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1

A (Re)Introduction to Africa

Defining “Africa”

This book focuses on early Christian Africa, but we need to clarify what we 
mean by “Africa.” If we say “Africa” today, many people think of the entire 
continent. This can create misunderstandings because when media outlets 
refer to problems in “Africa,” they mask the great variety among the differ-
ent nations on this enormous and beautiful continent. Egypt is very different 
from Kenya, and both of these places are quite different from South Africa.

Because we are studying the ancient world, in this book we are going to 
define Africa by its ancient boundaries. In our period of study, the northern 
coast of the continent was under the control of the Roman Empire, and the 
Romans called this particular area “Africa.” Africa for the Romans did not 
include Egypt (which they just called Egypt— Aegyptus) or anywhere south 
of the Sahara. So in this book Africa refers not to the whole continent but to 
a very particular part of the northern coast of the continent.

For the sake of clarity, many scholars of early Christianity refer to this 
region as “North Africa.” They want to be more specific about what is and 
is not included.

The map in Figure 1.1 shows the area of Roman Africa. It stretched from 
modern- day Libya all the way to the northwest coast of the continent in modern-
day Morocco.

Now let us look in more detail at the map of this region. In the Roman 
Empire, Africa was actually divided into four smaller regions for the sake of 
administration. Proconsular Africa covered much of modern Tunisia and 
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northern stretches of Libya. It included Carthage, the largest and most im-
portant city in this entire region. (It was called Proconsular Africa because 
this was where the proconsul, or regional governor, resided.)

For a long period of time prior to Roman rule, Carthage controlled this 
part of the world, even including Sicily. Carthage was an ancient economic 
and military superpower. Because the Romans and Carthaginians kept run-
ning into each other, a series of three wars, called the Punic Wars, eventually 
erupted between these two empires. Rome finally came out on top, but only by 
a narrow margin. The famous Carthaginian general Hannibal, who marched 
his army across the Alps in winter (including his war elephants), very nearly 
conquered Rome at one point.

But Rome finally won and took over this region, and Carthage remained a 
key city. This was true before Christianity arrived here, and it remained true 
after Christianity spread throughout the Roman Empire. Carthage became 
one of the most significant cities in early Christianity, and the relationship 
between Carthage and Rome remained important and was, as we will see in 
this book, sometimes strained.

Farther to the west, including part of modern Algeria, was Numidia. This 
region also included a number of important cities. Hippo Regius (“Royal 
Hippo,” modern Annaba) is probably the most famous. “Hippo” was a Latin-
ized form of the city’s older name in the Punic language, and “Regius” desig-
nates that the ancient kings of Numidia used to reside there.

In Christian history, Hippo’s most famous resident was a bishop named 
Augustine (St. Augustine), who will be the focus of part 5 of this book. He 
served as the city’s bishop from 395 or 396 CE until his death in 430. He was 
also born in Numidia in a place called Thagaste (modern Souk Ahras, Algeria) 
and studied in Madauros (modern M’Daourouch), a center of learning that 
was the hometown of the famous Roman author Apuleius. Overall, Numidia 
was less urban than Proconsular Africa, and the two regions did not always 
see eye- to- eye on church matters, as we will see.

Next comes the region of Mauretania, which was originally subdivided 
into two parts. Mauretania Caesariensis was ruled from a city called Caesarea 
on the Mediterranean coast, and Mauretania Tingitana was ruled from the 
city of Tingis (modern Tangier) on the Strait of Gibraltar. Diocletian created 
a third division in 293 CE, Mauretania Sitifensis (ruled from the inland city 
Setifis, which is modern Setif ).

The regions of Mauretania were less densely populated than other parts 
of North Africa, but they were still home to large and impressive cities. The 
remains of these cities are often well preserved in the hot, dry climate of the 
region, but they are much less visited than other parts of the former Roman 

A (Re)Introduction to Africa
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Empire. (Travel particularly to Algeria requires a lot of planning and pa-
perwork, but from personal experience I can tell you that the sites there are 
worth the effort. You will also have most archaeological sites and museums 
all to yourself.)

Africa’s Centrality

When we speak of history in this period, we must be clear about another 
thing: Africa was at the center of the action, not an afterthought or a sec-
ondary region.

By the time of the Roman Empire, the population of Rome had swelled to 
around one million people according to estimates by historians. According to 
the Jewish historian Josephus, who wrote at the end of the first century CE, 
about two- thirds of the wheat consumed in Rome came from Africa (the other 
one- third came from Egypt). Even if his math was not perfectly precise (Sicily 
and Sardinia also produced wheat for Rome), his point was clear: Africa was 
critical to the literal survival of  people living in Rome.

As I have already mentioned, Carthage had been a full- blown superpower 
of the ancient world, every bit the equal of Rome in the West. Even after 
Rome conquered Carthage, the city did not go away. It continued to flourish 
for many centuries afterward, and other large cities of Africa (such as Hippo 
Regius, Tipasa, Curculum/Djemila, Thamugadi/Timgad, and Sitifis/Setif ) 
also thrived, many as commercial centers.

Further proof of Africa’s centrality is the name of the sea that it borders: 
the Mediterranean Sea.1 “Mediterranean” in Latin means in “the middle of 
the earth.” This sea is in the middle of everything: Rome sat on the north 
side of the sea that was in the middle of everything, and Carthage sat on the 
south side of the sea that was in the middle of everything. Even conceptually, 
Africa was not on the edge of the Roman world. It sat at its center.

Africa was also at the heart of the early Christian world. To convince you 
of this, I may first need to correct a common but incorrect idea.

In thinking about the overall historical relationship between Christianity 
and Africa, we need to be aware of the impact of the colonial period. There 
is no denying that European colonial powers did some awful things in other 
parts of the world, including on the continent of Africa, in their pursuit of 
military influence and wealth. It is also true that in some contexts the colonial 
powers tried to enforce their cultural values, traditions, and religion on the 

1. During the empire, the Romans often referred to this as “Our Sea,” but the name “Medi-
terranean” still developed from an understanding of the importance of the area around it.

Early North African Christianity 
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people they controlled. Any honest historian, including church historians, 
must acknowledge this.

However, an additional assumption is sometimes made: because European 
missionaries brought Christianity with them, Christianity represents colonial 
oppression and is not authentically African.

This assumption is categorically false. Christianity has been in Africa since 
the beginning. In fact, it is very likely that there were Christians in Africa 
before there were Christians in Europe. The man who helped Jesus carry the 
cross, Simon of Cyrene, was from the north coast of Africa. Very early tradi-
tions state that the apostle Matthew traveled as far south as Ethiopia, and 
Mark, the Gospel author, has been known as the apostle to Egypt. When it 
comes to Christianity, Africa did not come late to the party. Africa was there 
at the beginning.

The current growth of  Christianity on the continent, therefore, is not 
something new. It is a return to the region’s own roots.

Africa belongs at the center of Christian history, beginning in the early 
church. This is one of the main themes of this book. In the chapters that fol-
low, I will attempt to show you the following:

 1. The African church, as much as that in any other region, had to deal 
with the greatest threat to the survival of the early church: persecution 
and martyrdom.

 2. African theologians and leaders undoubtedly shaped the development 
of Christian doctrine on core questions.

 3. Some issues faced by the ancient African church are still present in parts 
of the Christian world today, even if in a different form.

I will not discuss every issue and every important figure in the early African 
church. That is beyond the scope of this project. Here we are examining only 
a few turning points— but turning points that are critical to understanding 
the development of the early church as a whole.

I divided this book into five parts: Perpetua and Felicity, Tertullian, Cyprian 
of Carthage, the Donatist Controversy, and Augustine of Hippo. Each part has 
three chapters. A part begins with a chapter introducing the historical context 
(“Life and Times”) of the person or people involved. The two chapters that 
follow dive more deeply into particular issues or questions. Each chapter is 
introduced with a statement of the key ideas that are discussed in that chapter.

At times, the book will explore the history of some deep theological ques-
tions, but I have written in a way that will, I hope, present the main points 
clearly. Other theologians and historians would perhaps want me to go into the 

A (Re)Introduction to Africa
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nuances of all these points, but that is not the intention of this book. Those 
who are interested in reading more (and more deeply) about various topics 
will find a list of additional resources at the back of the book.

Thank you for joining me on this journey through our past. I am excited 
to introduce you to some key figures who struggled, sacrificed, and even died 
to preserve the ancient faith that has come down to us.

Early North African Christianity 
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Part 1

Perpetua  
and Felicity
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2

The Life and Times of the 
Early Martyrs

Key Ideas
• The Romans killed Christians because they refused to worship the 

traditional gods and were seen as a threat to the Roman way of life.
• Other rumors spread that accused Christians of being cannibals and 

committing incest.
• Early periods of persecution were local and sporadic, not constant 

and widespread.

In this first section of the book we are going to study the Passion of  Per-
petua and Felicity, an account of the death of a group of Christians in 
Carthage in 202 or 203 CE. In order to set the context for this story, we 

need to understand the historical situation that led to the persecution of 
Christians. Along the way, we will also address some myths about this period 
of history.

I will structure the conversation in this chapter around two questions: 
(1) Why would Roman government officials want to kill Christians? and 
(2) Where and when were Christians killed? Once we understand these issues, 
we will be able to appreciate more fully the Passion of  Perpetua and Felicity 
(and many other early Christian martyr texts).
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10

Why Would Roman Government Officials Want to Kill Christians?

The Roman distrust and occasionally violent treatment of Christians was 
rooted in theology, but not in the way we might think of it. The problem was 
not what Christians believed, but what they did and were accused of doing 
or not doing.

Roman religion was fundamentally conservative and relied on a give- and- 
take relationship between the gods and the people. It was based on what you 
did, not what you believed. Coming from a Christian perspective, we might 
think of “religion” as a set of beliefs, but the Romans did not.

The agreement was simple: if the Romans honored the gods with the proper 
sacrifices, then the gods would bless them and allow Rome to survive and 
prosper. The relationship with the gods was described in the expression “I 
give so that you give” (Do ut des). In other words, I give an offering to a god 
so that the god will give me something in return. From a Roman perspective, 
this is how it had always been, and this had always worked. The question was 
not, “Do you believe in Jupiter?” Or, “How is your personal relationship with 
Venus?” Those questions would not have made sense to them. The question 
was, “Do you honor the gods with the right sacrifices done the right way?”

Failing to honor the gods was dangerous for everyone. This would anger 
the gods, and that could mean disaster for the Roman Empire. Whenever 
Rome suffered a major military defeat or natural disaster, the question was, 
“Which god did we offend, and how can we fix it?”

This is where Christians enter the picture. The problem was not that Chris-
tians worshiped the God of Israel and Jesus Christ as Lord. The problem was 
that they refused to honor the Roman gods through offering sacrifices and 
participating in public festivals to honor those gods. The Romans believed 
in many different gods, so a person could worship God or any other gods 
of their choosing. They just had to keep honoring the traditional Roman 
gods as well.

The primary charge against Christians, therefore, was atheism. Atheism? 
That may sound strange to our ears because modern Christians would think of 
ancient Romans as the ones who failed to believe in the true God. But for the 
Romans, the Christians were atheists because they ignored the Roman gods.

One of my favorite scenes from any martyrdom text illustrates this point. 
It comes from the Martyrdom of  Polycarp, an account of the death of Poly-
carp, the eighty- six- year- old bishop of Smyrna (modern Izmir, Turkey). As 
Polycarp stood in the arena, the governor told him that he could save himself 
by saying, “Away with the atheists.” By this the governor meant, “Away with 
the Christians.” But Polycarp pointed to the pagan crowd and cried out, 

Perpetua and Felicity 
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“Away with the atheists!” He then died a horrible death, but he delivered a 
memorable line before he did.

For the Romans, the Christians were atheists and major threats to security. 
Because they refused to honor the gods, they could anger the gods. And an-
gering the gods put the whole empire at risk. Therefore, the Christians were 
dangerous because of their lack of patriotism.

By the middle of the first century CE, the situation for Christians became 
more complicated, for the Roman Senate began officially declaring that some 
emperors who had died were now gods. There is no evidence that the members 
of the Senate actually believed this, but it was a ceremonial way to honor the 
dead emperors—at least the ones they liked. Live emperors were potential 
gods- to- be, so honoring the emperor with sacrifices also became a practice in 
Roman religion. The sacrifice was very simple. It involved taking a pinch of 
incense, throwing it into a fire, and saying something like, “Caesar is lord.” 
It was not a statement of theological conviction. It was primarily a statement 
of patriotism to the Roman state. Failing to offer this sacrifice came to be 
seen as an act of treason.

All this might strike us as odd. In the United States in particular, belief in 
God is often tied to patriotism in a positive way. Many churches have American 
flags prominently displayed in their worship spaces. Support for the military 
is assumed in many Christian settings.

But in the first few centuries of Christianity the dynamic was quite different. 
Honoring Christ and not Jupiter or the emperor was considered a danger to 
the state. (And from the Christian side, in some periods of history members 
of the Roman army were not permitted to be baptized because they had sworn 
allegiance to the king Caesar, not the king Jesus.) Atheist Christians were seen 
as a threat to the public. Even harboring them could bring the wrath of the 
gods upon the Roman Empire.

Because of this overall suspicion and distrust of Christians, other kinds of 
rumors quickly spread about them. We know what some of these were thanks 
to a group of authors from the second century that we call the apologists. 
“Apology” (apologia) in Greek did not primarily mean expressing regret, as in 
“I apologize for being late.” Offering an apology meant offering explanation 
or justification, so the apologists were Christian authors writing to defend 
and explain the beliefs and actions of Christians.

In their writings the apologists often state the charges against Christians 
and then explain why they were misunderstandings or simply false. Here are 
a few of the other popular accusations we know about:

Christians had sinister secret meetings. The Romans as a whole were suspi-
cious of anything done in secret. What happened in secret, after all, except 

The Life and Times of the Early Martyrs
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things that people were trying to hide? Early church sources tell us that a public 
part of the Christian worship service was open to everyone, but before the cel-
ebration of the Lord’s Supper, or Eucharist, those who were not baptized were 
required to leave. In these secret meetings people thought that the Christians 
were plotting to overthrow the government or doing something else dangerous.

Christians were not the only group in the empire that had private meet-
ings. The Roman Empire had a legal category for private associations, but 
all associations— including religious ones— were required to be registered 
with the state. The Romans wanted to know who they were and what they 
did. Christians did not register and thus opened themselves up to even more 
suspicion, especially during periods of unrest or catastrophe.

Christians were cannibals. Their own sacred texts record that their founder 
told his followers to eat his flesh and drink his blood. What better proof could 
there possibly be? Of course, this was a misunderstanding of Jesus’s language 
at the Last Supper, but if people already believed that this group was danger-
ous, then it was easier to believe other bad things about them.

Even worse, this cannibalism involved eating babies. Here is a description of 
what some people thought happened in those “secretive” Eucharist meetings. 
This text comes from an author named Minucius Felix, who many historians 
think was from Africa. He was writing to a friend to address rumors he may 
have heard, such as this one:

A young baby is covered with flour so the naïve convert is unaware of what is 
happening. It is then brought before the person to be admitted into their rites. 
The recruit is urged to strike with many blows, and this appears to be harmless 
because of the covering of flour. In this way the baby is killed with wounds 
that remain unseen and concealed. It is the blood of this infant—I shudder to 
mention it— that they lick with their thirsty lips. These are the limbs they dis-
tribute eagerly; this is the victim by which they seal their covenant. (Octavius 9)

It was thought that because Christians could not actually consume the flesh 
of their founder, they substituted a baby instead. The new convert killed the 
baby, and they all ate it.

Christians engaged in incest. This rumor may come from the fact that 
Christians often greeted one another with a holy kiss—a kiss of greeting that 
probably resembled the greeting still common in France and other parts of 
the Mediterranean world. We read about this practice repeatedly in Paul’s 
letters. And Christians used family language— calling one another brothers 
and sisters— to describe their relationship to one another. But from the outside 
perspective, Christians kissed their own brothers and sisters.

Perpetua and Felicity 
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Christians did things in secret, were cannibals, and were incestuous. When 
added together, these rumors led to some even more disgusting accusations. 
Here is another passage from Minucius Felix describing an additional rumor 
about Christian practices:

On a special day, they gather in a feast with all their children, sisters, mothers— 
all sexes and all ages. There, flushed with the banquet, after such feasting and 
drinking [after they have eaten the flesh and drunk the blood of the baby] 
they begin to burn with incestuous passions. . . . In the shameless dark with 
unspeakable lust they join in random unions. Everyone is equally guilty of 
incest, some by their actions, but everyone by allowing it to happen. (Octavius 9)

The Christians were accused of unspeakable acts. Even as sexually loose as 
the Romans were, this was still going too far for them.

You may be thinking, “How could anyone believe such crazy stories?” Try 
to put yourself in the place of people at that time. You are vaguely aware of 
this group called Christians, who are part of a new cult that comes from some 
distant land. They do not believe in the Roman gods, so they put everyone’s 
safety at risk. They have secret meetings. Their texts tell them to eat flesh, 
drink blood, and kiss their own brothers and sisters. And there were other 
rumors in addition to these.

If you have heard all that, would these stories be so hard to believe? As 
history teaches us over and over, blind prejudice can cause people to imagine 
and believe many ridiculous things about people who are different from us.

And if you have heard all these stories, would you want these people living 
in the empire? In your city? On your street? Or would it be better for everyone 
if they were forced to give up their wicked ways or be eliminated altogether?

The Romans were known for many things, but failing to deal with po-
tential threats was not one of them. Neither was mercy. If they saw a threat 
to their power, they used any means necessary to eliminate it. They had no 
hesitation about using violence. They were, after all, defending their way of 
life and their traditional values.

Where and When Were Christians Killed?

When I was growing up, I heard a number of things that made me think that 
the early Christians had been persecuted everywhere all the time. I heard 
about the catacombs, these secret underground places that Christians would 
hide to have their worship services. Only after the emperor Constantine were 
Christians able to come out into the light without fear of persecution.

The Life and Times of the Early Martyrs
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Recently, in some popular venues, an alternative story has been told. Actu-
ally, Christians were rarely persecuted, if at all. They made up stories later 
about earlier persecution in order to make their heroes from the past look 
good, and after Constantine they made up even more stories about martyr-
dom in order to control people and oppress those who had different beliefs.

Both of these positions contain a kernel of truth but are overall very mis-
leading. In response to the first theory, yes, there were times and places in 
which Christians had to hide. But most persecution in the first few centuries 
was sporadic and localized and not empire- wide until at least the middle of 
the third century (more on that in the section on Cyprian).

In response to the second theory, yes, after Constantine there were bishops 
who apparently made up the names of some martyrs and stories about them 
in order to increase control of churches or gain certain political advantages. 
But the suggestion that all stories of persecution were made up is simply false. 
Many Christians really died, as the evidence from that time proves.

Outside the New Testament, our earliest and best evidence for persecution 
and martyrdom comes from Roman sources, not Christian ones. Allow me 
to repeat that: Our earliest and best evidence for persecution and martyrdom 
comes from Roman sources, not Christian ones. Why does this matter? It mat-
ters because those who claim that Christians were not persecuted must argue 
that these Roman historians— who were often strongly anti- Christian— either 
did not know what they were talking about or did not mean to say what they 
clearly said about the fate of Christians.

Christians were persecuted, but it was mainly local. Even the early imperial 
persecutions seem to be primarily local. To demonstrate this, let us look at 
perhaps the most famous early imperial persecution.

The year was 64 CE, and Nero sat on the throne of the Roman Empire. 
The Roman sources agree that he was feared and hated by nearly everyone 
because he had become increasingly paranoid, violent, unpredictable, and 
self- absorbed. He was famous for sexual perversion and all kinds of other 
horrific actions, including the murder of his mother and his first wife, both 
of whom were popular among the Roman people.

Nero now set his eyes on building a new palace in the center of Rome, his 
Golden House (as it came to be known). There was a problem, however: many 
people already lived where he wanted to build. On the night of July 18, a large 
fire broke out in that very neighborhood and burned for nine days, destroying 
over half of the city. The ground for Nero’s new house was now clear.

Almost immediately, the Roman people were suspicious of the emperor, 
and soon the word on the street was that Nero had set the fire on purpose. 
Now I will tell you something shocking. Ancient politicians did not always 
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Figure 2.1 Person condemned to the wild beasts (El Djem). Perpetua and the others would have died in a 
similar setting.
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take responsibility for their actions, and ancient politicians sometimes tried 
to blame other people for things they had done.

Nero employed both strategies. First of all, he put on a big show of making 
sacrifices to the gods to ask for their help after this great tragedy. Oh gods, 
how could this happen to us? Second, he tried to bribe people to be quiet. 
But when those strategies did not work, he had a backup plan. He needed a 
scapegoat to shift the blame from himself, so he looked for an easy target.

The Christians were the perfect people for the job. Many people did not 
know much about them, except perhaps that they were a new religious sect 
somehow associated with Judaism. Many people in the Roman world thought 
the Jewish people were uncultured barbarians (because of their circumcision 
practices and food laws), so Christians probably posed a threat on some level. 
Nero therefore blamed the Christian traitors for setting the fire.

All this was described for us by the Roman historian Tacitus, who wrote 
a history of the early Roman emperors called the Annals. In his section on 
Nero, he recounted the story and its aftermath. The account is worth quot-
ing at length:

But all human effort, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and all the offerings 
to the gods did not subdue the sinister belief that the fire was the result of an 
order. Therefore, to get rid of this report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted 
the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called 
Christians by the people. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suf-
fered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of 
our governors, Pontius Pilate. But a most mischievous superstition, although 
halted for the moment, again broke out not only in Judea, the first source of 
the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every 
part of the world find their center and become popular. Thus, all who pleaded 
guilty [of being Christian] were arrested. Then, based upon their information, 
an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of setting the 
city on fire, but of hatred against humankind. Mockery of every sort was added 
to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and 
perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burned 
alive to serve as lighting after the sun had gone down. Nero offered his own 
gardens for the spectacle. (Annals 15.44)

Distractions and bribes were not working, so Nero blamed the Christians of 
the city and began to murder them for public entertainment. Their deaths 
took place in the arena (probably the Circus Maximus) and along the streets. 
Nero was trying to show the Romans what he did to Rome’s enemies— even 
though the Christians were not Rome’s enemies.
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Tacitus states that the Christians were framed for the fire, but he still 
despised them because of their “hatred against humankind.” Why hatred? 
Because they refused to take part in traditional Roman religious practices, 
and therefore they put everyone at risk.

This Roman historian who says that Nero unfairly framed and tortured the 
Christians also hated Christians. He was no Christian apologist, and he had 
no interest in furthering their cause, so he had no reason to make up a story 
about persecution. When someone who hates you says that you are being 
treated unfairly, that is a good indication that you are in fact being treated 
unfairly. This was the situation with Tacitus describing the torture and death 
of Christians for a crime they did not commit.

As a footnote to this conversation, Christian tradition states that Peter and 
Paul died during the reign of Nero. Neither death was directly tied to the fire 
in the sources, but their martyrdom stories clearly paint the reign of Nero as 
a dangerous time for Christians.

Other outbreaks of persecution seem to come out of nowhere: Antioch 
in Syria and the Black Sea region in the early second century; Smyrna in the 
middle of the second century; and Africa and Lyons (France) in the late second 
century, to name a few. Often the sources do not tell us why persecution broke 
out in the first place. Maybe it was not even clear to them at the time what 
triggered the persecution, apart from general suspicion and mistrust. This is 
why the work of the second- century apologists was primarily to destroy the 
myths that could lead to violent action against Christians.

Understanding Context

What, then, does all this mean for the historical context of early Christianity? 
It means that for early Christians, persecution might happen at any time 
and in any place. There did not need to be a big event to spark it, because 
many people in the Roman Empire already hated Christians and saw them 
as a danger.

In the next two chapters we are going to examine the story of two young 
women who were swept up in a persecution in Carthage in the year 202 or 
203 CE. Their only “crime” was being a Christian. But that was enough to 
earn them death.
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