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C H A P T E R  

The Early Confl ict:
 Donatism vs. Catholicism

Nonseparatists tend to protect the existing order, 
fi nd excuses for it, and argue for its purifi cation 
and continuation even as it progressively grows 
worse. Separatists, on the other hand, desire 
the establishment of new and fresh witnesses to 
God’s Word.

NO SOONER had Christ established His 
church on earth than Satan set out to corrupt 
it. He raised up false ministers (2 Cor. 11:13) to 

preach a false gospel (Gal. 1:6–9) and thus produce false disciples (Matt. 
13:25). Such activity immediately raises some important questions: What 
are the marks of the true church of Christ? To what extent is sound doc-
trine necessary to a true church? When has an ecclesiastical body departed 
from the faith? If such departure is evident, what should be done by those 
who seek to preserve the truth? 

Th e impression is sometimes received that such questions—and the 
inevitable confl icts that surround their debate—are confi ned to the so-
called “ fundamentalist-modernist controversy” of the twentieth century, 
and that “separatism” (renunciation of fellowship with apostates) is largely 
a contemporary phenomenon spawned by overzealous fundamentalists. 
Nothing could be farther from the truth. Confl icts over the purity of the 
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church have rocked the church down through the centuries. Every age 
has had those who were concerned about the church’s departure from 
Scriptural truth and who sought to perpetuate, by one means or another, 
churches of sound witness to the saving gospel of Christ. 

By at least the second century, movements developed within the 
organized church protesting its impurity and doctrinal drift. 

FORERUNNERS OF THE  DONATISTS
 Montanists

Shortly after the middle of the second century, a man in Phrygia 
named  Montanus proclaimed himself a prophet. He and his followers 
began emphasizing a pure church and the immediate power of the Holy 
Spirit. Th ey gave special attention to the second coming of Christ. As in 
so many movements, various forms and levels of fanaticism were found in 
Montanism, particularly as it appeared in Asia Minor. However, not all of 
its emphases can be dismissed as fanaticism. 

 Tertullian was the chief scholarly representative of Montanism as it 
appeared in the Western church. His writings refl ect a deep concern for a 
more spiritual church. He and his followers called themselves the “pneu-
matics” as contrasted to the “psychical” (carnal) church. Th ey viewed each 
believer as a priest who had the right of direct dealing with God.

 Tertullian actually began to manifest Montanist tendencies in his 
latter writings; for example, “On Monogamy,” “On the Apparel of 
Women,” and “On Fasting.” Th ese discussions do not center around 
ecclesiology, but rather on a rigorous view of the Christian life that was 
characteristic of the  Montanists. 

As far as  Montanus himself is concerned, we have little to go on 
except reports by his enemies. Frederic Farrar declared that  Montanus’s 
basic orthodoxy and that of his followers was not questioned, but that 
the movement went astray in adopting the view that God was giving 
prophetic messages and that prophecy was impossible without somnam-
bulism and trance. Fanaticism set in with the acceptance of this view and 
was apparently the downfall of this movement. “It is beginning to be 
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widely recognized that in many of its aspects Montanism was an honest 
and earnest eff ort to restore the discipline and practices of primitive 
Christianity.”¹ Th e  Montanists’ concerns soon led to the formation of 
separate Montanist churches in the East. However, in the Western church 
they continued longer within the framework of Catholicism, though 
fi nally a separation did take place.  

 Novatians

One of the early periods of suff ering for Christians was known as the 
 Decian persecutions (AD 249–250). During this time a goodly number 
of professing Christians apostatized and did not stand true to their con-
victions. At the conclusion of the persecutions, the churches debated 
whether they should welcome these “lapsed” persons back into church 
fellowship. Th e Roman bishop  Novatian, along with others, took a strict 
view and declared that those who had denied the Lord should not be 
reinstated into church fellowship. Basically, he and his followers were 
contending for a stricter view of the requirements for church membership 
than was generally accepted in his day. Already a looser and more accom-
modating approach to church membership was popular.  Novatian stood 
opposed to such accommodation. 

As a result of the contentions of  Novatian, a separatist body was 
formed, which continued for centuries. Th e movement “came to be a 
separatist church group parallel with the orthodox [Catholic] church.”² 
Philip Schaff  well described their position when he wrote, “Th e Novatian-
ists considered themselves the only pure communion, and unchurched all 
churches which defi led themselves by readmitting the lapsed, or any other 
gross off ender.”³ Someone has referred to  Novatian as the “antipope” of 
the “Puritan party” within the church.⁴ 

 Cyprian’s answer to the  Novatians

Following the  Decian persecutions and the problems just mentioned, 
 Cyprian, the bishop of Carthage (circa AD 250), wrote one of his best-
known works, Th e Unity of the Catholic Church. While some scholars 
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disagree, it is probable that it was written against the  Novatians. Certainly 
the sentiments expressed were contrary to Novatianism. In the book 
 Cyprian set forth a strong view of the church that was later developed by 
others into the offi  cial Catholic view. He emphasized that the unity of the 
church was in its hierarchy: “Th e authority of the bishops forms a unity, 
of which each holds his part in its totality.”⁵ He argued strongly against 
any schism in the church. 

Th e spouse of Christ cannot be defi led, she is inviolate and chaste. . . . 
Whoever breaks with the Church and enters on an adulterous 
union, cuts himself off  from the promises made to the Church, 
and he who has turned his back on the Church of Christ shall 
not come to the rewards of Christ; he is an alien, a worldling, 
an enemy. You cannot have God for your Father, if you have not 
the Church for your mother. . . . Whoever breaks the peace and 
harmony of Christ acts against Christ; whoever gathers elsewhere 
than in the Church, scatters the Church of Christ.⁶

 Cyprian used a plea for unity against separatists. He said: “God is one, 
and Christ is one, and His Church is one; one in the faith, and one 
the people cemented together by harmony into the strong unity of a 
body. . . . Nothing that is separated from the parent stock can ever live 
or breathe apart; all hope of salvation is lost.”⁷

He also accused separatists of lack of love. Speaking of Christ, he 
wrote, “Unity and love together He taught with the weight of His 
authority. . . . But what unity is maintained, what love practiced, or 
even imagined, by one who, mad with the frenzy of discord, splits the 
Church.”⁸

THE HISTORICAL SETTING OF THE DONATIST STRUGGLE 
Th e ideals of the  Montanists and the  Novatians were not entirely lost; 

they continued to fi nd lodging in the hearts of others in the ensuing cen-
turies. Early in the fourth century a confl ict within the African church 
recalled the confl ict that spawned Novatianism. In the so-called  Diocle-
tian persecutions under the hand of mighty Rome, numbers of professing 
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believers had renounced their faith. Some felt strongly that believers who 
had renounced their faith should not be received into church fellowship. 
Some church bishops and members of their fl ocks had succumbed to 
government edicts in order to maintain their personal safety. Th ey had 
not stood courageously for the faith; thus they were suspect in the eyes of 
those who desired a more uncompromising testimony. 

Th e matter came to a head (from an ecclesiastical standpoint) with 
the consecration of  Caecilian as bishop of Carthage in AD 312. His con-
secration to this offi  ce was opposed by numbers of bishops and other 
leaders because one of his “consecrators” was guilty of traditio, that is, the 
surrender or betrayal of the Scriptures during the preceding times of per-
secution. Th ey believed, therefore, that  Caecilian was “tainted,” not fi t to 
hold a position of leadership. Th e point of debate merely refl ected some 
deeper, underlying issues. What is a true church? To what extent should 
the purity of the church be sought and protected? Th e established church 
tended to be less strict in its demands. Th e opposition party that fi rst 
formed under a bishop named  Majorinus (AD 312) and was later led by 
his successor,  Donatus, was committed to the concept that church purity 
is extremely important. 

Th e separatist body that began to form grew rapidly. Its adherents 
were known as  Donatists after the bishop who became its chief spokes-
man. Donatist churches multiplied in North Africa. Th ey became a 
considerable force in the third and fourth centuries. Th ey operated 
independently of the established church and became the fi rst large and 
important separatist body. Religious historian Augustus Neander saw 
a similarity between  Donatism and Novatianism: “Th is schism may 
be compared in many respects with that of  Novatian in the preceding 
period. In this, too, we see the confl ict, for example, of Separatism with 
Catholicism.”⁹

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE STRUGGLE
Some historians see primarily social and political forces behind the 

rise of  Donatism.¹⁰ While such forces were undoubtedly in play, far more 
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was involved in the struggles of the  Donatists. W. H. C. Frend, who 
authored a defi nitive work on the subject, put it this way: “From an early 
stage there emerge two completely diff erent interpretations of Christian-
ity. On the one hand, there is the orthodox Catholic Church, prepared to 
compromise with the evils of this world for the sake of unity and peace-
ful progress. . . . On the other hand, there is the Church of the Holy 
Spirit, of enthusiasm, of open hostility to the world, individualistic and 
intolerant.”¹¹ 

If this assessment is correct, then the Donatist controversy is of 
intense interest to all students of church history. It is rightly said that the 
“permanent interest of  Donatism is in the theological issues involved.”¹²

Th e  Donatists were biblicists; that is, they had a high view of Scripture 
(though, unhappily, not without errors spawned by ancient Catholicism). 
“Martyrdom and devotion to the Word of God in the Bible was the 
heart of  Donatism.”¹³ Th e established church, while seeking to employ 
Scriptural defense where possible, did not hesitate in its defense against 
the  Donatists to call upon tradition and “the established order of things” 
as a valid argument for maintaining the status quo. Th ey were “accom-
modationists” for the sake of peace. On the other hand, the  Donatists 
were purists. “One of the most striking features of African Christianity in 
the third century was its uncompromising hostility to the institution of 
the Roman Empire. . . . Th e sharpest of contrasts was drawn between the 
Church and the pagan world.”¹⁴

In the confl ict with  Donatism, important and lasting theological 
concepts were hammered out. Th ey have aff ected the church for the 
remaining centuries. It was on the anvil of this battle that the foundations 
of the  Roman Catholic Church were laid. 

 Donatism represents an attempt . . . to resist the process of secu-
larization by which the Church was gradually transformed from 
a community of holy persons into an institution of mixed char-
acter, off ering to secure salvation for its members by means of 
grace over which it had control. . . . It was met by the defenders 
of Catholicism with a new emphasis on the objective character of 
the sacraments, and upon the  holiness of the Church apart from 
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the  holiness or otherwise of its members and clergy. It was in 
the controversy with the  Donatists, therefore, that the Catholic 
doctrine of the Church was completely developed.¹⁵

THE PARTICULAR ISSUES
As we shall see is true with many other movements, it is diffi  cult 

to obtain the whole picture of  Donatism from available sources. Many 
scholars have noted that it is not easy to draw up a complete account of 
the entire Donatist controversy because “none of the original sources has 
survived and all later documents are products of the opposing party.”¹⁶ 
Suffi  cient evidence has been found, however, to enable us to discern some 
of the major issues. 

The necessity of stricter requirements for church membership

Generally speaking, separatist bodies through the centuries have con-
tended for a high view of the meaning of church membership. Albert 
Henry Newman stated, “Th e fundamental question discussed in the 
debate . . . concerned the  holiness of the Church as conditioned by the 
moral state of its members.”¹⁷ Th e Catholic Church contended then 
(through  Augustine) and still does to this day that the church’s  holiness 
exists whether or not its members are holy. Th e  Donatists, on the other 
hand, believed that “every church which tolerated unworthy members in 
its bosom was itself polluted by the communion with them” and it thus 
“ceased to be a true Christian church.”¹⁸ Th ey were concerned not only 
about local congregational purity, but also that this purity not be com-
promised by impure fellowships; thus they refused to fellowship with the 
existing Catholic churches. 

The fact and extent of  apostasy in the established church

We fi nd among the  Donatists a view of church  apostasy that con-
tinued through the Dark Ages among separatist bodies. Th e professing 
church had fallen into  apostasy, had repudiated vital Christian doctrine, 
and was thus under God’s judgment.  Donatists believed that the church 
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had fallen in the days of Constantine and that it was their duty to recon-
stitute the church, to begin again to establish it on earth.¹⁹

Th e  Donatists were strong in their denunciations of the established 
Catholic Church. “In the great imperial church, embracing the people in 
a mass, they saw a secularized Babylon.”²⁰ In their preaching the Donatist 
bishops spoke of the corruption of the church, and they generally 
assigned the cause of that corruption to the confusion between the church 
and state. 

The necessity of godly ministers

Th e heart of the Donatist controversy centered around whether or not 
a church can be a true church if its ministers and people are not living 
godly lives. Th e  Donatists argued that the validity of the sacraments 
depends upon the worthiness of those who administer them. Since the 
established Catholic Church tolerated, yes, approved, unworthy min-
isters, the sacraments administered in that church were not valid and 
acceptable, according to  Donatists. Th ey said that the Scriptures demand 
that those who serve the Lord and lead His people be holy. To what 
extent the  Donatists understood clearly the doctrine of  justifi cation by 
faith is debatable. Unfortunately, we have practically nothing from their 
own hand to tell us what they believed. From evidence at hand, however, 
we believe the following analysis to be accurate: 

Th is demand for purity on the part of those holding ecclesiasti-
cal offi  ce was the central concern of the  Donatists. For a church 
which tolerates deniers and traitors in its midst cannot possibly 
be the true church of Jesus Christ; hence it cannot possess the 
true sacraments. Th e validity of the sacraments and of every 
ecclesiastical act therefore not only depends upon the worthiness 
of the servants who administer them, but also is destroyed if they 
are administered in a church which does not excommunicate 
clerics suspected of having denied the faith.²¹

Th e Catholic party, led by  Augustine, declared that the  holiness of the 
church is intrinsic and does not reside in its ministers or members. 
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THE DONATIST VIEW OF THE CHURCH
It is in the area of ecclesiology, the doctrine of the church, that the 

Donatist controversy centered. Th e  Donatists believed the true church 
was to be a fellowship of the saints, separate from false churches, separate 
from the state.

Fellowship of the saints

Th e  Donatists believed that people should have a personal relationship 
to the Lord in order to be members of a church. Th eir protest was the fi rst 
of a long series of protests against the notion that the church comprises all 
who make some sort of profession and live within a certain geographical 
area. 

Separate from false churches

At this point we should take special note, because the  Donatists dealt 
with an issue that is still with us today. If a visible church has departed 
from the faith, should Christians remain within it? Th e  Donatists said no. 
Separatist bodies who have followed them have given the same answer. 
Historian Johann Lorenz Von Mosheim, quoted by Walter Nigg, faulted 
them for their view. But in doing so, he gave us an excellent summary of 
the truth for which they contended. 

Th at the  Donatists were sound in doctrine, their adversaries 
admit; nor were their lives censurable, if we except the enormi-
ties of the  Circumcelliones, which were detested by the greatest 
part of the  Donatists. Th eir fault was that they regarded the 
African church as having fallen from the rank and privileges 
of a true church, and as being destitute of the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, in consequence of its adherence to Caecelian. . . . And 
all other churches also which united the communed [those 
who had received Communion, i.e., Christians] with [those] of 
Africa, they looked upon as defi led and polluted; and believed 
themselves alone, on account of the sanctity of their bishops, 
merited the name of the true, pure, and holy church; and, in 
consequence of these opinions, they avoided all communion 
with other churches in order to escape defi lement.²²
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Separate from the state

Separatist bodies have tended to hold to the separation of the church 
and state. Th e very nature of the separatist position tends to guarantee 
this view, since it champions a free and a pure church, but the Reformers 
did not embrace this doctrine. And, insofar as they were separatists from 
Rome, the premise just stated would not hold. But the Reformers were 
not thoroughgoing and consistent separatists. Th eir sworn enemies, the 
 Anabaptists, saw the issue much more clearly. 

Th e  Donatists believed that the union between church and state 
eff ected under the Roman emperor  Constantine was detrimental to 
the church’s spiritual well-being. Th eir aim, in contrast to that of the 
Catholics, was “to bring out again from the dead mass of simply bap-
tized Christians, the pure Church of the regenerate; to substitute, in a 
word, the Christian communion for an ecclesiastical corporation. . . . Th e 
 Donatists saw that the unity and freedom of the Church were imperiled 
by its union with the State, and they declared against the State-Church 
doctrine.”²³

Th e signifi cance of  Donatism for separatists is simply this: Th e  Donatists 
championed a pure church, a church that was intolerant of the elements that 
would contaminate it. One of the  Donatists’ chief emphases was the  holiness 
of the church. While some writers (such as Neander) repeatedly accuse them 
of “separatist pride,” it was the genuine concern of the  Donatists to pattern 
the church after the apostolic model. As is true of everyone else who has had 
this goal, they fell short of its accomplishment. Th eir aims, however, were 
admirable. In their controversy with  Augustine, one of the major diff erences 
between separatists and inclusivists became clear. Separatists give priority to 
the  holiness of the church; inclusivists, such as  Augustine, give priority to the 
unity of the church. Th is is not to say that either is completely unconcerned 
about the other attribute, but the emphasis that they give governs the atti-
tude toward the church as a whole and its relationships. Philip Schaff , noted 
historian, gave a fi ne analysis of the essence of the controversy between the 
Catholics and the  Donatists that serves to highlight current lines of confl ict 
between separatists and nonseparatists. 
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Th e Donatist controversy was a confl ict between separatism 
and catholicism; between ecclesiastical purism and ecclesiasti-
cal eclecticism; between the idea of the church as an exclusive 
community of regenerate saints and the idea of the church as the 
general Christendom of state and people. . . .

Th e  Donatists, like  Tertullian in his Montanistic writings, started 
from an ideal and spiritualistic conception of the church as a 
fellowship of the saints. . . .

In opposition to this subjective and spiritualistic theory of the 
church,  Augustine, as champion of the Catholics, developed [dif-
ferent principles].²⁴ 

 AUGUSTINE’S ATTACK UPON  DONATISM
With  Donatism on the rise and the  Donatists’ numbers multiplying, 

the established Catholic Church needed someone of ability to take up the 
cudgels against them. A capable man was found:  Augustine, bishop of 
Hippo. His name has gone down in the annals of church history as one 
of the great church fathers. Th eological concepts that he propounded are 
still the basis of some contemporary theological systems. He is admired 
for the great truths that he championed, many of which would be 
accepted by orthodox Christians today. But in fairness we must also recall 
(albeit painfully) the serious errors that originated with him as well. We 
thank God for all spiritual truth, for that comes from the Holy Scriptures. 
We repudiate errors because they are not of God and are not found in His 
Word. 

 Augustine wrote at some length in various treatises against the 
 Donatists and their teachings. Many of the arguments he employed 
against the separatists of his day are still being used by anti-separatists 
today. What were some of them? 

His defense of the holy Catholic Church as the true church

 Augustine rejected the purist concept of the church held by the 
 Donatists. He argued that the true church possessed episcopal succession, 
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and that severance from the visible Catholic Church meant severance 
from the true church. In writing of the  Donatists, he said, “Let them 
have a bitter sorrow for their former detestable wrong-doing, as Peter had 
for his cowardly lie, and let them come to the true Church, that is, their 
Catholic mother.”²⁵ Th e Catholic Church alone possessed the marks of 
a true church, he said. Th us he laid the foundation for the apologetic 
that the defenders of the  Roman Catholic system later used eff ectively. 
In response to the argument that the  Donatists were living more godly 
lives than many of the run-of-the-mill professors of that day, he replied, 
“Whoever, therefore, shall be separated from this Catholic Church by this 
single sin of being severed from the unity of Christ, no matter how esti-
mable a life he may imagine he is living, shall not have life, but the anger 
of God rests upon him.”²⁶

While  Augustine used some Scripture in seeking to refute the 
 Donatists, his argument for the nature of the church is built more upon 
a plea for “apostolical tradition, church usage, custom, testimony, and 
authority.” Th e perpetuation of the status quo and reverence for tradition 
and established order have often characterized the opponents of separat-
ist movements. Frend has well described the signifi cance of the confl ict 
between the  Donatists and  Augustine at this point: “Two contradictory 
interpretations of the Christian message took root. Th e germs of Catholi-
cism and Dissent, the authority of an institution as against the authority 
of the Bible or personal inspiration, existed from the earliest moments of 
the Christian Church.”²⁷ 

Th e same problem has repeatedly recurred through the centuries. 
Nonseparatists tend to protect the existing order, fi nd excuses for it, and 
argue for its purifi cation and continuation even as it progressively grows 
worse. Separatists, on the other hand, desire the establishment of new and 
fresh witnesses to God’s Word. 

His appeal for unity and love

 Augustine, like many after him, viewed the separatist  Donatists as 
the bad guys. Th ey were the “troublers of Israel,” the “church-splitters.” 
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Numerous times in his writings he mentioned the uncharitable spirit that 
characterized all those who would leave the Catholic Church. He pled 
for a mind that had “spit out all the bitterness of division, and which 
loves the sweetness of charity.”²⁸ In another place  Augustine invited the 
 Donatists to “agree to the peace and unity of Christ,” to repent of their 
sins, and to return to their “Head, Christ, in the Catholic peace, where 
‘Charity covereth a multitude of sins.’ ”²⁹ He also appealed to the sac-
rament of the Lord’s Supper as a sign of unity. “For, the one bread is 
the sacrament of unity. . . . Th erefore the Catholic Church alone is the 
Body of Christ. . . . But the enemy of unity has no share in the divine 
charity.”³⁰

No number of appeals to love can be a proper basis for disobeying 
God in an unholy alliance. Love obeys God.  Augustine did not emphasize 
this truth. 

His argument from the  wheat and tares

One of  Augustine’s favorite Scriptures to use against the  Donatists was 
the parable of the wheat and the tares (Matt. 13:24–30). He deduced from 
this parable that since the wheat and the tares should grow together until 
harvest (the end of the world), we have no right to try to separate them 
in this age, but rather should let them grow together in the church until 
the Lord Himself divides them. Th is argument appears many times in his 
writings.

As to those whom we are not able to amend, even if necessity 
requires, for the salvation of others, that they share the sacra-
ments of God with us, it does not require us to share in their 
sins, which we should do by consenting to or condoning them. 
We tolerate them in this world, in which the Catholic Church 
is spread abroad among all nations, which the Lord called His 
fi eld, like the cockle among the wheat, or on this threshingfl oor 
of unity, like chaff  mingled with the good grain; or in the nets 
of the word and the sacrament, like the bad fi shes enclosed with 
the good. We have them until the time of harvest. . . . Let us not 
destroy ourselves in evil dissension, because of evil men.³¹
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He wrote in another letter that we should “bear with the chaff  on the 
threshingfl oor and, because it is destined for the fi re at some future time, 
we do not for that abandon the Lord’s threshingfl oor.”³²

His defense of the persecution of heretics

To  Augustine,  Donatists were heretics. Th ey complained to him 
and other authorities of the Catholic Church about the unjust persecu-
tion they suff ered. It is true that the  Donatists were persecuted by the 
Catholics. Donatist property was confi scated, and some of their churches 
were closed. “Th e Catholic Church’s fi rst great and inhuman persecution 
against other Christians was against the Donatist free church.”³³ How 
did  Augustine justify this persecution? He felt it was perfectly proper for 
extraordinary measures, yes, forceful measures, to be used against those 
who had departed from the “true church.” 

Why, then, should the Church not compel her lost sons to 
return if the lost sons have compelled others to be lost? . . . 
Is it not part of the shepherd’s care when he has found those 
sheep, which have not been rudely snatched away, but have been 
gently coaxed and led astray from the fl ock, and have begun to 
be claimed by others, to call them back to the Lord’s sheepfold, 
by threats, or pain of blows if they try to resist? . . . As the 
 Donatists . . . claim that they ought not to be forced into the 
good . . . the Church imitates her Lord in forcing them.³⁴

EVALUATIONS
Important, lasting, and Scriptural lessons can be learned from the 

Donatist controversy. Th e  Donatists were not models of theological 
or personal perfection. We are not claiming such. Nor are we pleading 
that all the views they held be adopted by contemporary believers. But 
where they stood for a Scriptural principle, we should take note and be 
instructed. Th ey believed that God wanted a pure testimony on earth. 
Th ey believed that men and women associated with a church should live 
exemplary lives. Th ey believed that the state has no right to interfere in 
the church’s business. Th ey denounced the  apostasy and impurity that 
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characterized much of the visible church in their day.  Donatism repre-
sents an early example of separatism. In  Donatism were the seeds of later 
separatist movements. So strong was the memory of these  Donatists that 
later separatist bodies such as the  Waldensians and the  Anabaptists were 
often described as  Donatists. Th ey stood for a principle—which we will 
proceed to trace, as possible, through the Dark Ages.³⁵
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