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SERMO: REOPENING THE CONVERSATION ON
TRANSLATING JN 1,1

BY

MARJORIE O’ROURKE BOYLE

In the beginning was the conversation, not the word.

From Tertullian to Théodore de Béze extends a tradition of translating
Ab6yog in Jn 1,1 as sermo, a tradition now forgotten even by curators of
antique words. Only when Erasmus restored the variant in his second
edition of the New Testament (1519), and defended it with a battery of
philological and patristic arguments, did the translation incite public
debate.! With the Tridentine sanction of the Vulgate’s verbum, however,
the impetus for the tradition of sermo ceased. And although, fortified by
Calvin’s commentary on John, Béze translated A6yog as sermo in his NT
editions,? the proliferation of vernacular Bibles among Protestants soon
submerged the philological and theological issue.

It deserves to be revived for scholarly examination. Sermo is the most
ancient extant Latin translation for Adyog in the Johannine prologue. It
conserves faith’s witness to Christ the eloquent discourse of God, a
witness historically diminished by the truth which the translation verbum
served. And for contemporary philosophies and scientific linguistics
which recognize meaning in the sentence, not the word, it may make better
sense than a theology of the word.

Tertullian and Cyprian quote sermo in every citation of the opening
verses of the Johannine prologue. In addition to eight quotations,? there

1 Erasmus, Annotationes in evangelium Joannis in Opera omnia 6 (Leiden 1703—

1706) 335A~-337C; Apologia de “In principio erat sermo”, LB 9, 111B-122F. The Leiden
edition is abbreviated LB. “Sermo”, the first chapter of my book Erasmus on Theological
Method (Toronto in press) is entirely devoted to documentation and analysis of this.
I thank the University of Toronto Press for permission to rework this here.

2 Biblia sacra; sive, Testamentum vetus ab Im. Tremellio et Fr. Junio ex Hebraeo
Latine redditum, et Testamentdi novum a Theod. Beza & Graeco in Latinii ver$
(London 1656). See Calvin, In evangelium Joannis, 1,1, in: Opera quae supersunt omnia
47 (Brunsvigiae 1863).

3 Tertullian, Adv. Herm. 20,4; Adv. Prax. 7,8; 8,4; 12,6; 13,3; 16,1; 19,6; 21,1.
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is Tertullian’s valuable, impartial testimony in Adversus Praxean that the
custom of Latin Christians was to read|In principio erat sermo, although
he preferred ratio to sermo.* Cyprian ‘twice quotes Jn 1,1 in Adversus
Iudaeos ad Quirinum as In principio fuit sermo, et sermo erat apud Deum,
et Deus erat sermo.® He also interprets sermo as Christ in three psalm
verses and a passage from the Book of Revelation.® Cyprian is acknowl-
edged a superior source of the Old Latin Bible because of his antiquity
and because he repeats almost one-ninth of the New Testament. But
if the modern theory of dual North African and European sources for
the Old Latin Bible? is correct, then sermo in Tertullian and Cyprian
may only demonstrate the former tradition. No European patristic
writings in Latin contemporaneous with Tertullian survive for comparison.
Sermo remains then the earliest extant Latin translation of Adyog in
Jn 1,1 and on Tertullian’s word the reading commonly circulated.
Verbum first occurs as a translation for Adyog in Jn 1,1 in Novatian’s
tract on the Trinity, but he reports sermo also.® After Novatian this
ambivalence about sermo and verbum disappears until Augustine revives
it. Hilary nine times cites the opening verses of the Johannine prologue
and in every instance AOyog is translated as verbum.® By the fourth
century verbum is universally preferred in the West. Eusebius Vercellensis’
treatise on the Trinity quotes verbum in every citation of the prologue.®
His evidence is important, not only because he may have transmitted the
oldest European version of the Gospels, preserved in the codex Vercellensis
(a),"* but because he prefixes his citations of the verse with the explicit
phrase “as it is written”. Isaac Judaeus, in his exposition on the catholic
faith at about the same time, also quotes verbum in the prologue, preceded
by “thus it is said”.}2 Zeno Veronensis reports verbum ;3 so does Maximus

Tert. Adv. Prax. 5,3.

Cyprian, Adv. Iud. 2,3; 2,6.
Cypr. Adv. Iud. 2,3,
For a complete list of Old Latin Bible MSS. see Vetus Latina, ed. Bonifatius
Fischer, 1, Verzeichnis der Sigel (Freiburg 1949).

8 Novatian, De trin. 13,1; 15,6; 21,3; 30,16,

® Hilary, De trin. 1,10; 2,12; 2,23; 12,9; 12,56; De Syn. 24; 29; 69; Tract. in Ps.
122,7.

1* Eusebius Vercellensis, De trin. 3,46; 5,20; 5,22.
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_,,{_" 11 Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testament (Oxford 21968) 73.
12

Isaac Judaeus, Exp. fid. cath., CC, ser. lat., 9,347,
13 Zeno Veronensis, Tract. 2,8; 2,3.
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