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Objective: There was a sharp difference between North African Christians and the
rest of Ancient Roman territory in religious and socio-economic terms. African
Christians regarded themselves more pure and faithful than other ones and
economically were poorer than Romans. Christianity entered North Africa in the
second century and the cities Numidia and Karthage became the most populated
Christian districts. The Christians of Africa lived a coexistence life until the fourth
century, when the Great Persecution took place. During the persecution some
Christians to save their lives committed wrong doings and handed over Holy
Scriptures to the Roman authorities and became known as Traditiores, but some
others resisted and died martyr death. Finally the persecution ended during
Constantine era and the Romans tolerated Christians. Meanwhile, some African
Christians who later on became known as Donatists declared those who handed over
Holy book during the Persecution have in fact lost the reliability of their baptism
and should be re-baptized. This position pawed the way for the emergence of a sharp
disagreement between Donatists and Catholics, and religious nonconformity
gradually transformed to hostility and antagonism so that Africa became a battlefield
between two Christian groups. We will try to explain the rise and fall of Donatism
via historical-theological perspective .
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Throughout first centuries there were in co-existence various Christian sects across ancient Roman
Empire. For instance, Gnosticism-which probably was founded by Simon the Magus, denied the
humanity of Jesus and considered Him as a divine being. And Arianism denied the eternality of
Jesus and regarded Him as a created being (1jv mote 6te ovk 1v). As a result, one can label the pre-
Nicaean (325) era as a sectarian milieu in which numerous Christians continued to spread their
theological doctrines.In addition, first centuries are characterized by Christian expansion across
ancient world including North Africa. As long as we know, in the second century Christianity
entered Africa, and the cities Numidia and Karthage became the most populated Christian districts.
The Christians of Africa lived a coexistence life until the fourth century, when the Great
Persecution began, and some Christians to save their life handed over Holy Scriptures to the Roman
authorities and became known as Traditiores, but some others resisted and died a martyr death.
Finally the persecution ended during Constantine era and the Romans tolerated Christians.
Meanwhile, some African Christians who later on became known as Donatists declared those who
handed over Holy book during the Persecution had in fact lost the reliability of their baptism and
should be re-baptized. This position pawed the way for the emergence of a sharp disagreement
between Donatists and Catholics, and religious nonconformity gradually transformed to hostility
and antagonism so that Africa became a battlefield between two Christian groups. It should be
noted here that the root of Donatists’ disagreement with Catholics did not lie in Christological or
even Trinitarian doctrines, and for this reason, Church fathers were not able to condemn them as
easy as possible. Optatus, for example, regards Donatists as a religious denomination and highly
recommends them to give up their radical behaviors and to preserve the unification of the Catholic
Church. Agustin, on the contrary, condemns Donatists as a distorted sect and asks Roman rulers to
take military and serious actions against them, and encourages other authorities to destroy Donatist
Churches to get rid of their inhuman practices. On the other side of this dichotomy, were Donatists
themselves who had been characterized by their “extremism” and regarded only themselves as a
“chosen or saved” people while considered other co-religionists as unbelievers. Consequently, a
merely theological disagreement between Catholics and Donatists in the North Africa transformed
into an unprecedented radicalism, so that they began to kill each other and destroy their Churches.
It is worth noticing that even before the Donatists, Christians of Africa preferred faith over reason.
Beside theological situation, economic crises dominated North Africa, so preference of faith over
reason, martyrdom and worship of martyrs, and poverty were the main characters of Africa. And
Donatism which spread over by Donatus of Casae Nigrae in 312 arouse out of such a complicated
situation and continued to exist in the North Africa up until the emergence of Islam. However,
hostile approaches of Church fathers, particularly St. Agustin and deadly decrees of Roman rulers
resulted in their decline. But Donatists’ “puritanical” attitudes played an important role in the
decline of this movement, they in the first place excommunicated Catholics, but later on,
anathematized each other and faced their fall.
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