
Cyprian, later Bishop of Carthage, writing c. 246, told something of his personal story:  

 
Once I lay in darkness and in the depths of night and was tossed to and fro in the waves of the 

turbulent world, uncertain of the correct way to go, ignorant of my true life and a stranger to 

the light of truth. At that time and on account of the life I then lead, it seemed difficult to believe 

what divine mercy promised for my salvation, namely, that someone can be born again into a 

new life by being immersed in the healing water of baptism. It was difficult to believe that 

though I would remain the same man in bodily form, my heart and mind would be transformed. 

 

How was it possible, I thought, that a change could be great enough to strip away in a single 

moment the innate in the hardness of our nature? How could the habits acquired over the 

course of many years disappear, since these are so deeply rooted within us? If someone is used 

to fine feasts and lavish banquets, how can they learn restraint? If someone is used to dressing 

conspicuously in purple and gold, how can they cast them aside for ordinary simple clothes? 

Someone who loves the trappings of public office cannot become an anonymous private person. 

Anyone who is attended by great crowds of supporters and is honored by a dense entourage of 

obsequious attendants would consider solitude a punishment. While temptation still holds us 

fast, we are seduced by wine, inflated with pride, inflamed by anger, troubled by greed, goaded 

by cruelty, enticed by ambition and cast headlong by lust. 

 

These were my frequent thoughts. For I was held fast by the many sins of my life from which it 

seemed impossible for me to extricate myself. Thus I yielded to my sins which clung fast to me. 

Since I despaired of improvement I took an indulgent view of my faults and regarded them as if 

they were slaves born in my house.  

 

But after the life-giving water of baptism came to my rescue and took away the stain of my 

former years and poured into my cleansed purified heart the light which comes from above, and 

after I had drunk in the Heavenly Spirit and was made a new man by a second birth, then 

amazingly what I previously doubted became clear to me. What had been hidden was revealed. 

What had been dark became light. What previously had seemed impossible now seemed 

possible. What was in me of the guilty flesh now confessed it was earthly. What was made alive 

in me by the Holy Spirit was now quickened by God. * 

 

 
* Cyprian, To Donatus, English translation in Oliver-Davies (ed.) Born to New Life, Cyprian of Carthage, New 

City Press, Brooklyn, NY, 1992, pp. 21-2. 
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