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SERMO; REOPENING THE CONVERSATION ON
TRANSLATING JN 1,1

BI

MARJORIE O'ROURKE BOYLE

In the beginning was the conversation, not the word.
From Tertullian to Th6odore de Bdze extends a tradition of translating

l,6yo6 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.l With the Tridentine sanction of the Vulgate's yerbum, however,
the impetus for the tradition of sermo ceased. And although, fortified by
Calvin's commentary on John, Bdze translated )r.6yo6 as sermo in his NT
editions,z 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 l,6yoq 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,s there

r Erasmus, Annotationes in evangelium Joannis in Opera omnia 6 (kiden 1703-
l70O 335A-337C; Apologia de "In principio erat sermo', LB 9, lllB-122E. 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 Uuiversity of Toronto Press for permission to rework this here.I Biblia sacra; sive, Testamentum vetus ab Im. Tremellio et Ft. Junio ex Hebraeo
Latine redditum, et Testamentt novum a Theod. Beza d Graeco in Latint ver3
(London 1650. See Calvin, In evangelium foannis,l,l, in: Opera quae supersunt omnia
47 @runsvigiae 1863).8 Tertullian, Adv. Herm.?fi,4; Adv. Prax,7,8;8,4:12,6;13,3; 16,1 ;19,6;21,1. fa
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is Tertullian's valuable, impartial testimgnpid Adversus Praxean that the

custom of Latin Christians was to rcad\In principio erat sermo, although
he preferred ratio to sermo.a Cyprian\wice quotes Jn l,l in Adversus

Iudaeos ad Quirinum as In principio fuit sermo, et sermo erat apud Deum,

et Deus erat sermo.s He also interprets sermo as Christ in three psalm

verses and a passage from the Book of Revelation.G 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 l"6yoq in
Jn 1,1 and on Tertullian's word the reading commonly circulated.

Verbum first occurs as a translation for 1"6yog in Jn 1,1 in Novatian's
tract on the Trinity, but he reports sermo also.8 After Novatian this
ambivalence about sermo and verbum disappears until Auggsline revives
it. gltu,Ly nine times cites the opening verses of the Johannine prologue
and in every instance l,oyog is translated as verbum.s 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.l0
His evidence is important, not only because he may have transmitted the
oldest European version of the Gospels, preserved in the codex Vercellensis
(a),rl but because he prefixes his citations of the verse with the explicit
phrase 'oas it is written". Isaac Judaeus, in his exposition on the gg4glit
faith at about the same time, also quotes verbuminthe prologue, preceded
by "thus it is said".rz Zeno Veronensis reports verbum;13 so does Maximus
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bo' a Tert. Adv. Prax.5,3.6 Cyprian, Adv. Iud.2,3;2,6.o Cypr. Adv. lud.2,3.? For a complete list of Old Latin Bible MSS. see Vetus Latina, ed. Bonifatius
Fischer, l, Verzeiclnis der Sigel (Freiburg 1949).8 Novatian, De trin.l3,1; 15,6; 21,3; 30,16.e Hilary, De trin,l,l0;2,12;2,23; 12,9; 12,56; De Syn, 24;29; 69i Tract. in ps.
122,7.

ro Eusebius Vercellensis, De trin.3,46; 5,?.O: 5,22.

r,fl-1; " Bruce Metzger, The Text of the New Testamenr (Oxford ,1968) 23.t - rs Isaac Judaeus, Exp. fid. cath., CC, ser. 1at.,9,347.
13 Zeno Veronensis, Tract. 2,8; 2,3.
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of Turin.la The authoritative Ambrose crtes'verbumin eighteen quotations

of the prologue, attributed twice as "I read" and "he read".l5
Meanwhile, how did the churches in Africa read the verse? Lactantius

quotes verbum as the translation for l,6yoq in Jn l,l, but in the context
of his demonstration that l,61oq means sermo or ratio.r& Arnobius does

not record the verse,u while Marius Victorinus preserves the Greek l.6yoq

throughout his Latin hymns on the Trinity.ls
The tradition of sermo as a translation for l,61oq in Jn l,l surfaces

againwith Augustine's stttement of two manuscript tradi$JrJrs, one which

_tgnscribed sermo attd the othpr, verbuln. Exegeting Jn 17,18, he explains

that the Greek gospel has l,6yoq, which word also occurs in Jn l,l. While
the Greek always has l,6yog, he continues, llre Latin co4i.c

vefuu-ae:glro. While some versions have In principio erat verbum

and Verbum tuum veritas esf, others have In principio g-Ig!^[gIWg. and
Sermo tuus veritas esf. Both mean God's Word, his only-begotten,
Augustine decides.re O,.thgr p4sqqqq in Arlguqtine aFFlies .rprrna

^ 
to 9htt_rt in the ggqpetg hg_pT!rysrgg,g il_qlg _l3ttlirtsl_iteratnre,=IFbstantiate 

his tnqwledge_gfugn q_Qta Cbrlslfat!rygqla!_b_g.f_oI l6y,sS.39
; 

""tt"r "f 
N"rth Africa, Augustine may have been privifegeO io codices

of a regional tradition.
Perhaps Jerome was orant of sermo as a traditional tra

)',6yoq in Jn 1,1. Without leaving an explanation,zl he chose verbum, a

decision which astonished Erasmus.22 \

Although the Fathers sometimes used the words interchangeably,
sermo and verbum are not synonymous. They may even be regarded as

antonyms. Verbum may be argued a grammaticallv inacpurate, at least

llappropriate, ! A0y_qq!rrJu*l,l_
Among its denotations l,61oq means speech: a continuous statement,

narrative, oration; verbal expression or utterance; a particular utterance

14 Maximus Taurinensis, Sermo 39a extr.3; Sermo 51,2; Sermo 64,2; Sermo llD
exff.2.

r5 Ambrose, Hex. 1,5i De par.5; De Is.5; De interp,l,9;4,4; Exp. Ps.117,14,23:
Defidel,8;1,19;2,2;5,li5,9iDespir.sanc.1,l1;1,15; Epist.ll;Tract.inevang.Lac.
1,3;2,40; l0,ll8.

10 Lactantius, De Yera Sap. et Re|.,4,8-9.
r7 Arnobius, Adv. nat.
18 Marius Victorinus, De tin, hym.,PL 8, l14l ; ll42;1141.
re Augustine, In loan. evang. tract,108.
80 Aug. In loan. evang. tract.54; Enn. in Ps.147,22.
2r Cf. Jerome, Hom. in loann. evang., PLS 2, 183-188.
22 Erasmus, Apologia de "In principio erat sermo", LB 9, I l3E.












