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On the Unity of the Catholic Church (1)

A Translation with Notes of St. Cyprian’s De Ecclesine Catholicae
Unitate.

Kiyoshi YOSHIDA

This treatise was read by its author, Saint Cyprian, the bishop and martyr
of Carthage in Africa, to the Bishop council which met at Carthage in April,
A.D. 251, that he might get the support of the bishops against the schism
started by Felicissimus and Novatus, who had a large following.

This most important work is the key to understand the entire writings, of
St. Cyprian. For this theory is everywhere the underlying principle of his
conduct and of his writings. What St. Cyprian really says is simply this, that
Christ, using the metaphor of an edifice, founds His Church on a single
foundation which shall manifest and ensure its unity. And as Peter is the
foundation, binding the whole Church together, so in each diocese is the
bishop. With this one argument St. Cyprian claims to cut at the root of all
heresies and schisms.

The unity with which St. Cyprian deals is not so much the unity of the whole
church, the necessity of which he rather postulates, as the unity to be kept in
each diocese by union with the bioshop. The unity of the whole Catholic
Church is maintained by the close union of the bishops who are glued to one
another (cf. n. 23); therefore, whoever is not with his bishop is cut off from
the unity of the Church and cannot be united to Christ. The type of the bishop
is St. Peter, the first bishop.

In this treatise, we must keep in mind that its primary aim was not to defend
the oneness of all the various churches, but of each within itself. Nevertheless,
St. Cyprian sees Peter as not only the symbol, but also as the real reason of

unity, which is founded on him (cf. n. 4).



