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St. Jerome, Latin in full Eusebius
Hieronymus, pseudonym Sophronius,
(born c. 347, Stridon, Dalmatia—died
419/420, Bethlehem, Palestine; feast day
September 30), biblical translator and
monastic leader, traditionally regarded as the
most learned of the Latin Fathers. He lived for
a time as a hermit, became a priest, served as
secretary to Pope Damasus I, and about 389
established a monastery at Bethlehem. His
numerous biblical, ascetical, monastic, and
theological works profoundly influenced the
early Middle Ages. He is known particularly
for his Latin translation of the Bible, the
Vulgate, and is considered a doctor of the
church.

Life
Jerome was born of well-to-do Christian parents at Stridon, probably near the
modern Ljubljana, Slovenia. His education, begun at home, was continued in Rome
when he was about 12. There he studied grammar, rhetoric, and philosophy. A
serious scholar enamoured of Latin literature, he frequented the catacombs and
near the end of his Roman education was baptized (c. 366), probably by Pope
Liberius.

He spent the next 20 years in travel and impermanent residences. At Treveris (later
Trier), he was profoundly attracted to monasticism. Possibly as early as 369 he was
back in the vicinity of Stridon. In Aquileia (Italy) he was linked with an ascetic elite
—including Tyrannius Rufinus, a writer and scholar, who translated the 3rd-century
Alexandrian theologian Origen—grouped around Bishop Valerianus. When the
group disbanded (c. 373), Jerome decided to go on a trip through the East. On
reaching Antioch in 374, fatigued by travel and by inner conflict, he rested as a guest
of the priest Evagrius of Antioch and there may have composed his earliest known
work, De septies percussa (“Concerning Seven Beatings”). There also, in mid-Lent
375, during a near-fatal illness, he had a celebrated dream. In that dream, in which
he was dragged before a tribunal of the Lord, he was accused of being a Ciceronian—
a follower of the 1st-century-BCE Roman philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero—rather
than a Christian, and he was severely lashed; he vowed never again to read or
possess pagan literature.
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Long afterward, in controversy with Rufinus, Jerome minimized the dream’s
importance, but for years it prevented him from reading the classics for pleasure,
and at the time it was the cause of a genuine spiritual crisis. One result of the dream
was his first exegetical (critical interpretive) work, an allegorical commentary on the
biblical book Obadiah, which he disowned 21 years later as a youthful production of
fervent ignorance.

In 375 Jerome began a two-year search for inner peace as a hermit in the desert of
Chalcis. The experience was not altogether successful. A novice in spiritual life, he
had no expert guide, and, speaking only Latin, he was confronted with Syriac and
Greek. Lonely, he begged for letters, and he found desert food a penance, yet he
claimed that he was genuinely happy. His response to temptation was incessant
prayer and fasting. He learned Hebrew from a Jewish convert, studied Greek, had
manuscripts copied for his library and his friends, and carried on a brisk
correspondence.

The crisis arrived when Chalcis became involved with ecclesiastical and theological
controversies centring on episcopal succession and Trinitarian (on the nature of the
relationship of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) and Christological (on the nature of
Christ) disputes. Suspected of harbouring heretical views (i.e., Sabellianism, which
emphasized God’s unity at the expense of the distinct persons), Jerome insisted that
the answer to ecclesiastical and theological problems resided in oneness with the
Roman bishop. Pope Damasus I did not respond, and Jerome quit the desert for
Antioch.

In Antioch his host, Evagrius, won Jerome over to the party of Bishop Paulinus, who
was opposed by St. Basil, the great orthodox bishop of Caesarea and one of the three
Cappadocian Fathers—the others being St. Gregory of Nazianzus and St. Gregory of
Nyssa. Recognizing his importance—since Jerome was by now known as a scholar
and a monastic figure of significance—Paulinus decided to ordain him. Jerome
accepted (378) on two conditions: that his monastic aspirations would not be
prejudiced and that priestly functions would not be forced on him. He attended the
exegetical lectures of Apollinaris of Laodicea and visited the Nazarenes (Jewish
Christians) of Beroea to examine their copy of a Hebrew gospel purporting to be the
original Gospel of Matthew.

Jerome spent almost three years (379–382) continuing his pursuit of scriptural
studies. An enthusiastic disciple of St. Gregory of Nazianzus, Jerome also came to
know St. Gregory of Nyssa and the theologian Amphilochius of Iconium at the
Council of Constantinople (381). Under such influences he improved his knowledge
of Greek and developed an admiration for Origen’s exegesis. He translated 14 of
Origen’s homilies (sermons) on Old Testament books into Latin. Here too he
translated the church historian Eusebius’s Chronicon (Chronicles) and continued it
to the year 378.

But the most decisive influence on Jerome’s later life was his return to Rome (382–
385) as secretary to Pope Damasus I. There he pursued his scholarly work on the
Bible and propagated the ascetic life. On Damasus’s urging he wrote some short
exegetical tracts and translated two sermons of Origen on the Song of Solomon.
More importantly, he revised the Old Latin version of the Gospels on the basis of the
best Greek manuscripts at his command and made his first, somewhat unsuccessful,
revision of the Old Latin Psalter based on a few Septuagint (Greek translation of the
Old Testament) manuscripts. He held classes for a monastic-minded circle of noble
Roman widows and virgins (e.g., Marcella, Paula, and her daughters Blesilla and
Eustochium). He taught them the Hebrew text of the Psalms, orally and in letters,
he answered their biblical problems, and he was their master in spirituality as well.
Under these conditions, he wrote a defense of the perpetual virginity of Mary, Jesus’
mother (383), and attacked the view of those who espoused the equality of virginity
and marriage. But his preaching in support of the monastic life and his relationship
with the ascetic coterie, his castigation of Roman clergy, lax monks, and hypocritical
virgins, and his correction of the Gospel text provoked such a storm of criticism and
calumny, especially after Damasus’s death, in December 384, that in August 385 he
left “Babylon” (Rome) in bitter indignation and made his way to the Holy Land.

In company with virgins led by Paula, Jerome made a religious and archaeological
pilgrimage through all of Palestine and to the monastic centres of Egypt; he spent
almost a month with the famed exegete Didymus the Blind in Alexandria.

The summer of 386 found him settled in Bethlehem. There, by 389, Paula finished a
monastery for men under Jerome’s direction, three cloisters for women (forming
one convent) under her own supervision, and a hostel for pilgrims. Here Jerome
lived, except for brief journeys, until his death.

Major literary works of St. Jerome
The literary legacy of Jerome’s last 34 years (in Palestine) is the outgrowth of
contemporary controversies, Jerome’s passion for Scripture, and his involvement in
monastic life. The controversies were varied. An anti-Origen movement in the east,
fanned by the antiheretical bishop Epiphanius, turned Jerome not only against the
views of Origen—whose 39 sermons on Luke he had translated c. 389–392—but
against his friends Bishop John of Jerusalem and Rufinus. His petulance in early
correspondence with St. Augustine, stemming from the African’s strictures on
Jerome’s biblical efforts, imperilled their mutual respect. His catalog of Christian
authors, De viris illustribus (“Concerning Illustrious Men”), was written in 392/393
to counter pagan pride in pagan culture. Against the monk Jovinian, who asserted
the equality of virginity and marriage, he wrote a polemical diatribe Adversus
Jovinianum (393) that was frequently brilliant but needlessly crude, excessively
influenced by the 2nd- and 3rd-century theologian Tertullian, whose writings were
at times unnecessarily harsh toward marriage. Against the priest Vigilantius,
Jerome dictated in one night a defense of monasticism, clerical celibacy, and certain
practices connected with the cult of martyrs (Contra Vigilantium, 406). The
Pelagian problem—named for the heretical British monk Pelagius, who minimized
the role of divine grace in salvation—was transplanted to Palestine from Rome with
the personal appearance of the author of this heresy, and it called forth Jerome’s
finest controversial work, Dialogi contra Pelagianos (three books, 415), in which his
use of fictitious interlocutors makes his arguments uncommonly impersonal.

Barbari, Jacopo de': Saint Jerome
Saint Jerome, engraving by Jacopo de' Barbari, 1501/1504; in the collection of the National Gallery of
Art, Washington, D.C.
Image: Courtesy National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (Ailsa Mellon Bruce Fund;1989.18.1)

Jerome’s biblical production in Bethlehem includes two introductory works helpful
to biblical scholars: Liber locorum (“Book of Places”), a useful translation and
adaptation of Eusebius’s work on Palestinian place-names; and Liber
interpretationis Hebraicorum nominum (“Book of Interpretation of Hebrew
Names”), an alphabetical list, with quite fanciful etymologies or origins, of Hebrew
proper names in the Bible. Continuing his revision of the Old Latin version of the
Septuagint based on Origen’s Hexapla (an edition with the Hebrew text in Hebrew
and Greek characters, and four different Greek versions arranged in six parallel
columns), he revised Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, the Song of Solomon, Chronicles, and
Job, and to his Roman revision of the Psalms he added Origen’s diacritical notes.
Between 391 and 406 he produced a Latin translation of the Old Testament on the
basis of the original text, a remarkable effort considering the slender instruments at
his disposal and the opposition his project provoked. Jerome’s Bethlehem
commentaries suffer at times from hasty composition, excessive dependence on his
predecessors, and a predilection for allegorical interpretation. The Liber
Hebraicarum quaestionum in Genesim (“Book of Hebrew Questions on Genesis”)
gives an important place to geography, etymology, and Rabbinic tradition
(postbiblical Jewish scholarly views). He wrote short glosses (interpretations) on the
Psalter and more scientific explanations of Psalms 10–16. His commentary on
Ecclesiastes (c. 387) is a milestone in exegesis because it is the first original Latin
commentary that takes advantage of the Hebrew text. Perhaps Jerome’s best
commentaries are on the minor and major prophets of the Old Testament. As for the
New Testament, he explained Matthew, accenting the literal sense; he interpreted
four of the Apostle Paul’s letters (Philemon, Galatians, Ephesians, Titus), with the
stress on the allegorical interpretation; he recast the chiliastic commentary (on the
view that Christ would return again and his followers would reign for 1,000 years) of
Bishop Victorinus of Pettau (Austria), a Latin exegete martyred circa 304, on the
Revelation to John. Many of his letters are tracts on exegetical problems, and he
wrote homilies to monks under his direction on texts of Scripture.
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Jerome’s ascetical interests at Bethlehem are mirrored not only in his controversies
but in his life of Malchus, the monk captured by Bedouins; a biography of Hilarion,
with its miracles and journeyings; a translation of Coptic ascetical works (e.g., the
Rule of Pachomius); homilies to monks; and a significant segment of his
correspondence.

Influence
Jerome is remembered for his extensive erudition, especially his understanding of
the classics, the Bible, and Christian tradition. In the art of the Renaissance he was
frequently (and anachronistically) depicted dressed in the robes of a cardinal, a
reflection of his stature as a model humanist. He was a learned scholar rather than a
deep thinker, a sound traditionalist and not a speculative theologian, more
competent as editor than as exegete. His career was a turbulent combination of
scholarship and asceticism, and his correspondence is an exciting source for the
historian, Scripture student, and theologian. His influence has been far-reaching
and profound, on the early Middle Ages in particular: primarily through the Vulgate
(the Latin version that he had translated), but importantly also through his work as
an exegete and humanist and because he transmitted much of Greek thought to the
West.

Walter John Burghardt
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religion, human beings’ relation to that
which they regard as holy, sacred, absolute,
spiritual, divine, or worthy of especial
reverence. It is also commonly regarded as
consisting of the way people deal with
ultimate concerns about their lives and their
fate after death. In many traditions, this
relation and these concerns are expressed in
terms of one’s relationship with or attitude
toward gods or spirits; in more humanistic or
naturalistic forms of religion, they are
expressed in terms of one’s relationship with
or attitudes toward the broader human
community or the natural world. In many
religions, texts are deemed to have scriptural
status, and people are esteemed to be invested
with spiritual or moral authority. Believers
and worshippers participate in and are often
enjoined to perform devotional or
contemplative practices such as prayer,
meditation, or particular rituals. Worship, moral conduct, right belief, and
participation in religious institutions are among the constituent elements of the
religious life.

The subject of religion is discussed in a number of articles. For treatment of major
and historical religious traditions, see African religion; Anatolian religion; ancient
Iranian religion; Arabian religion; Baltic religion; Buddhism; Calvinism; Celtic
religion; Christianity; Confucianism; Daoism; Eastern Orthodoxy; Eastern rite
church; Egyptian religion; Finno-Ugric religion; Germanic religion and mythology;
Greek religion; Hellenistic religion; Hinduism; Islam; Jainism; Judaism;
Mesopotamian religion; Middle Eastern religion; Mormon; mystery religion; Native
American religions; Neo-Paganism; new religious movement; Old Catholic church;
Orphic religion; prehistoric religion; Protestantism; Protestant Heritage, The;
Roman Catholicism; Roman religion; Shintō; Sikhism; Slavic religion; Syrian and
Palestinian religion; Vedic religion; Wicca; Zoroastrianism. For discussion of
perspectives on the existence or role within human life of a supreme God or gods,
see agnosticism; atheism; humanism; monotheism; pantheism; polytheism; theism.
For cross-cultural discussion of religious beliefs, phenomena, and practices, see
angel and demon; ceremonial object; covenant; creed; dietary law; doctrine and
dogma; dualism, religious; eschatology; ethics; evil, problem of; feast; Five Ways,
the; heaven; hell; Last Judgment; meditation; millennialism; miracle; monasticism;
Moon worship; mysticism; myth; nature worship; prayer; priest; priesthood;
prophecy; Providence; purgatory; purification rite; reincarnation; religious dress;
religious symbolism and iconography; rite of passage; ritual; sacrament; sacrifice;
sacred; sacred kingship; saint; salvation; scripture; shamanism; sin; soul; Sun
worship; theology; worship. For a review of the efforts to systematically study the
nature and classify the forms of religious behaviour, experience, and phenomena,
see religion, phenomenology of; religion, philosophy of; religion, study of; religions,
classification of; religious experience.

BRITANNICA QUIZ
World Religions & Traditions
Do you believe you know all there is to know
about faith around the globe? From temples
to festivals, this quiz explores creeds and
cultures.

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica

This article was most recently revised and updated by Adam Augustyn.

Bible
sacred text

" Print  # Cite  $ Share  % More

By The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica • Edit History

TOP QUESTIONS

Bible, the sacred scriptures of Judaism and Christianity. The Christian Bible
consists of the Old Testament and the New Testament, with the Roman Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox versions of the Old Testament being slightly larger because of
their acceptance of certain books and parts of books considered apocryphal by
Protestants. The Hebrew Bible includes only books known to Christians as the Old
Testament. The arrangements of the Jewish and Christian canons differ
considerably. The Protestant and Roman Catholic arrangements more nearly match
one another.

A brief treatment of the Bible follows. For full treatment, see biblical literature.

Consider the Bible's Old Testament as a literary masterpiece dramatized by
paintings, music, and sculpture
The Bible As Literature, Part One: Saga and Story in the Old Testament. Treating the Bible as a
collection of literary masterpieces, this film, produced in 1974 by Encyclopædia Britannica
Educational Corporation, skillfully weaves together paintings, sculpture, music, and drama to renact
the stories of the Bible.
Image: Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.

See all videos for this article

Examine the Old Testament's The Book of Proverbs and other books through a
literary lens
The Bible As Literature, Part Two: History, Poetry, and Drama in the Old Testament. The second
part of an examination of the Bible as literature, this film examines the books of Joshua, Samuel, and
Kings as historical documents, the Book of Proverbs as lyric poetry, and the prophetical books as
protest literature. It was produced in 1974 by Encyclopædia Britannica Educational Corporation.
Image: Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.

See all videos for this article

Traditionally, the Jews have divided their scriptures into three parts: the Torah (the
“Law,” or Pentateuch), the Neviʾim (“Prophets”), and the Ketuvim (“Writings,” or
Hagiographa). The Pentateuch, together with the Book of Joshua (hence the name
Hexateuch), can be seen as the account of how the Israelites became a nation and of
how they possessed the Promised Land. The division designated as the “Prophets”
continues the story of Israel in the Promised Land, describing the establishment and
development of the monarchy and presenting the messages of the prophets to the
people. The “Writings” include speculation on the place of evil and death in the
scheme of things (Job and Ecclesiastes), the poetical works, and some additional
historical books.

In the Apocrypha of the Old Testament, various types of literature are represented;
the purpose of the Apocrypha seems to have been to fill in some of the gaps left by
the indisputably canonical books and to carry the history of Israel to the 2nd century
BCE.

The New Testament is by far the shorter portion of the Christian Bible, but, through
its associations with the spread of Christianity, it has wielded an influence far out of
proportion to its modest size. Like the Old Testament, the New Testament is a
collection of books, including a variety of early Christian literature. The four Gospels
deal with the life, the person, and the teachings of Jesus, as he was remembered by
the Christian community. The Acts of the Apostles carries the story of Christianity
from the Resurrection of Jesus to the end of the career of St. Paul. The various
Letters, or Epistles, are correspondence by various leaders of the early Christian
church, chief among them St. Paul, applying the message of the church to the sundry
needs and problems of early Christian congregations. The Book of Revelation (the
Apocalypse) is the only canonical representative of a large genre of apocalyptic
literature that appeared in the early Christian movement.

The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica

This article was most recently revised and updated by Michael Ray.

Why is the Bible important? '

What language was the Bible originally written in? '

How is the Bible organized? '

When was the Bible written? '

What does the Bible say? '

Moses and the Israelites
Moses leading the children of Israel through the Red Sea, 15th century; illustration from a
German Bible.
Image: Ann Ronan Pictures/Heritage Image/age fotostock
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Bible
St. Mark, illuminated manuscript page from the Gospel Book of the Court school of
Charlemagne, c. 810; in the Stadtbibliothek, Trier, Germany.
Image: Stadtbibliothek, Trier, Ger.
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biblical criticism, discipline that studies
textual, compositional, and historical
questions surrounding the Old and New
Testaments. Biblical criticism lays the
groundwork for meaningful interpretation of
the Bible.

A brief treatment of biblical criticism follows.
For full treatment, see biblical literature:
Biblical criticism.

READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC
biblical literature: Critical
methods
A prerequisite for the exegetical study of
the biblical writings, and even for the
establishment of hermeneutical principles,
is their critical...

The major types of biblical criticism are: (1) textual criticism, which is concerned
with establishing the original or most authoritative text, (2) philological criticism,
which is the study of the biblical languages for an accurate knowledge of vocabulary,
grammar, and style of the period, (3) literary criticism, which focuses on the various
literary genres embedded in the text in order to uncover evidence concerning date of
composition, authorship, and original function of the various types of writing that
constitute the Bible, (4) tradition criticism, which attempts to trace the development
of the oral traditions that preceded written texts, and (5) form criticism, which
classifies the written material according to the preliterary forms, such as parable or
hymn.

Other schools of biblical criticism that are more exegetical in intent—that is,
concerned with recovering original meanings of texts—include redaction criticism,
which studies how the documents were assembled by their final authors and editors,
and historical criticism, which seeks to interpret biblical writings in the context of
their historical settings.
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The scientific principles on which modern criticism is based depend in part upon
viewing the Bible as a suitable object for literary study, rather than as an exclusively
sacred text. Evaluation of the Scriptures to uncover evidence about historical
matters was formerly called “higher criticism,” a term first used with reference to
writings of the German biblical scholar J.G. Eichhorn, who applied the method to
his study of the Pentateuch. In the 20th century, Rudolf Bultmann and Martin
Dibelius initiated form criticism as a different approach to the study of historical
circumstances surrounding biblical texts. The rapid development of philology in the
19th century together with archaeological discoveries of the 20th century
revolutionized biblical criticism.
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Church Father, any of the great bishops and
other eminent Christian teachers of the early
centuries whose writings remained as a court
of appeal for their successors, especially in
reference to controverted points of faith or
practice. See patristic literature.
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