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Jakob Engberg

Caring for African Confessors in Exile: The
Ministry of Numeria and Candida during
the Decian Persecution (Cyprian, Epistulae
21–22)

In the summer of 249 the experienced Roman senator, Decius, was dispatched by
the emperor Philip the Arab to Moesia Superior to suppress the revolt of the gov-
ernor of that province, Pacatianus. Decius accomplished this quite easily, since
Pacatianus was murdered by his own troops upon Decius’ arrival. Subsequently
however, the troops proclaimed Decius emperor. Philip marched against him, but
was killed at Verona in September 249. Decius inherited or possibly provoked
one-three other revolts and these revolts (and his own) made it possible for
the Quadi to raid Pannonia and the Goths to raid Moesia and Thrace. In this sit-
uation, it was prudent to solicit divine help and to seek to reform or punish those
who in their neglect of the gods, could be blamed for jeopardizing the pax deo-
rum and thus causing the present strenuous situation. Around the New Year Dec-
ius issued an edict calling on all the inhabitants of the empire, excluding the
Jews, to make sacrifices to the gods and setting up local commissions to monitor
the compliance with the edict.¹

 Cyprian, Epistulae 19.31 (henceforth quoted ep.), Oracula Sibyllina 13.87–88, Eusebius of Cae-
sarea, Historia ecclesiastica (henceforth quoted h.e.) 6.39–41 (including the contemporary evi-
dence of Dionysios), Acta Maximi 1, Martyrium Pionii 3.2, Acta Carpi, Papyli et Agathonicae 4,
Aurelius Victor, Liber de Caesaribus 28, Zosimus 1.21.23, Gregory of Nyssa, Vita Gregorii Thauma-
turgi, Lactantius, De mortibus persecutorum 4 and John R. Knipfing, “The Libelli of the Decian
Persecution,” HThR 16 (1923): 345–390. See also Fik Meijer, Kaiser sterben nicht im Bett. Die
etwas andere Geschichte der römischen Kaiserzeit. Von Caesar bis Romulus Augustulus (44
v.Chr.–476 n.Chr.) (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftlicher Buchgesellschaft, 2003), 98– 102, Michael
Grant, The Collapse and Recovery of the Roman Empire (London: Routledge, 1999), 7–10, Joachim
Molthagen, Der römische Staat und die Christen im zweiten und dritten Jahrhundert (Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1970), 81–82, Fergus Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World (31
BC – AD 337) (London: Duckworth, 1992), 567–568, J. Patout Burns Jr. and Robin M. Jensen,
Christianity in Roman Africa – The Development of Its Practices and Beliefs (Cambridge: Eerd-
mans, 2014), 12–20 and 521–522. For the past fifty years it has been the dominant position in
scholarship that the purpose of the edict was not the persecution of Christians but the perform-
ance of sacrifice (cf. Graeme W. Clarke, “Double-trials in the Persecution of Decius,” Hist. 22
(1973): 650: “It is no longer controversial that the ‘Persecution of Decius’ began as a general
call to sacrifice to the gods and became a persecution of Christians only as a result of non-com-
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In the first quarter of 250 three African siblings, Numeria, Candida and Cel-
erinus were caught up in the resultant Decian persecution of Christians. The reac-
tions of the three siblings, when confronted with the authorities, differed, and to-
gether they reflect a range of the reactions of other Christians of their time.
Celerinus confessed, likely both before a commission of lower magistrates and be-
fore higher magistrates, was tortured and imprisoned under severe conditions for
nineteen days but then released.² Numeria bribed the magistrates in order to
avoid the sacrifice, whereas Candida sacrificed.³ We know of their fates because
one of them, Celerinus, around July 250 wrote a letter to his fellow Christian con-
fessor, Lucian, who was in prison in Carthage, because Lucian responded, be-
cause both letters ended up in the preserved corpus of Cyprian’s letters and be-
cause there are further references to Celerinus in other letters written by Cyprian.⁴

pliance to this call by some Christians.”). 25 years ago Ittai Gradel convincingly argued that this
position is untenable: Decius was, given his experience as a governor, full aware that its imple-
mentation would bring the Christians in focus (Ittai Gradel, “De moribus persecutorum. Om bag-
grunden for de romerske kristenforfølgelser,” Religionsvidenskabeligt Tidsskrift 22 (1993): 21–40).
Gradel’s article was published in Danish and has been little noticed. Similar arguments are how-
ever now made. Decius’ edict was without precedence, was designed to mark a break with his
predecessors’ policy. The measures stipulated for the monitoring of the compliance with the
edict can be designated “totalitarian” and demonstrate that Decius expected that Christians
would be unwilling to comply, cf. Ulrich Huttner, “Zwischen Traditionalismus und Totalitaris-
mus. Zur Ideologie und Praxis der Regierung des Kaisers Decius,” in ibid.: 37–56 and Bruno
Bleckmann, “Zu den Motiven der Christenverfolgung des Decius,” in Deleto paene imperio Roma-
no. Transformationsprozesse des Römischen Reiches im 3. Jahrhundert und ihre Rezeption in der
Neuzeit, eds. Klaus Peter Johne, Udo Hartmann and Thomas Gerhardt (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner
Verlag, 2006): 57–72. See further Cyprian, ep. 19.2, 55.4, 55.7 and 55.16, Cyprian, De lapsis 3,
13, 28 (henceforth quoted laps.) and Cyprian, De unitate ecclesiae 19: confession of being Chris-
tian is, like under earlier persecutions, reason enough for punishment, and those who complied
with the edict and sacrificed were still punished when they later confessed to be Christians (cf.
also Clarke, “Double-trials in the Persecution of Decius,” 650 and 655). In all likelihood, Decius
motives were intertwined. Decius was likely interested both in the restoration of the pax deorum
and in marking a break with his predecessor. He issued his edict knowing well that this would
either force the compliance of Christians, who had hitherto neglected to worship the deities in
their superstitious devotion to Christ (and thus putting the pax deorum in jeopardy), or bring
about their just punishment. If thus motivated, his motives resonate very well with the motives
of earlier persecutors and opponents of Christians, his measures are then unique in the history
of persecutions, but his motives are typical, cf. Jakob Engberg, Impulsore Chresto. Opposition to
Christianity in the Roman Empire c. 50–250 AD (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2007).
 Cyprian, ep. 21, 22.1 and 39.1–4.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.3.
 Cyprian forwarded the two letters (ep. 21 and 22) along with a letter (ep. 27) which he later in
the year 250 addressed to the priests and deacons in Rome (ep. 27.3). On the dating of the letters,
see Graeme W. Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage. Translated and Annotated, vol. 1–4
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When Celerinus writes his letter, both he and the sisters are in Rome. They
are however clearly from Africa originally and connected to Africa by ties of fam-
ily and friendship.⁵

In Celerinus’ letter, he described how the two sisters in Rome cared for 65
exiles or refugees from Africa – exiles or refugees who are also called confes-
sors.⁶ If the brother’s account is to be trusted, we gain a rare glimpse into an ex-
ample of the “logistics” of exile or flight from persecution and into some prac-
tical issues such as how exiles or refugees were supported financially and
how they traveled.

It is the purpose of this article to raise and discuss the following series of
questions: Can we trust the main outline of Celerinus’ letter, in particular his
claim about his sisters caring for as many as 65 other African Christians arriving
in Rome as a result of the persecutions? If so,where did the two sisters apostatize
and where did Celerinus confess? How, when and why did the three siblings ar-
rive in Rome, and did they travel together or in order to meet each other? Further,
how did the 65 other Christians arrive in Rome? Were some or even all of the 65
African Christians formally exiled from Africa or were some or even all of them
“just” fleeing in order to avoid further persecution? If some were banished, were
they banished to Rome or simply banished from Africa? Related to this is the
question why they ended up in Rome and not in another place of exile. Finally,
where did the sisters get the means from to support the 65 other African Chris-
tians?

Celerinus’ account is far from detailed, and it does not address all these is-
sues, nor does the three other letters that mentions him or his sisters. So the
questions will be raised and a number of possible answers will be pointed out.

(New York: Newman Press, 1984), 1:313–314 and Henneke Gülzow, Cyprian und Novatian. Der
Briefwechsel zwischen den Gemeinden in Rom und Karthago zur Zeit der Verfolgung des Kaisers
Decius (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1975), 52–57. For other letters referring to Celerinus see
ep. 37 and 39. It is possible to identify the Celerinus mentioned in these letters with the Celerinus
mentioned by Cornelius in a letter to Fabius (Eusebius, h.e. 6.43.6).
 Cyprian, ep. 21, 22, 37 and 39.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.2 and 21.4. In this article, “an exile” is a person who has been formally banned
from her or his province, while “a refugee” designates a person,who have fled from persecution.
As we will see below, such a distinction is seldom made in texts from antiquity including in the
texts discussed here.
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1 Is Celerinus’ account to be trusted?

The purpose of Celerinus’ letter is to obtain forgiveness from Lucian and other
confessors for his two sisters.⁷ The idea that a Christian who suffered at the
hands of persecutors might in prayer intercede with God and thereby and
through the suffering obtain forgiveness for or even atone for the sins of this
Christian and of her or his fellow Christians had by the mid-third century
been developing for decades, if not centuries. Variously early Christian authors
had promoted, acknowledged, modified, toned down (or even discouraged the
more extreme versions of) such ideas.⁸ By the time of Cyprian many Christians
believed that martyrs could obtain pardon for lapsed Christians from God, and
that those thus forgiven were also entitled to full reinstating in the community
of the Church. The major purpose of several of Cyrian’s letters and one of his
tracts was to curb such ideas and maintain that only established ecclesiastical
authorities (bishops and bishops in council) had the power to rule in favor of
full reinstating.⁹ Celerinus writes in this context in a time, where Cyprian’s
view had yet to be fully articulated, and it is likely the relevance of Celerinus’
letter for this discussion, that has resulted in its inclusion in the corpus of Cyp-
rian’s letters and in its preservation.

Celerinus does not expect to be martyred himself, since he is no longer im-
prisoned. Celerinus therefore lack the status to intercede with the Lord for for-
giveness for the sisters. He informs Lucian that the presbyters in the Church of
Rome have also given the sisters a hearing. The presbyters have ruled that the
sisters should continue in their work and await the decision when a new bishop
is appointed.¹⁰ He thus solicits intercession from Lucian and other imprisoned
confessors back in Carthage, in the expectation that Lucian and the other con-
fessors will soon die as martyrs.¹¹ With such a purpose, one could suspect
that Celerinus would exaggerate his sisters’ help for the refuges or exiles from
Africa. Indeed Celerinus’ base his hope on Lucian’s willingness and ability to so-
licit divine forgiveness for his sisters on a number of “pillars”. Firstly, he points
to his own grief and his friendship with Lucian. Secondly, he points to Lucian’s

 Cyprian, ep. 21.2–4.
 Col 1:24–2:5, Pastor Hermae, Similitudines 9.28,Martyrium Polycarpi 7.3–8.1, Tertullian, De pu-
dicitia 22.4–6, Tertullian, De baptismo 16, Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 4.9.75, Passio Per-
petuae et Felicitatis 7–8, 18.3 and 21.1, Origen, Exhortatio ad Martyrium 30, Origen, In Leviticum
homiliae 9.9 and Cyprian, laps. 17–20 and 36.
 Cyprian, ep. 18, 19 and 37, Cyprian, laps.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.3.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.1.
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personal knowledge of his sisters and the compassion he expects from Lucian
out of this personal relationship. Further Celerinus points to the impending mar-
tyr-status of Lucian and the other imprisoned confessors. Finally, and most rel-
evant for this article, he describes the repentance and charitable work done by
Numeria and Candida:

For I do believe that Christ, in accordance with their repentance and the works they have
rendered to our exiled colleagues who came to us from you, from whom you will learn of
their works, that Christ, I believe, will now pardon them if you, His martyrs, intercede.¹²

Celerinus is brief in his description of his two sister’s services, but the wording
seems very deliberate. I quote the next passage from Graeme Clarke’s translation
since it remarkably well captures the clear emphasis,which Celerinus puts on his
sisters’ personal involvement and physical presence.With reference to the 65 Af-
ricans, Celerinus writes:

To meet them my sisters have gone down to the harbor in person and have escorted them
up to the city; they have seen to the needs of the sixty-five and have looked after them in
every way right up to the present time. All of them are in their care.¹³

It is emphasized that it is the sisters personally who went down to the harbor,
that they escorted the Africans, that they have supported, protected and cared
for all of them and that they continue to do so.¹⁴

The two sisters’ eagerness to greet their fellow African’s at the harbor and
their subsequent diligent care for them would not only be testimony to their
love, but also to courage. The arrival of 65 Christian exiles or refugees on a
ship from Africa in the harbor and their subsequent walk with them would hard-
ly have been an occasion that would have gathered a crowd. On the other hand,
it was an occasion that would hardly go unnoticed. There would be some risk
that some official or that some potential delator might have noticed or even
known of the arrival and thus some risk that the two sisters greeting and escort-
ing the African Christians would be noticed. The sisters’ subsequent care for the
65 could have brought the same kind of attention to their persons.¹⁵ In a near-
contemporary letter by Rome’s bishop, Cornelius, he describes how his rival No-

 Cyprian, ep. 21.2.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4, translated by Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:106.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4. On the value of fasting, penance, charity and the giving of alms for apos-
tates see Cyprian, laps. 29–32 and 35–36, see further Burns and Jensen, Christianity in Roman
Africa, 313–330.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
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vatian out of love for his own life cowardly refused to care for his fellow Chris-
tians during the persecution.¹⁶ Given Cornelius’ conflict with Novatian it is im-
possible to know whether he is accurately depicting Novatian’s actions and mo-
tives. For our purpose, however, the description is evidence that it was
considered to involve a certain potential risk (but not necessarily hazard) to be
seen to help persecuted Christians.¹⁷ Celerinus thus has a clear interest in high-
lighting the courage and love of his sisters in their repentance and care for the
confessors.

His account is nevertheless to be trusted in its main outline. It is a contem-
porary letter written to a contemporary audience and he sends in his letter greet-
ings from the 65 African Christians, six of whom are presented as known to Lu-
cius and mentioned by name, Macarius, Cornelia, Emerita, Saturninus,
Calpurnius and Maria.¹⁸ Further, as we have seen, Celerinus expects that some
of these confessors will themselves inform Lucius about the works of Numeria
and Candida.¹⁹ The communication between the imprisoned Christians in Carth-
age and the exiled African Christians in Rome was maintained both through let-
ters and through the travelling back and forth of Christians.²⁰ In conclusion, Cel-
erinus’ outline of events represents the truth: his sisters had apostatized, but
they had repented. Living in Rome (either for a long time or having just arrived)
they went out to greet 65 African Christians arriving by ship, escorted them,
cared for them and continued to care for them.

 Cornelius in Eusebius, h.e. 6.43.16.
 Cyprian ep. 5.2, and 8.3, Eusebius, h.e. 7.11.25. There is however ample testimony that Chris-
tians were nevertheless expected to care for their persecuted or even imprisoned sisters and
brothers in the Lord – and testimony that many Christians lived up to such expectations. Lucian,
De morte Peregrini 11–16, Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis 3.5–8, 4.1, 4.10, Tertullian, Ad uxorem
1.4, Cyprian, ep. 8.3, 14.2, 40.1, 55.9, Eusebius, h.e. 7.11.25 – some examples also from the Decian
persecution and some concerns lapsed Christians (like Numeria and Candida), who cared for
and sheltered Christian refugees. See further Clarke, “Double-trials in the Persecution of Dec-
ius,” 657–658 and Daniel D. Sullivan, The Life of the North Africans as Revealed in the Works
of Saint Cyprian (Washington: The Catholic University of America, 1933), 69–70.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.2, see the quotation above.
 Cyprian, ep. 21, 22 and 39. There was a similar correspondence and communication through
travelers between African Christians and confessors in Rome, see for example ep. 37.1,where Cel-
erinus in early 251 has traveled (back) from Rome to Africa, brought news about and from
Roman confessors to Cyprian and where Cyprian responds with a letter to these confessors.
See further examples in Cyprian, ep. 8.3.
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2 Numeria, Candida and Celerinus: The location
of their “falls” and confession and their
arrivals in Rome

Where did the two sisters apostatize and where did the brother confess? Did they
travel to Rome together or separately, were their arrival there connected to the
persecution or not? The preserved letters are not clear on this, so likely it is pre-
sumed to be known by the readers or irrelevant information.

It is likely that Numeria apostatized (through bribing the magistrates) in
Rome. Celerinus refers in his letter to Numeria approaching the status of the
Three Fates before she bribed herself out of sacrificing, and these statues were
located close to the Rostra at Forum Romanum.²¹

Regarding the two other siblings, it is unclear whether Celerinus confessed
in Africa or in Rome and whether Candida sacrificed in Africa or in Rome.
Graeme Clarke argues that Celerinus confessed in Rome finally before Decius
himself, and that Lucian had been to Rome to visit Celerinus, before the perse-
cution broke out. Clarke is so confident about this theory, that he calls an earlier
scholar’s statement about Celerinus being tried in Carthage “a slip”.²² Clarke’s
argument builds on two passages, one in letter 21 (written by Celerinus),
where Celerinus recalls how he had seen Lucian off, and one in letter 22 (written
by Lucian), where Lucian praises Celerinus for having scarred away the great ser-
pent himself with his confession.We will look at the two passages in chronolog-
ical order.²³

Had Lucian visited Celerinus in Rome shortly before the outbreak of the per-
secution? The passage used to support the hypothesis that Lucian had visited
Rome mentions that Celerinus saw Lucian off and laments that he has since
then not heard from him.²⁴ Lucian is partly blamed for his lack of communica-
tion – Celerinus had himself not forgotten to write letters while he was in prison
–, partly excused, since imprisoned confessors frequently forget the affairs of

 Pliny the Elder, Naturalis historia 34.11.22. See Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage,
1:327 note 26. Could there however had been similar statues, similarly located, in the Roman col-
ony of Carthage? Concerning city topography, Roman colonies, including Carthage were often
modeled after Rome, cf. Cyprian, laps. 8 and 24 where Cyprian mentions buildings and places
in Carthage modeled after Rome.
 Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:316 note 1, his reference is to Hippolyte Del-
ehaye, Les passions des martyrs et les genres littéraires (Brussels, 1921), 355.
 Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:188– 189, note 8.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.1, and Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:319–320, note 5.
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this world.²⁵ The passage is however totally unspecific about where, how or
when Lucian was seen off. There is no mention of Rome, no maritime setting
and no hint as to whether this happened before or during the persecution.
The passage can just as easily be understood in a way where Celerinus in
some way saw Lucian off in Carthage upon Lucian’s arrest, imprisonment or
even more likely on another less dramatic occasion situated in Africa and
known by both of them.

Was Celerinus tried by Decius himself? This was first proposed by Edward
Benson in 1897.²⁶ This proposal has been followed by both W.H.C. Frend with ref-
erence to Cyprians letter 37.1 and by Clarke with reference to a statement made by
Lucian in letter 22.1 and a statement by Cyprian in letter 39.2. Frend does not ex-
plain his position and fails to state how he finds support for it in letter 37.1.²⁷ I
find no hint in this passage that would place Celerinus’ trial in Rome, and no
hint that it should have been conducted in front of Decius. Clarke on the other
hand provides an argument he writes “it is argued that here ipso infestationis
principe et auctore, on the accumulated evidence, refers in all likelihood rather
to the Emperor Decius than to the arch-enemy Satan.”²⁸ It follows from what
Clarke writes that he is well aware that Satan and/or Demons were in contempo-
rary Christian texts presented as the true instigators of persecutions, and that he
thus needs to state that it is not a demon, nor Satan that is being referred to
here.²⁹

Against such a firm conclusion based on ambiguous evidence, we may ad-
vance an argument from silence and an argument from what Cyprian and Lucian
does write. Firstly, if Celerinus confessed before Decius, this would have made
him clearly outstanding.³⁰ Both Celerinus, in his letter to Lucian, and Cyprian,

 Cyprian, ep. 21.1.
 Edward White Benson, Cyprian. His Life, His Times, His Work (London: Macmillan, 1897), 70.
See also Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians in the Mediterranean world from the second cen-
tury AD to the conversion of Constantine (London: Viking, 1986), 454.
 W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 322 and 334, note
77.
 Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:188–189 note 8. See also Graeme W. Clarke,
“Some Observations on the Persecution of Decius,” Antichthon 3 (1969): 66–67.
 Tertullian, Apologeticum, Passio Perpetuae et Felicitatis, Cyprian, ep. 25.1, 38.1, 39.2, 60.2,
66.4, Cyprian, laps. 2 and 13. See further Hans von Campenhausen, Die Idee des Martyriums
in der alten Kirche (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1964), 155– 158.
 Clarke acknowledges that this would make Celerinus exceptional and writes, “Celerinus was
thus, most unusually, tried before the Emperor himself”, Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of
Carthage, 2:189 note 8. There is however, as Fergus Millar observes (commenting on Celerinus
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in his letters to the presbyters and deacons have a clear interest in emphasizing
the status of Celerinus. Cyprian is in his letter 39 written to the presbyters, dea-
cons and the congregation in Carthage justifying that he has appointed Celerinus
as lector without prior consultation with them.³¹ His main justification is Celeri-
nus’ brave confession, so why would he fail to clearly state it if Celerinus had
been tried by Decius? It would have made a comparison with even Peter and
Paul possible. In Celerinus’ letter Celerinus’ need to draw on his own status
as confessor is couched by a need for Celerinus to appear modest about himself,
but even so why would he also fail to even hint at such an exceptional trial?
While Cyprian does want to present Celerinus as modest in accepting his ap-
pointment as lector, there is no reason for Cyprian to be modest on Celerinus’
behalf.³² Secondly, while Cyprian writes in the singular about the “leader and au-
thor” of the persecution and of the “serpent”, who with Celerinus bound feets
was both “crushed and conqured”, these two references in the singular frame
a passage that talks in the plural about Celerinus’ judges and persecutors.
This would indicate what Lucian also seems to be hinting at, that Celerinus dur-
ing his nineteen day trial had faced multiple magistrates, some of whom were of
higher rank, than those Lucian had faced.³³

Having concluded that we have no evidence for situating Celerinus in Rome
before and at the outbreak of the persecution of Decius and of proposing that he
was tried by Decius himself, we will now look at some circumstantial evidence
that might provide us with hints about Celerinus’ usual place of residence.
From letter 37 it is evident that Celerinus traveled (back?) to Africa in late 250
or early 251 and from letter 39 that he intends to stay there for good, as a lector

and Clarke’s theory), “no reason in principal why some Christian should not have been accused
before the emperor” (Millar, The Emperor in the Roman World, 568).
 To do so on his own, without prior approval of the presbyters and the congregation was
against practice, cf. Hans von Campenhausen, Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Power in
the Church of the First Three Centuries (London: A. and C. Black, 1969), 274–275 and Charles
A. Bobertz, Cyprian of Carthage as Patron: A Social Historical Study of the Role of Bishop in
the Ancient Christian Community of North Africa (Yale (unpublished dissertation), 1988), 190–
201. Bobertz shows how Cyprian in letters 38 and 39 argued with stronger confidence compared
to earlier in his exile, but Bobertz’ analysis also shows how carefully and skillfully Cyprian jus-
tifies his ordination of Celerinus.
 Clarke argues similarly but with the opposite conclusion.Writing about the uniqueness of a
trial before the emperor Clarke continues “to emphasize this unusual feature being germane to
Cyprian’s present purpose” (Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:189 note 8). I find no
evidence of any “emphasis”, and since such an emphasis would have been “germane” I con-
clude that Cyprian would have emphasized it clearly if Celerinus had been tried before Decius.
 Cyprian, ep. 39.2 and ep. 22.1.
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in the Church of Carthage. His willingness to make the journey from Rome to Af-
rica during the winter and his resolve to remain there would indicate that Africa
was his residence prior to the persecution and his usual place of residence.³⁴ To-
wards the end of letter 39, in which Cyprian has justified that he has installed
Celerinus as a Lector, Cyprian seems concerned with the financial situation of
Celerinus.³⁵ He and another confessor, Aurelius, who has also been made lector,
are both marked out for the rank of presbyter and further they will both as of
now receive the same gifts (sportulae) and allowances (divisiones mensurnas)
as a presbyter. Does this concern for the financial situation of the two confessors,
perhaps especially for Celerinus, since no mention of any need for financial sup-
port was made in the previous letter that Cyprian wrote concerning Aurelius ap-
pointment, indicate that they, or perhaps only Celerinus, were financially press-
ed?³⁶ Had they (or just Celerinus) lost part of (most of) their (his) patrimony
during the persecution? Had some of their (Celerinus’) fortune been confiscated?
Had Celerinus’ flight or exile to Rome and his subsequent (home‐) journey to Af-
rica strained the transferable part of his fortune?³⁷ Had he supported his sisters
in supporting the 65 Africans in Rome?

Culprits condemned formally to exile (in perpetuum or ad tempus) would
often have their fortunes confiscated; and from Cyprian’s letters we learn that
this also happened during the Decian and Valerian persecutions to exiled Chris-
tian confessors.³⁸ More generally, there is evidence in the corpus of Cyprian’s let-
ters that African Christian confessors were exiled, and some of them at least for-
mally, during the Decian and Valerian persecutions.³⁹ We will take a closer look
at two of these references, since they are of particular relevance to establish the
location of Celerinus’ trial and/or the status of the 65 African Christians men-
tioned in Celerinus’ letter (whether they were formally exiled or whether they
were refugees).

In a letter written by Cyprian to imprisoned confessors in Carthage and
dated to April, Cyprian refers to recent cases where other (African?) confessors

 For the dating of letter 37 see Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:171–172 and
174– 175, notes 10–11.
 This and the following, Cyprian, ep. 39.4–5. For Aurelian being made lector see Cyprian,
ep. 38.
 Cyprian, ep. 38.
 Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.28.1. The “hero” in this passage of Apuleius’ novel complain
that the cost of his travels has strained his modest patrimony severely.
 Cyprian, ep. 19.2 omnibus spoliati and 24.1 possessiones quas nunc fiscus tenet, Cyprian, laps.
2, 11– 12 and 36.
 Cyprian ep. 13.4, 19.2, 24.1, 38.1, 59.6, 66.4, 66.7 and Cyprian, laps. 2.
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were punished and driven into exile.⁴⁰ Legal technical terms are not used but the
context here is clearly suggesting that we are dealing with formal banishment
after trial and confession, and not “just” flight in order to avoid further persecu-
tion. Could Cyprian here be referring to Celerinus and/or (some of) the 65 African
(confessors in exile) mentioned in Celerinus’ letter? The same applies to a pas-
sage in Cyprians letter 19 written to the presbyters and deacons in Carthage.
Here Cyprian argues that penitent apostates should not be prematurely reinstat-
ed. One of his arguments is that those who have been exiled, driven from their
homeland and have had their possessions plundered have not yet returned to
their own Church – why should the apostates then be allowed to?⁴¹ For our pur-
pose, it is significant that Cyprian links confession, banishment and confiscation
of property.

On balance, the discussion above will put the three siblings in each their
own category. On Candida we have absolutely no indication of whether she
was living in Rome or in Africa prior to the persecution. Given that a majority
of people in the Roman Empire as in most agrarian societies would live for
most of their lives relatively close to the place of residence of the family, the bal-
ance of probability would point to Africa. On Celerinus the little information we
do have adds to this probability and points (albeit inconclusively) to Africa. On
Numeria, the reference to the three statues would point to Rome. Perhaps the
persecution prompted Celerinus and/or Candida to travel to Rome. Perhaps in
Celerinus’ case to avoid further persecution after confession or perhaps because
of an exile sentence for a stipulated period.⁴² In Candida’s case perhaps to avoid
local delatores, who might notice her penance and could bring a second case be-
fore the magistrates.⁴³ If either Candida or Celerinus or both of them were
prompted by the persecutions to leave Africa, then it would have been attractive
to go to Numeria’s place of residence – this explaining why all three of them
ended up in Rome, where we in any case find them in mid-250, when Celerinus
wrote his letter.

 Cyprian, ep. 10.1: suscepta poena est quae confessors Christi fecit extorres.
 Cyprian, ep. 19.2.
 For a discussion of this see below.
 Cf. Cyprian, laps. 13: apostates,who had sacrificed were not immune to further persecution if
they demonstrated renewed allegiance to Christ.
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3 The 65 African Christians, their status and
itinerary

In his letter, Celerinus informed Lucian that his sisters went down to the harbor
to greet the 65 African Christians, when they arrived.⁴⁴ It is unclear whether he
means the river-harbor of Rome, Ostia or Portus. Since the harbor is not named,
it would be logical to presume that he is referring simply to the river-harbor of
Rome. The context would however suggest otherwise. As we have seen, Celerinus
is trying to present his sisters in a positive light. Having the sisters out to greet
the confessors in Ostia or Portus would emphasize their eagerness to serve and
their courage.⁴⁵ To picture them awaiting leisurely for their fellow Africans to be
transferred to riverboats in Ostia or Portus and then to greet them only at Rome’s
river harbor would seem much less heroic and welcoming – and further there
would be a likelihood that the arrivals would be scattered with the two sisters
being unable to greet all of them. The number of travelers arriving, presumably
on the same ship, points to an ocean-harbor rather than the river-harbor of
Rome.⁴⁶ 65 travelers could easily be billeted aboard a grain ship along with its
main bulk of cargo.⁴⁷ The lack of specificity in Celerinus’ description would
point to Ostia rather than Portus, as the more famous of the two locations.
The distance from both Portus and Ostia to Rome is finally a walking distance
and was considered as such in antiquity, a factor which would in itself make
the alternative hypothesis of a transfer in Ostia from an ocean-going vessel to
a number of riverboats less likely.⁴⁸

In a number of places, Celerinus refers to the 65 African Christians collective-
ly as confessors. He designates their status both by using the term confessor and
by referring them as colleagues of Lucian and himself.⁴⁹ A number of the African
confessors are named and sends their greetings from Rome to Lucian and his fel-
low prisoners. One of them is called Saturninus and his courage when confess-

 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Compare Acts 20:15– 17 and 28:11– 15.
 Cf. below, p. 46–47.
 Cf. below, p. 46–47.
 Minucius Felix, Octavius 2,3–4 and Acts 28:11– 16. Lionel Casson, The Ancient Mariners: Sea-
farers and Sea Fighters of the Mediterranean in Ancient Times (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1991), 288 and idem, Travel in the Ancient World (London: John Hopkins University
Press, 1994), 126– 128.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4: omnes confessors qui inde huc a vobis venerunt; ep. 21.2: collegas nostros…
qui a vobis venerunt.
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ing Christ under torture in Carthage is praised.⁵⁰ Does Celerinus’ reference to the
65 as confessors mean that they were all confessors, or that some of them were,
while others were simply other Christian accompanying the confessors in their
flight or banishment? From later sources, there is ample evidence that banished
Christians could be accompanied in exile by followers, as could of course other
traveling Christians.⁵¹ Equally, Acts describes how Paul en route for his trial in
Rome was accompanied by the author (and others). The “authenticity” of the
we-passages in Acts are disputed, but even if they are not “authentic”, then
the evidence is even stronger that it was conceivable for a prisoner or exile to
have followers. It would serve the purpose of the letter to refer to all the 65 exiles
as confessors, since having the sisters caring for 65 confessors would seem more
glorious, than having them care for 65 ordinary African Christians or a mixed
group of some confessors and some followers. However, given again that we
are dealing with a contemporary letter, given that some of the confessors are
named in the letter and send their greetings and given that direct communication
between these confessors and the recipients of the letter is presumed, it would
be counterproductive for Celerinus to blatantly misrepresent the status of the
65 African Christians.⁵² Finally, Lucian’s letter acknowledges the status of both
Celerinus and those greeting Lucian in Celerinus’ letter as confessors. Specifical-
ly, Saturninus, who was particularly praised for courage in Celerinus’ letter is
again drawn forward, but specifically as one among many confessors, who are
with Celerinus.⁵³ Celerinus’ own status as confessor is equally acknowledged
by Lucian, even in a way, where it is praised that Celerinus has confessed before
higher magistrates than has been the case with Lucian himself.⁵⁴ It follows from
this that we are either dealing with a group of 65 confessors or that we are deal-
ing with a mixed group, where a significant number of the 65 were confessors.

Celerinus clearly states that the 65 have come to Rome from Africa and that
some level of coercion was involved.⁵⁵ It is however difficult to decide whether he
implies that they have been legally banished from Africa or whether they have
simply decided to flee from persecution. The phrasing of the letter is of little

 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Margarita Vallejo Girvés, “Banished Bishops Were Not Alone: The Two Cases of Theodoros
Anagnostes, Guardian and Assistant,” in Clerical Exile in Late Antiquity, eds. Julia Hillner, Jörg
Ulrich and Jakob Engberg (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2016): 193–212.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Cyprian, ep. 22.3.
 Cyprian, ep. 22.1.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.2: collegas nostros… extorres qui a vobis venerunt; ep. 21.4: omnes confessors
qui inde huc a vobis venerunt.
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help here. As so often in cases of exile the terminology employed is unspecific
and not legally technical.⁵⁶ We have to turn to the context in order to pursue
an answer. Here the contemporary status of the letter does not preclude that Cel-
erinus could have referred to 65 refugees as exiles – he would not thereby have
been creating an excessive status claim. There are many examples in our sources
of refugees being referred to or referring to themselves as exiles – so no firm dis-
tinction in terminology was being made between those formally relegated and
refuges.⁵⁷

Some legal sources from earlier imperial times would however seem to indi-
cate that we are hardly dealing with formal exile, and indeed this has, in the case
of one of the confessors, been argued in scholarship.With reference to one of the
confessors, the particularly brave Saturninus, Clarke writes that he “cannot be in
Rome, legally relegated to the City. Relegation specifically excluded Rome, being
the communis patria, as a place of residence for relegati.”⁵⁸

This stipulation goes back to Claudius, but at the time of Decius it was not
just an archaic and obsolete First Century norm, its content had been repeated
by the influential jurists Callistratus and Ulpian, both of whom were active in
the early Third Century – and their opinions found there ways into the Justinian
Code.⁵⁹ Specifically Ulpian states that those whom a magistrate has banished
from a province should also be barred from Rome and Italy.⁶⁰ Callistratus
makes no mention of any ban on Italy, but like Ulpian, he mentions that a pro-
vincial, who is exiled from his home province, cannot remain in Rome. He adds
the explanation to this alluded to by Clarke above, and states that Rome is the
common fatherland of all.⁶¹

On one level, the evidence from Suetonius and more importantly Ulpian and
Callistratus would seem to clinch the matter, the 65 confessors (or the confessors
among them) were not formally banished from Africa – equally (cf. above), Cel-
erinus could not have been formally banished from Africa to Rome. If so it would
be illegal for them to take up residence in Rome (or following Ulpian even Italy),

 See also Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:230 note 5.
 Jakob Engberg, “Exile and the Dissemination of Donatist Congregations,” in Clerical Exile in
Late Antiquity, eds. Hillner, Ulrich, and Engberg, 146–147; Julia Hillner, “Approaches to Clerical
Exile in Late Antiquity: Strategies, Experiences, Memories and Social Networks,” in ibid., 14,
21–24, 34 and David Reis, “Tracing the Imaginary in Imperial Rome,” in ibid., 227–228.
 Clarke, “Double-trials in the Persecution of Decius,” 660.
 Suetonius, Claudius 23.2, Digestae 48.22.7.15 (Ulpian) and 48.22.18 (19) (Callistratus).
 Digestae 48.22.7.15: quibus a magistratibus provinciae interdicerentur, urbe quoque et Italia
summoverentur.
 Digestae 48.22.18.1 (Callistratus)

280 Jakob Engberg



ipso facto they must be Christians who fled from persecution. When taking a
closer look however the case is less clear. With Ulpian and Callistratus we are
dealing with normative sources. Ulpian issued his statement in his now lost
work On the Office of Governors. His need in such a work to inform (would be)
governors that those banished from their own province are also banished from
Rome would indicate that we are not dealing with common knowledge (even
among those most likely to know). Further, in the same passage he provided
an example of the wording whereby governors would customarily pronounce
sentence on banished criminals. Significantly, the customary statement makes
no mention of Rome or Italy saying simply: “I banish him from this province
and its islands” and then adding, according to Ulpian, a date by which the cul-
prit must leave.⁶² When Ulpian assumes that not all (would be) governors know
of the tradition for barring provincial exiles from Rome and Italy and when ver-
dicts are according to Ulpian normally passed in this way without the mention-
ing of such a barring, could we assume that the 65 African Christians would have
known that they were barred from entering Rome and Italy? This more open in-
terpretation is supported when we examine Callistratus. He stated that a relegat-
ed person cannot remain or take up residence in Rome “even if this is not includ-
ed in the verdict”⁶³ Callistratus thereby confirms that a sentence was not always
specific about the ban on entering Rome. Further, the discrepancy between Ulpi-
an and Callistratus, where Ulpian mentions both Rome and Italy, whereas Callis-
tratus mentions only Rome, would indicate that the stipulation was actually less
well known or well-established in the minds of even two of the sharpest legal
minds of their age. There remains even further the possibility that the African
governor had been specific about this ban, or that some of the 65 exiled
would have independent knowledge about such a ban, but that they had simply
chosen to ignore it counting on them going undetected among the number of (Af-
rican) travelers regularly arriving in Rome. Turning from normative to descriptive
sources there is evidence that does show that at least in the fourth Century and
later (times where the stipulation would still be applying according to the inclu-
sion in the Digest) exiles did arrive in Rome (and Italy).⁶⁴

The existence of the stipulations banning exiled provincials from entering
Rome will tend to decrease slightly the likelihood that we are dealing with a
case where the governor of Africa banished several Christians from Africa, but

 Digestae 48.22.7.17 (Ulpian).
 Digestae 48.22.18.1 (Callistratus): etsi id sententia comprehensum non est.
 Passio Maximini et Isaac. See further Engberg, “Exile and the Dissemination of Donatist Con-
gregations,” 145–164 and https://www.clericalexile.org/location/9 (8 exile cases arriving and
taking up residence in Rome), accessed February 3, 2018.
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only very slightly. It will significantly decrease the likelihood however that the
governor specifically relegated the Africans to Rome. There is at least one later
exile case related to Carthage, that indicates that governors could arrange for
the transportation of a significant number of condemned Christians to their
place of exile aboard a single ship.⁶⁵ The existence of the ban of entering
Rome for exiled provincials would however make it unlikely that the transport
to Ostia/Portus or Rome was organized by the governor. In the end though,
the discussion above shows that the arrival of the exiles in Rome cannot be
used to argue with any certainty that we are dealing just with a group of refuges.
The possibility remains that we are dealing with a group of Christians that in-
cluded a significant portion of people who were formally banished from Africa.
The possibility also remains that Cyprian was referring to these confessors and
exiles when he in April 250 wrote his letter 10 mentioning confessors recently
punished with exile.⁶⁶ Both flight from persecution and formal banishment are
attested in contemporary sources in connection to the Decian and the subse-
quent Valerian persecutions. From Cyprian’s De lapsis, we know that other Afri-
can Christians were formally banished during the Decian persecution, just as
some African Christians fled to avoid persecution.⁶⁷ Cyprian himself fled from
Carthage during the Decian persecution and was formally exiled during the Va-
lerian persecution.⁶⁸ Dionysius of Alexandria had similar experiences.⁶⁹ Flight in
order to avoid persecution, but more particularly formal exile after confiscation
of property (a practice attested during the Decian persecution, see above) would
put the 65 in need of financial support.⁷⁰

Regardless of whether the 65 were refuges, exiles formally banished or both
we still need to answer why they, given that they were likely not compelled by

 Passio Maximini et Isaac 12.
 Cf. above and Cyprian, ep. 10.1.
 Cyprian, laps. 2.
 Cyprian, laps. and ep. 8.1. Gregory of Nyssa, Vita Gregorii Thaumaturgi (PG 46.949 A) also
reports that Gregory fled at the outbreak of Decius’ persecution.
 Dionysius’ letter to Dometius and Didymus in Eusebius, h.e. 7.11.20–23 is related to the flight
and exile under the Decian persecution, although Eusebius mistakenly places it under Valerian.
Dionysius also refers to the flight under Decius in his letter to Germanus (Eusebius, h.e. 6.40.1), a
letter written during the formal exile under Valerian (Eusebius, h.e. 6.40). On Dionysius’ exile see
Jörg Ulrich, “Dionysius of Alexandria in Exile”, in Hillner, Ulrich and Engberg (eds.), Clerical
Exile in Late Antiquity, 115–128. See further on confiscation during the Decian persecution Mill-
ar, The Emperor in the Roman World, 568–571.
 Clarke has convincingly argued, that Cyprian is expressing special concern for confessors,
who have had their possessions confiscated in his letter 5. See Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian
of Carthage, 1:185 note 8.
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the governor of Africa to go to Rome specifically, let alone conveyed there in a
transport organized by the governor, made the choice of travelling to Rome.
One primary and a number of derived or secondary factors would have contrib-
uted to this choice.

First and foremost, for an African who needed to leave his home province in
the spring of 250 it would have been easiest, cheapest and safest to travel to the
area of Ostia, Portus and Rome. The ties of transport, trade and culture between
Africa and Rome would expedite a transit of the 65 African Christians to Rome.⁷¹
There was a lively trade between Africa and Rome. The most important commod-
ity traded was grain and the trade in this commodity alone ensured a lively
transit of vessels. During the principate the province of Africa was considered
to be the most important area in supplying grain for Rome, more important
than Egypt and Sicily combined.⁷² If two ancient sources are combined we
find that Rome’s population required approximately 400,000 tons of grain annu-
ally. Some modern estimates would half this figure. If we follow Josephus and
estimate that half of Rome’s need for grain would have been supplied from Af-
rica, this would have required the transportation of 100,000–200,000 tons of
grain from Africa to Rome annually. Traditionally the Romans would only sail
during eight months of the year. In respect to the all-important grain supply of
Rome, the emperor Claudius instituted a system of insurance that prompted trad-
ers to sail throughout most of the winter.⁷³ If we estimate the intensity of this
winter travel optimistically as half that of the other months then this means
that 10,000–20,000 tons of grain would have been transported from Africa to
Rome each month during the eight months of the sailing season with
5,000– 10,000 being carried in each of the four months from mid-November to
mid-March. A typical Roman trading vessel was able to carry 100– 150 tons of
cargo, while the largest could carry up to 600 tons.⁷⁴ The largest vessels were
the grain-vessels. If we optimistically estimate that the average vessel engaged
in the grain-trade would have been able to carry 500 tons this means that twenty
to forty of these large sailing vessels from Africa would have been arriving in
Ostia or Portus every month during spring, summer and fall – effectively one

 Casson, The Ancient Mariners, 198–212 and idem, Travel in the Ancient World, 149– 162.
 This and the following Josephus, De bello iudaico 2.382–386 and Epitome de Caesaribus 1.6,
interpreted by Fik Meijer and Onno van Nijf, Trade, Transport and Society in the Ancient World
(London: Routledge, 1992), 98–99. The grain from Africa was also considered premium quality,
cf. Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia 18.66–68 and 89.
 Suetonius, Claudius 18– 19.
 According to Meijer and Nijf, Trade, Transport and Society, 152, extreme cases are also known
of vessels holding as much as 1000 tons.
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ship every day. Ships of these sizes are known to have carried along with their
bulk cargo upwards of 100 passengers each.⁷⁵ The passengers would in most
cases negotiate the prize for the transport with the skipper, the owner or the
owner’s representative. Most passengers were expected on such travels to have
slept on deck, either in their own tents or in open air, and most travelers were
expected to care for their own provisions of food and drink. A letter from 404
describing a travel from Alexandria to Ptolemais mentions that a Jewish skipper
carrying more than 50 passengers including about 15 young and pretty females
had, out of consideration for their modesty and to the annoyance of the man
writing the letter, taken the unusual provision of separating the male and female
passengers on the deck by using an old torn sail as a curtain.⁷⁶ Only the most
wealthy of passengers would have stayed in cabins at the stern. Likely, then
the 65 African Christians would have negotiated for themselves a transit from Af-
rica to Ostia in one of the grain-ships that during the spring of 250 would have
been leaving on a more or less daily basis. Most if not all would have slept on
deck and would have cared for their won provisions during a 3–8 days transit.⁷⁷

Secondly, and tied to these strong links of trade and culture, the established
community of Africans living in Rome, Portus and Ostia would have increased
the likelihood that some of the travelers could find support from networks, either
of other African Christians or just of other Africans.⁷⁸

Thirdly, the significant Christian community in Rome could have been ex-
pected to offer support for Christian refugees from Africa even if the pressure
from the persecution and the influx of refugees from other parts of the empire
would have diminished the resources available for this.⁷⁹

 Meijer and Nijf, Trade, Transport and Society, 158 and 170– 176. Josephus has described how
he traveled on a grain-ship with as many as 600 people aboard, crew and passengers, the ship
was wrecked in the Adriatic and only about eighty were saved, Josephus, Vita 15.
 Synesius, Epistula 4.
 North- and West-bound voyages were longer in duration, than South- or West-bound. The
course from Carthage to Ostia was Northeasterly.
 Minucius Felix, Octavius presupposes African’s in Rome being tied to each other in bonds of
friendship Christian to Christian and pagan to Christian. After 410 the stream of refugees was
reversed, and Roman refugees would find or (in the case of the rich) offer networks and support
in Africa, Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:315 and Peter Brown, Through the Eye of
a Needle. Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in the West, 350–550 AD
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 300–303 and 323–325.
 Cornelius in Eusebius, h.e. 6.43.11 testifies to the ability of the Roman congregation in the
mid-third century to support a large number of people financially.
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Fourthly, the relative anonymity that was possible in this the largest city of
the empire would be an advantage if some of the exiles or refugees wanted to
avoid further confrontations with the authorities.

4 How did Numeria and Candida finance their
support for the 65 Africans?

Celerinus informs Lucian that his sisters have cared for and continue to care for
the 65 African Christians.⁸⁰ He is quite specific that they have been and are car-
ing for all of them, for all their needs and that they are all with them, but he is
not specific about the length of time during which they have offered this elabo-
rate support. Chances are that Lucian would have had an idea about this from
his knowledge of the (named) confessors mentioned in Celerinus’ letter, his
knowledge of their trails and his knowledge of the time of the year in which
he received the letter.⁸¹ We are less privileged. Scholars have however laboured
to date the letters included in the Cyprianic corpus and the events described in
them. Following such studies, Celerinus’ letter is dated to July 250.We know from
the letter that Numeria and Candida apostatized well before Easter (i.e. April 7,
250) and that Celerinus had spend Easter mourning them.⁸² Their apostasy and
Celerinus’ confession and nineteen days trail must therefore be placed between
January and mid-March. If we are right in presuming that Celerinus and Candida
traveled to Rome after their confession and “fall” and arriving of course before
the 65 confessors, then that narrows the arrival of the confessors down to Feb-
ruary to June 250. If Cyprian is referring to the 65 in his letter 10 from April,
their exile must have occurred by the latest in April. We are therefore dealing
with a length of support of anything from two to twelve weeks, but not much be-
yond this. What would it have required to support 65 people in Rome for even
two weeks? This would have depended most significantly on the status and ex-
pectancy of the exiles. Given these uncertainties we are left with the sense, which
is also conveyed by Celerinus’ letter, namely that the sisters have rendered and
are rendering a significant ministry that may contribute to motivate Lucian and
his colleagues to pray for the forgiveness for their grievous sin. Rome was con-

 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
 Cyprian, ep. 21.4.
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sidered a notoriously expensive place to live, in terms of accommodation, food
and other necessities.⁸³

Where did Numeria and Candida have the means from? Cyprian informs us
of Celerinus, Numeria and Candida’s family background in his letter 39.⁸⁴ His
grandmother Celerina had been martyred in an earlier persecution in Carthage,
and so had his paternal and maternal uncles Laurentinus and Egnatius.⁸⁵ Signif-
icantly, in our context we learn that these uncles had been soldiers.⁸⁶ Graeme
Clarke has argued that allusions in the letter, where Cyprian justifies his ordina-
tion of Celerinus indicates that Celerinus himself had done army service.⁸⁷ If
Clarke is right in assuming that the military language and the military metaphors
(used however also elsewhere, when Cyprian refers to martyrs or confessors)⁸⁸
are meant to also resonate with Celerinus’ past then a passage in letter 39.2
could indicate that Celerinus, in spite of his youth, had already risen beyond
the rank of an ordinary soldier.⁸⁹ Could some of the wealth spent by Numeria
and Candida on their ministry for the 65 African Christians in their care come
from wealth accumulated in a family, which on both sides had a tradition for
doing military service?

Commenting on the role of the army and municipal elites in third century
Roman society the historians Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold wrote:

Beginning with Septimius Severus the imperial power was openly based upon the armed
forces, and this marked the start of the social revolution of the third century. The state

 Wolfgang Szaivert and Reinhard Wolters, Löhne, Preise, Werte. Quellen zur römischen Geld-
wirtschaft (Darmstadt:Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2005), 30 and 89–90 and Christiane
Kunst, Leben und Wohnen in der römischen Stadt (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell-
schaft, 2006), 114–117. See for example Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.28.1 and Iuvenal 3.180.
 Cyprian, ep. 39.3.
 Augustine delivered at least two sermons in a basilica in Carthage dedicated to Celerina
(Sermo 48 and Enarratio in Psalmos 99). See Benson, Cyprian, 70 and Clarke, The Letters of
St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:190– 191 note 14.
 For other examples of third Century Christian soldiers being prosecuted and executed for
being Christians see Eusebius, h.e. 6.41.16– 17 and 7.15.
 Cyprian, ep. 39.4, Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 2:188– 189, note 8 and Cyp-
rian, ep. 22.1, Clarke, The Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, 1:319–320, note 5.
 Cyprian, De unitate ecclesiae 1.
 Celerinus is said to be inter Christi milites antesignanus, i.e. he is either seen as a leader or
one of the picked legionaries assigned to protect the standard of the legion. Given the religious
devotion to standards, it would seem more productive for Cyprian to use the term in a sense
where he is alluding to a past, where Celerinus had some kind of command. Clarke offers anoth-
er interpretation, “skirmishers”, but the references provided actually give examples of either jun-
ior noncommissioned officers or crack troops assigned to the protection of the standard.
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was rapidly militarized, and the soldiery, enriched by large emoluments and illegal extor-
tions, became the new privileged class, supplanting the civilian, propertied class.⁹⁰

It may be exaggerated to follow Lewis and Reinhold in stating that the wealth of
ordinary soldiers grew in the third century to rival that of local municipal elites.
Their perception was typical of their generation of scholarship, which to some
degree followed the rhetoric and the moralizing tone of the second to third cen-
tury historians Herodian and Dio Cassius. Later scholarship has toned down the
scale of the third-century crisis and emphasized points of continuity from the
second into the fourth centuries.⁹¹ There is little doubt however that while the
Roman imperial army had traditionally provided its soldiers with above average
incomes and chances for social mobility the third century witnessed for soldiers
a considerable increase in levels of pays, and more significantly increased fre-
quencies and levels of special donations and chances for irregular forms of in-
come.⁹²

The emperors of the Severan dynasty had been famous for caring for soldiers
and neglecting others. The contemporary historians Dio Cassius and Herodian
both report about increased annual pay, the granting of new privileges, the
rise in different rations and not least “large donations”.⁹³ The donations were
given to celebrate victories over other pretenders to the throne, the rise to office
of new members of the imperial dynasty, their anniversaries in office and similar
events. Both authors saw a moral decline and an excessive burden for the state

 Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold, Roman Civilization. Sourcebook II: The Empire (New
York: Harper, 1966), 419.
 Anthony King and Martin Henig, eds. The Roman West in the Third Century: Contributions
from Archaeology and History, vols. 1–2, International Series 109 (Oxford: British Archeological
Reports, 1981), Averil Cameron, The Later Roman Empire (London: Fontana, 1993), 1– 12 and Erik
Christiansen, A History of Rome: From Town to Empire and from Empire to Town (Aarhus: Aarhus
University Press, 1995), 150– 157.
 Lawrence Keppie, The Making of the Roman Army. From Republic to Empire (London: BT
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in all this, and in the words of Herodian the soldiers were taught “to covet
money” and they were turned “to luxurious living.” While we need not trust
their picture of a decline in moral and while the increase in pay may be ascribed
to gradual inflation, there is little doubt that the Severan emperors and Julia
Domna and Julia Menease acting behind the throne were prompted on several
occasions to consolidate their power through donations to the army. This policy
was accelerated during the following turbulent years up to and including the rise
to power of Decius.

It is thus safe to conclude, that a family that may have included soldiers on
both the mothers and the fathers side, would have been able over time and given
sensible investments to accumulate a considerable wealth. The execution of
three members of the family and the possible exile of a fourth could have inter-
fered with this, but not necessarily significantly, if the “martyrs” and the exile
had succeeded, as it was customary, in passing on major parts of their patrimony
to their heirs prior to their condemnation. Given such practices it is even possible
(yet unsupported by any evidence) to imagine that Celerinus could have passed
on some of his patrimony to either one or both of his sisters prior to his own con-
fession and possible exile verdict.

Such a scenario would help, but would not be required, to explain how the
sisters could afford to support the 65 Africans. According to Roman law and
Roman customs as they had developed daughters were expected from late repub-
lican and throughout imperial times to receive a significant part of the inheri-
tance after their fathers.⁹⁴ Different scenarios would have placed Numeria and
Candida in control of their parts of the patrimony. The firmest control was pos-
sible if one or both of them had given birth to three children and if one or both of
them were widows or divorced. The birth of three children, according to the re-
forms of Augustus, made a women legally independent and left her in control of
her own property. In practice the likelihood that a husband could interfere re-
mained. If Numeria was living in Rome with a husband this would likely have
been in his estate and she would not have been free to use that place as a
basis for her help to the 65 Africans. It would have required the consent or

 This and the following Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Family (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1992), 41–53 and 71–83, John P.V.D. Balsdon, Roman Women. Their History and Habits
(London: Cox and Wyman, 1962), 45–47, Gillian Clark,Women in Late Antiquity. Pagan and Chris-
tian Lifestyles (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 15– 17, Paul Veyne, A History of Private
Life. From Pagan Rome to Byzantium (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1992), 33–50 and
139– 160. See also Tertullian, Ad uxorem 2.5, where Tertullian envisages that some pagan hus-
bands marriage to Christian wives, put hands on their dowry and get away with it because
they threaten to denounce the wives to the authorities as Christians.
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even the collaboration of her husband. Such a consent would have been more
likely, but not secured given the potential danger and apparent expenses in-
volved, if the husband was also a Cristian. Tertullian advises that a Christian
women in marriage with a pagan husband may be forced to tone down her char-
itable work so as not to enrage her husband.⁹⁵ Without the birth of three chil-
dren, a male member of a women’s family would be in some position to interfere
with the control of such a women’s dowry and with her part of the patrimony
even if this women was divorced or widowed. The trend from the first century
BC to the third century AD was that this level of male control was lessened,
but it remained. In our case, the guardian could easily have been Celerinus,
and for all we can tell he would not have disapproved of the use his sisters
made of their patrimony in supporting the 65 Africans and atoning for their
“fall”.

5 Conclusion

Celerinus’ letter to Lucian with his descriptions of his two sisters support for a
number of exiled African Christians, Lucian’s reply and Cyprian’s references to
Celerinus has given us insight into some of the involuntary displacement that re-
sulted from the Decian persecution. Further, it has provided us with an opportu-
nity to discuss the practical and financial logistics involved in this and an exam-
ple of how ties of common origin, prior acquaintance and networks were
employed, solicited and capitalized to cushion the physical, material and men-
tal/spiritual blows of the Decian persecution.

The following conclusion will present a sample of the most likely scenarios
that have been discussed and arrived at above. In January to March three Chris-
tian siblings of African stock were confronted by the emperor Decius’ edict re-
quiring sacrifice to the Roman deities. They reacted differently, and their reac-
tions represent a spectrum of the ways in which other Christians reacted to
the harsh realities of the Decian persecution. Two of the siblings, Celerinus
and Candida, likely lived in Africa at the outbreak of the persecution, one of
them, Numeria, likely lived in Rome. Celerinus refused to sacrifice, he confessed
that he was Christian, was imprisoned, tortured for nineteen days, but then re-
leased either with an exile sentence or with an impulse that led him to flee to
Rome. Earlier theories advanced in scholarship according to which the trial of
Celerinus took place in Rome and before the Emperor Decius himself have

 Tertullian, Ad uxorem 2.3–5.
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been shown to be unsupported by the evidence and unlikely. Candida sacrificed,
but accompanied her brother to Rome, perhaps prompted by a desire to avoid
further delating and further demands for sacrifice. Numeria in Rome bribed
her way out of the requirement to offer sacrifice. Both sisters regretted their
fall and together and with the help of their brother, they sought ways to atone
for their fall and obtain forgiveness on earth and in heaven. They celebrated Eas-
ter in morning, they prayed and they petitioned the presbyters in Rome who in-
structed them to await the appointment of a new bishop. In this context it was
somehow brought to their attention that 65 African Christians, a significant num-
ber of whom would have been confessors, prompted by the persecution and like-
ly including in their group people who had been formally exiled, were about to
arrive at Ostia. The sisters went out to greet them, they escorted them to Rome
and over the next weeks or even months up until the summer of 250, they
cared for the needs of these 65 Africans. They did so out of their own patrimony,
with at least moral support from their brother and apparently without any inter-
ference from any concerned, unwilling or hostile husbands. The family fortune
might have its origin in a family tradition for service in the army. Access to
(parts) of the patrimony would have been easier and a base for the support
and the siblings own sojourn in Rome provided, if we are right in assuming
that Numeria was living in Rome prior to the persecution. The 65 Africans likely
arrived to Ostia on the same ship, likely a ship involved in the grain trade. They
likely arranged and financed their own transportation, it is unlikely even if they
were formally banished, that the governor of Africa would have arranged the
transport. If some, most or all of them were formally exiled it is unlikely that
they were specifically banished to Rome (or Ostia or Portus), since this conflicts
with normative third century ideas about conditions of exile.

After Candida and Numeria had cared for these African Christians for an un-
specified time lasting anything from two weeks to three months, Celerinus wrote
a letter to his friend Lucian, who was imprisoned back in Carthage. Celerinus pe-
titioned Lucian and his fellow confessors for forgiveness for the sisters. The sup-
port of the sisters for the 65 African Christians was emphasized, the 65 were de-
scribed as exiles and as confessors and some of them forwarded their greetings
to Lucian and added their own pleading on behalf of Candida and Numeria to
that of Celerinus. Lucianus duly granted the forgiveness in the name of a martyr,
who had already died, in his own name and in the name of further imprisoned
African confessors, who expected soon to die. In early 251 Celerinus traveled
back to Africa. There is some indication that he found himself without much
funding, which could indicate that the persecution had resulted in his patrimony
being either confiscated (as part of an exile verdict), transferred (to the sisters) or
largely liquidated under unfavorable conditions to provide means for the travel
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to and from Rome. On the more positive side, he found himself there with all the
status of a confessor and this prompted Cyprian to instate him in the office as
lector in the church of Carthage and to assign him financial support on the
level of a presbyter.
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