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​Bishop Anthony of Tebessa and The Anaftological Heresy 

This comprehensive historical study examines one of Christianity's most obscure yet fascinating heresies: Anaftologism, which emerged in tenth-century North Africa under Bishop Anthony of Tebessa. The movement denied the personal character of the Holy Spirit, understanding it instead as divine force or energy rather than as the third person of the Trinity. Despite swift condemnation by both Rome and Constantinople, this heresy flourished for nearly four centuries, becoming the defining characteristic of interior North African Christianity and intertwining itself with regional Punic identity.

The work traces Anaftologism from its theological origins through its political patronage by the Tarkhanid Empire, its survival after state collapse, and its eventual disappearance as Christian communities converted to Islam. Drawing on fragmentary chronicles and archaeological evidence, the book reconstructs not only the theological disputes but also the lived experience of believers who understood worship and spiritual life through this distinctive pneumatology. The study reveals how political power shapes theological outcomes, how regional identities resist universal orthodoxies, and how seemingly abstract doctrinal disputes have profound consequences for religious communities' survival. This forgotten chapter of Christian history illuminates enduring tensions between local and universal expressions of faith.
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​Chapter One: The Rebellious Tradition – North African Christianity Before Anthony
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The North African church was born arguing. From the earliest Christian centuries, the believers scattered along the Mediterranean coast from Cyrenaica to the Pillars of Hercules displayed a combative temperament that would have bewildered the conciliatory diplomats of the Eastern churches. Where Greek Christianity developed elaborate hierarchies of theological speculation and Byzantine Christianity married itself to imperial grandeur, African Christianity remained stubbornly particular, fiercely local, and perpetually suspicious of compromise. To understand why Bishop Anthony of Tebessa could successfully propagate a heresy that denied the personal character of the Holy Spirit in the late tenth century, we must first understand the thousand-year tradition of dissent that preceded him.

The pattern was established early. When the Roman proconsul demanded that Christians sacrifice to the emperor in the mid-third century, it was the North Africans who produced the most uncompromising martyrs and the most rigorous theological defenses of their refusal. When questions arose about the readmission of the lapsed after persecution, it was the North African church that split most bitterly over the issue. When councils attempted to establish universal practices for the whole church, it was the African bishops who most loudly insisted on their regional prerogatives. This was not mere obstinacy, though their opponents often characterized it as such. Rather, it reflected a fundamental conviction that authentic Christianity required moral rigor and local accountability more than institutional unity or philosophical sophistication.

The North African religious temperament was shaped by the region's unique position in the Roman world. These were the provinces that had given Rome its grain, its olive oil, and eventually some of its greatest Latin authors. Carthage had been Rome's most dangerous enemy before becoming one of its most prosperous cities. The Berber populations of the interior had never been fully Romanized, maintaining their own languages and customs even as they adopted Roman urban forms along the coast. This created a society that was simultaneously deeply connected to Mediterranean culture and persistently aware of its own distinctiveness. The Christians of this region inherited both the classical learning of the Roman schools and the stubborn independence of peoples who remembered that they had not always been Roman subjects.

​Tertullian and the Foundations of African Rigorism

The first great voice of African Christianity was Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus, known to history simply as Tertullian. Born around 160 AD in Carthage, Tertullian received the finest rhetorical education available in the Latin West. He was trained in the arts of argument, versed in philosophy, and capable of turning Latin prose into a weapon of devastating precision. When he converted to Christianity sometime before the year 197, he brought all of these skills to bear in defense of his new faith.

Tertullian's writings reveal the essential characteristics that would define African Christianity for centuries. He was uncompromising in his moral demands, insisting that Christians must live lives of visible holiness that distinguished them sharply from their pagan neighbors. He was suspicious of philosophy, asking in his most famous rhetorical question what Jerusalem had to do with Athens, though he himself was quite willing to deploy philosophical arguments when they served his purposes. He was confrontational in his stance toward Roman authority, producing brilliant apologetic works that simultaneously defended Christianity and attacked the irrationality of persecution. Most significantly for our purposes, he placed enormous emphasis on the Holy Spirit's role in maintaining the purity of the church.

In his treatise "On Modesty," written after he had joined the rigorist Montanist movement, Tertullian argued that the church had no authority to forgive certain serious sins. The power to bind and loose, he insisted, belonged only to those who possessed the Spirit in fullness, the spiritual elite rather than the institutional hierarchy. This created a fundamental tension in his ecclesiology. On one hand, he affirmed the Spirit as the guarantor of truth and the source of the church's authority. On the other hand, he located the Spirit's work not in the episcopal succession or the broader Christian community, but in the prophetically gifted individuals whom God had chosen for special revelation.

This Montanist phase of Tertullian's career introduced themes that would echo through African Christianity. The Montanists emphasized direct spiritual experience over institutional mediation, prophetic utterance over episcopal decree, and moral rigor over pastoral accommodation. They claimed that the Spirit was bringing new revelation that superseded or at least clarified the apostolic teaching. While the mainstream church rejected Montanism as a dangerous innovation, the movement's appeal in North Africa demonstrated that Christians in this region were particularly receptive to claims of special spiritual insight that challenged established hierarchies.

Tertullian's pneumatology, his understanding of the Holy Spirit, was sophisticated for his time. He contributed significantly to the development of Trinitarian language, being among the first to use the Latin term "persona" to describe the distinct identities within the Godhead. Yet there remained an ambiguity in his work about whether the Spirit's personhood was as fully developed as that of the Father and Son. In some passages, he described the Spirit in more functional terms, as the divine power that accomplished God's purposes in the world. This ambiguity would prove fertile ground for later controversies.

The legacy Tertullian left to African Christianity was double-edged. He had established Latin Christianity as a tradition of intellectual rigor and moral seriousness, producing theological vocabulary that would shape Western Christianity for all time. He had also demonstrated that faithful Christians might find themselves compelled to break with the institutional church when its leaders compromised with the world or failed to maintain proper discipline. The question of whether unity or purity was more essential to the church would haunt North Africa for centuries, and Tertullian had emphatically answered in favor of purity.

​Cyprian and the Baptismal Controversy

The next great crisis in African Christianity emerged in the middle of the third century, during the episcopate of Cyprian of Carthage. Like Tertullian, Cyprian was a well-educated rhetor who converted to Christianity in adulthood. Unlike Tertullian, Cyprian became a bishop and thus had to wrestle with the practical challenges of leading a community rather than simply criticizing it from a rigorist position. Yet Cyprian inherited and transmitted the essential African conviction that the church must maintain its purity even at the cost of its unity.

The immediate crisis that Cyprian faced concerned Christians who had lapsed during the Decian persecution of 250. When Emperor Decius ordered all inhabitants of the empire to sacrifice to the gods and obtain certificates proving their compliance, many Christians had complied, either by actually sacrificing or by bribing officials to provide certificates without sacrifice. After the persecution ended, these lapsed Christians sought readmission to the church. The question was on what terms they should be received.

Cyprian took a moderate position between those who wanted automatic readmission and those who wanted to exclude the lapsed permanently. He insisted that the lapsed could be restored only after a period of penance and only through the authority of the bishop. This might seem a straightforward assertion of episcopal power, but it raised profound questions about the nature of the church and the source of its authority. If some had denied Christ under pressure, had they lost the Spirit they received at baptism? If bishops could restore them, was this because bishops possessed some special spiritual power, or were they simply administrators of a human institution?

The baptismal controversy that followed was even more significant for the future of African pneumatology. When Christians who had been baptized in heretical or schismatic communities sought admission to the catholic church, the question arose whether their baptism was valid. The Roman church, following a practice that was becoming standard in much of the Christian world, accepted such baptisms as valid and admitted converts through the laying on of hands alone. Cyprian and the African bishops rejected this practice absolutely. For them, there was no salvation outside the church, and therefore there could be no valid sacraments outside the church. Heretics might perform rituals that looked like baptism, but without the Spirit that dwelt in the true church, these rituals were empty forms.

This position raised the stakes enormously. It meant that Africans were rebaptizing converts, treating their previous baptism as invalid. It also implied that the presence of the Spirit was tied to institutional boundaries in a way that made those boundaries absolute. You could not possess the Spirit if you were outside the catholic church, and if you did not possess the Spirit, you were not a Christian regardless of what ceremonies you had undergone.

Pope Stephen I of Rome insisted that the African practice was both an innovation and a serious error. In his view, baptism was valid as long as it was performed with water in the name of the Trinity, regardless of the spiritual state of the minister or the institutional affiliation of the community. The bishop of Rome and the bishops of Africa were at an impasse, and the controversy threatened to split the church. Only Stephen's death in 257 and Cyprian's martyrdom in 258 prevented the conflict from escalating further. The question was left unresolved, though in practice the Roman position gradually prevailed in most of the Christian world.

For our purposes, the significance of this controversy lies in what it reveals about African pneumatology. The African bishops understood the Spirit's presence as tied to the institutional church in a way that made the Spirit's activity highly localized and conditional. They did not yet think of the Spirit as an impersonal force in the way that Anthony of Tebessa would later propose, but they did think of the Spirit's presence as something that could be definitively present in one community and definitively absent in another. This was quite different from the more universal pneumatology that would develop in Greek Christianity, where the Spirit's work was seen as more mysterious and less bounded by institutional lines.

​The Donatist Schism and the Fracturing of African Unity

The greatest crisis in African Christianity began in the early fourth century and would last for more than a hundred years, fundamentally shaping the religious culture of the region. The Donatist controversy emerged from the same concerns about purity and compromise that had animated earlier African debates, but it would tear the church apart in a way that earlier controversies had not.

The immediate cause was a disputed episcopal election in Carthage in 311. When Caecilian was consecrated bishop, his opponents charged that one of the bishops who consecrated him, Felix of Aptunga, had been a traditor during the recent persecution, someone who had handed over the scriptures to the authorities for burning. If Felix was a traditor, they argued, then he was not a valid bishop, and therefore Caecilian's consecration was invalid. They elected their own bishop, Majorinus, who was soon succeeded by Donatus, the figure who would give his name to the movement.

This might seem like a local dispute over personnel, but it quickly escalated into a fundamental disagreement about the nature of the church and the validity of sacraments. The Donatists argued that the effectiveness of the sacraments depended on the worthiness of the minister. A priest or bishop who had compromised during persecution, who had committed serious sin, or who had been ordained by someone in mortal sin could not validly celebrate the sacraments. The bread and wine he consecrated remained bread and wine. The people he baptized remained unbaptized. The priests he ordained were not priests at all.

The catholic party, led initially by Caecilian and later by Augustine of Hippo, argued that the validity of the sacraments depended on Christ's promise, not on human worthiness. When a priest celebrated the Eucharist, it was Christ who acted through him regardless of the priest's spiritual state. The minister was merely an instrument. What mattered was not his holiness but the church's faithfulness to apostolic tradition and the proper form of the sacrament.

The Donatists responded that this position undermined the very notion of holiness. If the church included both the holy and the sinful, both the faithful and the compromised, then how was it different from the world? The church was supposed to be the gathering of saints, the community of the Spirit-filled, the body of those who had remained faithful even unto death. By accommodating sinners and traitors in its ministry, the catholic church had betrayed its calling. The true church, the church of the martyrs, was the Donatist church that maintained its purity.

Both sides could claim the legacy of earlier African Christianity. The catholics pointed to Cyprian's emphasis on episcopal authority and church unity. The Donatists pointed to Cyprian's refusal to recognize sacraments celebrated outside the true church and to Tertullian's uncompromising moral rigor. Both sides accused the other of innovation, and both could make plausible claims to represent authentic African tradition.

The controversy became entangled with social and ethnic tensions. Donatism was particularly strong in the rural areas and among the indigenous Berber population, while catholicism tended to dominate in the coastal cities and among the Latin-speaking urban elite. The Donatists attracted groups like the Circumcellions, radical bands of peasants who combined religious zeal with social revolt, attacking wealthy landlords and catholic churches with equal enthusiasm. The catholic church increasingly relied on imperial support to suppress Donatism, calling on the emperor to enforce religious unity.

Augustine of Hippo, writing in the early fifth century, produced the most systematic refutation of Donatism. His treatises argued that the church was a mixed body that would contain both wheat and weeds until the final judgment, that the holiness of the church came from Christ rather than from the virtue of its members, and that attempting to create a pure church in the present age was a dangerous presumption. He also developed the troubling argument that the imperial government had the right and duty to compel heretics and schismatics to return to the catholic church, comparing such coercion to a father's discipline of his children.

Augustine's theology would eventually triumph, at least in theory. The council of Carthage in 411, backed by imperial authority, ruled against the Donatists and ordered them to return to the catholic church. But the Donatist community did not simply disappear. It continued as a parallel church structure throughout North Africa, often maintaining separate episcopal sees in the same cities as their catholic rivals. The social tensions that had fueled the movement remained unresolved. The Berber populations that had found in Donatism an expression of their cultural distinctiveness continued to resist both the catholic church and Roman authority.

For our understanding of later African Christianity, the Donatist controversy established several crucial patterns. First, it demonstrated that North African Christians were willing to divide the church rather than compromise on questions of purity and authenticity. The Donatists were not advocating new doctrines about the Trinity or the nature of Christ. They were insisting on a particular understanding of holiness and valid ministry, and they considered this important enough to justify permanent schism. Second, the controversy showed that theological disputes in North Africa were always intertwined with questions of cultural identity and social justice. The split between Donatists and catholics mapped onto existing divisions between Latin and Berber, urban and rural, wealthy and poor. Third, the controversy revealed deep disagreements about the Holy Spirit's relationship to the institutional church. For Donatists, the Spirit's presence was conditional on the church's purity. For catholics, the Spirit worked through the church's institutional structures regardless of the moral state of individual ministers.

The Donatist movement was still alive, though weakened, when the Vandals conquered North Africa in the 430s. This brings us to the next great transformation in the region's religious landscape.

​The Vandal Century and the Fragmentation of Authority

The Vandal conquest of North Africa between 429 and 439 was a catastrophe for both branches of the African church. The Vandals, a Germanic people who had migrated through Spain and crossed into Africa, were Arian Christians. Arianism, the heresy that denied the full divinity of Christ, had been condemned at the Council of Nicaea in 325, but it had persisted among many of the Germanic tribes who had converted to Christianity during the fourth century. When the Vandals established their kingdom in North Africa with its capital at Carthage, they brought with them a hostile form of Christianity that regarded both catholics and Donatists as heretics.

The Vandal kings, particularly Genseric and his successors, pursued varying policies toward the African churches. At times they engaged in active persecution, closing churches, exiling bishops, and confiscating church property. At other times they pursued a policy of grudging toleration, allowing catholic and Donatist worship while ensuring that political power remained firmly in Arian hands. The effect was to weaken both African churches significantly while preventing either from claiming the support of state power.

The Vandal century, as historians sometimes call the period from 439 to 533, had several important consequences for North African Christianity. First, it broke the direct connection between the African church and the wider catholic world. The bishop of Carthage had been one of the most important figures in Latin Christianity, presiding over a wealthy and sophisticated church that produced some of the most important theologians in the Western tradition. Under Vandal rule, communication with Rome and the Eastern churches became difficult and sporadic. The African church was thrown back on its own resources.

Second, the Vandal conquest disrupted the social structures that had supported both catholic and Donatist communities. Many of the wealthy urban families that had dominated the catholic church were dispossessed or killed. The rural areas, where Donatism had been strongest, were often the scenes of the most severe fighting and displacement. The neat pattern of rival episcopal sees in every city was destroyed as bishops fled or were exiled and churches were confiscated.

Third, the presence of Arian Christianity as the official religion of the ruling power created a new theological situation. For a century, North African Christians of all persuasions had to define themselves not primarily against each other but against a different form of Trinitarian theology. The Arians emphasized the distinctness of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in a way that made the Son subordinate to the Father. In response, both catholic and Donatist theologians had to articulate more clearly their understanding of the equality and distinct personhood of all three persons of the Trinity.

When the Byzantine general Belisarius conquered the Vandal kingdom in 533 and restored North Africa to Roman rule, the region's Christians greeted the victory with relief and hope. Finally, they would be reunited with the wider catholic world. Finally, orthodox Christianity would again enjoy imperial support. But the Byzantine conquest brought its own complications.

​Byzantine Reconquest and the Imposition of Imperial Religion

The Byzantine reconquest of North Africa was accomplished with remarkable speed. Within a year, the Vandal kingdom had collapsed, and Emperor Justinian could claim to have restored Roman authority in the western Mediterranean. But military conquest was easier than religious reconstruction. The Byzantine authorities discovered a region whose Christianity had evolved in isolation for a century and whose Christian communities remained deeply divided.

Justinian's religious policy was clear: he wanted uniformity. The emperor saw himself as the defender and definer of orthodoxy, and he expected his reconquered territories to conform to the theological positions determined in Constantinople. This created immediate tensions with the African church, which had its own traditions and its own unresolved controversies.

The Donatists had hoped that Byzantine rule might be more sympathetic to their position than the late Roman emperors had been, but they were quickly disappointed. Justinian's laws against heresy and schism were vigorously enforced in North Africa. Donatist bishops were deposed, Donatist property was confiscated, and Donatist clergy who refused to join the catholic church faced exile or imprisonment. This was not a new policy, merely the resumption of one that had been interrupted by the Vandal conquest. But after a century during which neither catholic nor Donatist churches had enjoyed state support, the renewed persecution was deeply resented.

The catholic church also found Byzantine rule more complicated than anticipated. Justinian involved himself deeply in theological controversies, and his attempts to find compromise positions on Christological questions often created more problems than they solved. The Three Chapters controversy, which dominated the middle years of the sixth century, involved Justinian's condemnation of certain writings by theologians who were associated with Nestorianism, even though these writings had been accepted at the Council of Chalcedon. Many Western bishops, including some in North Africa, resisted what they saw as the emperor's improper interference in theological matters and his willingness to repudiate Chalcedon for political reasons.

Byzantine rule also brought increased taxation, military conscription, and administrative centralization. The Byzantine governors and generals who ruled North Africa were often Greek-speaking Easterners who had little understanding of local conditions or sympathy for local traditions. The great landowners and urban notables who had survived the Vandal century now found themselves subject to an imperial bureaucracy that was efficient, demanding, and distant.

The interior regions of North Africa proved particularly difficult for the Byzantines to control. The Berber tribes, which had maintained varying degrees of independence under both Roman and Vandal rule, resisted Byzantine authority. In some cases, they maintained or revived Donatist Christianity as a marker of their independence from Byzantine religious and political control. In other cases, they developed syncretic religious forms that combined Christian, traditional Berber, and even Arian elements.

By the early seventh century, Byzantine control of North Africa was limited primarily to the coastal cities and their immediate hinterlands. The interior was a patchwork of semi-independent Berber polities, some nominally Christian and others maintaining traditional religions. This political fragmentation would prove fatal when a new power emerged from the Arabian peninsula.

​The Islamic Conquest and the Retreat of Christianity

The Islamic conquest of North Africa, beginning with the initial Arab raids in the 640s and culminating in the complete subjugation of the Maghreb by the early eighth century, transformed the religious landscape more profoundly than any previous change. Christianity did not disappear immediately, but it entered a long, slow decline from which it would never recover.

The Byzantine exarchate of Carthage fell to the Arabs in 698 after decades of resistance. The fall of Carthage, the city that had been the center of African Christianity since the second century, was a psychological blow as much as a military one. With Carthage gone, there was no longer any major Christian power in North Africa. The churches of the interior found themselves isolated in an increasingly Islamic world.

The Islamic conquerors initially treated Christians as dhimmi, protected people of the book who were allowed to practice their religion in exchange for paying a special tax and accepting certain social and legal disabilities. This was a significant change from the previous situation, where Christianity had been the dominant religion even if different Christian groups competed with each other. Now Christians were a tolerated minority in an Islamic polity.

The effect on African Christianity was devastating. Without state support or legal equality, the churches struggled to maintain their institutions. Bishops could not easily travel to councils or maintain communication with other Christian communities. The financial burden of the jizya, the tax on non-Muslims, made it difficult for churches to support clergy or maintain buildings. Christian parents faced strong incentives to convert so that their children could have full participation in Islamic society.

More subtly, the theological sophistication of Islamic monotheism challenged Christianity in ways that earlier pagan or heretical rivals had not. Islam presented itself as a purified, rational monotheism that had superseded Christianity's supposedly corrupted message. The Islamic critique of the Trinity as a form of polytheism, and the charge that Christians had abandoned pure monotheism by worshiping three gods, put African Christians on the defensive.

Yet Christianity did not disappear quickly. In some areas, particularly in the more remote regions and in Egypt, Christian communities survived for centuries under Islamic rule. In North Africa proper, Christianity gradually faded through the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries. By the time Bishop Anthony of Tebessa began preaching his heresy in 980, North African Christianity was a shadow of its former self, limited primarily to isolated pockets in the coastal areas and in some interior regions where Byzantine or post-Byzantine political structures had maintained themselves.

​The Religious Landscape of the Tenth Century

To understand the world in which Anaftologism emerged, we must reconstruct the religious situation of North Africa around 950 to 980. This was a period of political fragmentation and religious confusion that created space for theological experimentation.

The Fatimid Caliphate, which had conquered much of North Africa in the early tenth century, was itself a heterodox Islamic movement. The Fatimids were Ismaili Shi'ites who rejected the Sunni Islam of the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad. They had established their capital at al-Mahdiyya on the Tunisian coast and claimed descent from the Prophet's daughter Fatima, asserting their right to lead the entire Islamic world. But Fatimid control was not complete. Regional powers, Berber tribes, and various local dynasties maintained varying degrees of independence.

The Christian communities that survived in this environment were diverse and often isolated from one another. Some maintained connections to the Byzantine Empire, whose western territories included Sicily and parts of southern Italy. These communities followed Byzantine liturgical practices and looked to Constantinople for theological guidance. Others maintained connections to Rome, though these were tenuous and irregular. The Papacy of the tenth century was itself in a period of weakness and corruption, the so-called saeculum obscurum when the office of pope was often controlled by competing Roman noble families.

Many Christian communities, however, had limited contact with either Rome or Constantinople. They maintained Christianity as they had received it, often in forms that had not changed significantly since the late Roman period. Their bishops, if they had bishops at all, were chosen locally without reference to any higher authority. Their liturgies preserved ancient forms that had long since been reformed elsewhere. Their theological understanding was based on what local clergy could remember and pass down, often without access to the Greek or Latin texts that defined orthodox Christianity.

This was the situation that made the emergence of a new heresy possible. In a region where ecclesiastical authority was weak, where communication with the major Christian centers was difficult, where the pressures of living under Islamic rule created the need for theological adaptations, a charismatic bishop with a new teaching could find an audience. The question was not whether there would be theological innovation in tenth-century North Africa, but what form that innovation would take and whether it would survive.

The Tarkhanid Empire, which would become the political patron of Anaftologism, emerged in this context of fragmentation. A Berber-Numidian power based in the interior, the Tarkhanids represented a resurgence of indigenous political organization that was neither fully Islamic nor fully integrated into the Fatimid sphere. When they conquered the Balearic Islands in 976 and established themselves as a maritime power, they demonstrated their ability to challenge the established order. When they adopted Anaftologism, they signaled their determination to chart their own religious course as well.

The centuries of North African Christian history that we have surveyed established several patterns that would shape the reception of Anthony of Tebessa's teaching. First, North African Christians had a long tradition of valuing local autonomy over universal conformity. From Tertullian's Montanism through the Donatist schism to the resistance against Byzantine theological impositions, African Christians had consistently insisted on their right to determine their own religious life. Second, African Christianity had always been comfortable with schism and division when unity seemed to require unacceptable compromise. The willingness to split the church rather than tolerate error or impurity was deeply ingrained. Third, there was a persistent ambiguity in African pneumatology, an uncertainty about the precise nature of the Holy Spirit's personhood and the way the Spirit related to the institutional church.

Anthony of Tebessa did not invent the idea that the Spirit might be understood as an impersonal force rather than a distinct person. He inherited centuries of theological development that had never quite resolved the question of how personal the Spirit really was. He inherited a church culture that valued purity and local authenticity over communion with distant authorities. He inherited a political situation where no major Christian power could effectively enforce orthodoxy. In this context, his denial of the personal character of the Holy Spirit was not a radical break with the past but a development of tendencies that had always been present in North African Christianity. The rebellious tradition had prepared the way for one more rebellion, one that would prove to be the last great heresy of the African church before its final disappearance under the rising tide of Islam.
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​Chapter Two: Theveste at the Crossroads – The World of Bishop Anthony
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The road from Carthage to Tebessa in the year 975 was not what it had been. Once, in the days when emperors ruled from Rome and the African provinces supplied grain to feed the eternal city, this route had been a major artery of commerce and administration. Imperial couriers had traveled it with messages from the proconsul, merchants had driven their wagons laden with olive oil and pottery toward the coast, and Christian pilgrims had made their way between the great episcopal sees that studded the landscape like jewels on a necklace. But five centuries of invasions, conquests, and the gradual dissolution of Roman infrastructure had reduced the road to little more than a track through increasingly dangerous territory.

A traveler making the journey in the late tenth century would have passed through a landscape of contrasts and contradictions. The coastal regions around Carthage itself, now called Tunis by its Islamic rulers, remained relatively prosperous under Fatimid administration. Here the Arabic language dominated commerce and government, mosques called the faithful to prayer five times daily, and the remnants of the Christian population lived as dhimmi under Islamic law. Moving inland, the traveler would have encountered a patchwork of jurisdictions and identities. Some areas were firmly under Fatimid control, garrisoned by troops loyal to the caliph in al-Mahdiyya. Others were ruled by local Berber chieftains who paid nominal allegiance to the Fatimids while pursuing their own interests. Still others had fallen into a kind of organized chaos, where competing warlords and tribal confederations struggled for control of trade routes and agricultural lands.

The farther one traveled from the coast, the more Christian settlements appeared. These were not the grand basilicas of the old Roman cities but modest stone churches, often built on the foundations of even older Christian structures, serving communities that clung tenaciously to the faith of their ancestors. By the time the traveler reached Tebessa, some two hundred miles from the coast, he would have entered a world where Christianity remained the dominant religion, where bishops still exercised real authority, and where the memory of Roman greatness had not yet faded entirely into legend.

Tebessa stood at a geographical and cultural crossroads. The ancient Romans had known it as Theveste, and they had recognized its strategic importance immediately. The city commanded the routes between the coastal plains and the high plateau of the interior. It controlled access to the mountain passes that led into the desert regions beyond. It sat astride the roads that connected the eastern and western portions of the Maghreb. For these reasons, Theveste had been a major military base in the Roman period, home to the Third Augustan Legion and later to various frontier garrisons that defended the province against raids from the southern desert.

The city's Christian history was equally distinguished. According to local tradition, Christianity had arrived in Theveste in the second century, brought by merchants and soldiers from the coastal cities. By the fourth century, Theveste had its own bishop, and the city had produced several notable martyrs during the persecutions. The basilica of Saint Crispina, a local martyr who had been executed in 304 for refusing to sacrifice to the pagan gods, remained one of the city's most important religious sites. During the Donatist controversy, Theveste had been a stronghold of the schismatics, its bishop presiding over a community that insisted on rebaptizing any Catholics who sought admission to the true church.

The subsequent centuries had been difficult for Theveste. The Vandal conquest had brought destruction and displacement. The Byzantine reconquest had imposed new authorities and new taxes. The Islamic invasions had severed the city's connections to the wider Mediterranean world. By the mid-tenth century, Theveste, now increasingly called by its Berber name Tebessa, was a city that remembered its past glory without quite knowing how to reclaim it.

​The Physical City

To understand Bishop Anthony and the world that shaped him, we must first grasp the physical environment of tenth-century Tebessa. The city remained within the circuit of its old Roman walls, though these had been repaired and modified many times over the centuries. Where Roman engineers had built with carefully fitted stone blocks and had adorned gateways with imperial inscriptions, later builders had used whatever materials came to hand, creating a patchwork that told the story of decline and resilience in equal measure.

The central forum of the Roman city had long since been transformed. What had been the administrative and commercial heart of a prosperous provincial city was now an irregular marketplace where Berber merchants sold grain and livestock, where craftsmen worked metal and leather, and where the various populations of the region mingled on market days. The old Roman temples had been destroyed centuries earlier, some replaced by churches during the Christian triumph of the fourth century, others simply allowed to fall into ruin. The great basilica that served as the episcopal church occupied what had once been a civic building, its Christian mosaics laid over pagan foundations in a palimpsest of religious change.

The population of Tebessa in the late tenth century was perhaps five thousand souls, a fraction of what it had been in the Roman heyday but still substantial for a frontier city. The majority were Berbers who spoke the Tamazight language among themselves while using a debased form of Latin for commerce and administration. There was a smaller Arabic-speaking population, mostly merchants and officials connected to the Fatimid administration, though Fatimid control over Tebessa was tenuous at best. A handful of families claimed descent from the old Roman settler population and cultivated whatever Latin learning survived in the region.

The city's economy depended on agriculture and trade. The surrounding countryside, when well-watered and properly managed, was capable of producing substantial quantities of grain, olives, and livestock. Trade routes connected Tebessa to both the Mediterranean coast and to the caravan routes that stretched south into the Sahara. Gold, salt, and slaves moved along these routes, creating opportunities for profit even in an age of political instability. Control of this trade was one of the keys to power in the region, and successive rulers had learned that whoever controlled Tebessa controlled access to valuable markets.

​The Christian Community

The Christian community that Bishop Anthony led in the late tenth century was both proud and precarious. Proud because they maintained the faith that had been planted in their city eight centuries earlier, proud because they could trace their episcopal succession back through generations of bishops who had held firm through persecution and heresy. Precarious because they were increasingly isolated from the wider Christian world, because they faced constant pressure from the surrounding Islamic civilization, and because they lacked the resources and political support that had sustained Christianity in earlier ages.

The episcopal see of Tebessa had survived when many others had disappeared. While the great see of Carthage had been effectively extinguished by the Islamic conquest, while many of the coastal cities had lost their bishops and their Christian populations, Tebessa had maintained institutional continuity. This was partly a matter of geography, since the city's inland location had made it less attractive to Islamic settlers and had allowed the Christian population to remain numerically dominant. It was also a matter of tenacity, the same quality that had made the Donatists of old Theveste so difficult to suppress.

The bishop's residence occupied a complex of buildings adjacent to the main basilica. Here were the offices where the bishop managed church property, adjudicated disputes within the Christian community, and maintained what records survived from earlier generations. Here was the scriptorium where manuscripts were copied, a task that became increasingly difficult as trained scribes became rarer and the supply of parchment more uncertain. Here was the school where young men were trained for the priesthood, learning what Latin they could and receiving instruction in the basics of Christian theology.

The Christian community maintained several churches within the city walls and others in the surrounding countryside. The liturgy celebrated in these churches followed ancient North African patterns that had changed little since the fifth or sixth century. The congregation stood rather than kneeling, reflecting older customs. The prayers were in Latin, though many of the faithful understood only fragmentary portions of the ancient language. The calendar of saints was distinctly African, commemorating martyrs and confessors whose names would have been unknown in Rome or Constantinople.

The relationship between the Christian community and the wider population of Tebessa was complex. Christians and Muslims lived alongside one another, conducted business together, and sometimes intermarried despite religious prohibitions. Yet there were also clear boundaries. Christians could not hold certain public offices, could not testify against Muslims in legal proceedings, and were expected to show public deference to Islamic authority. The jizya, the tax levied on non-Muslims, was a constant financial burden that made it difficult for the church to accumulate wealth or invest in new construction.

More subtly, the presence of a sophisticated and confident Islamic civilization put psychological pressure on the Christian community. Islam presented itself as the final revelation, the purification and completion of the earlier monotheistic traditions. Muslims had their own scriptures, their own learned scholars, their own answers to the fundamental questions of human existence. For Christians living in close proximity to this rival faith, maintaining confidence in their own tradition required constant effort and often led to a defensive posture that was not conducive to theological creativity.

​Anthony Before the Episcopate

We know frustratingly little about Anthony of Tebessa before he became bishop. Unlike the great theologians of earlier centuries who left extensive writings and whose lives were chronicled by admiring disciples, Anthony comes down to us primarily through the hostile accounts of his opponents and through a few fragmentary references in the chronicles of the period. We must reconstruct his biography from hints and implications, from the general patterns of episcopal careers in this period, and from what we know about the challenges facing Christian leaders in tenth-century North Africa.

Anthony was probably born around 930 or 935, which would have made him roughly fifty years old when he began actively promoting his distinctive pneumatology in 980. His name suggests a family with some degree of Romanization and Christian commitment. Anthony, or Antonius in Latin, was a name with strong Christian associations, calling to mind Saint Anthony of Egypt, the great father of monasticism. That his parents chose this name indicates they were serious about their faith and had sufficient education to be aware of the hagiographical traditions.

The most likely scenario is that Anthony came from one of the more substantial families of Tebessa, people who owned land in the surrounding countryside and who had maintained their social position through the various political upheavals of previous centuries. These were the families who provided leadership for the Christian community, who could afford to educate their sons, and from whose ranks bishops were typically chosen. A young man of promise from such a family would have been directed toward an ecclesiastical career from an early age.

Anthony's education would have centered on the episcopal school in Tebessa. Here he would have learned to read and write Latin, though the Latin taught in tenth-century North Africa was far removed from the classical tongue of Cicero or even from the ecclesiastical Latin of Jerome and Augustine. The curriculum would have focused on scriptural knowledge, basic theology drawn from simplified versions of patristic texts, and the practical skills needed for church administration. The intellectual resources available would have been limited. Many of the great theological works that defined orthodox Christianity existed, if they existed at all in Tebessa, only as fragmentary copies or as simplified summaries. The ecumenical councils, whose precise definitions were supposed to be binding on all Christians, were known primarily through brief credal formulations rather than through the actual texts of the conciliar debates.

This limited access to the broader theological tradition would prove crucial for understanding Anthony's later development. A student in Constantinople or even in Rome would have been immersed in the elaborate Trinitarian theology developed by the Greek and Latin fathers. He would have studied the sophisticated philosophical vocabulary used to distinguish between ousia and hypostasis, substantia and persona. He would have been taught why earlier formulations had been rejected as inadequate and how the church had arrived at its current understanding. Anthony, by contrast, would have learned theology primarily through the creed recited at Mass, through simplified catechetical instruction, and through whatever limited library was available in Tebessa.

As a young cleric, Anthony would have assisted in the liturgy, visited the sick, and helped manage church property. He would have witnessed the daily challenges facing the Christian community, the constant negotiation with Islamic authorities, the struggle to maintain buildings and support clergy on limited resources. He would have seen fellow Christians convert to Islam for social or economic advantages. He would have dealt with the frustrations of trying to maintain ancient traditions without clear guidance from any higher ecclesiastical authority.

At some point, probably in the 960s or early 970s, Anthony was chosen to succeed the previous bishop of Tebessa. The process by which bishops were selected in this period varied considerably depending on local custom and political circumstances. In theory, the clergy and people of a diocese were supposed to elect their bishop, subject to the approval of neighboring bishops and, ultimately, of the appropriate patriarch or pope. In practice, tenth-century Tebessa was too isolated for such oversight to be meaningful. The local Christian community would have chosen someone they trusted, someone from a respected family who had demonstrated administrative competence and spiritual commitment.

​The Intellectual World of Tenth-Century Numidia

To understand how Anthony developed his distinctive theology, we must understand the intellectual resources available to a Christian thinker in tenth-century Numidia and the particular challenges this environment presented. The great libraries and schools of antiquity had long since vanished from North Africa. The sophisticated theological debates that occupied Greek Christianity in Constantinople or the subtle developments in canon law that engaged Western Christianity in Rome were largely unknown in the interior regions of the Maghreb.

What Anthony had access to was a selective and simplified version of the Christian tradition. The Bible, or at least substantial portions of it, was available in Latin, though the text had been corrupted through centuries of copying by scribes of varying competence. The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed was known and recited in the liturgy, providing a basic Trinitarian framework. Some simplified summaries of patristic theology circulated, often in the form of florilegia, collections of quotations from the fathers organized by topic. A few complete works might have survived, particularly texts by Augustine, whose North African origin made his writings more likely to be preserved in the region.

But much was missing. Anthony almost certainly did not have access to the detailed proceedings of the ecumenical councils. He probably had not read the sophisticated pneumatological treatises of Basil of Caesarea or Gregory of Nazianzus, the fourth-century theologians who had done the most to develop the orthodox understanding of the Holy Spirit's personhood. He may not have known about the various condemned heresies whose errors the councils had been careful to avoid. His theological formation was necessarily based on a fragmentary and incomplete tradition.

This situation was not unique to Tebessa. Throughout the Christian world in regions distant from the major centers of learning, clergy worked with limited libraries and limited access to the broader theological conversation. What made Tebessa's situation particularly acute was its isolation not just from the major centers of Christianity but from any significant Christian community. A bishop in Ireland or in the Caucasus might be geographically distant from Rome or Constantinople, but he could at least correspond with neighboring bishops, attend occasional synods, and maintain some connection to the wider church. Anthony of Tebessa had no such resources. The nearest Christian communities of any size were on the coast, themselves struggling to survive and ill-equipped to provide theological guidance.

In this environment, theological questions had to be answered based on whatever resources were at hand. When Anthony pondered the nature of the Holy Spirit, he could draw on the creed, on biblical passages, on whatever patristic texts he could access, and on his own reasoning. What he could not do was check his conclusions against the full weight of the tradition or submit them to the scrutiny of theologians trained in the major centers of Christian learning.

The practical challenges of tenth-century episcopal leadership would have shaped Anthony's theological concerns in important ways. He was responsible for a community living under Islamic rule, constantly negotiating the terms of Christian existence in a society that regarded Islam as the superior faith. He had to explain to his flock why they should remain Christian when conversion to Islam offered clear social and economic advantages. He had to maintain the morale of a community that could see its numbers slowly dwindling through conversion and emigration.

In this context, the complex Trinitarian theology of the ecumenical councils might have seemed more like a liability than an asset. When Muslims challenged Christians to explain how they could claim to be monotheists while worshiping three gods, the orthodox doctrine of three persons in one substance required sophisticated philosophical explanation. The Holy Spirit, in particular, was difficult to explain. The Father could be understood as the ultimate source of divinity. The Son could be explained through the incarnation and the gospel narratives. But the Holy Spirit, who had no human form and whose biblical description was often metaphorical, was harder to grasp.

The everyday religious life of Anthony's community would have reinforced certain ways of thinking about the Spirit. In popular piety, the Spirit was often understood primarily in functional terms, as the power that enabled miracles, the force that inspired prophecy, the divine energy that sanctified the sacraments. While sophisticated theology distinguished carefully between the Spirit as a person and the Spirit's activities, this distinction was not always clear in preaching or devotional practice. Christians prayed to the Father and the Son but often spoke of being filled with the Spirit or empowered by the Spirit, language that suggested an impersonal force rather than a personal being.

The legacy of North African theological controversies would also have influenced Anthony's thinking. As we saw in the previous chapter, African Christianity had always been somewhat ambiguous about the precise nature of the Spirit's personhood. Tertullian had developed crucial Trinitarian vocabulary but had also been attracted to Montanism, with its emphasis on the Spirit as a source of ongoing revelation. Cyprian had tied the Spirit's presence to the institutional church in ways that suggested the Spirit's activity was conditional and localized. The Donatists had argued that the Spirit was present in their communities but absent from the catholic church. None of these positions explicitly denied the Spirit's personhood, but they all understood the Spirit primarily in terms of power and presence rather than in terms of personal relationship.

​The Emergence of Anaftological Thought

We cannot pinpoint the exact moment when Anthony began to develop the theological position that would later be condemned as the Anaftological heresy. Theological innovation is rarely a sudden event but rather a gradual process of questioning, reflection, and reformulation. What we can say is that by the late 970s, Anthony was teaching a pneumatology that departed significantly from the orthodox position of the ecumenical councils.

The core of Anthony's position was deceptively simple. He argued that the Holy Spirit was not a distinct person within the Trinity but rather the divine power or energy through which God acted in the world and in the church. The Spirit was the force that had inspired the prophets, the power that had descended at Pentecost, the energy that sanctified the sacraments and animated the Christian community. But this force was not itself a person capable of the kind of relationships that characterized the Father and the Son. It was, in Anthony's formulation, the active presence of the divine substance rather than a third hypostasis.
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