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    About This Work

    Optatus, Bishop of Milevis in Roman North Africa during the latter half of the fourth century, stands as a pivotal figure in the early history of the Christian Church. While the precise dates of his life and episcopacy remain uncertain, his literary activity is generally placed around the 360s and 370s. He lived and wrote during the intense and often violent schism of the Donatist controversy, which divided African Christianity for centuries. Unlike his younger contemporary, Augustine of Hippo, whose later works would dominate the anti-Donatist polemic, Optatus was one of the first Catholic bishops to mount a major, systematic theological and historical refutation of the schismatics. His work provides an indispensable window into the formative arguments and ecclesial politics of this critical period.

    This volume presents a complete translation of Optatus’s extant works, centered on his magnum opus, *Against Parmenian the Donatist*. Originally composed in several books and later revised, this polemical treatise directly addresses Parmenian, the Donatist bishop of Carthage, contesting his claims about the holiness of the church, the validity of sacraments administered by supposedly unworthy ministers, and the legitimacy of the Donatist separation. Crucially appended to this work is the *Appendix of Ten Ancient Documents*, a collection of official letters, transcripts, and imperial edicts that Optatus compiled as evidence against the Donatist historical narrative. This appendix is of extraordinary value, preserving otherwise lost primary sources from the early stages of the controversy, including records related to the Council of Cirta and the persecution under Emperor Macarius.

    The historical and theological importance of these texts cannot be overstated. Optatus’s *Contra Parmenianum* establishes foundational arguments for Catholic ecclesiology, particularly concerning the nature of the church as a universal, mixed body (*corpus permixtum*) rather than a pure sect of the morally perfect. His defense of the objective efficacy of the sacraments, regardless of the personal sanctity of the minister, became a cornerstone of later Western theology. Historically, his work, and especially the appended documents, offers the most detailed contemporary account of the Donatist schism from the Catholic perspective, chronicling key events, personalities, and imperial interventions from the early fourth century up to his own time. For any student of late antiquity, early church history, or the development of Christian doctrine, Optatus provides essential source material.

    This translation is based on the critical edition prepared by Carolus Ziwsa for the renowned *Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum* (CSEL) series, published in 1893. The CSEL edition represents a landmark in modern scholarship, establishing a reliable Latin text through the meticulous comparison of manuscripts. By working from this authoritative source, the present translation aims to faithfully render Optatus’s vigorous prose and complex arguments into clear, contemporary English, making this crucial witness of the early church accessible to a new generation of readers and scholars.
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Appendix of ten ancient documents pertaining to the history of the Donatists. I. The Proceedings before Zenophilus. II. The Acts of the Purification of Felix, Bishop of Autumnitanum. III. The Letter of Constantine to Aelafius. IV. The Council of Bishops of Arles to Pope Sylvester. V. The Letter of Constantine to the Catholic Bishops. VI. The Letter of Constantine to the Bishops of the Donatist Party. VII. The Letter of Constantine to Celsus, Vicar of Africa. VIII. The Letter of the Praetorian Prefect Petronius to Celsus. IX. The Letter of Constantine to the Catholic Church. X. The Letter of Constantine concerning the Basilica seized from the Catholics.
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