter Three: Cyprian as Ecclesiologist

In this chapter, I advance my argument that Cyprian's rhetorical training and Roman 

cultural background played a key role in his ambition and ability to promote himself to a 

position of preeminence among his episcopal colleagues. Specifically, I go into more detail  

regarding Cyprian's insistence that bishops agree on important theological issues. By framing 

Church unity as a matter of highest importance and connecting the unified congregation to 

orthodox observance of the gospel, Cyprian created a scenario in which diversity of opinion 

was undesirable at best. Full adherence to the gospel could not come in multiple forms; in the 

case of particularly critical theological questions, such as that of the (re)baptism of heretical  

converts, there could only be one, unanimous stance. Those bishops who were inconsistent 

with this correct practice were essentially isolating themselves from communion. What is 

more, if unity meant harmony, and harmony was translated as unanimity, Cyprian was setting 

himself up to be the single voice of the entire North African Church – the periphanesteros  

paparum. His diplomatic maneuverings and persuasive argumentation assisted him in filling 

this role. 

Cyprian's theology reflects above all his focus on the unity and harmony of the 

Christian community as a whole. Even within his letters, his concern for ecclesial unity is a 

ubiquitous theme. He held that unity was the key source of strength for a church under siege 

from all sides. The mid-third century context certainly was tumultuous, particularly for the 

young Church. As Bévenot concisely summarizes in his quote already cited in the 

introduction to this thesis,

Caecilius Cyprianus was Bishop of Carthage 249-258. In this 
short period, he led his flock through a two years' persecution, 
defended the unity of the Church against two schismatical 
movements, was the soul of the city's morale during a 
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devastating plague, had a sharp conflict with the Bishop of 
Rome over the validity of heretical baptism, and was beheaded, 
a martyr for the faith, in a second persecution.139

Bévenot here omits one other key threat that Cyprian and the Carthaginian church faced 

during the nine years of his episcopate: the fact that his laxist opponents in Carthage elected 

Fortunatus as a rival bishop in 251 during Cyprian's absence.140 From the perspective of a 

man seeking to protect his church and ensure its adherence to the gospel teaching, the 

majority of these problems must have been particularly frustrating because they were 

internal to the Church. Cyprian may not have been able to protect Carthaginian Christians 

from persecution and plague, but internal threats seemed at least theoretically preventable.  

The schisms, rival bishops, and even his conflict with Stephen I during the (re)baptism 

controversy: all, in Cyprian's eyes, posed a threat to unity, both for his own congregation and 

for the Catholic Church as a whole. By promoting unity, Cyprian sought to minimize these 

threats. Unity would encourage the churches to work together, eliminating internal threats 

and strengthening the Church against external ones. With harmonized policy and mutual 

support, Cyprian maintained, the churches would be able to survive and thrive, despite the 

turbulent climate of the third century. In order to promote this unity, Cyprian's writings center 

on two key theological/ecclesiological arguments: the indivisibility of the Church and the 

necessity of harmony and consensus among bishops. 

Cyprian argued for the indivisibility of the Church in a manner that was quite 

convenient in that it served to protect his episcopal authority against rival bishops. Bryan 

139 Cyprian and Bévenot, The Lapsed, 3.
140 Cyprian had fled the Decian persecution, going into hiding in an unknown North African location. He 

remained in exile from Carthage for over a year, but kept up his episcopal duties from afar, mostly through 
his letters. It is largely thanks to his exile that modern historians have such a strong sense for mid third-
century North African episcopal duties and church hierarchy. See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 
23ff.
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Stone141 notes that Cyprian's ecclesiology on the indivisibility of the Church draws 

particularly from Paul's first letter to the Corinthians: 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the 
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with 
Christ... The eye cannot say of the hand, 'I have no need of 
you,' nor again the head to the feet, 'I have no need of you.'... If 
one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member 
is honored, all rejoice together with it. Now you are the body 
of Christ and individually members of it.142 

Paul's message resonates with Cyprian's own – that all members of the body of the Church 

were inexorably linked through communion and that to break away from this unity was to 

cease to be a member altogether. For Cyprian, the Church's indivisibility and its oneness 

were themselves one and the same.  Much like a body, the Church, though comprised of many 

parts, was whole, indivisible, and one. This argument would be especially useful when 

Cyprian faced up against his rival bishop Fortunatus. The indivisibility of the Church 

effectively made impossible any legitimate rival bishop, since the church within a given 

community could not be divided and therefore could have only one bishop. An existing 

bishop was automatically favored over his rival, for it was the rival who sought to undermine 

the church's unity.143 To create a rival see was to seek to divide the church – an impossible 

task. Echoing Paul, Cyprian wrote to the Carthaginian clergy and laity:

God is one and Christ is one, and the Church is one and the 
chair established upon Peter by the voice of the Lord is one. 
Another altar cannot be set up, nor a new priesthood be made, 
contrary to the one altar and the one priesthood.144

141 Bryan Stone, A Reader in Ecclesiology, Ashgate Contemporary Ecclesiology (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing 
Ltd, 2012), 4-5.

142 1 Corinthians 12:12-27.
143 One of the key preliminary reasons Cyprian gives for Cornelius' episcopal legitimacy over that of Novatian 

(before Cyprian recognized his faux pas and began supplying a multitude of other, more flattering reasons 
why Cornelius was the rightful bishop) was simply that Cornelius had been ordained first. Cyprian, Epp. 44, 
45

144 Ep. 43.5.
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Cyprian's use of Paul in this way was a powerful rhetorical technique that paralleled 

Cyprian's school day progymnasmata exercises.145 Similar to the way in which a student of 

rhetoric could formulate a particularly strong argument by citing an authority such as Virgil  

or Cicero, so Cyprian could do with Paul. While some of Cyprian's readers – especially those 

inclined to support Fortunatus – would not agree with Cyprian's application of Paul, 

appearing to question Paul himself was dangerous.

Cyprian also used Paul to argue for the need for collaboration and harmonized policy 

between bishops. In a section of Paul's first letter to the Corinthians particularly useful to 

Cyprian, Paul wrote: 

Let two or three prophets speak, and let the others pass 
judgment. But if a revelation is made to another who is seated, 
the first one must keep silent. For you can all prophesy one by 
one, so that all may learn and all may be exhorted; and the 
spirits of prophets are subject to prophets; for God is not a God 
of confusion but of peace, as in all the churches of the saints.146

According to Michael Fahey, Cyprian interpreted this passage as "a call to unity amid 

diversity."147 Specifically, Cyprian seems to have been concerned with diversity of opinion on 

important theological matters.148 Referring to the Pauline passage cited above, Cyprian wrote 

in Epistula 71, "By this statement [Paul] taught and showed that there are many things about 

which other persons can be better inspired than we, and that each one ought not to defend his 

first ideas obstinately, but, if another better and more useful idea is expressed, to adopt that 

145 See chapter two.
146 1 Corinthians 14:29-33.
147  Fahey, Cyprian and the Bible, 461.
148 As discussed in chapter two, Cyprian often noted that bishops were answerable to God alone, implying a 

degree of prerogative for each bishop to interpret the scripture as he would. However, in the case of  
controversies that threatened the very unity of the Church, such as the (re)baptism controversy, Cyprian held 
that seeking unanimity of opinion was to be the priority. Dissenting bishops would be pressured to adopt the 
stance of the majority, but not necessarily threatened with excommunication if they failed to do so. See 
Chadwick, "The Role of The Christian Bishop," 3.
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willingly."149 In this letter, Cyprian advocated for the rational discussion of opinion. If a 

bishop provided a sufficiently convincing argument in favor of his theological position, his 

colleagues should be compelled to adopt his stance – to refuse to do so would be mere 

obstinacy. This argument also seems to demonstrate an understanding of these theological 

debates as having a Truth to be uncovered; one party may have access to this true 

interpretation when the other does not. The correct party will, by virtue of having this Truth 

on its side, be able to provide the more compelling argument. In the absence of obstinacy, the 

incorrect party will thus be compelled to adopt the correct stance. In the case of theological  

debates with the potential to result in schism, unanimity among bishops was preferable to an 

'agreement to disagree,' because uniform policy from church to church maximized the mutual 

support network between bishops and minimized the kinds of internal problems discussed at 

the outset of this chapter. In a speech at the North African synod called to discuss 

(re)baptism, Cyprian proclaimed to his fellow bishops,

It remains that we severally declare our opinion on this subject, 
judging no one, nor depriving any one of the right of 
communion if he differ from us. For no one of us sets himself 
up as a bishop of bishops, or, by tyrannical terror, forces his 
colleagues to a necessity of obeying, inasmuch as every bishop, 
in the free use of his liberty and power, has the right of forming 
his own judgment, and can no more be judged by another than 
he can himself judge another. But we must all await the 
judgment of our Lord Jesus Christ, who alone has the power 
both of setting us in the government of His Church, and of 
judging of our acts therein.150 

This statement, coupled with the excerpt from Epistula 71, highlights a tension in Cyprian's 

ecclesiology. While every bishop was answerable to God alone and fully justified in 

formulating his own interpretation of scripture, it was best for bishops to come to consensus 

149  Ep. 71.3. The context of the letter was Cyprian arguing for his own position during the (re)baptism 
controversy and objecting to Stephen's presumptuous claim to primacy.

150 Quoted in Augustine, On Baptism, II.2-3.
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on important theological matters. Those who would not relent to reason, to a "better and 

more useful idea" than their own, did so out of stubbornness. While these bishops would not 

be excommunicated, they would confront Jesus' judgment when the time came.

By stressing the necessity of harmony and consensus among bishops, Cyprian created 

room for a periphanesteros pappon; by insisting that joint episcopal decisions be reached 

through debate, Cyprian assured that he had a good chance of filling that role. Cyprian's 

argument in favor of unanimity through debate and reason set up a scenario in which a 

particularly persuasive bishop could exert more influence than his colleagues. This influence 

would take the form of a single bishop frequently supplying the interpretation to which his 

episcopal colleagues would agree. In this regard, Cyprian put himself at a considerable 

advantage relative to the other bishops, given the fact that he had spent decades prior to his 

conversion learning and professionally practicing the art of persuasion. Yet Cyprian did not 

set himself up as 'bishop of bishops'151 or other primacy figure, because to do so would imply 

a kind of codified superiority. The Roman notion of auctoritas, on the other hand, was fairly 

fluid and the status required constant upkeep, as demonstrated by the ceaseless competition 

and maneuvering of Roman elites. In applying this model to the episcopate, Cyprian did not 

necessarily imagine that he would always have the correct interpretation of the gospel (and 

therefore the most persuasive argument) on his side. In creating room for himself as 

periphanesteros pappon, Cyprian was not carving out space for a codified office, but rather a 

personal status of prestige – that of being the first among equal bishops.

151 Cyprian likely draws this term from Tertullian, who discussed the arrogance behind the idea of a 'bishop of 
bishops' acting as ultimate judge and thus usurping God's role. See Rives, Religion and Authority, 281.
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Chapter Four: Cyprian as Martyr

In this chapter, I illustrate the complex nature of martyrs' and confessors' authority 

through their link to Jesus. I discuss the ways in which Cyprian's episcopal authority was 

threatened by the charismatic authority of the confessors. Confessors had access to a kind of 

prestige Cyprian did not: the glory of having followed in Jesus' footsteps through martyrdom. 

In the eyes of many of his contemporaries, Cyprian's flight from the Decian persecution only 

made the disparity in glory greater. Rather than passively ceding to the superior authority of 

the confessors, Cyprian made two moves to ensure his own prestige and authority within the 

church was equal to, if not greater than, that of the confessors. For one, he took every 

opportunity to associate himself with the glory of martyrs and confessors. This move took 

two forms: Cyprian's seeking to build 'friendships'152 with the confessors, and his attempts to 

claim partial credit for and thus a share in their glory. Additionally, Cyprian argued that a 

bishop's authority to interpret the gospel was superior to that of the confessors, and that 

confessors who sought to undermine this episcopal superiority went against the very gospel 

which had won them their crowns of martyrdom. Whether Cyprian was successful in these 

two strategies is difficult to judge, particularly in light of his own eventual martyrdom. 

During his lifetime Cyprian's maneuverings to associate himself with martyrs and confessors 

may not have convinced many contemporaries. After being martyred, however, Cyprian was 

more closely tied to the cult of the martyrs than he ever managed to be during his lifetime. 

The contested hierarchy between bishops and martyrs would cease to matter in his particular 

case, for he was to be remembered as both. 

4.1: Martyrs and Confessors as Linked to Jesus

From the very beginning, the act of martyrdom has been tied to a truth claim: a claim 

152 Once again, the distinction between personal friendships and political alliances does not apply.
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to the legitimacy and truth of the Christian faith. The earliest 'martyrs' were the apostles; 

μάρτυς or mártys (Greek) translates as 'witness', and the apostles were given this title for 

having attested to Jesus' public life. In the sense of legal testimony the apostles were 

witnesses to the acts and words of Jesus.153 Many of the apostles were in fact put on 'trial' by 

Rome in an attempt to force them to deny their testimonies under the threat of death. Thus,  

mártys soon gained its sacrificial connotation, and following the deaths of the apostles, 

'martyr' came to mean "witness of Christ... a person who, though he [sic] has never seen nor 

heard the Divine Founder of the Church, is yet so firmly convinced of the truths of the 

Christian religion, that he gladly suffers death rather than deny it."154 In this way, martyrdom 

was a component of Christianity from its earliest days. Particularly during persecutions, 

Roman officials would subject the martyrs to torture and eventually death to attempt to force 

them to recant their witness and thereby admit the illegitimacy of their faith. Leemans and 

Gemeinhardt, citing an idea first put forward by Kate Cooper, point out that "[s]ince the 

martyr's declaration of the superiority of Christianity was vindicated by the persistence of 

his/her claim to truth under torture (the Roman method of testing truth claims), the 

competing claim of the the [Roman] official, of the superiority of the Roman hegemony, 

came under scrutiny instead."155 These scenes were, in fact, a powerful recruiting tool for the 

early Christian community. Public executions of Christians who refused to denounce their 

faith moved many members of the wider community to convert to Christianity.156 

153 Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church. s.v. "martyr."
154 Maurice Hasset, "Martyr," in The Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 9 (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 

1910).
155  Johan Leemans and Peter Gemeinhardt, Christian Martyrdom in Late Antiquity (300-450 AD) History and  

Discourse, Tradition and Religious Identity (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012), 69-70.
156 Martyr-narratives of the second, third, and early fourth centuries, the period before Christian persecution 

ended and in which Christians viewed themselves as a "resistance movement", were particularly focused on 
this dichotomy between the illegitimate state officials carrying out the persecution and the authority of the 
martyrs' claims to truth. See Leemans and Gemeinhardt, Christian Martyrdom, 69ff.

53



The mid-third century was a period of comparative peace for Christians. Christian 

persecution had largely dissipated since the reign of Septimius Severus as Roman emperor 

(193-211 C.E.), and as a result there were far fewer martyrdoms.157 However, with the 

accession of Trajan Decius in 249, anti-Christian measures were put in place once more. 

Particularly significant was the emperor's imperial edict of late 249 or early 250, which 

ordered universal sacrifice as a means of restoring traditional religious practice throughout 

the empire and thereby garnering support from the gods.158 Whether this edict was a direct 

attack on Christians is still debated.159 Whatever Decius' original intentions, his edict had a 

profound effect on the Christian community throughout the empire. Those Christians who 

refused to sacrifice could be imprisoned, tortured, and, as the Decian persecution progressed, 

killed. Dunn takes the stance that "Christian leaders were among the first to be tested for their 

commitment to the empire," pointing to the fact that Fabian, then bishop of Rome, was 

imprisoned immediately after the so-called Decian Persecution began, later dying in custody.

160 Cyprian, by that time in the first or second year of his episcopate, ended up in hiding to 

avoid a similar fate.161 Those Christians who confessed their faith to Roman officials and 

survived the persecution gained the status of 'confessor,' and were highly respected for their 

resolve and the fortitude of their faith. Not all Christians proved so steadfast. In the aftermath 

of the edict, the Church faced the conundrum of what to do with those Christians – laity, 

clergy, and in some cases even bishops – who had succumbed to Roman imperial pressure 

157 This is not to say that Christians were not persecuted at all in the interim periods between the empire-wide 
persecutions; as Frend points out, Christian communities were still largely considered illegal societies, and 
so "formal charges against individual Christians could still be made, and the roll of martyrs continued to 
swell." See Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 238-9, 255.

158 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 23-24.
159 Kossi Adiavu Ayedze, Tertullian, Cyprian and Augustine on Patience: Comparative and Critical Study of  

Three Treatises on a Stoic-Christian Virtue in Early North African Christianity  (2000), 143-56; Cyprian and 
Clarke, The Letters, vol 1, 24.

160 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 25-6. 
161 Cyprian and  Bévenot, The Lapsed, 3 and Dunn, Cyprian and the bishops of Rome, 27.
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and made offerings to Roman gods, denouncing their Christian faith. These individuals came 

to be called the lapsi, or lapsed,162 and the grounds for their readmission into the church was 

an issue hotly contested among the bishops.163 The controversy was only made more 

complicated by the actions of certain zealous confessors who insisted on the re-admittance of 

the lapsed.

Cyprian's letters and treatises demonstrate the fact that during his episcopate, martyrs 

and confessors alike were held in the highest esteem. In Epistula 37, Cyprian sends his praise 

to the imprisoned Roman confessors, encouraging them to remain firm in their confession. 

He begins the letter by explaining the logic behind the notion that, like martyrs, confessors 

should be considered glorious. Cyprian explicitly points out that the glory of martyrdom is 

not superior to the glory of 'confessorship', asserting, "Truly blessed are those from your 

number who have travelled along these paths of glory and have now left this world; they 

have reached the end of their journey of valour and faith... And yet your glory is in no way  

inferior."164 By this reckoning, confessors were granted a sort of 'soon-to-be-martyr' status, 

and were considered to be just as glorious as martyrs. Notably, this status does not even 

appear to have been contingent on continued imprisonment or sentencing, because confessors 

retained their glory upon being released from prison and thus removed from harm's way.165 

Cyprian held that martyrs and by extension confessors were true champions of the 

gospel, and that they therefore served as role models and orthodox behavior. As he wrote to 

the Roman confessors,

162 Dunn, Cyprian and the bishops of Rome, 26.
163 Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 26-31.
164 Ep. 37.3.1.
165 See Ep. 38-40, in which Cyprian appoints three confessors to various positions within the Carthaginian 

clergy, using their history of confession and subsequent glory to argue for their suitableness for the clergy. 
The confessors Cyprian addresses in Ep. 37, in addition, are lauded for remaining in prison even when they 
are invited to leave, which suggests that they were never formally sentenced; see Ep. 31.1.3.
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There is no petition which you can make of the Lord's favour 
which you do not deserve to obtain. For you have kept so 
faithfully to the precepts of the Lord, you have adhered to the 
gospel discipline with all the honest vigour of your faith. With 
the honour of your valour unsullied, you have manfully taken 
your stand with the Lord's apostles and His commandments, 
and the wavering faith of so many you have strengthened by 
the truth of your martyrdom. Truly you are the witnesses of the 
gospel, truly you are the martyrs of Christ, supported upon His 
roots, firmly founded upon the rock, you have united discipline 
to valour, you have roused others to the fear of God, and you 
have made yourselves models of martyrdom.166

With characteristically grandiose language, Cyprian here reveals several key components of 

confessorship and martyrdom as he understands them. First, he affirmed that, having 

confessed and thereby gained God's favor, confessors may expect to have their prayers 

answered. So faithful to the gospel are the confessors, Cyprian argued, that they themselves 

are "firmly founded upon the rock" that forms the entire basis for the Church.167 What this 

amounts to is perhaps the highest praise a bishop could give at a time of schism and 

persecution; in this letter, Cyprian not only acknowledges the confessors' steadfastness and 

self-control, but also their orthodox adherence to the gospel. Founded upon the rock on 

which Jesus builds the Church and standing among the apostles in glory, these confessors 

constitute a direct and living line to the gospel, to orthodoxy. Like the apostles themselves,  

confessors are witnesses to the gospel, and thus to the orthodox faith. This is high praise 

indeed coming from Cyprian, particularly since the allusion to Matt. 16:18 was a favorite of 

Cyprian's for asserting the authority and orthodoxy of bishops, namely himself.168 By casting 

166  Ep. 37.4.2, my emphasis. This was a popular understanding of martyrdom and confessorship during the 
mid-third century, as shall be demonstrated later on in this chapter. Many Christians, especially within the 
laity, therefore sought to align themselves with the views of confessors so as to be sure of upholding the 
gospel teachings. This practice became problematic when it came to instances of rival bishops in Carthage 
and Rome. If a confessor threw support to a rival bishop or other schismatic player, some members of the 
Christian community were sure to follow suit. See Ep. 51.1.2.

167 Cyprian is referencing Matthew 16:18: "And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it." (NRSV)

168 In an earlier letter to the Roman clergy, for example, Cyprian cites Matt. 16:18 in order to make the point 
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confessors in a parallel role, Cyprian acknowledged in the confessors a considerable level of 

authority within the Church. The extent of the confessors' orthodoxy comes into even clearer 

focus in Epistula 51, in which Cyprian discussed the popularly held view that confessors and 

martyrs served as examples and guides toward orthodoxy, much in the same way that bishops 

did.169 

However, this was not a compliment that Cyprian would extend to all confessors. His 

understanding of the glory of confessors was complicated by the fact that several confessors 

acted in direct defiance of his episcopal decisions. As G. W. Clarke notes in his commentary 

on Epistula 37, "Cyprian is heavy-handed in his stress on the genuineness and sincerity of 

[the addressees'] witness... as being demonstrated and established by their faithful adherence 

to the Gospel... He manifestly has in mind confessors who have proved not to be equally 

witness of Christ and of His Gospel."170 In other words, Cyprian was implicitly contrasting 

the Roman confessor addressees with the Carthaginian confessors who had been 

undermining his episcopal authority.171 Despite Cyprian's decision from his place of hiding to 

assess the matter of the readmission of the lapsed on a case-by-case basis upon his return, 

certain Carthaginian confessors had begun granting readmission on their own authority.172 

that, as successors of Peter, the rock upon which God built the Church, bishops are the foundation that 
anchor their flocks to orthodox Christianity. See Ep. 31.1.1.

169 Ep. 51.1.2. As indicated in note 168 above, the fact that the confessors and martyrs were understood to be 
guides to orthodoxy meant that many Christians, both among the laity and the clergy, would follow the 
confessors' lead, even if it meant leaving the 'mainstream' church. As Clarke notes, "We can now appreciate 
the importance of Cornelius of winning over the allegiance of the Roman confessors" in the context of his 
struggle with his rival bishop Novatian; see Clarke, 284. This conception of confessorship perhaps also 
explains why Cornelius was willing to let confessors who had previously thrown support to Novatian return 
to communion without a penitence period; see Ep. 49. This is likely not a policy Cyprian would agree with, 
given the fact that he elsewhere stated that not even confessorship could excuse schismatic or heretical  
activity. See J. Patout Burns, "On Rebaptism: Social Organization in the Third Century Church," Journal of  
Early Christian Studies (Jan 1, 1993, Vol.1.).

170 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 1, 176-7.
171 In Cyprian's eyes, those confessors who undermined the authority of bishops could not be true witnesses and 

champions of the gospel, because bishops themselves were arbiters of orthodoxy and served to connect their  
congregations to the gospel. See Ep. 36.

172 On the logic behind confessors’ claims to this authority, see Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 91.
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Both Cyprian and the Roman clergy objected to this practice, reasoning that "it is only right 

that the person least appropriate for issuing any decree that is contrary to the gospel is the 

one who is striving to gain the name of martyr through that gospel."173 The "most holy 

martyrs," the Roman clergy asserted, were those who referred re-admission requests to 

bishops.174 This attempt to check the power of confessors is among the most blatant within 

Cyprian's surviving correspondence.

There is reason to believe that Cyprian's understanding of the equal glory of 

martyrdom and confessorship was commonly-held among his contemporaries, and that 

therefore the evidence in his letters is generally indicative of mid third century Christian 

attitudes. For one thing, Cyprian continued praising the confessors as martyrs and reiterating 

their authority within the Church, even as his clash with certain Carthaginian confessors 

intensified. From a strictly strategic standpoint, it would have made more sense for him to 

downplay the glory gained through confession.175 If Cyprian had opted to do so, he would not 

have been wholly without resources to make this argument.176 In this sense, Cyprian's 

persistence in asserting confessors' glory likely reflects at least one of two facts: that this was 

Cyprian's honest interpretation of confessorship that was not subject to change based on 

personal inconvenience, and that the glory of confessors was so widely accepted that to 

question it was politically dangerous. The Canons of Hippolytus provide evidence that the 

173 Ep. 36.2.1-3.
174 Ep. 36.
175 It hardly seems possible that Cyprian, a sharp, politically-minded and strategic writer, would have failed to 

recognize this fact.
176 There was a tendency, particularly common during the second century, for confessors themselves to refuse a  

pseudo-martyr status on the grounds that death alone made a 'perfected martyr'. Referring to the confessors  
at Lyon, Eusebius notes, "But if ever any one of us called them martyrs either in a letter or in speech they 
rebuked him sharply. For they gladly conceded the title of martyrdom to Christ, the faithful and true martyr 
and first-born from the dead and author of the life of God. And they reminded us of the martyrs who had 
already passed away, and said 'they are already martyrs... and sealed their witness by departure, but we are  
lowly and humble confessors'." Eusebius, The Church History, v.2.3-4; see also Frend, Martyrdom and 
Persecution,14.
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Christian community in both Carthage and beyond largely agreed with Cyprian's views on 

the confessors. Believed to have been written around 340, this text includes several rules for 

determining the proper clerical office to be assigned to confessors. As the text explains, 

confessors who suffered longer imprisonment or harsher torture had proved themselves 

worthy of higher clerical office.177 Though originating in Egypt, this text had apparently 

circulated to Carthage by Cyprian's day, given that Cyprian ordained several confessors to 

high office within his clergy based on their glory and valor gained through confession.178 The 

existence of a codified document outlining in clear terms the political power a confessor can 

and should gain within the Church is good grounds for asserting the widespread acceptance 

of the authority of confessors. It is reasonable to expect that other bishops would have also 

adhered to the Canons.

4.2: Cyprian's Self-Association with the Confessors

Given the early Church's fixation on adherence to the gospel in the face of schism, it 

is unsurprising that many Christians, particularly those in office, sought to associate 

themselves with the glory and authority of confessors and martyrs whenever possible. Clarke 

notes that in both Carthage and Rome, the "allegiance and friendship" of confessors was 

highly sought after to increase one's own authority within the Church by association.179 In 

light of the view that confessors were champions of the gospel with a profound link to Jesus, 

for a presbyter or bishop to have the support of confessors for his position in a theological 

debate was akin to having an untouchable claim to Jesus' endorsement of his position.180 

177 This valuation of those confessors who had continually maintained their confession over those who 
confessed only once was perhaps first iterated by Cyprian himself, as discussed above. See Hippolytus, 
Canons of Hippolytus.

178 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 2,180.
179 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 1, 15-16.
180 As Cyprian discovered when dealing with the confessors who sought to readmit the lapsed, or those who 

threw support to his rival as bishop of Carthage, Fortunatus, it was a delicate matter to tell confessors that 
their interpretation of the gospel was wrong. See, for example, Ep. 26.
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Cyprian often attempted to advance his positions in precisely this way. He put his rhetorical 

prowess to good use in order to flatter, persuade, and otherwise entice confessors to align 

with him on issues such as the lapsed.181 Cyprian's relationship to the disobedient confessors, 

particularly those in Carthage, was complicated. To overtly criticize their actions and risk 

losing their favor was dangerous, as the support of even these confessors was important. 

Cyprian knew that to drive the confessors into the arms of his rival bishop Fortunatus would 

mean more support among the laity for Fortunatus, and this is in fact exactly what occurred. 

Cyprian was never entirely successful in his attempts to bring the dissenting confessors 

around to his line of thinking.182

Cyprian also sought to promote his prestige by frequently and boldly asserting a semi-

martyrial status for himself. In a letter to the Roman confessors, he asserted:

There is a sense in which we, too, are there with you in prison. 
Being as we are thus joined to your hearts we believe that we 
are sharing with you the special distinctions which God in His 
goodness is bestowing upon you. Your undivided love binds us 
to your glory... Confession immures you there, affection me... 
we beseech the Lord to lend His full benison to your winning 
your crowns of renown.183

In this letter, Cyprian drew on the "affection" he had for the martyrs, and, perhaps more 

importantly, the love that they had for him. By asserting mutual affection, Cyprian once again 

demonstrates the common strategy of building a network of authoritative supporters in order 

to enhance one's own prestige. Clarke notes that Cyprian's tying himself to the glory of the 

martyrs in this way is a clear demonstration of his confidence in his own authority.184 Writing 

181 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 2, 270-1.
182 Dunn explains that these disobedient Carthaginian confessors formed a key component of Fortunatus' base 

of support; see Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 21.
183 Ep. 37.1.2. Cyprian is the sole author of the letter, so his use of 'we' is somewhat difficult to place. He could 

be using the royal 'we', or referring to the Christian community generally. However, his subsequent use of 
'me' seems indicative of his main intention of connecting himself specifically to the martyrs' glory. 

184 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 2,173.
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to the Roman confessors in prison on another occasion, Cyprian similarly claimed a share of 

their glory for himself.185 The Roman clergy later wrote to Cyprian and seconded his claim to 

deserve a measure of the martyrs' glory: "It is true that all of this may seem to depend on the 

faith of those who confess and on the favour of God; nevertheless, as a result of your letter, 

they would seem to have become in some measure your debtors in their martyrdom."186

4.3: Cyprian's Assertion of the Supremacy of Bishops over Confessors

In spite of the authority and prestige third century confessors enjoyed in practice 

within the Church, the theoretical hierarchy between bishops and confessors was somewhat 

unclear, even to contemporaries. A century earlier, many Christians had considered martyrs 

and confessors the true successors of the apostolic tradition, given their 'witness' of the 

gospel.187 The apostolic tradition was particularly crucial in the minds of early Christians 

because it responded to what Rives calls 'the problem of orthodoxy':

Jesus had brought a message of salvation, and those who 
accepted and believed that message could achieve the promised 
salvation. But what exactly was the message, and what was the 
belief that brought salvation?188

While the apostles lived they held the authority to respond to this problem. Once the last of 

the apostles had died, many Christians turned to confessors as the successors of this 

authority. Near the end of the second century, Frend explains, "As the days of persecution 

were forgotten, militancy towards the Roman Empire began to recede and the confessor 

forfeited more and more of his influence within the Church."189 Now more than ever, 

"Episcopacy was linked with authority, sanctioned by the example of the apostles and their 

185 Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 2,105; see also Ep. 28.
186 Ep. 30.5.1.
187 Rives,  Religion and Authority, 268.
188 Rives, Religion and Authority, 268.
189 Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 347.
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followers."190 This was the point at which the notion of the bishops of apostolic sees (Rome 

and Corinth) as descendants of the apostolic legacy first emerged.191 In this sense, the early 

late second century saw a gradual transfer of the apostolic legacy from the confessors to the 

bishops. 

As Rives notes, however, the return of persecution in the third century left many 

Christians unsure as to whether the bishops or the martyrs held preeminence within the 

Church. Rives explains:

Cyprian himself was certain, but at the same time he neither 
wanted nor dared to alienate the confessors. Instead, he 
acknowledged their charismatic authority, but contended that 
they could exercise it properly only under his direction.192

In defense of his own claims that bishops were the true successors of the apostles and to 

ensure that the episcopal authority of himself and his colleagues remained intact, Cyprian 

needed to convince others of the ultimate authority of bishops. This was an argument that 

Cyprian had to advance tactfully, so as not to be seen as belittling the glory of martyrdom.193 

4.4: Cyprian's Martyrdom

When Cyprian was martyred in 258 during another wave of persecution under 

Valerian, the cult of Cyprian quickly emerged.194 Dunn describes the fact that many 
190 Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution, 348.
191 Rives explains: "Apparently the first person to develop this idea was a certain Hegesippus, who traced back 

to their apostolic founders the succession of bishops in both Corinth and Rome." Rives, Religion and 
Authority, 269. As discussed in earlier chapters, by the mid-third century Cyprian is able to convincingly 
argue that all bishops shared in the legacy of the apostles, particularly through the see of Peter.

192 Rives, Religion and Authority, 295.
193 Ep. 27 constitutes a strong example of Cyprian's ability to praise a confessor – in this case, Lucianus – for 

his bravery and glory while simultaneously pointing out the errors of the confessor's interpretation of the 
gospel. In Ep. 28, Cyprian likewise asserts authority over the confessors; in his eyes, confessors were 
champions of the gospel and worthwhile models of Christian behavior only insofar as they remained loyal to 
that gospel; in other words, a confessor who questioned a bishop's authority essentially cast aside his 
confessor status in the process. See Cyprian and Clarke, The Letters, vol. 2, 105.

194 Dunn explains that "For his sacrilegious views, his promoting of a conspiracy of vicious men, his persistent 
enmity to the Roman gods, and refusal to perform sacrifice to them Cyprian was ordered to be executed 
immediately by the sword." Geoffrey D. Dunn, "The Reception of the Martyrdom of Cyprian of Carthage in 
Early Christian Literature," in Martyrdom and Persecution in Late Antique Christianity, ed. Johann 
Leemans, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaiensium, vol. 241 (Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 67.
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Christians who had gathered to witness the execution "spread cloth under the [still living] 

bishop (probably in an effort to obtain a relic of blood as much as to make their bishop's last 

moments more comfortable and dignified and to show their support)."195 Even before his 

death, then, Cyprian's martyrdom and sanctity were eagerly anticipated. Following his 

martyrdom, all of the praise and admiration that Cyprian and his contemporaries had heaped 

upon confessors and martyrs were now applied to Cyprian himself. Dunn points out that 

Cyprian's biographer Pontius focused in particular on Cyprian's martyrdom: 

Nearly half of the work is devoted to the last year of Cyprian's 
life... It is clear that, laudable as they were, so Pontius asserted, 
Cyprian's years as bishop paled into insignificance... when put 
alongside his martyrdom... In the hands of Pontus it was his 
martyrdom that guaranteed his sanctity and it was his 
martyrdom that was what Pontius wanted to leave as Cyprian's 
legacy to Christianity.196 

The evidence does appear to demonstrate that Cyprian's martyrdom was among his most 

lasting accomplishments within the minds of later Christians. Before the Valerian persecution 

had ended, Cyprian had appeared in the dreams of at least two confessors awaiting their 

martyrdom. Dunn notes that "Cyprian's martyrdom becomes the touchstone of how others 

ought to face their fate. He is now a model for imitation."197 Cyprian was by no means 

exclusively important to North Africans. Lucifer of Cagliari (Sardinia) makes frequent 

reference to Cyprian's martyrdom as a model for Christians to imitate in the fourth century. 198 

The Spanish Christian poet Aurelius Prudentius Clemens of the 4th and 5th centuries 

certainly also views Cyprian as a role model; in one poem, Dunn explains,

the exordium... claims that while Cyprian's martyrdom belongs 
to his native Africa, his teaching belongs to all because it alone 

195 Dunn, "The Reception," 67.
196 Dunn, "The Reception," 68.
197 Dunn, "The Reception," 69-70.
198 See Richard Flower,  Emperors and Bishops in Late Roman Invective (New York : Cambridge University 

Press, 2013).
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lives on. One would expect, therefore, that it would be 
Cyprian's life rather than his death that would be the focus of 
the work, yet the rest of the poem focuses almost exclusively 
upon martyrdom... the martyred Cyprian is held out as teacher 
of the whole world while being a martyr in heaven.199

Clearly, Cyprian's martyrdom was a powerful event, granting Cyprian a key position within 

the cult of the martyrs even thousands of miles from Carthage for hundreds of years.

Within the third century context of Christians considering confessors and martyrs to 

be arbiters of orthodoxy, it is easy to see how Cyprian's status within the Church was 

significantly bolstered by his martyrdom. During his lifetime, however, the prestige that 

confessors enjoyed within the Church jeopardized his own authority as bishop. Cyprian had 

strived to garner the support of martyrs and confessors during his lifetime, even going so far 

as to suggest that he shared in their glory and honor, though the extent to which he was 

successful in this regard is unclear. He also promoted an ecclesiology which placed episcopal 

authority over the charismatic authority of confessors. 

Once martyred, however, Cyprian was immediately inducted into the cult of the 

martyrs, and thus enjoyed a prestige which he had been unable to attain during his lifetime. 

He became a figure to be imitated and revered. Even the least honorable chapters of 

Cyprian's life could be and were reinterpreted with the hindsight of his martyrdom in mind. 

For example, although during his episcopate Cyprian was occasionally looked down on as a 

coward for having fled persecution in 250, his post-martyrdom biography shed a different 

light on the bishop's exile: "he went into hiding in obedience to God's orders... we can now 

see that it was part of a providential plan."200 It is impossible to know whether Pontius' 

biography of Cyprian would have ever been written had the martyrdom never taken place. 

199 Dunn, "The Reception," 73-4.
200 See Dunn, Cyprian and the Bishops of Rome, 308.
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However, it seems clear that the lasting impression that Cyprian made, especially for the 

centuries immediately following his death, was profoundly shaped by his martyrdom.
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Conclusion: Cyprian as Periphanesteros Paparum

Overall, I conclude that Cyprian's prestige within the Church, both during his lifetime 

and after his death, was largely achieved by his own design. Cyprian actively used his 

rhetorical prowess as a bishop, a metropolitan, and ecclesiologist to create his own 

auctoritas. Scholars discussing Cyprian's prestige have tended to focus on the different 

components of Cyprian's prestige – his education, status as bishop, ecclesiology, and 

martyrdom – one at a time. This thesis has been an attempt to survey all four at once, and to 

combine the methodologies of the classicist and church historian with the hope being to 

provide a more holistic view of the context behind Cyprian's prestige within the Church. 

With all four components of Cyprian's auctoritas in mind, I maintain that no one element can 

fully explain the man's prestige within the Church. Many Christians before and after Cyprian 

were rhetors, bishops, metropolitans, theologians or martyrs, but very few could claim all of 

these titles. Cyprian was uniquely situated to gain auctoritas within the Church precisely 

because he combined all four elements. Each had a part to play in his lasting prestige within 

the Church, and in the direction the Church itself would evolve.

As a rhetor, Cyprian was highly trained in both persuasive writing and oratory. These 

skills equipped him with the tools needed to be elected bishop in 249 and to succeed after 

having been elected. Given the importance of networks of support among bishops at this 

time, Cyprian's diplomatic skill and experience of patron-client networks would play a large 

role in securing him the backing he needed during the moments in which his auctoritas was 

threatened. 

As the bishop of Carthage, Cyprian enjoyed the episcopal authority of all bishops, as 

well as additional administrative authority by virtue of being the metropolitan of the North 
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African province. This was a status Cyprian sought to augment by asserting the superiority of 

episcopal authority over the charismatic authority of confessors. 

As a theologian and ecclesiologist, Cyprian was influential for centuries following his 

death. His focus on ecclesiastical unity was greatly esteemed by Augustine and other later 

Christian thinkers.201 His writings also allowed Cyprian to increase his own auctoritas within 

his lifetime, particularly by setting up an episcopal community in which unanimity was 

achieved through persuasion and debate. Cyprian thereby created room for a periphanesteros  

paparum, a status specially catered to his own rhetorical strengths.

As a martyr, Cyprian's existing auctoritas was bolstered, and Christians came to view 

him as an exemplary figure, despite certain theological stances that he took that the later  

Church opposed.202 Within a year of his death, the Cult of Cyprian had been established, and 

for centuries Cyprian was among the most popular of the Patristics to cite and associate 

oneself with for the sake of boosting one's own legitimacy.203

Ultimately, it was Cyprian's use of his Roman background – his application of the 

notion of princeps to the Church, his use of patron-client networking among the Carthaginian 

laity and his episcopal colleagues, and his persuasive and rhetorically impressive oratory and 

correspondence – more than any other act on his part that allowed him to gain such prestige 

within the Church. Indeed, Cyprian's upbringing in liberalia studia and the wider Roman 

societal context of ambition and competitiveness seems to have provided him with the very 

drive to seek the distinction of being periphanesteros paparum in the Church. The irony of 

this interpretation is the fact that Cyprian himself vehemently scorned Roman culture and 

201 See Augustine, Ad Donatum; Flower, Emperors and Bishops, 115, 171-3.
202 Cyprian's stance during the (re)baptism controversy is a strong example. See Augustine, Ad Donatum.
203 This was true of Christians within the 'mainstream' Church, such as Lucifer of Cagliari, and of those in 

breakaway communities, such as the Donatists. Flower, Emperors and Bishops, 115, 171-3. The fact that 
such a wide range of Christians claimed the legacy of Cyprian in this way is a significant testament to his 
lasting prestige.
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seemed loathe to associate himself with it in any way. Many of Cyprian's contemporary 

Christian thinkers advocated for an assimilation of Roman values and culture into the 

Church, and this was, in the long haul, the eventual outcome. Within this context, Cyprian's 

outward rejection of Roman culture stands out all the more starkly. Yet the fact that even he – 

one of the most staunch anti-Roman Christians of his day – could not help but inadvertently 

rely on Roman ambitions and values demonstrates the period of transition in which the 

Church found itself at this time. The writing was on the wall for Christian isolationism. The 

supposed gulf between 'Roman culture' and a homogenous and insular 'Christian culture' had 

always been something of a myth, but was becoming increasingly untenable by the mid-third 

century.204

In addition, the findings of this thesis illuminate another, related transition the Church 

was undergoing during Cyprian's lifetime. Specifically, Cyprian's ecclesiology emerged in 

response to an expanding Church with increasing threats to its unity. Rives asserts:

In small, homogeneous groups that interact relatively 
infrequently with other groups, informal social pressures are 
usually enough to ensure that most people adhere fairly closely 
to the group norm. But in larger, more complex, and more 
cosmopolitan societies, people are much more likely to define 
their religious identities in more idiosyncratic ways... In such a 
context, those who want a high degree of conformity to the 
group norm have to exercise some control over the actions of 
individuals.205

The third century Church thus required new structures in order to ensure the unity and 

conformity of the expanding Christian community and Cyprian responded to this need. One 

of Cyprian's lasting contributions to Christian ecclesiology was his work on codifying the 

204 See Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire.
205 Rives, Religion and Authority, 6-7. Incidentally, the Roman Empire was experiencing precisely the same 

problem, which partially accounts for the many edicts during the third century requiring that citizens 
sacrifice to the gods.
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authority of the bishops. As Rives explains, a generation or two before Cyprian's time, 

Tertullian had held that "the difference between laity and clergy as a matter not of unequal 

spiritual authority, but simply of practical organization."206 This may have been a feasible 

interpretation in the early third century, but by Cyprian's day it had run its course. Rives 

notes: "the church as envisioned by Tertullian depended on the voluntary agreement and 

consensus of its members, and as such was an inherently unstable organization."207 As 

demonstrated in chapter two, Cyprian advanced the authority of bishops considerably beyond 

this point, arguing that bishops connected their sees to the gospel and served as God's 

counterparts on earth. What is especially interesting about Tertullian's formulation of 

episcopal authority as being solely administrative, however, is the fact that Cyprian made 

more or less the exact same distinction between metropolitanism and primacy. The Church 

was developing a codified hierarchy in the place of what had been an unstable charismatic 

movement. As time passed and the Christian community continued to expand, both in 

numbers and geographically, more ecclesiastic structure was needed in order to stave off 

schism. This hierarchy within the Church became increasingly stable as it was vested with 

spiritual significance rather than mere administrative authority.208 

Cyprian's augmentation of the codified authority of bishops over the charismatic 

authority of confessors was thus suited to his time. Even within the nine years of Cyprian's 

episcopate, however, the continued development of the Church's ecclesiastic structure 

beyond what Cyprian had envisioned was foreshadowed. Although Cyprian insisted on the 

equality of all bishops, his creation of the status of periphanesteros paparum for himself 

206 Rives, Religion and Authority, 282.
207 Rives, Religion and Authority, 284.
208 Rives makes note of the fact that the Church's developing hierarchy drew considerably from the Roman 

civic model, and served to make the Church increasingly compatible with the Imperial structure. This set the 
stage for the eventual wedding between the Church and the Roman state.
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spoke to the increasingly evident fact that the structure in which the community of hundreds 

of bishops all enjoyed equal authority was itself becoming unstable. The position of 

periphanesteros paparum was a status of auctoritas rather than spiritual or codified authority, 

but was nonetheless in part a response to the practical need for a guiding voice to help 

bishops reach unanimous decisions. Cyprian was not the only bishop with ambition to place 

himself on a rung above the other bishops; Stephen I did the same with his claim to primacy 

during the (re)baptism controversy. Stephen's introduction of the concept of papal primacy 

may have been rejected out of hand by his contemporaries, but it provided a glimpse of the 

direction in which the Church was headed. 

This thesis thus has important implications beyond the career of Cyprian of Carthage; 

it helps to illuminate the period of profound change that was the third century. The young 

Church was coming into its own in the face of diverse challenges from without and within. 

Whatever his primary goals, Cyprian was a key player in this time of transition wherein 

ecclesiastical hierarchy evolved and became codified. 
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