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Introduction

In recent years, there has been a resurgence of arguments put forth in defense of the
baptismal ecclesiology of a famous early North African Saint and Martyr, Cyprian of Carthage
(210-258). This ecclesiology holds that outside the visible boundaries of the true Catholic
Church there is neither a valid nor licit usage of the Church’s mysteries (sacraments), let alone
effective. Specifically, St. Cyprian was adamant in his day that the sacrament of baptism was
invalidly administered by all heretics and schismatics. Any attempt by a person to be baptized in
a heretical or schismatic sect, even with the proper form and matter in the name of the Trinity,
was no baptism at all in any sense. In his mind, to say that such an event was a valid baptism
was to immediately subscribe to ecclesial divisibility, i.e., that the Church exists in different
communities divided by different beliefs.
 

For to receive the grace of Christ outside the Catholic Church means that Christ saves men
outside the Church, which is impossible. Therefore, accepting the baptism of heretics or
schismatics is to posit the multiplicity of the Church, which is antithetical to the Scriptural and
Patristic dogma of the Church’s divine oneness. Consequently, St. Cyprian held that if a person
“baptized” in a heretical or schismatic sect comes to the
 

true Church, he is to be admitted to the Church by receiving the only true sacrament of
baptism. Such a baptism would be the first baptism, regardless of how many attempts at baptism
were done outside the true Church since the latter is no baptism at all.
 

Such a debate is bound to be usually absent from the world of Protestant and Evangelical
communities for this debate is one to be had between Christians for whom the outward visible
boundaries of one Church make the difference between the Church and anything else that is not
the Church. In Protestant ecclesiology, there is no visible Church that has fixed boundaries for
one society with one faith, one ecclesial government, and one harmonious cultic economy.
However, amongst Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, and Oriental Orthodox Churches, all of whom
hold to a unitary and visible ecclesiology essentially dependent upon its traceability to the
Apostles, there is the potential for debate on how to receive converts who had received
sacraments of initiation in a community that is not the Church, per se.
 

Within Catholicism, the question of whether it is possible to receive a true and valid baptism
outside the visible boundaries of the Church has been a settled question since at least the
Pontificate of Pope St. Stephen I in the 3rd century. Since then, the Roman tradition has been
constant with only changes of application to the contingencies of different circumstances. There
were other Saints of the Church prior to him who contributed to the Church’s ecclesiology, but
St. Augustine gave the Church the precise articulation of how it is that the Church is still
essentially and visibly one and undivided while still having elements of its own goods existing
validly outside of its boundaries. The Latin West continued to perpetuate this sacramental
ecclesiology all the way to the 2nd Vatican Council and unto the present day. Contrary to the
opinion of some, however, it is not the case that the Catholic Church receives as a valid baptism



any baptism that takes place by anyone so long as it has the proper form and matter (skin of the
body dipped in water in the name of the Trinity), and some details on this will be explained
below.
 

As for the Coptic Orthodox Church, it is wonderfully reported that a Joint Declaration signed
in Cairo between Pope Francis and Pope Tawadros II states that both the Catholic and Coptic
Church will mutually recognize each other baptisms.[1] In other words, those who cross over
from one side to the other will not be rebaptized. The Coptic and Syriac Orthodox root their
decisions at least back to Severus of Antioch (459-538) who reckoned it unnecessary to rebaptize
and rechristmate those “heretics” who once held to the Council of Chalcedon and the Tome of
Leo but who wished to join the miaphysite Egyptian Church.[2] Though, these Oriental Orthodox
Churches would say Severus was just following the ancient tradition going back to the
beginning.
 

That leaves the Eastern Orthodox Church which unsurprisingly has spilled more ink on this
debate over extra-ecclesial sacraments than both Catholics and Oriental Orthodox put together.
As can be expected, there are a variety of views on this matter in Orthodoxy.[3] What is most
pertinent to the aim of this book is the view held by the minority of Orthodox today which nearly
parallels the views of St. Cyprian and only accepts mild modifications according to St. Basil the
Great in the 4th century. The primary concern for folks of this persuasion is to concede the least
amount of, if any at all, ecclesial reality outside the visible boundaries of Eastern Orthodoxy.
This is to protect the unbreakable oneness of the visible Church of Christ. Alternatives to this is
seen as fudging on a dogmatic truth and capitulating to the Ecumenical movement.[4] Perhaps the
most outspoken voice defending the quasi-Cyprianist view in the English-speaking world today
is Fr. Peter Alban Heers, a well-known Eastern Orthodox priest and dogmatic theologian.[5]

Other well-known priests such as Fr. John Whiteford and Fr. John Ramsey likewise hold this
view. This is also the official belief and policy of the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of
Russia. This view can also be characteristic of many hierarchs and clergy in the Greek and Slav
Churches.
 

However, prominent voices of the Orthodox world have testified to the contrasting idea that
there are, indeed, degrees of ecclesiality outside the canonical boundaries of the Orthodox
Church. In this view, Roman Catholics and Protestants administer a valid baptism, provided the
correct form is given. Converts from these communities would not require rebaptism. Fr.
Georges Florovsky (1893-1979), perhaps the best theologian in the Orthodox Church in the 20th

century, upheld a less rigorous view.[6] The late and prominent Orthodox theologian Fr. Matthew
Baker (1977-2014) also bore witness to the great precedent within the Orthodox patrimony for a
less rigorous view.[7] It appears as if this is the majority view among the Orthodox in North
America.
 



Chapter 1: Summary of the Problem

Many Orthodox Christians, especially the Russian Orthodox Church Outside of Russia
(ROCOR), officially hold to the basic premise of St. Cyprian in his contention with the position
of Pope St. Stephen I. Fundamental to this viewpoint is that the unity of the Church renders it
certain that there are no sacraments or mysteries outside that one Church. Where there appears to
be a flexibility from the strict rigor of the Cyprianic view is that these Orthodox thinkers employ
a concept that emerges in later pastoral philosophy, St. Basil being a possible forerunner to this
mentality, called oikonomia.
 

Oikonomia means, literally, management of the household. The idea here is that while there
is a strict rule that is normally in force, there might be extraordinary circumstances wherein strict
adherence to the ordinarily binding law simply does not suffice to accomplish the goal of the
Church’s chief mission: the salvation of souls. An example of this might be when an Orthodox
must baptize a proven catechumen who is locked up in jail. It might be necessary to baptize by
pouring water thrice on the head as the early Didache instructs instead of waiting until the
opportunity for full immersion. Thus, converts who come to the true Church from having been
“baptized” members of
 

heretical or schismatic sects are required, as a matter of strict ordinary law, to be baptized
afresh and receive the laying on of hands in order to be absolved of their sins. Only in
exceptional cases can the principle of oikonomia even be considered carefully. Such is the
viewpoint of the aforementioned Fr. Peter Heers, ROCOR, and other various Orthodox
communities.
 

In contrast to this, the Catholic Church holds that a baptism that is properly administered
(having proper form, matter, intention, and disposition of the recipient) is a valid sacramental
baptism regardless of who it is that performs it, be they heretic, schismatic, or within the true
fold of the Church. The 4th canon in the Canons on Baptism promulgated by the 7th session of
the Council of Trent (1547) states the following:
 

If anyone says that baptism which is given by heretics in the name of the Father, and of
the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, with the intention of doing what the Church does, is not
true baptism, let him be anathema.[8]

 
So strong is this upheld that it is considered sacrilegious to “baptize” afresh a convert to the

true Church who had already been baptized validly in some heretical or schismatic community.
In other words, quite to the contrary of the peculiar Orthodox view above on the ordinary law
requiring rebaptism of “baptized” converts, the Catholic Church makes a binding requirement
not to rebaptize in these cases. To do so is to make one liable to canonical punishment, in fact.
 

But what of those whose baptism outside the Church is highly questionable? Even then, the
Catholic hierarchy is ordered to conduct a strict investigation into whether the inquirer was



validly baptized so as to avoid the evil of sacrilege by rebaptizing. When and if it is highly
doubtful that a convert seeking membership into the Catholic Church was baptized, the Church
issues what is called a conditional baptism. The formula said by the minister of baptism goes like
this:
 

If you are already baptized, I do not baptize you again; but if you are not already
baptized, I baptize you in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

 
As taught very clearly by the Roman Catechism (1566), officially promulgated by the

authority of Pope St. Pius V, “Such a baptism is not a repetition (for that is a sacrilege); it is
simply a reasonable precaution.”[9] It is unmistakable, therefore, that this view of the Catholic
Church is doctrinally at odds with the view espoused by ROCOR and many Eastern Orthodox
communities. The Roman Catechism further elaborates on this point when it says the conditional
formula of baptism is “to be used only when, after due inquiry, there is still a doubt as to the
validity of the previous Baptism, and that in no other case can it ever be lawful to administer
Baptism a second time, even conditionally.”[10]

 
The rationale, in short, is that baptism is a divine work performed by Christ independent of

the minister (presuming he follows the requirements of form, matter, and intention). When the
action of baptism is done in the name of the Trinity, the act itself is so tied to God’s own
handiwork, that it works ex opera operato. Thus, if a person is baptized inside the one true
Church by a bishop of priest (or deacon) who is a secret heretic or impenitent sinner, the defects
of the priest or bishop (whether heresy or mortal sin) would in no way hinder the baptism from
working, since Christ does the regenerating in the baptismal action Himself without regard of the
inner disposition of the minister. The human instrument adds nor subtracts anything from the
divine operation. Ergo, the validity of baptism isn’t dependent upon the minister (everything else
provided). The same logic would apply to valid baptisms outside the true fold of the Church even
by persons who are not members of the true Church.
 

To say that the sin or heresy of the minister of baptism hinders the efficacy or validity of
baptism would mean that the divine operation must mix together with some vital condition or
principle in the human instrument’s moral or religious status, thereby putting more dependency
on the human instrument than is necessary, let alone desired. Because baptism is absolutely
necessary for salvation (or the desire thereof), God in His wisdom made the efficacy of this
sacrament depend the least on the human minister. The conditions are proper form, matter, and
intention. So long as someone dips, pours, or sprinkles water on the skin of the body and baptizes
properly in the name of the Trinity, the baptism is accomplished. And this efficacy is
accomplished whether done inside the boundaries of the canonical Church or outside by heretics
or schismatics.
 

In addition to this, the Catholic Church teaches that a valid baptism creates an indelible
(irremovable) mark in the person such that it is impossible to validly repeat it as if the mark of
baptism could be erased and remade. In the Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) [1272], it
states: “Baptism seals the Christian with the indelible spiritual mark (character) of his belonging
to Christ. No sin can erase this mark, even if sin prevents Baptism from bearing the fruits of
salvation. Given once for all, Baptism cannot be repeated.” The singularity of baptism can be
compared to the singularity of the birthing process which brings someone into life. No one in the



natural world has two births, as if it can be repeated. In the same way, being born into the
spiritual world can only be done once.
 

Now, there are some exceptions to this rule. As was stated, there must be the proper form,
matter, intention, and disposition of the recipient, whether in or outside the true Church, in order
for the baptism to be valid. The Catholic Church does not recognize any validity to the
“baptisms” conducted by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (aka Mormons),[11]

even though they have the proper form and matter. However, because of how variant the
Mormon teaching of God and the Trinity is, there is a lack of proper intention. The Catholic
Church would also not recognize the baptisms of Oneness Pentecostals who deny the real Trinity
of Persons in the Godhead. And so, there are some exceptions to the norm when and where there
is a lack of form, matter, intention, or disposition of the recipient. These would all be subject to
pastoral review when converts inquire into joining the Catholic Church.
 

Nevertheless, what we have here is a major disagreement between ROCOR, as presented
today by the outspoken Fr. Peter Heers, and the Catholic Church on the manner of receiving
baptized converts into the true Church. What this book aims to do is to go through a florilegium
of the Church Fathers and Councils on this specific issue: the reception of converts already
baptized from heretical or schismatic sects into the true Church. What the readers should be
looking for as they are reading the quotations from the Saints and Fathers is whether they
understand rebaptizing converts from sects outside the true Church wherein they were priorly
baptized (with proper form/matter/trinity) as ordinarily outlawed, even condemned, or whether
these Saints and Fathers understand rebaptizing said converts as the ordinarily binding norm to
which only extreme cases of necessity call for oikonomia. The Catholic Church and the majority
of the Eastern Orthodox world lean in the direction of the first option while the rigorist view of
the minority of the Eastern Orthodox hold to the latter.
 

What I see from the forthcoming texts is that the Saints and Fathers of the Church majorly
support the first view, while the second view gets support from an extreme minority, effectively
matching the proportions that exist today. Moreover, I also observe that the prohibition of
rebaptizing was so prohibited by doctrinal concerns regarding the theology of baptism and
ecclesiology. Consequently, it was held by many Church Fathers that those who rebaptize were
punishable in error. This book intends to bring no such condemnation on any particular view but
is merely seeking to investigate the claims of the Church Fathers.
 

But while it is mentioned that one side accused the other of heresy, it should be noted as well
that the historically minority view (rigorist Cyprianist view) at times accused the majority view
of heresy. Quite sharply, too. One example would be St. Firmilian of Ceasarea who accused
Pope St. Stephen I of promoting false doctrine. The synod of Carthage (256) also condemned the
view of Rome on this matter, but interestingly did not believe it was a disagreement worth
severing communion with Rome over. If the interpretation given further below to these
forthcoming texts proves to be valid and persuasive to the reader, the consequence would be that
the position of St. Cyprian, and therefore the contemporary presentation of Fr. Peter Heers, is not
in accord with the majority of the Patristic tradition.
 

Lastly, one should keep an eye out for how the Church Fathers cohere with the dogmatic
concept of the unity or oneness of the Church. It is often argued by those supporting the



Cyprianic position that the Catholic view of being ordinarily against rebaptizing people violates
the unity of the Church since it admits of sacramental mysteries of Christ and the Spirit outside
the visible bounds of the one true Church. Fr. Peter Heers finds the root of this “error” in the
ecclesiology of Vatican 2. However, one can easily find the basic idea of how there is one true
visible Church by divine institution while there are elements of sanctification outside those
boundaries which are nevertheless benefitting from the one Lord’s body before Vatican 2 by
cherished Orthodox theologians. Philaret of Moscow, a venerated Saint in Orthodoxy, had this to
say regarding the heterodox non-Orthodox communities of Christianity:
 

Mark you, I do not presume to call false any Church which believes that Jesus is the
Christ. The Christian Church can only be either purely true, confessing the true and saving
divine teaching without the false admixtures and pernicious opinions of men, or not purely
true, mixing with the true and saving teaching of faith in Christ the false and pernicious
opinions of men… but I just simply look upon them; in part I see how the Head and Lord of
the Church heals the many deep wounds of the old serpent in all the parts and limbs of his
Body, applying now gentle, now strong, remedies, even fire and iron, in order to soften
hardness, to draw out poison, to clean wounds, to separate out malignant growths, to restore
spirit and life in the numbed and half-dead members. In this way I attest my faith that, in the
end, the power of God will triumph openly over human weakness, good over evil, unity
over division, life over death.[12]

 



Chapter 2: Florilegium and Commentary

Tertullian (155-250)
 

Tertullian was a Christian theologian from Carthage, North Africa. He was widely read and
appreciated by Christians abroad, but he did end up taking leave from the Catholic Church into
the Montanist sect, leading communities away from the ordinary bishops of the Church.
Tertullian was a rigorist on all matters of Christian discipline and belief. There is little doubt that
St. Cyprian was greatly inspired by the thought of Tertullian on the issue of baptism in heretical
or schismatic sects:
 

Heretics, however, have no fellowship in our discipline… I ought not recognize in their
regard a precept binding upon me; for we and they have not one God nor one that is, the
same, Christ. Therefore, neither is their Baptism one with ours because it is not the same.
Since they have it not rightly, doubtless they

 

have it not at all; and what they do not have is not to be counted.[13]

 
Unsurprisingly, Tertullian had serious problems with the Pope St. Callistus (217) who

mandated North Africa be laxer in handling the return of persons to penance and absolution after
having committed serious post-baptismal sins. The Pope had made claims to universal authority
on the matter in some kind of decree and news of it reached Tertullian in Carthage. Of course,
the latter mocked it, calling it an “edict” (edictum peremptorium) from the “Supreme Pontiff, the
bishop of bishops” (Pontifex Maximus quod est episcopus Episcoporum).
 

There is no doubt that Tertullian, by use of Pontifex Maximus, is comparing the activity of
Callistus as one who attempted to enforce an imperial edict upon the churches regarding
disciplinary matters as an “episcopal monarch.”[14] This served as a precursor to later disputes
between North Africa and Rome,[15] though it echoes a prior event between Pope St. Victor I and
the Asiatic Churches. Tertullian would go on, as a Montanist, to claim the “principle that only
spiritual men (pneumatici), or members of the Montanist sect, could forgive sins.”[16]

 

Pope St. Stephen vs. St. Cyprian (3rd century)
 

In the mid-3rd century, a dispute broke out between Pope St. Stephen of Rome (245-257) and
other churches on the matter of baptismal validity outside of the Church. It was held by the



opponents to St. Stephen that baptism administered in the holy name of the Trinity was not valid
if performed outside the visible boundaries of the authentic Episcopal communion, leaving
converts from heretical sects which baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Spirit with the need to be baptized afresh. The Pope, however, said that the efficacy to
impart a true Baptism was not impaired by being administered outside those boundaries,
provided that the Trinitarian name was invoked properly. Consequently, those converting to the
true Church from these heretical or schismatic sects are not to be baptized “again,” but only to
have hands placed on them for the reception of the Holy Spirit in penance, which is only
providential through Bishops in the authentic communion.
 

Unfortunately, we only have two fragments (255 AD) of Pope St. Stephen’s writing on this
matter. One is a letter written to St. Cyprian, and another to the Bishops of Asia Minor, both of
which threaten to excommunicate those who re-baptize converts to the true Church. The first
fragment is found by way of being included and referenced in a letter of Cyprian to a certain
Pompey, Bishop of Sabrat[17] and the second fragment is included in the letter of the St.
Firmilian of Caesarea in Cappadocia to Cyprian.[18] St. Stephen writes to St. Cyprian the
following:
 

If, therefore, someone comes to you from any heresy whatsoever, let nothing be
renewed except that which has been handed down (nihil innovetur nisi quod traditum est),
namely, that the hand be imposed on him in penance, for the heretics themselves quite
properly, do not baptize those who come to them from each other, but simply admit them to
communion.[19]

 
So, we have here a clear acceptance of the validity of baptism conducted by heretics. What is

rather remarkable about this is that the Pope appealed to Apostolic tradition in defense of his
position. He invoked the famous dictum “Nihil innovetur nisi quod traditum est” (allow nothing
new that has not been handed down). In contradiction to this, St. Cyprian made it clear that all
sacraments, baptism included, are invalid if administered outside the boundaries of the Church.
He wrote in a famous letter to a certain Jubaianus:
 

You have written to me, my most beloved brother, with a request that I give some
indication of how my mind is reflecting on in what light we should consider the question of
baptism by heretics […] We cannot reckon this practice to be either valid or legitimate.[20]

 
While presiding in the presence of the 7th Council of Carthage (256), he stated:

 
The letter which was written to our colleague Jubaianus expresses quite at length my

opinion that according to evangelic and apostolic testimony, heretics, who are called anti-
christs and adversaries of Christ, when they come to the Church, must be baptized with the
one baptism of the Church, so that friends may be made of adversaries, and Christians of
antichrists.[21]

 
St. Cyprian couldn’t be clearer here: these persons are to be rebaptized in order for their

souls to be saved. What is rather surprising is that St. Firmilian himself added some harsh
criticism to St. Stephen when he wrote in his letter to St. Cyprian:
 



Inasmuch as Stephen and those who agree with him contend that the remission of sins
and the second birth can take place in the baptism given by heretics, even while they admit
that the Holy Spirit is not present among the heretics, let them take thought to understand
that there can be no spiritual birth without the Spirit.[22]

 
Now, St. Firmilian here makes it seem as though St. Stephen understood the Baptism of

heretics to effectively impart the remission of sins and the second birth. However, we don’t have
evidence from his own writings on this other than that when the heretics return, they are not
received as clean, but are given the imposition of hands for penance. One might be able to speak
of this “imposition” as where the Spirit is first received, as canon 8 of the Council of Arles does
(see more on this below). That would indicate that either St. Stephen did not think the validity of
heretical Baptism allowed the reception of saving grace or that once it was received it was
withdrawn, or perhaps something to this effect. In any case, thus far things don’t look well for
this Pope if we read him through St. Cyprian and his Cappadocian correspondent. Thankfully,
there is a better reading to be taken.
 

Church historian Dr. Warren H. Carroll describes the context of this dispute as well as the
Pope’s rationale for maintaining his view against what he perceived as a novelty of “rebaptism”:
 

In 256 Pope Stephen ordered Bishop Cyprian of Carthage and the African episcopate
which followed his lead to discontinue the practice of re-baptizing persons who had
originally received baptism from heretics. In this Stephen upheld the consistent position of
the Roman Church, that it is the power and action of Christ that confers baptism and its
remission from original sin, not the worthiness or unworthiness of the minister of the
sacrament, and the traditional practice of most of the Church, to accept as valid any baptism
which had invoked the Trinity.[23] Pope Stephen called for obedience on this matter by his
authority as successor of Peter. Cyprian refused to obey, despite his earlier statements
affirming and glorifying the Petrine primacy and the unity of the Church.[24]

 
Like Tertullian in method, St. Cyprian found himself in a bit of a pickle. On the one hand, it

was his logic of the Church’s principle of visible unity that led him to adopt the strict position
that the Church’s sacrament of baptism is neither valid nor effective outside the true Church. On
the other hand, he had to face the assertive claims that the practice of admitting heretics who
were baptized in their own sects through merely the imposition of hands was a traditional and
historical practice. In one place, he says that people are rebaptized in order to secure for them the
forgiveness of sins. But when it was put against him that the Church’s tradition had been
receiving converts with only the imposition of hands, he was forced to admit that God will
forgive those who erred innocently.[25] Moreover, he ultimately did not agree with St. Firmilian
that the Roman policy, as erroneous as it was, resulted in Rome being heretical or schismatic.
That means that St. Cyprian at one time thought it was a heresy and a schism to say, with
Novatian, that the hand of penance should not be given to serious post-baptismal sinners because
such a thing unlawfully forbade the mercy of God and at another time thought that denying
baptism for the remission of sins was a matter of pastoral policy that allowed for the coexistence
between bishops who differed from each other. Such an inconsistency should have been glaring.
 

For several centuries now, it has been known that as regards the Pope’s baptismal
ecclesiology “the majority of the bishops of the Christian world agreed with him.”[26] Quite



rightly, the Associate Professor of Liturgy at the University of Notre Dame, Dr. Maxwell E.
Johnson, sums up the situation while also noting how the Cyprianic error would clone itself in a
stronger form in a later schism that crystallized in North Africa, the home of the both Tertullian
and our Carthaginian Saint:[27]

 
While history shows that it was the view of Stephen and the Church of Rome that

ultimately triumphed in this controversy, the problem remained unresolved in the lifetimes
of both Cyprian and Stephen (+257) themselves, both of whom suffered martyrdom during
the Valerian persecution. Furthermore, as we shall see, the early North African tradition of
requiring re-baptism for heretics and schismatics will return with a vengeance in the fourth
century and beyond what is called the ‘Donatist Controversy’ during the episcopate of
Augustine of Hippo.[28]

 
What relevance does the Pope’s view have on Orthodox interpreters? They vary, of course.

But one prominent voice certainly poses a force to be reckoned with. Fr. John A. McGuckin, a
Romanian Orthodox priest and Professor of Church History at Oxford University, rightly
recognizes that the position of Pope St. Stephen  and (at least) the Latin West must be recognized
by the Eastern Orthodox:
 

[…] Stephen believed the ‘majesty of the divine name’ worked sacramentally over and
above defective intentions, and he advocated that if a baptism had been conveyed outside
the church, though using the trinitarian formula and three-fold immersion, only ‘the laying
on of hands’ should be given to such converts. This view became standardized in the
ancient Latin Church in the seventh canon of the Council of Arles in 314, and was widely
propagated widely by St. Augustine. This position of the ancient Latins is accepted by the
Orthodox, of course, as part of the One Undivided Church of the Fathers.[29]

 

St. Dionysios of Alexandria (248-264)
 

We know that the contemporary bishop of the Church of Alexandria St. Dionysios believed
alongside the Pope of Rome that baptism was not to be repeated in the manner explained by St.
Cyprian and St. Firmilian. Thanks to the late Oxford University scholar F.C. Conybeare (1856-
19242), an edition of an old uncial codex which contains an ancient “refutation” of Pope St.
Leo’s famous Tome by the heretical Monophysite Patriarch Timotheos of Alexandria, and which
was preserved in the library of Valarshapat in Russian Armenia in a translation from the Greek,
we have recently discovered some writings from St. Dionysios of Alexandria (248-264) which
reveal more information about this baptismal controversy between Rome and Carthage. This
codex contains epistolary citations from former Patriarchs of Alexandria and we have come into
the possession of some which were addressed to Rome. What concerns us here is one received
by Pope St. Stephen’s successor, Sixtus II (257-258). The English Historical Review gives us a
literal translation of a fragment. The following are the words of St. Dionysios to Pope Stephen:
 

Inasmuch as you have written thus, setting forth the pious legislation, which we



continually read and now have in remembrance—namely that it shall suffice only to lay
hands on those who shall have made profession in baptism, whether in pretense or in truth,
of God Almighty and of Christ and of the Holy Spirit; but those over whom there has not
been invoked the name either of Father or of Son or of the Holy Spirit, these we must
baptize, but not rebaptism. This is the sure and immovable teaching and tradition, begun by
our Lord after his resurrection from the dead, when he gave his apostles the command: Go
ye, make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit. This then was preserved and fulfilled by his successors, the blessed
apostles, and by all the bishops prior to ourselves who have died in the holy church and
shared in its life; and it has lasted down to us, because it is firmer than the whole world. For,
he said, heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away.[30]

 
The late Cambridge historian Henry Melvill Gwatkin (1844-1916) concurred with the

findings of Conybeare.[31] Such were the findings of two great Orientalists, and this has not been
challenged up unto our day. It should be beyond question, then, that St. Dionysios agreed with
Pope St. Stephen over the policy of North Africa and even appealed to antiquity for support.[32]

Though he urged the matter to be one of an acceptable disagreement that allowed for co-
existence. The early Church historian Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea (314-340), recounts about
some relevant letters from St. Dionysios which were addressed to Pope St. Stephen on the matter
of Baptism prior to the one translated above. Eusebius describes the correspondence in such a
way that he shows himself in agreement with St. Stephen:
 

Dionysius wrote to him the first of his letters on baptism, as no small controversy had
arisen as to whether those who had turned from any heresy should be purified by baptism.
For the ancient custom prevailed in regard to such, that they should receive only the laying
on of hands with prayers. First of all, Cyprian, pastor of the parish of Carthage, maintained
that they should not be received except they had been purified from their error by baptism.
But Stephen considering it unnecessary to add any innovation contrary to the tradition
which had been held from the beginning, was very indignant at this.”[33]

 
He also testifies to the epistle sent to Pope Sixtus (translated above by the English Historical

Review):
 

But Stephen, having filled his office two years, was succeeded by Xystus. Dionysius
wrote him a second epistle on baptism, in which he shows him at the same time the opinion
and judgment of Stephen and the other bishops […][34]

 
This proves that this early Bishop-Historian held that the view of St. Cyprian and St.

Firmilan was an “innovation” which went “contrary” to “ancient custom” and the “tradition
which had been held from the beginning,” as St. Stephen himself had originally testified. So right
here in the middle of the 3rd century, 100 years before the great St. Aurelius Augustinus
Hipponensis was even born, we not only have the hierarchs of Rome and Alexandria teaching
that baptism is valid in heretical sects under the proper condition but transmit that this was the
ancient and Apostolic tradition up to their times.
 

Treatise on Rebaptism (3rd century)
 



Another relevant piece of literature close to this period is a document entitled The Treatise on
Rebaptism (250-257). The author is anonymous, but it is unquestionably a 3rd-century document
interacting with the North African rebaptism controversy that is preserved in the Latin of the
Cyprianic corpus.[35] The author emphatically defends the position of Pope St. Stephen by
requiring only the imposition of hands upon those converts “amending” their lives by coming to
the true Church as already having been baptized before in their heretical sect:
 

Because outside the Church there is no Holy Spirit, sound faith moreover cannot exist,
not alone among heretics, but even among those who are established in schism. And for that
reason, they who repent and are amended by the doctrine of the truth, and by their own
faith, which subsequently has been improved by the purification of their heart, ought to be
aided only by spiritual baptism, that is, by the imposition of the bishop's hands, and by the
ministration of the Holy Spirit. Moreover, the perfect seal of faith has been rightly
accustomed to be given in this manner and on this principle in the Church. So that the
invocation of the name of Jesus, which cannot be done away, may not seem to be held in
disesteem by us; which assuredly is not fitting; although such an invocation, if none of those
things of which we have spoken should follow it, may fail and be deprived of the effect of
salvation.[36]

 
The author of this treatise recognizes that there is no spiritual vitality among the heretics or

the schismatics but nevertheless understands there to be an irrevocable validity to the sacrament
of baptism when they invoke the name of Jesus (probably short for the Name of the Trinity). He
implies this by saying that only the imposition of hands for a “spiritual baptism” (i.e.,
confirmation or penance) would be necessary for those who amend their lives (i.e., convert to the
true Church from heresy), and that the former invocation of Jesus’s name in baptism in their
heretical community, while valid, would not have yielded salvation unless they followed through
which coming to the true Church and receiving the Bishop’s hand. All in all, St. Cyprian’s
position is hereby shut down and the basic argument of the Pope is defended.
 

The Council of Arles (314)
 

We get another early source on this question of heretical Baptism from the Council of Arles,
which was held in 314 AD. This Council was convened by Emperor Constantine (a cherished
Saint among the Orthodox) himself chiefly due to the persistence of the Donatist schismatics in
Africa who had appealed to him from the decision of the Council of Rome held the year prior in
313 AD. This was a rather large Council and was considered binding for the Western region. In a
letter to the Bishop of Syracuse, Constantine described the plan of this Council as follows: “We
have therefore commanded that very many Bishops from various and numberless places should
assemble at the city of Arles by the first of August.”[37] In what appears to be a loose use of
language, St. Augustine refers to it as “a plenary Council.”[38] Its president was Marinus, Bishop
of Arles. Pope Sylvester, who had just succeeded Militades, sent legates to represent the
Apostolic See. The canons of this Council were sent to Rome for review and ecumenical



execution. The canon which concerns us here is the 8th, which reads as follows:
 

Since the Africans are used, according to their law, to rebaptize, we decree that if
anyone comes to the Church from heresy they shall interrogate him according his creed;
and if they perceive that he was baptized in the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost, only
the hand shall be laid upon him, that he may receive the Holy Ghost. But if on being
questioned, he does not answer this Trinity, he shall be baptized.[39]

 
This is undoubtedly the Roman policy on the matter. This is rather significant because it

gives more insight into precisely what Pope St. Stephen was arguing in his edicts against North
Africa and the Asiatic Churches. It would be a mistake, as will become clearer below, to think
that Pop St. Stephen and the Roman tradition upheld that any and all baptisms which have
proper form and matter (body dipped in water while invoking the Name of the Trinity) are
automatically valid. An examination of the Trinitarian faith of the heretical community should be
inspected first, to see if it can retain validity to the sacrament of baptism. If there is some
egregious error that affects either the form, matter, or intention of the sacrament of baptism, then
the person should be baptized afresh (which is their first true baptism). The letter that the Council
of Arles (314) ended up writing to the Pope demonstrates that they relied on the bishop of Rome
to ratify and publish the canons for all the churches in the Western region:
 

We also agreed first to write to you who hold the greater dioceses that by you especially
they [the Council’s decrees] should be brought to the knowledge of all. [40]

 

The Council of Nicaea 325
 

Moving forward, in the Canons of the great Council of Nicaea I (325), we have an indication
that repeating Baptism for converting heretics was not the presumed norm, as St. Cyprian was
adamant about. The 8th canon reads as follows:
 

With regard to those who style themselves Puritans [Cathari, i.e., the Novatians], should
they at any time come over to the Catholic Church, this holy and great Council has decided
that they should receive an imposition of hands, and thus continue in [the ranks of the]
clergy […][41]

 
As we will see further below from the writings of Pope St. Siricius and St. Basil the Great,

this canon forbids the rebaptism of converts to the true Church from the Novatianist schism,
which shows that the Council of Nicaea rejected the ecclesiology of St. Cyprian of Carthage. We
know this because St. Cyprian wrote, concerning Novatian, the following in an epistle to a
certain Magnum:
 

With your usual diligence, you have consulted my poor intelligence, dearest son, as to
whether, among other heretics, they also who come from Novatian ought, after his profane
washing, to be baptized and sanctified in the Catholic Church, with the lawful, true, and
only baptism of the Church. In answer to this question, as much as the capacity of my faith



and the sanctity and truth of the divine Scripture suggests, I say that no heretics and
schismatics at all have any right to power. For which reason Novatian, since he is without
the Church and acting in opposition to the peace and love of Christ, neither ought to be, nor
can be, omitted from being counted among the adversaries and antichrists… Moreover, the
blessed Apostle John distinguished no heresy or schism, neither did he set down any
specially separated, but he called all who had gone out from the Church, and who acted in
opposition to the Church, antichrists…[42]

 
In the same letter, St. Cyprian gives the real reason he thinks Novatians must be rebaptized,

and that was simply because he thought no sacraments exist outside the visible Church in any
sense:
 

Wherefore, since the Church alone has the living water, and the power of baptizing and
cleansing man, he who says that any one can be baptized and sanctified by Novatian must
first show and teach that Novatian is in the Church or presides over the Church.[43]

 
The Catholic Bishops who were enthroned as judges at the Ecumenical Council of Nicaea 325
completely contradicted this, not out of the principle of oikonomia, but by candid admission that
the Church’s one sacrament of baptism is not vitiated from validity even if performed by heretics
outside the true Church. Against the idea of St. Cyprian, neither Novatian nor the Novatianists
had to prove they were within the true boundaries of the true Church for their baptisms. There is
no clearer proof that they did not follow Cyprianic sacramentology.
 

Nevertheless, the Council of Nicaea does give instructions to rebaptize converts to the true
Church from a certain heretical sect. The 19th canon of Nicaea states:
 

Concerning the Paulianists who seek refuge in the Catholic Church, a rule has been
established that they must by all means be rebaptized.[44]

 
Now, why would it need to be decreed that the Paulianists should be re-baptized if every

person coming from heresy and baptism therein is to be rebaptized by the ordinary binding law?
It would appear superfluous to order the rebaptism of a certain class of converts if the instinct
was always to baptize new converts coming from heretical or schismatic sects. Nothing less than
the Council of Nicaea demonstrates the falsity of St. Cyprian’s view on both the unity of the
Church being broken by accepting baptism outside its visible confines and the inflexible
invalidity of the baptismal act itself by heretics or schismatics.  This is confirmed by the study of
an Eastern Orthodox scholar, the Archbishop Peter L’Huillier, former Dean and Professor of
Canon Law at St. Vladimir’s Orthodoxy Seminary:
 

Precisely, the Nicene Council did not urge the rebaptism of Novatians, for their doctrine
on the Holy Trinity was basically in accordance with catholic teaching. Thus, the Nicene
fathers implicitly reject the Cyprian position in ecclesiology”[45]

 
One more point to be addressed here while the Council of Nicaea is considered. It is puzzling

that, as it appears, the tradition held in Jerusalem as late as the time when St. Cyril of Jerusalem
(313-386) gave his Catechetical Lectures was that heretics must be rebaptized since their
baptisms are really no baptisms at all.[46] Though, the Greek historian Socrates records that St.



Cyril had not accepted the Nicene formula of homoousias until the Council of Constantinople
(381), which means prior to that he may have held the Council of Nicaea suspect of error.[47] But
that his lectures are dated towards the end of his life proves this probably cannot explain his
position on the necessary rebaptism of heretics, something Nicaea (325) and Constantinople
(381) both reject.
 

Pope St. Innocent I (400-417)
 

There is even more reason to believe that the Paulianists were a group which particularly
called for this decree on their being baptized again since we have recorded an instruction from
Pope St. Innocent I (400-417) who undoubtedly represented the Roman doctrine on this matter,
where he writes to a certain Rufus and other Bishops of Macedonia:
 

From the canon of Nicea indeed the Paulianists coming to the Church ought to be
[re]baptized, but not the Novatians… What therefore is distinct in the two heresies
themselves, clear reason declares, because the Paulianists do not at all baptize in the name
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and the Novatians do baptize in the
same tremendous and venerable names, and among them the question has not ever been
raised concerning the unity of the divine power, that is of the Father, and of the Son, and of
the Holy Spirit.[48]

 
I realize Pope St. Innocent here is speaking a bit ahead of the time we were examining prior,

but this epistle to Rufus (and associating bishops of Macedonia) reveals to us how the 19th canon
of Nicaea was read by Rome the within merely 80-90 years after the convening of the Council.
And what do we observe? We observe that St. Innocent recognizes the baptisms of the
schismatic sect of the Novatianists in light of the proper form, matter, and intention, as well as
the integrity of their Trinitarian theology. Moreover, others, such as the Paulianists (followers of
Paul of Samosata) are specifically instructed to be rebaptized in light of a defective
understanding of God and a failure to invoke the Trinitarian name. Thus, even in Rome, the
matter was not a universal reception of heretical converts through merely the laying of hands, but
was conditioned by the invocation of the Trinity, at the very least, as well as whether there was
any semblance of theology that could sustain import to the divine names. In any case, this is
quite striking evidence that the Council of Nicaea did not accept the ecclesiological perspective
of St. Cyprian who forbade the notion of any valid Baptism outside the true Church.
 

Pope Liberius & Siricius (384)
 

Following the Nicene Council, we have evidence of decretals, probably like those sent out by



Popes Callistus and Stephen, sent to Western provinces by Pope Liberius (352-366), who is
venerated as a Saint by the Eastern Orthodox, wherein it was strictly and authoritatively
forbidden to rebaptize converts to the true Church who had been baptized heretical sects. The
account of this comes from a decretal of Pope St. Siricius (384) to the Bishops of Tarragona
(Spain) spawned by the latter sending in questions related to disciplinary procedure. He wrote:
 

Now, on your front page you wrote that many who had been baptized by the impious
Arians were eager to join the catholic faith and that some of our brothers proposed to
baptize them a second time. This is not permissible, for the apostle forbids the practice, the
canons prohibit it and the decrees that were sent out to the provinces by Liberius my
predecessor of venerable memory, after the nullification of the Council of Rimini condemn
it. Such persons, along with the Novatians and other heretics, we receive into the
congregation of Catholics, as it was prescribed in the synod, by simply the invocation of the
sevenfold Spirit, with the imposition of the bishop’s hand. All the East and the West keep
this custom. You too henceforth ought not to deviate from this path, if you do not wish to be
cut off from our college by sentence of our synod.[49]

 
There are a few things worth noticing here. First, Rome still held to the tradition testified by

St. Stephen in the Pontificate of St. Liberius, namely, that the sacrament of Baptism validly
exists when performed by heretics or schismatics outside the Church. Secondly, observe the way
these 2nd baptisms are forbidden. The Pope appeals to the prohibition of “the apostle.” What
could that mean? Traditionally, the Popes appealed to the unity of baptism espoused in St. Paul’s
epistle to the Ephesians which states in 4:4-5: “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were
called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all,
who is above all, and through all, and in you all.” I can’t think of anywhere else that the Pope
would be thinking of an apostle forbidding a 2nd baptism. Since sound reason supports this, this
would mean that the Pope believes that the Arian and Novatianist communities have the presence
of one of the Church’s sacraments in their midst when they administer baptism in the name of
the Trinity. He then says the canons prohibit it, which means that he understood the law of the
Church to be against 2nd baptisms even for incoming heretics or schismatics. He then adds that
the Papal decree of his predecessor, Liberius, condemns rebaptizing in such scenarios.
 

One must step back and ask just how the Pope could have possibly conceived of baptizing
afresh those coming from heresy or schism, but who had been baptized in the Trinity where they
came from, as outlawed by Apostolic, canonical, and papal prohibition if baptizing afresh was
the safe and normative law which could only be dispensed with on the principle of exceptional
oikonomia. How could it ever be unsafe and punishable to observe the normative rule? You can’t
forbid and condemn the normal and proper application of the Church’s rules. However, in this
decretal of the Pope, it is precisely the law itself that forbids the rebaptizing! This prohibition
against rebaptism cannot be, therefore, from the principle of oikonomia. This will be a clue to
interpreting all the other passages from the Saints and Fathers in both the foregoing and
forthcoming citations.
 

St. Optatus of Milevis (4th century)



 

One of the lesser-known Saints, yet renowned in his day, was St. Optatus, bishop of Milevis
(North Africa). For instance, St. Augustine puts him on par with Sts. Cyprian and other
prominent writers:
 

And what else have many good and faithful men among our [African] brethren done?
Do we not see with what a quantity of gold and silver and garments Cyprian, that most
persuasive teacher and most blessed martyr, was loaded when he came out of Egypt? How
much Lactantius brought with him? And Victorious, and Optatus, and Hilary, not to speak
of living men![50]

 
In other words, the theological contribution of Optatus brought “gold and silver” and fine

linen to the Catholic Church. In any case, St. Optatus wrote his famous work On the Schism of
the Donatists Against Parmenian (produced and edited between 370-385) in effort to undue the
erroneous doctrine of Parmenian on the nature of the Church, her unity, and the efficacy of her
sacraments. Key to his argument was that the unworthiness of the sacramental minister, whether
it be betrayal, schism, or sin, does not mitigate the efficacy of the sacrament as a valid operation.
The Donatists rebaptized converts from the Catholic Church, and this motivated Optatus to write
the following:
 

If it be unlawful for Betrayers to baptize, it cannot be lawful for you, for we can prove
that your first fathers were Betrayers. If it be unlawful for schismatics to baptize, it must
therefore be unlawful for you, for you originated the Schism. If it be unlawful for sinners to
baptize, we can prove from divine testimony that you are sinners also. Finally, since the
validity of Baptism does not depend upon the character of the man who has been chosen to
baptize, but upon an act which lawfully is done but once, for this reason we do not set right
baptisms which have been administered by you [schismatics], because both amongst us and
amongst you [between schismatics and the orthodox] the Sacrament is one. The whole
nature of this Sacrament we shall set forth in our fifth book.

 
St. Optatus understands that the sacrament of baptism in the Donatist sect to be one with

Catholics regardless of their schismatic status, thereby dismissing the arguments of St. Cyprian.
He even has a sense that the Donatists, despite their being out of communion with the whole
Catholic Church, East and West, had not fully broken away and insinuates both sides can pray
for each other: “[…] you see that we have not been absolutely divided from one another, whilst
we willingly pray for your, and you (though unwillingly) pray for us. You perceive my brother
Parmenian, that the bonds of holy brotherhood between you and us do not admit of being
absolutely broken.” [51]

 
But what is most instructive here is to see that St. Optatus understands the unrepeatability of

baptism even of “baptized” heretics coming to the true Church to be rooted in the nature of the
baptismal sacrament itself, as well as the theology of Christ in relation to the Church’s
sacraments. This is to be greatly contrasted with those who consider the act of not rebaptizing
and only laying hands on converts as a mere dispensation from the rule based on the principle of
oikonomia. For what St. Optatus is arguing for is that the baptismal act itself, even outside the



Church, has authentic Trinitarian validity that cannot be dismissed at all. He writes:
 

He points out that whatever has been done in the [Name of the] Trinity is done rightly.
This is the reason why we receive without rebaptizing those who come [to us] from you.
When Christ says: “He has no need of being washed a second time,” this is a general, not a
particular declaration […] Wherefore, whenever anyone who has been baptized by you
wishes to pass over to us, we, taught by this command and example, receive him with all
simplicity […] far be it from us to bring back to the font one who has already been washed,
far from us to sin against the Holy Ghost—an offence for which forgiveness is denied in
this world and in the world to come; far from us to repeat that which is [to be done] only
once, or to make twofold that which is one. For thus has it been written by the Apostles,
“One God, one Christ, one Faith, one Baptism.”[52]

 
The Donatists justified rebaptizing Catholics, and it was this limited view on sacramentology

that caused St. Optatus to use these principles against them. He gives threats of condemnation for
rebaptizing schismatics in this piece. The basis is that Christ commanded a single washing and
that what was invoked by the Trinity, despite it being in a schismatic community, produces a
valid baptism that cannot be repeated. Christ performs the baptism, and not the man. All this
comes well before the writings of St. Augustine from the pen of no less than a Saint.
 

The Council of Constantinople (381)
 

Following this, we have evidence from the 7th Canon of the Council of Constantinople (381).
A portion reads as follows:
 

Those who from heresy turn to orthodoxy, and to the portion of those who are being
saved, we receive according to the following method and custom: Arians, and
Macedonians, and Sabbatians, and Novatians, who call themselves Cathari or Aristori, and
Quarto-decimans or Tetradites, and Apollinarians, we receive, upon their giving a written
renunciation [of their errors] and anathematize every heresy which is not in accordance with
the Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church of God. Thereupon, they are first sealed or
anointed with the holy oil upon the forehead, eyes, nostrils, mouth, and ears; and when we
seal them, we say, The Seal of the gift of the Holy Ghost. But Eunomians, who are baptized
with only one immersion, and Montanists, who are here called Phrygians, and Sabellians,
who teach the identity of Father and Son, and do sundry other mischievous things, and [the
partisans of] all other heresies— for there are many such here, particularly among those
who come from the country of the Galatians:— all these, when they desire to turn to
orthodoxy, we receive as heathen. On the first day we make them Christians; on the second,
catechumens; on the third, we exorcise them by breathing thrice in their face and ears; and
thus we instruct them and oblige them to spend some time in the Church, and to hear the
Scriptures; and then we baptize them.[53]

 
Right at the outset, it should be clear that this canon directly contradicts the Council of



Carthage (256), presided over by St. Cyprian, which ordered the baptism of all heretics
regardless of the nature of their former beliefs. Again, we saw that this was rooted in the idea
that no element of the Church can exist outside the Church, otherwise, the Church would break
into a multitude, violating its essential unity. Interestingly enough, this Cyprianic rule is
enshrined in Eastern Orthodox canon law “in the oldest redaction of the Syntagma in XIV
Titles.”[54] However, according to L’Huillier, the Council of Trullo (692) relegates this to mere
local application.[55] The reader will have to judge the merits of that claim.
 

Contrary to St. Cyprian, we read here in the canon attributed to the 2nd Ecumenical Council
that there are members of heretical and schismatic groups whose converts to the true Church are
mandated not to be rebaptized, but rather, upon open renunciation of their former errors, are
administered the sacrament of Chrismation. There are groups whose beliefs on the Father and
Son are explicitly heretical (such as the Arians) but whose administration of baptism does not
vitiate the validity of Baptism. This shows that the Council recognized that the sacraments of the
one Church, such as baptism, should be accepted when and where validity is transparent. St.
Firmilian would have condemned the Council of Constantinople (381) no more or less than he
did Pope St. Stephen I, for neither he nor St. Cyprian give any recognition of a lawful
dispensation from the rule of rebaptizing all incoming converts.
 

Those Orthodox who support St. Cyprian and the ordinary binding rule of rebaptism,
however, interpret this canon as entirely on their side of ecclesiology. Here’s how. They realize
that this Council is ordering the imposition of hands only upon heretics who come to the Church,
but they understand that this is the Church taking a rare and unique exception on the principle of
oikonomia. Moreover, the canon itself says people who come from “all other heresies” are to be
rebaptized. Quite literally, in this reading, anyone who is not an Arian, a Macedonian, a
Novatianist, a Quartodeciman, or an Apollinarian has to be rebaptized in all of history and for all
times forthcoming (presumably, unless a new Ecumenical Council decided differently). And so,
it might appear as if this canon is in large support of St. Cyprian’s view, only with the
amendment that some communities are given this exception from the rule by the principle of
oikonomia. In fact, since almost 99% of ecclesial communities are not of congregations owing
their name to any of the ancient names recorded in the canon, some Orthodox think that this
canon supposes that pretty much all heretics coming into the Church from being “baptized” in
their heterodox community need to be rebaptized since the oikonomical exception does not apply
to them. Can this perspective be defended?
 

A good case can be made that this perspective is not defensible, once all the facts are
gathered. In the first place, we can see from the controversy between Pope St. Stephen and St.
Cyprian that the former won out over the latter, and the Roman policy began to be adopted by
the whole Church, especially the West (the exception being the Donatists). Secondly, if we take
the rationale provided by Pope St. Siricius, St. Optatus, St. Augustine (who condemns St.
Cyprian’s view), St. Vincent de Lerins (who also explicitly condemns St. Cyprian’s view), St.
Leo the Great, and other pre-eminent Saints (still to be cited below), we do not see the nature of
the logic against rebaptism to be one matching the principle of exceptional oikonomia. Rather,
they are working from a viewpoint which understands it to be sinful to repeat what must only be
done once, whether by heretics and schismatics or orthodox catholics. They understood
something about the nature of the sacrament itself, the Trinitarian invocation, and the
commitment of Christ to work by the deed of baptism itself that repelled them from the sacrilege



of rebaptism. Thirdly, if we judge the position of St. Cyprian’s view (Carthage 256) as the
binding and normative theology and practice, only with the exceptional possibility of relaxing
the norm, one wonders why in the world the Nicene Bishops decided to enforce not rebaptizing
every single person coming from the sect of the Arians, Macedonians, Novatianists,
Quartodecimans, and Apollinarians. St. Athanasius, for example, rejected the baptism of Arians.
[56] But the canon attributed to Constantinople (381) accepts their baptism! Such a mandate as we
find in the canon speaks from a different perspective than relaxation from the norm due to
extraordinary circumstances.
 

Rather than just some random choice heretical and schismatic groups to dispense from the
normative binding rule, the Bishops of Nicaea understood that the Church’s sacrament can be
real and valid outside of the visible boundaries when administered by either heretics or
schismatics so long as certain criteria were met. It was no different for Pope St. Stephen I nor
the Roman tradition from then up to the present. Since this was the case, the Church at that time
discerned these particular groups as retaining a true sacrament of baptism which is not vitiated
by their errors, nor by the form, matter, and intention of baptism. That also means that this
criterion can be used for testing other communities as well. L’Huillier is correct in saying the
following regarding the criteria for accepting baptisms outside the Church:
 

It is not interesting for purely historical reasons, since even the sects enumerated in it
have long ago disappeared; it is important for us because we find in it a permanent criterion
concerning the ways of receiving heterodox. This criterion is founded on the proximity or
distance of the doctrine of the dissident groups from the doctrine of the Church.[57]

 
For the Roman tradition, it was always important that the Trinitarian invocation was not

vitiated in some way fundamental to the baptismal act. Thus, you see the comments of Pope St.
Innocent (400-417) above. His concern was both the matter and form (that baptism is done with
dipping in the name of the Trinity) but also something about the Trinitarian doctrine that would
somehow vitiate the invocation. Interestingly enough, the Arian communities were judged to
have a perfectly valid sacrament of baptism even if they denied the deity of the Son and perhaps
the Spirit. Therefore, Macedonians were likewise held to keep baptism intact. The same was not
admitted for the Paulianists, the Eunomians, the Montanists, nor the Sabellians. Interestingly, the
Eunomians had the same doctrine of the Trinity as the Arians. Why then is their baptism not
accepted? Because they did not thrice immerse in the Trinitarian name. However, in the Latin
West, single immersion would come to be understood as valid by great Saints in Spain where, for
a time, it became the “norm.”[58] In any case, there does not appear to be a perfectly explain
rationale for why Arian baptisms are accepted by Eunomians are not when and if the latter thrice
dip into water. That is a question our era of investigation simply does not address.
 

At the Council of Trullo (692), this very 7th canon attributed to the 381 Council was
reproduced and re-iterated. However, the following was added regarding the reception of
converts from communities that were not so distant from the belief and practice of the true
Church:
 

Nestorians, Eutychians, Severians and those from similar heresies must compose
petitions and anathematize both their heresy and also Nestorius, Eutyches, Dioscorus,
Severus, and the other originators of these heresies, those who hold their beliefs, and all the



aforementioned heresies. They can then receive holy communion.[59]

 
In other words, they were neither rebaptized nor given the sacrament of chrismation. Thus,

the Council also accepted the chrismation and episcopal anointing of oil by these heretical and
schismatic sects. Prominent Patristic scholar Fr. Richard Price notes:
 

The concern of this canon is to distinguish between heresies so grave that converts from
them needed to be rebaptized (since their original baptism was considered invalid), those of
medium gravity, where those baptized in them needed simply to be confirmed, and those of
least gravity, where converts from them needed simply to present a petition anathematizing
their heresy and professing the orthodox faith.[60]

 
Now the “and those from similar heresies” would certainly indicate that the former “all other

heresies” for those requiring rebaptism is not meant to be simply exhaustive but depends upon
the criterion.
 

St. Basil the Great (330-379)
 

A prominent voice who fell asleep in the Lord just before the convening of the above
Council, St. Basil the Great (329-379), spoke to our subject in a couple of letters to a certain
Amphilochius, bishop of Iconium. These are among the letters of St. Bail that are referred to as
his canonical letters and became normative law for the Greek Church in the forthcoming years.
He writes:
 

To disagree with members of the Church about repentance, is schism. Instances of
heresy are those of the Manichæans, of the Valentinians, of the Marcionites, and of these
Pepuzenes; for with them there comes in at once their disagreement concerning the actual
faith in God. So it seemed good to the ancient authorities to reject the baptism of heretics
altogether, but to admit that of schismatics, on the ground that they still belonged to the
Church.[61]

 
Elsewhere St. Basil recounts the perspective of St. Cyprian and St. Firmilian, whom he

describes as “ancient authorities,” and shows no disdain for it since schismatics no longer have
the Holy Spirit.[62] Therefore, St. Basil the man seems to lean more in the Cyprianic direction on
the issue of rebaptism but recognizes that other “ancient authorities” decided otherwise and
admitted the baptism of schismatics. In his 2nd canonical letter, St. Basil admits that, per the
canons of Nicaea, Novatians (who were schismatic) administered a valid baptized which should
not be fixed with repetition when they converted to the true Church.[63] However, even there he
shows a tendency to think rebaptism should be the general rule unless the Church decides
otherwise, showing a very different mindset than that of Pope St. Stephen I and the Roman
tradition thereafter.
 

Nevertheless, St. Basil recognizes that “schismatics” are somehow still belonging to the
Church, and this grounds the acceptance of their sacraments. No further explanation on that is



given, but I’m sure the “ancient authorities” of Sts. Cyprian and Firmillian would have
something negative to say about that if they overheard it from the mouth of Basil himself. As it
stands, St. Cyprian would have had the same arguments contra St. Basil as he did St. Stephen, for
St. Cyprian’s ecclesiological principle was that no sacraments can exist outside the true Church
whatsoever, never mind speculating on what schismatic sect might retain the power to baptize by
this or that reason (as St. Basil did). St. Cyprian had no cognizance of oikonomic exceptions.
This shows St. Basil isn’t a pure Cyprianite. Fr. John Erickson, a former Dean and Professor of
Canon Law at St. Vladimir’s Orthodoxy Seminary, speaks to this point:
 

But what of Cyprian? The standard answer in Byzantium would relegate him and his
position to the dustbin of history. St. Basil already regarded Cyprian’s baptismal practice as
obsolete. He observes (canon 1) that Cyprian and Firmilian had rejected Novatianist
baptism, which according to his own system of classification would be accepted.[64]

 
This is, perhaps, what renders the position of St. Basil vulnerable to critique as its

inconsistency screams a certain weakness. Why not just go Cyprianite 100% of the way? That
seems to be the position of the 46th and 47th Apostolic Canons accepted by the East.[65] That
seems far more logical than nitpicking and speculating on whether a certain schismatic or
heretical sect is baptizing aright with the correct theology in mind (as St. Basil did). But St. Basil
knew that he was not the author and finisher of Church discipline, and so, as a child of the
Church, he urged Amphilochius to “strictly to obey canons.”[66] However, that doesn’t mean he
left us a very coherent, logical, and paradigmatic criterion by which to navigate the handling of
the reception of converts for the future. Nor does his rationale seem to follow along with any of
the Western fathers. This, perhaps, is the reason why Eastern Orthodoxy has never been able to
consolidate a specific rule on this matter, leaving territorial differences to remain and be
respectable across all boundary lines. It was these kinds of discrepancies that caused the late and
prestigious Yale Church historian Williston Walker to conclude that from the time of Pope St.
Stephen the “Roman view grew into general acceptance in the West. The East reached no such
unanimity of judgment.”[67]

 

St. Jerome (342-420)
 

The early Biblical scholar St. Jerome recounts the African dispute on baptism with between
St. Cyprian and St. Stephen and says that the Roman tradition was the “old custom” of the
Church:
 

Cyprian of blessed memory tried to avoid broken cisterns and not to drink of strange
waters: and therefore, rejecting heretical baptism, he summoned his African synod in
opposition to Stephen, who was the blessed Peter’s twenty-second successor in the see of
Rome. They met to discuss this matter; but the attempt failed. At last those very bishops
who had together with him determined that heretics must be re-baptized, reverted to the old
custom and published a fresh decree.[68]

 



Going from St. Cyprian’s stance, they “reverted” to the “old custom.” That obviously means
the viewpoint of Pope St. Stephen at the time. Elsewhere, in speaking against the error of Lucifer
of Cagliari and the deacon Hilary (the former’s colleague), St. Jerome argues that the Council of
Nicaea, contrary to St. Cyprian, ordered that “all heretics with the exception of the disciples of
Paul of Samosata [Paulianists]”[69] can be restored to communion with the Church without
rebaptism but simply penance. He also drew from sources that stated Popes Julius, Mark, and
Sylvester, who were all saintly Popes, all did not rebaptize heretics who came to the Church.[70]

Now, St. Jerome himself might be reading into the Nicene canons that every heretic was to be
received by chrismation with the single exception of the Paulianists, though he certainly had
grounds for deducing this. Notice, then, that this requirement of rebaptism for Paulianists was the
exception rather the simple chrismation of most, if not all, heretics.
 

St. Augustine of Hippo (354-430)
 

There is no debate on whether St. Augustine held St. Cyprian’s view as erroneous, despite his
defense of his sanctity and sainthood. As with many others, St. Augustine thought that if the
sacrament of baptism properly formed was invalid because of its being administered by heretics
or schismatics, that would entail that the sacrament would depend upon the goodness or badness
of the human minister. On the contrary, he held that whether it was inside or outside the
boundaries of the Church, whether the minister was holy or unholy, or even schismatic or
heretical, none of these formed a defect that would corrupt the divine operation of the baptismal
act.
 

Surely we do not claim that a man who is baptized among heretics or in some schism
outside the Church profits thereby, so long as he shares the perverseness of heretics and
schismatics;[71] nor do we hold that those who baptize, even though they confer the true
sacrament of baptism, act rightly in gathering adherents outside the Church and in
entertaining views contrary to the Church. But it is one thing to be without a sacrament,
another thing to possess it wrongly and to usurp it unlawfully. Therefore, they do not cease
to be the sacraments of Christ and the Church, merely because they are unlawfully used by
heretics, yes, and by all kinds of wicked and impious persons. Surely, such should be
corrected and punished, but the sacraments are acknowledged and revered.[72]

 
St. Augustine took on fighting the Donatist error which appealed to St. Cyprian and the

North African synods in order to refute the idea of valid sacraments outside the boundaries of the
true Church. In many ways, the refutation of the Donatists was the death knell to the Cyprianic
theory as well. The debate was extremely contentious and intelligent arguments were put forth
on both sides.
 

The Donatists appeared to have an extremely well-framed argument, following St. Cyprian.
If there is truly one true Church that is visibly united by a union of bishops who all agree in the
same faith, then any sacrament, be it baptism or other, outside that society is both ineffectual and
invalid. It seems like simple math to realize heretics who come from outside to join the true



Church should have a fresh and effectual baptism. However, this led to a further question that
revealed the weakness of the Donatist position. If baptism doesn’t work when administered by
heretics or schismatics when they observe the proper form of baptism, then what is it that makes
the baptism valid when performed within the Church? Could it be that a secret heretic or
schismatic (in heart) or a great mortal sinner (though not public) could hinder the validity and
efficaciousness of baptism when it is done within the true Church? The Donatists came on the
side that it did. But that could lead to never being certain one had been truly baptized.[73]

 
St. Augustine answered this by teaching that there were “two effects of baptism, one which

was permanent, and one which could be lost through sin.”[74] This permanent mark is the
indelible character that St. Augustine compared to a military tattoo or brand on the skin: “Let
him consider as well the analogy of the military brand. True, it can be kept by deserters and it
can be received by those who are not in the army. And even though it should neither be received
nor kept by one outside its ranks, yet it is not changed or renewed when a man is drafted or
brought back to service.”[75]

 

Council of Carthage (419)
 

In the context of dealing with the question of whether persons who convert from Donatism,
after repenting of their error, can join the true Church as clergy, canon 57 speaks also of the
validity of their baptism when they received it from the Donatists:
 

And that all these sacraments are altogether true and holy and divine is most certain, and
in them the whole hope of the soul is placed, although the presumptuous audacity of
heretics, taking to itself the name of the truth, dares to administer them. They are but one
after all, as the blessed Apostle tells us, saying: One God, one faith, one baptism, and it is
not lawful to reiterate what once only ought to be administered. [Those therefore who have
been so baptized] having anathematized their error may be received by the imposition of
the hand into the one Church, the pillar as it is called, and the one mother of all Christians,
where all these Sacraments are received unto salvation and everlasting life.[76]

 
It is clear and unmistakable in this canon that the bishops of Carthage (419) are forbidding

the repetition of baptism based upon the unicity of baptism taught by the Apostle Paul, the very
same Apostolic prohibition given by Pope St. Siricius, even if that baptism was administered by
heretics or schismatics. The specific language used, “it is not lawful to reiterate what once only
ought to be given,” is a strict prohibition against rebaptism. This could not possibly be standing
on the principle of oikonomia since the latter is an exception from the acceptable and normative
rule. How then could the bishops of Carthage outlaw the repetition of baptism if said repetition
was the normative law?
 

It is to no surprise that St. Augustine attended this council, and it is doubtlessly true that the
bishops there are speaking his mind in this canon. In fact, the Eastern Orthodox have officially
accepted this canon by virtue of their acceptance of the Council of Trullo (692) as normative
canon law. In that Council’s 2nd canon, the synods of Carthage, including that of 256, 419, and



others, were ratified as normative canonical law. In addition, the canonical list of St. Basil of
Caesarea is likewise accepted. Further, the 46th and 47th Apostolic Canons seem to be likewise
accepted at Trullo. This presents somewhat of a problem since Carthage 256 and these Apostolic
Canons present the view of Cyprian on sacraments (Baptism) outside the Church which had
already been explicitly rejected by Rome, most of the Church Fathers cited in this book, and
other conciliar canons of Ecumenical weight. How does this cohere with Byzantine canon law?
[77] It could be that the compilation of canons at Trullo includes councils that have canons with
merely local and temporary value, at least to be overshadowed by ecumenical canons. One might
suggest that the Apostolic Canons are to be inferior to the Ecumenical canons. However, St.
Cyprian’s views were viewed as not just local and expired, but erroneous and condemnable. That
is, with a few exceptions. St. Basil is one exception who seems to trust St. Cyprian’s wisdom for
his time. Nevertheless, that is the minority view altogether, and it is non-existent in the West
which followed Rome. Under the umbrella of Byzantine canon law, this appears to be an
inconsistency left unresolved, as St. Basil’s canon certainly doesn’t unite St. Cyprian with the
canons of Nicaea and Constantinople 1 (381) on the reception of converts, let alone the 95th

canon of Trullo which reiterates the alleged 7th canon of Constantinople I (381).[78]

 

St. Vincent de Lerins (445)
 

Another significant witness is St. Vincent of Lerins (445) whose Commonitorium gives us,
once again, a recounting of the African debate between St. Stephen and St. Cyprian. He writes:
 

Once on a time then, Agripinnus, bishop of Carthage, of venerable memory, held the
doctrine — and he was the first who held it — that Baptism ought to be repeated, contrary
to the divine canon, contrary to the rule of the universal Church, contrary to the customs
and institutions of our ancestors. This innovation drew after it such an amount of evil, that it
not only gave an example of sacrilege to heretics of all sorts, but proved an occasion of
error to certain Catholics even. When then all men protested against the novelty, and the
priesthood everywhere, each as his zeal prompted him, opposed it, Pope Stephen of blessed
memory, Prelate of the Apostolic See, in conjunction indeed with his colleagues but yet
himself the foremost, withstood it, thinking it right, I doubt not, that as he exceeded all
others in the authority of his place, so he should also in the devotion of his faith. In fine, in
an epistle sent at the time to Africa, he laid down this rule: Let there be no innovation —
nothing but what has been handed down. […] Antiquity was retained, novelty was rejected.
[79]

 
What is even more striking is that St. Vincent takes this issue to the level of asserting that

those who support and defend the practice of rebaptism will be consigned to eternal fire with the
devil, even though the original authors supporting rebaptism are pardoned for their ignorance. He
writes:
 

And O marvellous revolution! The authors of this same doctrine are judged Catholics,
the followers heretics; the teachers are absolved, the disciples condemned; the writers of the



books will be children of the Kingdom, the defenders of them will have their portion in
Hell. For who is so demented as to doubt that that blessed light among all holy bishops and
martyrs, Cyprian, together with the rest of his colleagues, will reign with Christ; or, who on
the other hand so sacrilegious as to deny that the Donatists and those other pests, who boast
the authority of that council for their iteration of baptism, will be consigned to eternal fire
with the devil?

 
What puzzling statements if St. Vincent was speaking from the viewpoint of Fr. Peter Heers

who believes that St. Cyprian was entirely correct, leaving only exceptional and condescending
mercy in the form of oikonomia as the conditions that would alter the Cyprianic strictness. On
the other hand, how fitting is this viewpoint if St. Vincent understands that the sacraments of
heretics and schismatics are, given the proper form and matter, revered as true, valid, and still
belonging to the Church. This comes from the very Saint who coined the tri-partite dictum of
antiquity, universality, and consent as the criteria of Apostolic Tradition.
 

Pope St. Leo the Great (400-461)
 

Pope St. Leo the Great, who is the hero of Christological orthodoxy in the 5th-century, is in
harmony with the above. In one letter of response to a Neo, Bishop of Ravenna, St. Leo writes
the following instruction:
 

We know indeed that an unpardonable offense is committed, whenever in accordance
with the institutions of heretics which the holy Fathers have condemned, any one is forced
twice to enter the font, which is but once available for those who are to be reborn, in
opposition to the Apostle’s teaching, which speaks to us of One Godhead in Trinity, one
confession in Faith, one sacrament in Baptism. But in this nothing similar is to be
apprehended, since, what is not known to have been done at all, cannot come under the
charge of repetition….But if it is established that a man has been baptized by heretics, on
him the mystery of regeneration must in no way be repeated, but only that conferred which
was wanting before, so that he may obtain the power of the Holy Ghost by the laying on of
the Bishop’s hands.[80]

 
One cannot mistake that St. Leo is speaking from the standpoint that, so far as the Church

can help it, rebaptism is to be avoided by the force of Apostolic command even when the first
baptism was performed by either a heretic or a schismatic. Referring to the text of St. Paul’s
letter to the Ephesians on “one baptism,” St. Leo follows the thought of Pope St. Siricius back in
384 AD. If St. Leo had thought of allowing only christmation by virtue of oikonomia, he could
not have prohibited rebaptism on the Apostolic principles that he cited, for you cannot, by
definition, forbid the normative instruction of the canons.
 

Another letter to a certain Rusticus, Bishop of Gallia Narbonensis, answers a series of
questions sent to the Pope. The 18th question and answer read as follows:
 



Concerning those who have come from Africa or Mauretania and know not in what sect they
were baptized, what ought to be done in their case?

Reply. These persons are not doubtful of their baptism, but profess ignorance as to the
faith of those who baptized them: and hence since they have received the form of baptism in
some way or other, they are not to be baptized but are to be united to the Catholics by
imposition of hands, after the invocation of the Holy Spirit’s power, which they could not
receive from heretics.[81]

 
In the following words, St. Leo makes it unmistakably clear that when converts come to the

Church after having been baptized in their heretical or schismatic sect, it would be the sin of
sacrilege to rebaptize even them:
 

We know indeed that an unpardonable offense is committed, whenever in accordance
with the institutions of heretics which the holy Fathers have condemned, any one is forced
twice to enter the font, which is but once available for those who are to be reborn, in
opposition to the Apostle's teaching , which speaks to us of One Godhead in Trinity, one
confession in Faith, one sacrament in Baptism… But if it is established that a man has been
baptized by heretics, on him the mystery of regeneration must in no way be repeated, but
only that conferred which was wanting before, so that he may obtain the power of the Holy
Ghost by the laying on of the Bishop's hands.[82]

 

Pope St. Anastasius II (496-498)
 

Pope St. Anastasius II had written a letter to Emperor Anastasius in 496 speaking to the
controversy surrounding Acacius of Constantinople who was condemned by the authority of the
Apostolic See in 484. After Rome excommunicated Acacius from the Church, effectually
deposing him, he still continued to baptize, commune, and ordain clerics in the Church of
Constantinople. The question arose as to whether those sacraments were valid if Acacius
continue to perform the mysteries after he had been excommunicated and deposed from office.
Here, Pope Anastasius, a Pope equally venerated by both Catholics and Orthodox, informs the
Emperor that the sacraments work by divine operation and are not dependent upon the moral
worthiness of the minister. As such, because Acacius had the indelible mark of the priesthood,
his sacraments were valid even if administered while he was in a state of schism. He writes:
 

But if the suspicious curiosity of some people goes so far as to imagine those
sacraments to be ineffectual which Acacius presumed to perform after Pope Felix offered
his judgment, and so to fear those who had accepted the mysteries he handed down either in
ordinations or baptism, let them remember (lest the divine gifts appear a laughing stock)
that in this respect the discussion above similarly applies, because the accused did this after
taking up for himself the priesthood, by which he gained his power to conduct the
mysteries.[83]

 



St. Anastasius here applies the same logic of Pope St. Stephen I, St. Optatus of Milevis, and
St. Augustine. Since Acacius had been ordained a bishop properly when he was inside the
Church, he receive the indelible power to administer the sacraments which do not depend on the
goodness or sinfulness of Acacius, but simply on the office of his priesthood. And so, even with
Acacius being excommunicated and outside the Church as a result of Pope St. Felix III’s
judgment upon him in 484, the baptisms and ordinations of Acacius after that date are still valid
and effectual regardless of his state of being at odds with the Church’s communion via Pope
Felix. Otherwise, the sacraments are hindered by human circumstances, and this is what
Anastasius means by making a “laughing stock” of the sacramental mysteries.
 

St. Fulgentius of Ruspe (467-527)
 

St. Fulgentius of Ruspe was a prominent Saint venerated in both East and West and one of
the greatest theologians of his day. He the following regarding the intolerance of rebaptism:
 

And so, anyone who receives the sacrament of Holy Baptism in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, whether in the Catholic Church or in any heresy or
schism, receives the complete Sacrament; but he will not have salvation which is the effect
of the Sacrament if he receives the Sacrament outside the Catholic Church. Therefore, that
person must return to the Church, not to receive the Sacrament of Baptism again, which no
one must repeat in the case of any person already baptized, but in order that he receive
eternal life in the Catholic community.[84]

 

St. Gregory the Great (590-604)
 

We have learned from the ancient institution of the Fathers that those who, in heresy,
are baptized in the name of the Trinity, when they return to the Holy Church, are to be
recalled to the bosom of Mother Church either by anointing with Chrism, or by the
imposition of the hand, or by a profession of faith alone…because the Holy Baptism, which
they received among heretics, re-engages in them the powers of cleansing at that time
when…they are united to the faith in the bowels of the holy and universal church. But as to
those heretics who are baptized not in the name of the Trinity…when they come to the Holy
Church, they are baptized, because that was not Baptism, which situated in error, they
received not in the name of the Trinity. Nor can this be called a repetition of a Baptism,
which, as was stated, was not given in the name of the Trinity.[85]

 

Pope St. Zacharias (679-752)



 

Pope St. Zacharias, who is a venerated Saint in both Catholicism and Orthodoxy, had
answered some questions that were sent to the Apostolic See from St. Boniface (672-754),
another Saint venerated by both Catholics and Orthodox, related to disciplinary matters in the
context of Frankish synods in 748. The Pope responds on the issue related to the sacrament of
baptism:
 

You write also about those who hold that if one be immersed with the words of the
Gospel and the invocation of the Trinity in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit, he undoubtedly receives the sacrament, so that even if such baptism were
administered to him who asks for it by a heretic or schismatic, or by a thief or a robber or an
adulterer, it would, nevertheless, be the baptism of Christ infallibly consecrated by the
Gospel words. On the contrary, baptism administered even by a righteous man, if he has not
called upon the Trinity at the font according to the Lord’s appointment, such baptism as he
gives is not a real one.[86]

 
We see here that Pope St. Zacharias understands the sacrament of baptism outside the

boundaries of the Church in precisely the same manner as St. Augustine. The form being proper,
the baptismal act itself (ex opere operato) infallibly works the divine operation irrespective of
the status of the minister.
 

St. Isidore of Seville (560-636)
 

Lastly, St. Isidore is considered by some as the last Church Father of the West and is
venerated by the Eastern Orthodox. He was Archbishop of Seville in the 7th century and a great
theologian of the era of Visigothic Kings who were converting to Christianity. He writes on the
matter of rebaptism very succinctly:
 

Heretics also, if nevertheless they were taught to have received baptism in attestation of
the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, are not to be baptized again but are to be
cleansed only by chrism, and therefore it is of no concern whether a heretic or a faithful one
baptizes. The sacrament is so sacred that it is not defiled by a murderer ministering it.
Certainly a heretic has the baptism of Christ but, because he is outside the unity of the faith,
it produces nothing for him. But when he shall have come back in, immediately the baptism
that he had outside toward destruction begins now to work in him toward salvation. For the
fact that he received it, I approve; that he received it outside the unity of faith, I disapprove.
When he comes back in, however, he is not changed; he is recognized. Since the character
[given him in baptism] is of my king, I will not be sacrilegious. I correct the deserter; I do



not change the character.[87]

 
St. Isidore could not be clearer that he understands the sacrament of baptism amidst heretics

or schismatics as a true valid sacrament, so long as it is done in the Name of the Trinity. That he
did not believe this acceptance was from a view of mercy of condescension on the part of the
true Church that makes an exception from the principle of oikonomia is his rationale for why a
2nd baptism can’t be administered, namely, even the baptism performed in heretical communities
issues in a “character” or a “mark” that is indelible and is the product of Christ’s divine operation
irrespective of the holiness or unholiness of the minister. As such, St. Isidore is entirely
Augustinian on the question of baptism outside the Church.
 



Conclusion

From the foregoing quotations from the Church Fathers and early Councils, it appears to be
rather clear that Pope St. Stephen’s position was ultimately favored by the universal Church in
two fundamentals ways. First, we can see from the Council of Nicaea 325, Constantinople 381,
and Trullo 692 that both the Latin and Greek tradition understood that the sacrament of baptism,
and, in some instances, the sacraments of chrismation and ordination, were successfully
completed as valid sacramental acts that should not be repeated. That goes directly against the
Cyprianic sacramental ecclesiology. Secondly, at least the Latin West for the rest of the 1st

millennium since Pope St. Stephen (and, if he is to be trusted, even before him) all described the
repetition of baptism upon converts who came from heretical or schismatic communities,
especially when this was done from the Cyprianic angle, as a sacrilegious crime. The Latin West
was united to the Greek Orthodox Church of the 1st millennium when both East and West formed
undivided Christendom. Having such a share in Saints, Doctors, Martyrs, and Fathers cannot be
insignificant to the Eastern Orthodox, as testified by Fr. John A. McGuckin in the main text.
 

The only hurdles to the above would be the following three points. First, St. Basil’s unclear
and incoherent via media between the Nicene canonical legislation and St. Cyprian’s praxis.
Secondly, the 7th canon added to the Council of Constantinople (381) and its re-iteration (along
with expansion) in the 95th canon of Trullo (692) leave out any grounding rationale for why the
baptisms of certain heretics, now thrown into the dustbin of history, are to be accepted while
others are not. As I noted in the main text, the acceptance of the baptism of Arians but not the
Eunomians (on account of single immersion) would run into a conflict with the Latin tradition,
especially as shown in the correspondence between Rome and Spain in the late 6th and 7th

centuries. Enough is left out of canons 7/95 for Orthodox today to garner an argument that
practically swings everything back to the Cyprianic viewpoint with an amendment for exceptions
according to oikonomia. However, for the reasons I gave in the main text, that seems a less
preferable interpretation.
 

Thirdly, the incorporation of the synod of Carthage (256), the Canons of St. Basil, and the
46th and 47th Apostolic Canons in the 2nd canon of the Council of Trullo (692) which formed the
apex of Greek canon law, and was included, from the Greek perspective, in the 1st canon of the
Council of Nicaea (787). With St. Cyprian and St. Basil’s view incorporated into the text of
Eastern canon law, the fundamental rationale behind the prohibition of rebaptism that appears so
crystal clear in Latin literature becomes very difficult to easily reconcile. We know for certain
that Pope St. Leo, in his requirement that any heretical community in Africa or Mauretania
validly baptizes would accept the baptisms of heretical communities which are not included in
the canons of Nicaea 325 nor Constantinople 381. So, there is evidence the Church in the West
had a much broader acceptance of heretical baptisms as valid, standing opposed to the logic of
St. Cyprian. To all this we might add that the Western praxis on the matter makes far more
logical sense of the overall canons that were universally received.
 

Also, by the time of the 95th canon of Trullo, it had become customary to receive heretics



from Nest-orianism, Eutychianism, the Miaphysite communities following Dioscorus, Severus,
and other comparable erring societies without the need to rebaptize nor re-chrismate, but merely
by a statement of faith they were admitted to communion. It is next to impossible to conceive
how St. Cyprian would have been open to such ideas. It would be less difficult to see how St.
Basil might have come around to it, seeing as he presented himself as one ready to harken to the
canonical rules of the Church, though he never did give adequate reasoning for why the Church
should accept the baptisms of people from these kinds of communities while sympathizing with
St. Cyprian’s basic premise. As for the Apostolic Canons, I would simply point the reader to
follow the scholarship on the pseudo status of these canons as well as how they were recognized
as not universal by the Apostolic See of Rome already at the end of the 5th century.
 

Lastly, I wouldn’t want the reader to think that I’ve come this far without giving my full
opinion on this matter of rebaptism in general. Personally, as I am one to be rather hesitant to
affirm or defend something for which I have little to know certainty of, I would be more
comfortable, myself, if conditional baptisms were the norm for any and all persons coming into
the Church from the outside. This is because it is just far too difficult nowadays to be sure
precisely what happened in a person’s baptismal ceremony outside the Church. And so, I am
actually quite sympathetic to the logic of St. Cyprian. Like a carpenter who cares very much
about the perfection and beauty of his work, why shouldn’t pastors be concerned to make perfect
the sacramental initiation of the disciples of Christ whom He purchased with His blood? On the
other hand, one can’t be too sure what precisely goes on in every baptismal ceremony within the
Church, let alone outside! I’ve heard more than one story that would make any perfectionist
cleric to re-baptize conditionally as a matter of law, perhaps even behind some of the work of
clerics within the Church. Nevertheless, scrupulosity can and must be given no room to breathe,
lest it consumes everyone and everything. Even St. Cyprian understood that God would not hold
as culpable those who cannot be blamed for any malpractice in sacramental initiation.
 

But, as a child of the Catholic Church, I am bound to the directives and theological concerns
that are not defined by my own opinions. The Catholic Church sees something so holy and
divine in the baptismal act that requires one to avoid its repetition as one avoids sacrilege. St.
Leo called it an “unpardonable offense” to rebaptize someone who comes to the true Church
even after being baptized by heretics. St. Vincent de Lerins calls is a hell-deserving practice to
promote. And it makes sense to seriously question even the validity of baptisms within the
boundaries of the Church if the holiness, heresy, or inwardly schismatic stature of the baptismal
minister hinders the reality of the baptism. It makes perfect sense, theologically, to follow the
safe articulation of St. Augustine on the baptismal “mark” that is indelible whether the effect of
grace occurs or does not occur. This is sufficiently fitting for a sacrament that is absolutely
necessary for salvation, lest it be always questioned whether it was valid or invalid.
 

Even so, I think the data of the 1st millennium does not prove to simply support one side
altogether. It is not as if there are no reasons to appeal to for the defense of Cyprianism given the
doctrine of the Church’s divine and visible oneness. And who could blame someone for taking
notice of the far-ranging development that has taken place within Roman Catholic practice from
the first millennium to the 2nd Vatican Council? It was held for many centuries that there was no
grace to be found in the sacraments outside the visible Church, never mind if they are valid. But,
in the 2nd millennium, culminating in the 2nd Vatican Council, the Catholic Church recognizes an
infallible grace to infants baptized outside the true Church and even recognizes the possibility of



adult converts receiving grace in the sacraments outside the Church. As I already pointed out in
the main text, one can find the roots of this so far back as St. Augustine who spoke of the
efficacy of baptism outside the boundaries of the Church if the interior disposition of the
recipient has no culpable barrier put in between them and God. This seed expanded and grew
into what the 2nd Vatican Council adopted when it speaks much more largely of the possibility of
salvation outside the Church when there is invincible ignorance of the truth of the Catholic
Church. And so, while there are some noticeable changes and development, a mark of substantial
continuity remains solid when looked at perceptively.
 

What does this mean for the broader concern that is had by those Orthodox theologians such
as Fr. Peter Heers who sees in the normative acceptance of the Church’s sacrament of baptism
outside the Church?[88] Fr. Heers claims that by accepting sacraments outside the Church as
normative entails ecclesial divisibility, something anathema to the Scripture and the Patristic
Church. On this point, he is absolutely correct. However, the data in the florilegium provided
here is unmistakable in recognizing sacramental validity outside the Church, and therefore
something of an “element of sanctification” that exists outside the boundaries of the true Church
but which does not betray the doctrine of the Church’s oneness. The Saints, Doctors, and Fathers
quoted in this book would have never dreamed of their recognizing the validity of baptism
outside the church as a capitulation to the Church’s divisibility. Rather, the rationale was that the
Church’s sacraments are lawfully and licitly belonging to her own boundaries, but because of the
nature of the sacrament as not depending on the human minister, what happens in a baptism
outside the Church is a reality which still essentially belongs to the one Church but is unlawfully
administered outside. The sacrament itself is still belonging to the Church but it is an
ecclesiastical reality of the one ecclesia at work outside the boundaries. The 2nd Vatican Council
says that these acts serve as functions that impel unity back to the one Church.
 

In this way, the essential unicity of the Church remains while the nature of the sacrament of
baptism is not dependent upon the minister in such a vitally instrumental way. The Church is one
and so is the regenerating font of baptism. But the form and matter of baptism is so tied to its
successful effect (that is, the indelible mark) that it is not hindered even when performed on the
outside. One might say there are degrees of ecclesiality in light of sacramental realities taking
their effect outside the true boundary of the Church. As noted in the Introduction, many
prominent voices within Orthodoxy recognize this. I’ll end here with a statement on non-
Orthodox Christian churches from Fr. Dumitru Staniloae whose moral authority is widely
recognized among Orthodox theologians and the Romanian Orthodox Church:
 

We believe that they are less full churches, some closer to this fullness, some farther
from it [...] The Orthodox teaching and Tradition makes us consider that all the non-
Orthodox confessions are separations which came into being in a certain relation with the
full Church and exist in a certain relation with her, but they do not share in the fullness of
the light and power of Christ. Therefore, in a certain way, the church comprises all the
confessions separated from her, because those could not separate themselves fully from the
Tradition present in her.[89]

 
On these grounds, the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics should accept and recognize

the validity of each other’s baptisms, at the very least, which his the current praxis of the
majority of Orthodoxy and the totality of Catholicism. What Staniloae said above is also



precisely what the 2nd Vatican Council was attempting to teach when it reiterated the dogmatic
truth of the divine unity of the Catholic Church while there exists partial participations of
realities that belong strictly and only to her. These “elements of sanctification” outside the true
boundaries of the Catholic Church assembled under St. Peter’s successor are realities that
“impel” back to its native source, the Catholic Church:
 

This Church constituted and organized in the world as a society, subsists in the Catholic
Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by the Bishops in communion with
him, although many elements of sanctification and of truth are found outside of its visible
structure. These elements, as gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, are forces impelling
toward catholic unity.[90]
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