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General Introduction


Ancient Christian Texts (hereafter ACT) presents the full text of ancient Christian commentaries on Scripture that have remained so unnoticed that they have not yet been translated into English.

The patristic period (a.d. 95–750) is the time of the fathers of the church, when the exegesis of Scripture texts was in its primitive formation. This period spans from Clement of Rome to John of Damascus, embracing seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede.

This series extends but does not reduplicate texts of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS). It presents full-length translations of texts that appear only as brief extracts in the ACCS. The ACCS began years ago authorizing full-length translations of key patristic texts on Scripture in order to provide fresh sources of valuable commentary that previously were not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT series has emerged.

A multiyear project such as this requires a well-defined objective. The task is straight-forward: to introduce full-length translations of key texts of early Christian teaching, homilies and commentaries on a particular book of Scripture. These are seminal documents that have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of biblical exegesis, but in our time have been largely ignored.

To carry out this mission each volume of the Ancient Christian Texts series has four aspirations:


	1. To show the approach of one of the early Christian writers in dealing with the problems of understanding, reading and conveying the meaning of a particular book of Scripture.


	2. To make more fully available the whole argument of the ancient Christian interpreter of Scripture to all who wish to think with the early church about a particular canonical text.


	3. To broaden the base of the biblical studies, Christian teaching and preaching to include classical Christian exegesis.


	4. To stimulate Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship toward deeper inquiry into early classic practitioners of scriptural interpretation.





For Whom Is This Series Designed?

We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use by an audience of persons who study the Bible regularly.

In varied cultural settings around the world, contemporary readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the ancient church. They often study books of the Bible verse by verse, book by book, in groups and workshops, sometimes with a modern commentary in hand. But many who study the Bible intensively hunger to have available as well the thoughts of a reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and guidance.

The classic texts we are translating were originally written for anyone (lay or clergy, believers or seekers) who wished to reflect and meditate with the great minds of the early church. They sought to illuminate the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of an individual book of Scripture. They were not written for an academic audience, but for a community of faith shaped by the sacred text.

Yet in serving this general audience, the editors remain determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who until recently have had few full translations available to them in the history of exegesis. So this series is designed also to serve public libraries, universities, academic classes, homiletic preparation and historical interests worldwide in Christian scholarship and interpretation.

Hence our expected audience is not limited to the highly technical and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies, with its strong bent toward detailed word studies and explorations of cultural contexts. Though all of our editors and translators are patristic and linguistic scholars, they also are scholars who search for the meanings and implications of the texts. The audience is not primarily the university scholar concentrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or those with highly focused interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues. If we succeed in serving our wider readers practically and well, we hope to serve as well college and seminary courses in Bible, church history, historical theology, hermeneutics and homiletics. These texts have not until now been available to these classes.




Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation

Today global Christians are being steadily drawn toward these biblical and patristic sources for daily meditation and spiritual formation. They are on the outlook for primary classic sources of spiritual formation and biblical interpretation, presented in accessible form and grounded in reliable scholarship.

These crucial texts have had an extended epoch of sustained influence on Scripture interpretation, but virtually no influence in the modern period. They also deserve a hearing among modern readers and scholars. There is a growing awareness of the speculative excesses and spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained unfamiliar not only to historians but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained exhaustively in the methods of historical and scientific criticism.

It is ironic that our times, which claim to be so fully furnished with historical insight and research methods, have neglected these texts more than scholars in previous centuries who could read them in their original languages.

This series provides indisputable evidence of the modern neglect of classic Christian exegesis: it remains a fact that extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture still remain untranslated into any modern language. Even in China such a high level of neglect has not befallen classic Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian commentaries.




Ecumenical Scholarship

This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine (ACD), are expressions of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide cooperation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of principle or intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.

This series of translations is respectful of a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific, or sociological insights or methods alone. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation, providence, apostolicity, canon and consensuality. A high respect is here granted, despite modern assumptions, to uniquely Christian theological forms of reasoning, such as classical consensual christological and triune reasoning, as distinguishing premises of classic Christian textual interpretation. These cannot be acquired by empirical methods alone. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical historical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its larger purpose of listening to Scripture.

The internationally diverse character of our editors and translators corresponds with the global range of our audience, which bridges many major communions of Christianity. We have sought to bring together a distinguished international network of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors and translators of the highest quality and reputation to accomplish this design.

But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have been longer deprived of significant contact with many of these vital sources of classic Christian exegesis.




The Ancient Commentary Tradition

This series focuses on texts that comment on Scripture and teach its meaning. We define a commentary in its plain-sense definition as a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any work of enduring significance. The word commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (or “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject, text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a biblical book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred text at hand.

The commentary in ancient times typically began with a general introduction covering such questions as authorship, date, purpose and audience. It commented as needed on grammatical or lexical problems in the text and provided explanations of difficulties in the text. It typically moved verse by verse through a Scripture text, seeking to make its meaning clear and its import understood.

The general western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical, philosophical or poetic commentaries. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype.

It is only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of criticism, that modern writers have sought more strictly to delimit the definition of a commentary so as to include only certain limited interests focusing largely on historical-critical method, philological and grammatical observations, literary analysis, and socio-political or economic circumstances impinging on the text. While respecting all these approaches, the ACT editors do not hesitate to use the classic word commentary to define more broadly the genre of this series. These are commentaries in their classic sense.

The ACT editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be respected as the church’s sacred text. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to religious life. The central hope of this endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way to the revitalization of religious faith and community through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures.




An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself

This prompts two appeals:

1. For those who begin by assuming as normative for a commentary only the norms considered typical for modern expressions of what a commentary is, we ask: Please allow the ancient commentators to define commentarius according to their own lights. Those who assume the preemptive authority and truthfulness of modern critical methods alone will always tend to view the classic Christian exegetes as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutical fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose upon ancient Christian exegetes modern assumptions about valid readings of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge these unspoken, hidden and indeed often camouflaged assumptions that have become commonplace in our time.

We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done honestly without a serious examination of the texts of ancient exegesis. Ancient commentaries may be disqualified as commentaries by modern standards. But they remain commentaries by the standards of those who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

The attempt to read a Scripture text while ruling out all theological and moral assumptions—as well as ecclesial, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the community of faith out of which it emerged—is a very thin enterprise indeed. Those who tendentiously may read a single page of patristic exegesis, gasp and toss it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary are surely not exhibiting a valid model for critical inquiry today.

2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scripture texts together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates them to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern commentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century hermeneutics upon the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call hermeneutics.




The Complementarity of Research Methods in this Series

The Ancient Christian Texts series will employ several interrelated methods of research, which the editors and translators seek to bring together in a working integration. Principal among these methods are the following:

1. The editors, translators and annotators will bring to bear the best resources of textual criticism in preparation for their volumes. This series is not intended to produce a new critical edition of the original-language text. The best urtext in the original language will be used. Significant variants in the earliest manuscript sources of the text may be commented upon as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or ambiguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological and textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal to the most reliable text-critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself might impinge upon the patristic text, and which forms or stemma of the biblical text the patristic writer was employing. The annotator will supply explanatory footnotes where these textual challenges may raise potential confusions for the reader.

2. Our editors and translators will seek to understand the historical context (including socioeconomic, political and psychological aspects as needed) of the text. These understandings are often vital to right discernment of the writer’s intention. Yet we do not see our primary mission as that of discussing in detail these contexts. They are to be factored into the translation and commented on as needed in the annotations, but are not to become the primary focus of this series. Our central interest is less in the social location of the text or the philological history of particular words than in authorial intent and accurate translation. Assuming a proper social-historical contextualization of the text, the main focus of this series will be upon a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis of the text itself.

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings which patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and comment upon a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, utilizing whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions upon the text. The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Our editors and annotators will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer described his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions.

4. The underlying philosophy of translation that we employ in this series is, like the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in understandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial review before confirming it.




The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations

In writing the introduction for a particular volume of the ACT series, the translator or volume editor will discuss, where possible, the opinion of the writer regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for other patristic interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, and any special challenges involved in translating and editing the particular volume. The introduction affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that will help the general reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment on the biblical text under consideration and to help readers find their critical bearings so as to read and use the commentary in an informed way.

The footnotes will assist the reader with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annotations the volume editors have identified Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within the texts. Their purpose is to help the reader move easily from passage to passage without losing a sense of the whole.

The ACT general editors seek to be circumspect and meticulous in commissioning volume editors and translators. We strive for a high level of consistency and literary quality throughout the course of this series. We have sought out as volume editors and translators those patristic and biblical scholars who are thoroughly familiar with their original language sources, who are informed historically, and who are sympathetic to the needs of ordinary nonprofessional readers who may not have professional language skills.



Thomas C. Oden and Gerald L. Bray, Series Editors
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Translator’s Introduction


This volume presents English translations of four early Latin commentaries on the Revelation of Saint John, that of Victorinus of Petovium, Apringius of Beja, Caesarius of Arles and Bede the Venerable. Each of these commentaries has a special significance and a special place in the Western tradition of the interpretation of the Revelation. From the beginning, texts of the Revelation went west rather than east. This perhaps explains why the authority of the Revelation was never doubted in the West and from early on was consistently used and interpreted. In Africa Tertullian (c. 220) and Cyprian (d. 258) made significant use of the Revelation, as did the Shepherd of Hermas (c. 140) in Rome. Evidence exists, however, that not merely incidental use but more extended commentary on the Revelation existed by the third and perhaps already in the second century. According to Jerome, Justin Martyr and Irenaeus “interpreted” (interpretatur) the Revelation,1 although this may mean that they commented on various passages rather than the whole book. Eusebius mentions that Melito of Sardis wrote a work entitled On the Devil and the Apocalypse of John.2 Perhaps this was something like a commentary, but the work is lost and we do not know. We may be more certain with Hippolytus of Rome (c. 230). Jerome writes that Hippolytus wrote “various commentaries on the Scriptures” and mentions among them On the Apocalypse.3 This may refer to the Apology for the Apocalypse and Gospel of John, a defense of the common authorship of the Revelation and the Gospel against some who denied it.4

Despite this attestation of early interpretation of the Revelation in the west, the earliest commentary on the whole of the Revelation that we possess is that of Victorinus, bishop of Petovium, who wrote in the latter half of the third century and is usually thought to have been martyred in the persecution of Diocletian (c. 304). With Victorinus the western interpretative tradition of the Revelation begins, and with Apringius, Caesarius and Bede that tradition continues and acquires its fundamental consensus.5


Victorinus of Petovium


Life and Work of Victorinus

Although the work of Victorinus was well known into the early middle ages, information about his person and life are known only through a brief report in Jerome’s De viris illustribus:


Victorinus, bishop of Poetovio, did not know Latin as well as he did Greek; as a result, his works, which are excellent in content, seem inferior in composition. His works are: Commentaries On Genesis, On Exodus, On Leviticus, On Isaiah, On Ezekiel, On Habakkuk, On Ecclesiastes, On the Canticle of Canticles, On the Apocalypse of John, Against the Heresies and numerous others. At the end he received the crown of martyrdom.6



In the third century the city of Petovium was an important commercial, military and governmental center.7 Raised to the status of a colony under Trajan, Petovium was the headquarters of the Roman province of Upper Pannonia. During the reign of Hadrian the city became a major port and was the base of the great Danubian fleet (Classis Flavia Pannonica). The province became especially important under Gallienus (260–268) and was the base for the two Danubian legions of the V Macedonica and the XIII Gemina. Petovium was furthermore the commercial crossroads between the east and west and especially for the amber traffic between Aquileia and the Baltic regions. In view of such a cosmopolitan center, not surprisingly the imperial cults of Isis, Cybele and Mithras were well represented.

All evidence of Christianity in Petovium can be dated only after the time of Victorinus. Nonetheless, given its importance and cosmopolitan character and that in Victorinus the city had a Christian bishop, a Christian community most probably predated Victorinus by some few decades. After a brief review of the evidence, Dulaey concludes: “Whatever the origins of the church at Poetovio might be, it was already solidly established at the time of Victorinus, since it had a bishop. The opinion of those who would locate its origin under the Severians is probable.”8

What do we know of Victorinus? Not much, and from the entry of Jerome one might wonder whether he knew much apart from the reading of Victorinus’s works. All evidence suggests that Victorinus was active during the latter half of the third century. The only heretics mentioned in his extant works are the Gnostics, although Optatus of Mileve mentions that he also refuted Sabellius. This, together with the fact that Victorinus makes no mention of Manichaeanism or Arianism, suggests the theological context of the third century. Moreover, Dulaey notes that within the various lists of ancient authors that are chronologically ordered Victorinus is to be located firmly within the third century. For example, in his On Illustrious Men Jerome places him between Anatolius, bishop of Laodicea (d. 283), and Pamphilus, the friend of Eusebius (d. 309). Ambrosiaster places Victorinus after Tertullian and before Cyprian (d. 258). “One might think, therefore, that [Victorinus] was younger than Cyprian, but wrote a part of his works at a time when Cyprian was writing his own.”9 In Jerome’s judgment Victorinus “did not know Latin as well as he did Greek.”10 This has led some to the conclusion that Victorinus was Greek. However, the name Victorinus is Latin, and Eusebius of Caesarea seems not to know him, despite his considerable literary output. Most probably Victorinus was from Pannonia itself whose cosmopolitan character suffices to explain his facility in Greek rather than in good rhetorical Latin.11 On one occasion Jerome speaks of him as “our Victorinus” which very likely refers to their common region of origin.12 The date of the martyrdom of Victorinus is given by Jerome in the broadest of terms, “at the end.” Usually this is taken to refer to the persecution of Diocletian, and the martyrdom is dated c. 304. Dulaey, however, thinks that an earlier persecution, perhaps one under Numerian (283–284), is possible.13

As the listing of Jerome makes clear, the work of Victorinus was primarily exegetical. He mentions eight commentaries on the Old Testament books and one on a New Testament book, namely, the commentary on the Revelation. In addition, Jerome mentions “numerous others” (multa alia). Among these must be De fabrica mundi, the only other work of Victorinus that is known to us,14 and a commentary on Matthew that is mentioned by Jerome.15 In addition, Victorinus was an imitator of Origen and edited some of Origen’s commentaries “not in exact versions but in independent paraphrases.”16 The Against Heresies listed by Jerome is not extant, unless, as some scholars have speculated, it was Victorinus’s Latin translation of an early listing of heresies that was added as an appendix to Tertullian’s On Prescription Against the Heresies.17 The rest of Victorinus’s considerable output is lost to us, probably because his chiliasm, evident in his commentary on the Revelation, made him theologically suspect. Victorinus is listed among the “apocrypha” in the so-called Decretum Gelasianum (c. 490).

Nonetheless, it is clear that early on Victorinus enjoyed a respected status. Indeed, on one occasion Jerome lists Victorinus among “the pillars of the church” (columnae ecclesiae).18 According to Dulaey, Victorinus is mentioned at least forty-one times by ancient writers.19 His reputation seems to have been high in Rome. Ambrosiaster mentions him, along with Tertullian and Cyprian, as a witness to early Latin versions of the Bible, and Helvidius adduces Victorinus, apparently on the basis of his Matthew commentary, as a witness for the view that Mary had natural children after Jesus.20 In Africa Victorinus is mentioned positively by Optatus of Milevis as a defender of orthodox doctrine.21 In the seventh century, works of Victorinus are still to be found in the library of Isidore of Seville.22




Victorinus’s Commentary on Revelation: The Text

The legacy of Victorinus, however, continued only through his commentary on the Revelation. It is the earliest commentary on the Revelation that we have, written perhaps as early as the reign of Gallienus (c. 258–260).23 However, the commentary of Victorinus continued into the middle ages only with significant modification. In 398 a certain Anatolius sent a copy of Victorinus’s commentary to Jerome and requested an assessment of it. Jerome returned the commentary with a covering letter in which he said that he had made necessary corrections, especially removing the offending chiliastic interpretations and substituting them with comments from other writers who had more acceptable understandings:


Various misfortunes befall those who attempt to cross the expanse of the sea. If the force of the winds should be quite vehement, the journey is fraught with fear. If the breeze makes waves upon a more calm and tranquil sea, then one fears the possibility of ambush. Such is the case, it seems to me, concerning this volume that you have sent to me and that contains the Explanation of the Revelation (in apocalypsin explanatio) by Victorinus.

It is dangerous to judge the works of an illustrious man, and moreover one exposes oneself to the barkings of detractors. For earlier Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, and Nepos, bishop in regions of Egypt, affirmed the thousand year kingdom even as Victorinus did. However, since you have urged me to this task by letter, I do not wish to delay. Yet, lest I disappoint you in this request, I have diligently consulted the books of the authorities (maiorum). I have added the opinions found in their commentaries concerning the millennial kingdom to the work of Victorinus, removing from his work those portions that he interpreted literally.

From the beginning of the book unto the sign of the cross I have corrected what was faulty because of lack of skill. From there unto the end of the volume you will notice what has been added. It is for you to exercise discernment and to confirm what is pleasing. If, however, my dearest Anatolius, he who is Life shall become our teacher (comes) and the Lord will give me sound judgment, we will use our abilities to the fullest extent in this book.24



This edition of Jerome gradually replaced the original of Victorinus until by the sixth or seventh century the original was no longer known.25 Steinhauser notes six ways in which Jerome emended the text of Victorinus: (1) Jerome improved the imperfect Latin of Victorinus; (2) Jerome used a later translation of the Scriptures; (3) Occasionally Jerome changed the wording of Victorinus’s exposition; (4) Jerome omitted what he thought false or unhelpful, especially the chiliastic passages at the end; (5) Jerome added some comments of his own26 and some sections taken from Tyconius; (6) Jerome transposed some sections of the original.27 The first edition of Jerome itself underwent two further more minor recensions. But the original of Victorinus remained unknown until 1916 when Johannes Hausleiter discovered the original in Codex Ottobonian latinus 3288A (fifteenth century).28

The present translation is on the basis of the text of Hausleiter, although the text of Dulaey was at every point also consulted.29




Victorinus’s Commentary on Revelation: Theology and Method

As one might expect from a commentary written in the middle of the third century, the commentary of Victorinus on the Revelation retains evidence of early and primitive expectations of early Christian eschatology which are largely unaffected by a later dogmatic consensus. We have already noted that any mention of Arius or Manichaeanism is absent from the work, the only heresy mentioned being that of Gnosticism. In addition, Victorinus identifies the antichrist with the emperor Nero whom he counts as the eighth king who when he comes will go to perdition.30 Furthermore, Victorinus, perhaps following Irenaeus,31 interprets the four living creatures in a manner differently from that given in the Jerome recension. For Victorinus Matthew is represented by the man, Luke by the calf, Mark by the eagle and John by the lion. The Jerome recension gives the later consensus: Matthew is represented by the man, Luke by the calf, Mark by the lion and John by the eagle.32 And, of course, the chiliastic portions of Victorinus testify to a primitive eschatology which, as the letter of Jerome to Anatolius says, corresponds to that of Papias of Hierapolis, Nepos and, we might add, Irenaeus.

According to Cassiodorus, Victorinus “interpreted certain difficult passages [of the Revelation] in concise form.”33 Indeed, as a whole the commentary is not easy to characterize. It makes no attempt to interpret all portions of the Revelation, and some interpretation, as Cassiodorus notes, is quite brief. While a millenialist perspective is certainly evident, much of the commentary evinces a mild allegorical method, perhaps reflecting the influence of Origen. For example, the letters to the seven churches are interpreted to address and to represent seven classes of saints in the church. Influence by earlier writers is only implicit. Victorinus quotes no previous authorities, although Irenaeus and Hippolytus are in the background, and he makes mention of only one nonbiblical text, that of the unknown epitome of Theodore.34

At the same time, his use of the Scriptures is frequent and broadly based.35 One may well surmise that the broad use of the Scriptures is due not merely to his familiarity with the Scriptures but to his deep conviction that the Scriptures comprise a singular and united revelation. Indeed, the unity of Scripture is fundamental to the hermeneutical method of Victorinus and reveals itself in his interpretations. The unity of the Scriptures consists in the fact that the one who speaks in both the Old Testament and the New Testament is one and the same, the Word of God. However, this is not merely a formal claim. The unity of the Scriptures is itself revealed and comprehended only with the coming of the Word in the flesh, with his passion and with his resurrection.36 This is especially clear from Victorinus’s comments on Rev 5:1-5 where the Lion of Judah alone is said to be capable of opening the sealed book. This was foretold when Moses came down from Sinai with veiled face, indicating to the people that “the words of preaching were veiled until the time of Christ’s coming.”37 The unveiling of the Law of Moses (revelatio) is also an unsealing (resignatio) of the seven seals, that is, it is to open the Scriptures (apertio; adapertio). According to Dulaey, “The exegetical terminology of Victorinus takes up the vocabulary of Jewish literature where ‘to open the book’ signifies to open the meaning of the book, to make comment on the book.”38

That Christ opens his word of the Old Testament through his word of the New Testament is given emphasis at the very beginning of the commentary.39 Victorinus gives four arguments. First, in the initial vision of the prophet, a sharp two-edged sword is seen coming from the mouth of Christ (Rev 1:16). Since a sword both arms a soldier and kills the enemy, the sword shows that Christ both gave knowledge of the law and now gives the blessings of the Gospel. Second, a scribe of the kingdom is like a householder who brings forth things both new and old (see Mt 13:51-52). That which is old is the law and the prophets, and that which is new is the good tidings of the Gospel. Third, Victorinus refers to Jesus’ command to Peter to cast his hook into the sea and bring up the first fish. In its mouth would be a shekel coin, that is, two denarii (see Mt 17:27), the two denarii referring to the two testaments. Finally, Victorinus quotes from Psalm 62:11 (61:12 LXX): “Once God has spoken, twice I have heard this.” This means, comments Victorinus, that “the Lord once decreed from the beginning what was going to be unto the end.”40 Although the view that the Old and New Testaments were one because the voice behind both was one had become a traditional theologoumenon by the time of Victorinus, his is the first use of this Psalm to argue for the unity of the Scriptures. Dulaey writes: “Perhaps he borrowed from sources of Jewish origin, for the rabbis sometimes used this verse to explain that one and the same word of God could have several meanings.”41

Victorinus’s conviction concerning the unity of the Scriptures is reinforced by his exegetical method in interpreting the Revelation. Victorinus seems to have been the first to have interpreted the Revelation not as a continuous and successive sequence of visions but as repetitive, the trumpets and the bowls portraying the same events under different images. What governs the structure of the Revelation is not the succession of temporal moments but divine purpose: “We ought not pay too much attention to the order of what is said. For the sevenfold Holy Spirit, when he has passed in revue [the events] to the last time, to the very end, returns again to the same times and supplements what he had said incompletely. Nor ought we inquire too much into the order of the Revelation. Rather, we ought inquire after the meaning.”42 This divine purpose, as we have seen, was from the beginning centered on the coming Word incarnate whose death and resurrection open the meaning of all Scripture. Therefore Victorinus can write concerning the vision of the open door in heaven (Rev 4:10), “And now he recalls that which had been foretold in the law by means of similitudes, and through this Scripture he joins together all the previous prophets and opens the Scriptures.”43 It is an important statement of Victorinus’s understanding of the Revelation. The Revelation is the synthesis of all Scripture and the key to its understanding. “It is the perfect revelation of the sense of the Scripture concerning Christ himself. The Revelation extends to all faithful that incredible privilege that the disciple of Emmaus enjoyed when Jesus ‘beginning from Moses and all the prophets explained to them in all the Scriptures that which was concerning him’ (Lk 24:27).”44






Apringius of Beja


Life and Work of Apringius

The person of Apringius is even less known to us than is that of Victorinus. Virtually all we know of Apringius comes from the title of his commentary on the Revelation: “Explanation of the Revelation by the most learned man, Apringius, Bishop of the church at Pax Iulia.” The name Apringius is very rare and except for our author is unknown in the history of Spain.45 We are told that he was the bishop of the church at Pax Iulia (Pacensis ecclesiae). Indeed, in the episcopal lists of this church Apringius is mentioned. The city of Pax Iulia, so named by Julius Caesar in 48 b.c., was located in the south-western region of the Roman province of Lusitania, in what today is south Portugal. Its modern name is Beja, and modern discussion is wont to use this name when referring to Apringius.46

The title furthermore says that Apringius was a “most learned man” (eruditissimi viri). This is echoed in virtually the only other information we have about Apringius. In his On Illustrious Men Isidore of Seville (d. 636) gives the following summary notice:


Apringius, bishop of the church at Pax Iulia (Pacensis Hispaniarum), a man skillful and fluent in speaking (disertus lingua) and learned in knowledge (scientia eruditus), expounded the Apocalypse of the apostle John with a clear and simple meaning (subtili sensu) and a clear and plain manner of speaking (illustri sermone), and this he did perhaps better than the older ecclesiastical men had expounded it. He wrote also other works that, however, have not come to the knowledge of our own reading. He flourished during the time of Theudis, king of the Goths.47



Férotin notes that Isidore does not list the other works of Apringius and that he probably never knew them.48 Gryson is skeptical: “One can hardly give credence to information so hazy and uncertain.”49

Indeed, this “hazy and uncertain” information corresponds to the general and rapid loss of any information concerning Apringius and his commentary. Isidore informs us that Apringius was active during the reign of the Visigothic king Theudis (531–548). Yet, by the end of the sixth century information about the commentary was already in very short supply. St. Braulio of Saragossa (c. 590–651) wrote to a friend of his in Toledo, one Aemilianus, indicating that he could not locate a copy of Apringius’s commentary and asking that Aemilianus search for a copy there in the Visigothic capital. Braulio mentions that he knew that a copy was in the library of a certain Count Laurentius. Braulio wished to transcribe the commentary and then return it to Aemilianus. In his return letter, Aemilianus sadly responds that “as God is his witness” his most diligent searches did not uncover a copy of Apringius’s commentary on the Revelation. Unhappily, the library of Laurentius was being dispersed so it also proved unhelpful.50 Yet, a century after this the commentary of Apringius was certainly known by Beatus of Liébana (d. c. 800) who quotes about ninety-five percent of Apringius’s commentary in his own huge commentary. However, that is the only use of Apringius by any later Latin commentator. Only rarely is the name of Apringius mentioned in medieval catalogues.51




Apringius’s Tractate on the Revelation: Text

As we have noted, copies of the commentary of Apringius on the Revelation became rare quite soon after his death. The only copy of the commentary that exists is located in the university library of Copenhagen. According to a seventeenth century note on the last page, this manuscript was copied in Barcelona in 1042. The Copenhagen text, therefore, may represent a text as early as the eighty or ninth century.52 The manuscript at Copenhagen came to the attention of Marius Férotin in 1892 who subsequently published it in 1900.53 Férotin made no attempt to give a critical text but was content to provide a transcription of the Copenhagen manuscript. During the twentieth century a Latin edition was published by P. A. C. Vega, and a Latin edition with Spanish translation was published by Alberto del Campo Hernandez.54 However, a much superior critical text is that of Roger Gryson, and the present translation is based on his text.55

Not all of Apringius’s commentary on the Revelation comes from the pen of Apringius. The commentary of Apringius on the Revelation combines comments both of Apringius himself and of whole sections taken from the tradition of Victorinus-Jerome. The first five and the last five chapters of Revelation receive explanation by Apringius himself (Rev 1:1–5:7; 18:6–22:20), while the long middle section is taken wholly from a later recension of Jerome’s first editing of Victorinus.56 How did Apringius’s commentary come to possess this mixed character? Did Apringius himself insert the commentary of Victorinus-Jerome into the middle portion of his own commentary, or was Victorinus-Jerome inserted for some other reason? Opinion on this question is divided. Dulaey claims that both in the middle section and in sections from Apringius himself the text of Victorinus-Jerome used is that of the later recension Φ.57 Dulaey concludes: “One has the impression that it is the same manuscript that is used throughout the commentary, and it is therefore probable that it was Apringius himself who inserted a section of the commentary of Victorinus into his own.”58 Gryson, on the other hand, is of the opinion that a later copyist is responsible. From at least the eighth century copies of Apringius became increasingly rare and increasingly fragmented. Some portions became lost. In view of this, a copyist, who noted that Apringius had used Victorinus-Jerome, similarly made use of this text to fill in the large middle section that had already disappeared.59 Certainty in this question is clearly unattainable. However, Dulaey’s comment is worthy of mention: “To those who object that it is strange that Apringius would in this way reproduce whole sections from the commentary of Victorinus, one can respond that the same thing was done by Beatus.”60




Apringius’s Tractate on the Revelation: Theology and Method

Férotin gives a brief summary of the importance of Apringius’s commentary on the Revelation:


Apringius wrote during the first half of the sixth century, before the time of Saint Leander and Saint Isidore, at a time when, following upon the great barbarian invasions, Christian literature was especially meager within all of the [Iberian] peninsula. To some extent, therefore, his work serves to fill in that regrettable lacuna. One must add that the catholic bishop of Béja lived under the dominion of the Arian Visigoths, and this circumstance sufficiently explains, it seems to us, the choice of sacred text that he took as a text of his commentary.61



As we are informed by Isidore, Apringius was active during the reign of Theudis, king of the Visigoths (531–548). At the time, the Visigoths in Spain represented the homoion understanding of the Arian heresy, that is, they affirmed that the Son and the Holy Spirit were “similar” to the Father but not themselves divine according to nature. The Nicene orthodox party, represented by Apringius, was perhaps in the minority. Theudis was, however, not a persecutor, and this perhaps explains why there is no explicit polemical emphasis against the Arians in Apringius’s commentary.62 Yet, Apringius repeatedly emphasizes the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity, namely, that the Son and the Spirit, together with the Father, are equal in deity and one God. At the very beginning, in his short preface, Apringius asserts that our Lord Jesus Christ is “the author of the law” and that weak humanity cannot explain it unless guided by “the mystery of the two-fold sacrament” of the two natures of Christ. Moreover, the Holy Spirit, who dwelt in Jesus, is called on to “open the door of our inner mind” so that “God (i.e., the Spirit) teaching us,” Apringius might draw out the true meanings.63 Hence, according to the understanding of Apringius, his commentary is not an abstract work of the scholar, but the writing down of divine speech through which that revealed to the seer John might now also illuminate the church. Indeed, the Revelation is the divine speech of the risen Christ, an important point to which we shall return below. Through his resurrection Christ revealed to the world the mystery of the Trinity that had remained hidden from the ages.64 As the divine speech of the risen Christ, therefore, the Revelation is a Trinitarian text and Apringius’s commentary a Trinitarian tractate.

Perhaps the most interesting and sustained passage in which Apringius affirms the deity of both the Son and the Spirit occurs at Revelation 1:8. There Christ calls himself the Α and the Ω, the Alpha and the Omega. Appealing to the interpretation of certain “authorities of ours” (maiores nostri), Apringius notes that the numerical value of Α and Ω is 801 (800 + 1), the same numerical value as περιστερά the Greek word for “dove,” the form of the Holy Spirit at the baptism of Jesus. This numerical equality was, apparently, first noted by the Marcosian Gnostics in order to claim that the dove at the baptism of Jesus was in fact none other than the Christ figure.65 Later Gregory of Elvira and Didymus the Blind used this numerical identity to argue for the divinity of the Holy Spirit.66 In his commentary on the Revelation, Primasius of Hadrumetum also uses this argument for the deity of the Spirit: “And so by the agreement of this number this revelation from heaven makes known that the Holy Spirit is consubstantial and coeternal with the Father and the Son.”67 The particular argument of Apringius, however, is unique to himself. The Greek word περιστερά “moves toward Α,” that is, toward its final letter which has the numerical value of one. The previous letters of the word have the numerical value of 800, which is also that of Ω. Apringius, therefore, draws the conclusion that the deity of the Holy Spirit is in the unity of the Trinity.

The commentary of Apringius is significant because it preserves early and independent interpretation apart from the later consensus. He does not know of the commentary of Tyconius or of later writers, such as Primasius and Caesarius, who were dependent on Tyconius. In fact, Apringius cites no previous ecclesiastical writer by name, although, as we have seen, he can refer to earlier authorities. In another instance, in commenting on Revelation 4:7, he again refers to certain “authorities of ours” (maiores nostri) when he identifies the figure of the lion with the Gospel of Mark.68 By the time of Apringius this identification had become largely traditional, and it is probable that Apringius takes this identification from his edition of Victorinus-Jerome. More interesting is Apringius’s appeal to certain “ecclesiastical historians” (relatores ecclesiastici) who place John’s exile to Patmos during the reign of Claudius (41–54). John’s exile is interpreted as an imperial response to the famine foretold by Agabus (Acts 11:28), and therefore the apostle’s exile would be c. 45. Who these relatores are is not clear. The only other patristic writer who adopts this view is Epiphanius of Salamis (d. 403),69 although the Muratorian Canon (c. 200) also dates John’s writing to seven churches to be earlier than the letters of Paul to seven churches.

As we have noted, the Revelation was especially important in the western tradition. In the Iberian peninsula during the time of Apringius this was especially the case. Readings from the Revelation were especially prominent in the Visigothic/Mozarabic liturgy of the Spanish church during the period between Easter and Pentecost. This liturgical fact may be the primary reason why Apringius undertook his commentary on this biblical book. Indeed, as we know from the Fourth Council of Toledo (633), reading from the Revelation during this period of the church’s liturgical calendar was commanded.70 In view of this, it has been suggested that the commentary of Apringius may have originated as a series of homilies for this liturgical season.71 However, the commentary does not read like a homily, and why Apringius would use a text of Victorinus-Jerome for his large middle section would remain a mystery. Yet, clearly the Mozarabic liturgy guided some portions of Apringius’s commentary. This is most evidently the case in Apringius’s interpretation of the seven seals.72 Apringius understands these seven seals to correspond to seven events in the life of Jesus Christ: (1) incarnation; (2) birth; (3) passion; (4) death; (5) resurrection; (6) glory; (7) kingdom.73 These correspond closely to a practice of the Mozarabic rite. Upon recital of the Nicene Creed the priest took the largest host which is consecrated and broke it into two pieces. From one piece he further broke the host into five pieces and from the other part into four, arranging them on the paten in the form of a cross. The effect is that found in figure 1:74

[image: A series of 7 circles with latin words inside each, arranged in the shape of a cross.]

Figure 1. Events of the Life of Christ and the Seven Seals

Top circle: corporatio; 3 circles forming the horizontal portion of cross going from left to right: mors, nativitas, resurrectio; Circles moving downward to form base of cross: circumcisio, apparitio, passio; The word gloria appears to the right of circumcisio circle; the word regnum appears to the right of apparitio circle





The fact that gloria and regnum, listed among the seven seals by Apringius, lie alongside the cross is explained by the fact that they represent the status and mission of the resurrected Christ and so his activity through the sacraments of the church.75 Commentary on the Revelation, so it seems, assisted to teach the faithful concerning the mystery of the Faith in which they participated when partaking of the Supper of the Risen Christ. To understand the mystery of the Trinitarian life, latent in the Old Testament but acquired by the incarnation of the divine Son and granted by the divine Holy Spirit, was not merely a matter of intellect. It involved an opening of the spiritual mind of the faithful who in the reception of the Eucharist entered through the open door. As bishop Apringius wished to teach his faithful what it was they were to see.






Caesarius of Arles


Life and Work of Caesarius

The sack of Rome by the Goths in 410 and again by the Vandals in 455 was perhaps the most spectacular indication that the Roman Empire in the west was in collapse. Yet the fall of the empire in the west had been underway for decades beforehand. Unlike in the east where the unity of empire under a centralized government was largely preserved in the Byzantine rule of Constantinople, in the west centralized rule disappeared into an agrarian society that was largely local and in which state control was weak. What centralized control existed was exercised primarily by the Germanic kings of the Visigoths, Ostrogoths, Burgundians and Franks. However, the deeply rooted remnants of popular paganism continued in this area of former Roman glory. Ensuring the continuation of Christian progress and evangelization of these western regions was the task and responsibility of local bishops and their clergy. It was to be through their efforts, along with the spiritual influence of the monasteries, that Christian faith and piety was to confront this paganism and, as it were, demystify the world so that human life might be lived according to the will of God, the Creator.

In this process no one was more steadfast in execution and of greater importance than Caesarius of Arles. The sole focus and intent of his pastoral care and work was to reorient the minds and hearts of people from their pagan habits to the practice of Christian virtue. As Peter Brown notes, this was a huge challenge that entailed the creation of a new mentality: “He had to dethrone the ancient image of the world. In his preaching, the mundus, the physical universe, was drained of its autonomy. It had no life of its own apart from that given to it by the will of God.”76

There is considerable information about Caesarius of Arles in the sources. Primary biographical information about him, however, comes from the Vita Caesarii written shortly after his death by Cyprian of Toulon along with other associates of Caesarius.77 Caesarius was born in 470 into a Christian Roman-Burgundian family in the region around Chalon-sur-Saone.78 Against the desires of his parents he was admitted to the clergy at age seventeen and two years later determined to live as a monk in the famous monastery at Lérins. Here Caesarius became familiar with a broad array of Christian authors, although Augustine served him as principal authority.79 Failing health due to monastic rigor, and perhaps opposition among the monks at Lérins due to his restricting of the distribution of supplies, occasioned his move to the city of Arles which was the seat of Visigoth rule.80 In Arles Caesarius was welcomed by Aeonius, bishop of Arles and a relative of Caesarius, who ordained him deacon and priest and in 499 made Caesarius abbot of the monastery in Arles. Before his death Bishop Aeonius had designated Caesarius as his successor, and when Aeonius died in 502, Caesarius was ordained bishop of Arles, a position he held until his own death in 542.

As bishop of the most important church in south Gaul, Caesarius was instrumental in promoting the interests of the Roman church in Gaul, furthered the monastic life in his regions, and promoted the ideals of asceticism, faithful pastoral care and popular preaching as suitable and right for priests and bishops. In 512/513 Caesarius was accused of treason and was brought to Ravenna to defend himself before the Ostrogothic king, Theodoric. Absolved of any wrongdoing and, indeed, receiving honor and praise, Caesarius used the occasion to visit Rome. While there Caesarius became the first bishop outside Italy to receive the pallium, a symbol that Caesarius was given responsibility to represent the Bishop of Rome’s interests in Gaul. At the same time Pope Symmachus decided in favor of Arles over the church of Vienne, making Caesarius the metropolitan bishop of southern Gaul. In this capacity Caesarius was well-positioned to advance his ideals. In Arles he established a women’s monastery in parallel to that over which he had been abbot, and placed his sister, Caesaria, as abbess over it. For these monastic houses Caesarius wrote two monastic rules, one for the monks and one for the nuns. Moreover, to enforce greater discipline and conformity among the clergy, to make certain liturgical changes and to decide doctrinal questions, Caesarius presided over no fewer than six synods: Agde (506), Arles (524), Carpentras (527), Orange (529), Vaison (529) and Marseilles (533).81 Historically the most important of these councils was that of Orange (529). Caesarius along with fourteen bishops and eight high-ranking laymen (viri illustres) met to decide questions arising from ongoing dispute over certain doctrines of Augustine on sin, grace and free will. The council affirmed Augustine’s insistence that fallen humanity was under the curse of natural/original sin and possessed no capacity to make even the first step toward faith and good works and that, therefore, no human merit preceded the gift of grace (prevenient grace). Yet the council ameliorated Augustine’s predestinarian views, asserting that after the grace of baptism anyone could and should, with the aid and cooperation of Christ, perform what is pleasing to God and sufficient to the soul’s salvation. Predestination to evil was explicitly condemned. The central importance that the Council of Orange gave to the sacramental administrations of the church throughout the life of a person was a significant factor in the formation of the medieval church. The council of Vaison (529) made several significant changes to the Gallic liturgy. The council determined that the three-fold Sanctus should be recited at every mass, that the Kyrie Eleison be recited at matins, vespers and mass, and, importantly, that the words sicut erat in principio (“as he was in the beginning”) be added to the Gloria Patri, as a liturgical affirmation of the deity of Christ against the surrounding Arians. Moreover, the name of the bishop of Rome was to be mentioned in liturgical prayers.

However, Caesarius was above all a bishop who understood himself essentially as a pastor of the people and who understood his pastoral activities in terms of the reformist agenda of Julianus Pomerius. When Caesarius first arrived in Arles, he attended the school of Pomerius and became deeply influenced by him. Pomerius himself was a devoted follower of Augustine and believed that bishops and clergy should live more like monks than aristocracy. As Roman imperial rule waned and the political authority of the Germanic kingdoms increased, the traditional outlets for the exercise of aristocratic privilege and patronage diminished. Increasingly aristocratic youth turned to the church to find opportunity for public office-holding and influence, and increasingly bishops of towns and cities were aristocratic in attitude and behavior. The reformist ideal of Pomerius directly confronted this development. Taking his cue from Augustine that in this age the times were mixed, Pomerius collapsed the distinction between the active life and the contemplative life. The contemplative life was not the life apart from the world, but life to be lived in the future life of bliss with God. At the same time, the contemplative life could be to some extent lived already through an ascetic manner of life that exercised both active and contemplative virtues. Thus, Pomerius advised clergy to study the Scriptures, to be free of worldly entanglements and to do works of charity such as freeing captives and feeding the poor.82 But especially important was Pomerius’s views concerning preaching. Clergy, including bishops, were to speak simply so that all could understand: “A teacher of the Church should not parade an elaborate style, lest he seem not to want to edify the Church of God but to reveal what great learning he possesses.”83 Klingshirn explains the reformist implication of this idea:


It was the social meaning of rhetoric in late Roman Gaul that gave this [simple] standard of preaching its novelty and importance. The spoken word not only communicated information, but also defined social rank. The ability to compose and deliver complex and elegant speeches required many years of education and great expense to perfect. Because this skill was generally available only to members of the aristocracy, it served as a mark of aristocratic birth and carried with it a series of powerful associations. The refined speech of an aristocrat was calculated to reinforce feelings of solidarity with his peers, evoke a sense of deference in his inferiors, and demonstrate to everyone his knowledge and capacity for leadership. Thus, bishops who addressed their congregations in the highly ornate style of a Sidonius Apollinaris or an Avitus of Vienne did so not to confuse their congregations, but to establish their credentials as aristocrats, to reinforce their authority as leaders, and to demonstrate their status as spiritual experts.”84



The style and content of Caesarius’s many sermons and the thrust of his episcopal labors belie at every point the influence of Pomerius’s reformist ideals.85 The vast majority of Caesarius’s works remaining to us are sermons.86 He was perhaps the greatest popular preacher of the early middle ages. His sermons, many of them copied and edited from others, especially Augustine, reveal a bishop fully engaged in the articulation of Christian faith and virtue in the hope of ridding his people, high and low, from the superstitions of their residual paganism. Caesarius urged the people to pray daily, to read the Scriptures, to attend church regularly and to engage in the common charity of alms giving. Contrary to Roman practice, in which bishops alone had the right to preach (verbum faciendi potestas), Caesarius expanded the circle of those who had the right to preach to include priests, and if the priest was not able to do so, sermons from the Fathers were to be read by a deacon. Indeed, Caesarius intended his own sermons to be disseminated and read to the people throughout his diocese. That his sermons survive in such numbers is due to the fact that Caesarius assembled written copies of his sermons into collections which he gave to other bishops and priests and demanded that these collections be disseminated further afield. As the Vita expresses it, the sermons of Caesarius were carried throughout “the Frankish lands, Gaul, Italy, Spain, and other provinces.”87

In sum, the life of Caesarius was a speech that echoed his words. He embodied as best anyone could the view of Pomerius that “not in the glitter of his words, but in the virtue of his deeds let [the bishop] place all his confidence in preaching.”88




Caesarius’s Exposition on the Revelation: Text

“With Caesarius of Arles we enter into the era of the epigones, that is, into the era of those writers whose work relies on their illustrious forebears rather than upon their own original effort. A great number of his sermons especially are a rereading of previous pieces. His commentary on the Apocalypse is no exception.”89 Indeed, the sermons and commentary of Caesarius reveal the literary form of his historical importance as a transitional figure between the patristic and early medieval periods.

Traditionally the nineteen homilies of Caesarius were attributed in most manuscripts to Augustine, and on the basis of such manuscripts the Maurists published the homilies within their edition of Augustine’s works.90 Therefore, the homilies are sometimes referred to as the pseudo-Augustinian homilies, since their ascription to Augustine himself is clearly incorrect. On the basis of one twelfth-century manuscript in Cambridge, Otto Bardenhewer attributed the homilies to Gennadius of Marseilles (end of fifth century).91 This manuscript begins with the words, “Here begins the Tractatus of the Presbyter Gennadius of Marseilles On the Thousand Years and On the Apocalypse of the Blessed John.” These words correspond to Gennadius’s De viris illustribus 99 in which Gennadius writes of himself: “I, Gennadius, Presbyter of Marseilles have written . . . the tractates On the Thousand Years and On the Apocalypse of the Blessed John.”92 However, the incipit of the manuscript of homilies was merely borrowed by a scribe from the words of Gennadius, the scribe apparently believing that in the homilies he had before him the (lost) treatises of Gennadius on the millennium and Apocalypse.93 Although in the eighteenth century the French abbot J.-B. Morel (d. 1772) identified Caesarius of Arles as the true author of the “pseudo-Augustinian” homilies, his work remained unknown, and modern scholarly certitude of Caesarius as the author is the product of the researches of Germain Morin.94

The homilies of Caesarius, however, are not easily described. Morin begins his important article with this interesting claim: “One of the most strange productions of Christian literature in the high middle age is, without contradiction, the Expositio in Apocalypsim that is relegated by the Maurists to the end of the Appendix of volume three of their edition of Saint Augustine.”95 First of all, it is by no means evident that the comments of Caesarius are homilies. Nowhere within the work itself are the various sections called homilies, and the whole is given the title Expositio de Apocalypsi sancti Iohannis which suggests nothing other than an attempt at explanation. Furthermore, the various sections are introduced by the words “Here begins the continuation of the exposition of the Apocalypse” (incipit sequentia de expositione Apocalypsi) or simply “once more a continuation” (item sequentia). In addition, the style of the comments is rarely that of homily. While many of the sections are addressed to “dearest brothers” ( fratres carissimi), others possess no such exordium (4, 5, 6, 8, 17) or possess no homiletic, doxological ending (2, 3, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16).96 In addition to the absence of homiletic content and style is what Morin calls the “unheard of disorder” of the text.97 Comment on the text of the Revelation does not really begin until Revelation 1:13, the first verses passed by in complete silence. However, writes Morin, “it is above all the lack of sequence in the citations of the Apocalypse that surprises and baffles the reader.”98 To give but one example, in the second homily the author moves from Revelation 2:16 to 1:16, from there to 2:28 and 3:18. A little later he moves from Revelation 4:6 back to 1:18 and to various verses from chapter two of the Revelation. Given such disorder in the arrangement along with the recapitulations, Morin suggests that what we presently have are notes taken by Caesarius from various sources in preparation for a series of homilies on the Revelation.99 If this is correct, the address to “dearest brothers” ( fraters carissimi) might well suggest that these homilies were intended either for the fellow monks of Caesarius at his monastery in Arles or for some occasion when he would address his fellow clergy. However, Ferreiro reminds us of the importance Caesarius attached to the reading of his sermons also by the laity: “Caesarius did not believe that lectio should be restricted to the clergy. The laity were expected to read the divine lessons for themselves, and if they were illiterate these lessons should be read to them.”100

Although Caesarius quotes no one explicitly, the principal sources behind the homilies are the (lost) commentary of Tyconius and the original edition of Victorinus which sometimes he uses verbatim.101 According to Steinhauser, the fact that Caesarius often comments on verses twice can only be explained by assuming that he made use of “two different manuscripts of the same source in making the compilation.” “Without a doubt Caesarius had two copies of Tyconius’s commentary.”102 This is, however, not wholly evident, for it is possible that Caesarius himself is the origin of these repetitions.

The date of the homilies is also difficult to determine. Caesarius makes no certain and specific allusions to historical events. However, in Homily 10 Caesarius comments on Revelation 13 and writes that “ just as formerly it was the pagans who devastated the church, so now it is the heretics.”103 And he identifies these heretics as the Arians, which must refer to the Visigoths or to the Ostrogoths, both of whom at one time exercised hegemony over Arles. This would suggest that the homilies were compiled before 537 when the Frankish Merovingian king, Childebert I, became effective ruler of Arles. The Franks were not Arian but supporters of the Nicene affirmation of the deity of Christ. Steinhauser, however, believes that a more precise dating is possible. He notes that in Homily 13 Caesarius alludes to the destruction of Jerusalem under Vespasian and Titus104 which Steinhauser claims is “a veiled allusion to the siege of Arles” in the years 508–510 by a combined army of Franks and Burgundians. The city was saved by the intervention of the Arian Ostrogoths who assumed governance of the city from the Visigoths but whose rule was significantly more harsh than had been that of the Visigoths. In his Sermon 127, preached in 510, Caesarius makes a similar allusion to the siege and fall of Jerusalem. Steinhauser concludes: “The pseudo-Augustinian homilies should be dated after 510, namely after the unsuccessful siege of Arles. Ostrogoth rule after this date coincides very well with the references to the Arians who were then in power, especially since the Ostrogoths were stricter than the Visigoths.”105

Although the Maurist edition in Patrologie Latine (PL 35:2417-52) may be more accessible, the critical edition of Caesarius’s Expositio was published by Germain Morin in Sancti Caesarii Episcopi Arelatensis Opera Omnia nunc Primum in Unum Collecta, volume 2: Opera Varia (Maretioli: 1942), pp. 209-77. The translation of Caesarius in this volume is based on this critical edition of Morin. However, for reference in the notes I have cited the Maurist edition in Patrologie Latine. For his critical edition Morin used primarily four manuscripts. The most important of these is Chartres, Bibliothèque municipale, I.C.3 (end of eighth century) which is designated by C. This is the only manuscript that provides the authentic beginning of the Expositio. The others are London, British Museum, Egerton 874 (ninth century), designated as A; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Hatton 30 (tenth century), designated as H and perhaps from the monastery at Glastonbury where St. Dunstan had it copied; München, Staatsbibliotek, MS lat. 14469 (ninth century), designated as R.106




Caesarius’s Exposition on the Revelation: Theology and Method

The Expositio de Apocalypsi of Caesarius is divided into nineteen sections.107 While there is a rough correspondence between these divisions and the chapters of the Revelation, evidently no real correspondence exists and the divisions appear to have no structural or thematic significance. As we have noted, the homilies on the Revelation are not a sequential commentary but at times demonstrate considerable disorder, and the sections possess also considerable repetition and recapitulation. This gives support for the view of Morin that the homilies are in fact something like preliminary notes in preparation for the writing of homilies that were perhaps never written and never preached. Concerning this matter one other feature of the homilies should be noted. Most of the homilies begin with some remark that suggests that the reading of the Revelation has just occurred. Phrases such as “as the Revelation was being read” (Homilies 2, 5, 7, 14), “we have just heard” (Homilies 3, 10, 17, 19), “in the reading just recited” (Homilies 9, 11, 12, 15, 18) are used. Moreover, in the authentic introduction preserved in Manuscript C the author seems directly to be addressing an audience: “whatever you shall hear in the recitation of the reading.” It is possible that such remarks might be included in the making of notes for homilies in preparation. However, given Caesarius’s habit and intention for his sermons, it is not necessarily the case that he himself would preach or read these homilies. Central to the reform efforts of Caesarius was his insistence that his sermons serve as models of teaching. It may well be, then, that the one who would read such sermons were not only clergy but also literate laity. And the audience to whom these sermons were read crossed all boundaries. In his article on lectio in Caesarius, Ferreiro writes: “The individuals to whom the homilies were addressed came from various levels of society, that is, not all of them were exclusively from the upper echelons. When Caesarius preached to the clergy he addressed both literate and near-illiterate bishops, abbots, parish priests, and monks. The laity to whom he preached was just as diverse in social standing: literate and illiterate estate owners, merchants, hired labourers, entire families.”108 Whether, then, the Expositio of Caesarius was regarded as more or less complete or merely in a preliminary stage of preparation, Caesarius may have had multiple occasions and multiple audiences in mind. It is wholly probable that he intended his words to be broadly disseminated and used for the instruction and exhortation of all classes of the people of God. At the end of the day, however, we remain unsure of the status and purpose of the text entitled Expositio de Apocalypsi by Caesarius of Arles.

The structure and organization of the Expositio, therefore, are unhelpful in revealing to us the theological convictions that are articulated. It is rather the Tyconian basis of the Expositio that determines the theological character of Caesarius’s comments. The perspective and driving concept of Caesarius is evident at the very beginning in the authentic exordium solely preserved in Manuscript C. Here Caesarius compares “some of the ancient fathers” with “those who have more diligently commented” on the Revelation.109 He names no representative of either group. However, it is clear that in these two groups Caesarius has in mind the two most important sources behind his commentary: Victorinus of Petovium and Tyconius. The ancient fathers believed that the Revelation in its totality or in its greatest part reveals “the day of judgment or the coming of the antichrist.” This evidently refers to the eschatological interpretation that Victorinus represents. On the other hand, the more diligent commentators understand that the content of the Revelation has to do with what “had begun immediately after the passion of our Lord and Savior and therefore was to be fulfilled to the day of judgment.” In other words, the visions of the Revelation reveal the spiritual truth of the life of the church that is lived and experienced between the time of Jesus and the last day. It was precisely Tyconius who was most responsible for the revolution of interpretation from the one to the other of these positions. The Expositio of Caesarius is a thoroughly ecclesiological interpretation of the Revelation. Therefore, at the start Caesarius makes explicit what the hearers of the reading of the Revelation are to understand: “Whether it is of the Son of man or of stars or of angels or of lampstands, or of the four living creatures or of the eagle flying in midheaven, understand that these and everything else are reality in Christ and in the church.” Similarly, the “one catholic church” is to be recognized in the seven churches in Asia, since the one Spirit of a sevenfold grace speaks to each.

Indeed, at every point Caesarius makes good on this fundamental hermeneutical perspective. A few examples will suffice. While Victorinus interprets the 144,000 of Revelation 7 to show “the number of those from the Jews who will believe” at the coming of Elijah at the end of time and those without number to be the multitude of the believing Gentiles, Caesarius interprets both groups to be “the selfsame people,” the number 144,000 signifying “the fullness of the church.” For this interpretation Caesarius makes use of one of his favorite strategies: the numbers seven, ten, twelve and their multiples symbolize completeness. Therefore, in the figure of the twelve tribes “the whole church both from the Jews and from the Gentiles” is shown.110 Another interpretative strategy of Caesarius is to identify “heaven” with the church. This allows him to interpret the vision in Revelation of the woman, dragon and war in heaven in a thoroughly ecclesiological manner. For Victorinus all of these things will occur at the coming of the antichrist and during the final persecutions that his appearance will inspire. Thus the water from the dragon’s mouth is persecution, and the earth’s swallowing up the water is the church’s deliverance from these persecutions. In the interpretation of Caesarius, on the other hand, all of this is a figure of the daily, continuous spiritual warfare that occurs between the faithful of the church and the devil and his body: “The great red dragon is the devil, who seeks to devour anyone who is born [that is, baptized] of the church.”111 The tail of the dragon symbolizes the heretics who convince some to join in their error and thus fall from heaven, that is, from the church to the earth, that is, to persons who are only wise in earthly things. In keeping with this interpretation, Michael and his angels who fight in heaven with the dragon are regarded as Christ and his saints. That they have cast the devil out of heaven is interpreted to mean that “those who believe have fully expelled the devil and no longer receive his compatriots.”112 The devil and his body of demons and heretics are cast out of the faithful hearts of the believers and are simply cast out of the church so that her faith and creed will remain heavenly.

Finally, we might call attention to one feature of Caesarius’s comments that demonstrate that he was in possession of quite early and ancient ideas. The reading of Revelation 13:18 that Caesarius possessed had the number of the beast as 616. Caesarius gives no indication that he was aware of the more common 666. Already in the second century Irenaeus had noted that some manuscripts read 616, although he attributed that reading to the error of copyists.113 Did Caesarius have at his disposal a manuscript tradition of which Irenaeus was already aware?114 According to Caesarius this number is the number not of the antichrist himself, but the number of Christ, the Son of man. Therefore, the number is reckoned as that of Christ, whose name “the beast takes for himself among the heretics.”115 Hence, even this passage is given an ecclesiological referent: “[The number] is understood to be a sign of Christ and shows a likeness of him that the church in reality holds in reverence.”116

To be sure, the interpretation of the Revelation as a vision of the spiritual warfare of the church against the powers of the devil comes to Caesarius through the commentary of Tyconius, and was probably reinforced by Caesarius’s loyalty to Augustine. However, if we remember that Caesarius was primarily a preaching bishop and that he was fully engaged in the Christianizing of the populace of Gaul, we can appreciate the fact that the ability to read and interpret the Revelation in that manner made the Revelation relevant to his task, a powerful tool in his preaching and an incentive to those under his pastoral care.






The Venerable Bede


Life and Work of the Venerable Bede

Although often regarded as the greatest of all Anglo-Saxon scholars, the life of Bede was wholly uneventful, and the information we possess of his life is strangely meager in comparison to the fame he acquired as a master writer of church history and expositor of the Bible. The principal source of the few known facts of his life is the last chapter of what became his most famous book, An Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Here Bede gives a summary of significant moments in his life at the monastery at Jarrow and gives a listing of his many writings and translations:


I was born on the lands of this monastery, and on reaching seven years of age, I was entrusted by my family first to the most reverend Abbot Benedict and later to Abbot Ceolfrid for my education. I have spent all the remainder of my life in this monastery and devoted myself entirely to the study of the Scriptures. And while I have observed the regular disciple and sung the choir offices daily in church, my chief delight has always been in study, teaching, and writing.

I was ordained deacon in my nineteenth year, and priest in my thirtieth, receiving both these orders at the hands of the most reverend Bishop John at the direction of Abbot Ceolfrid. From the time of my receiving the priesthood until my fifty-ninth year, I have worked, both for my own benefit and that of my brethren, to compile short extracts from the works of the venerable Fathers on Holy Scripture and to comment on their meaning and interpretation.117



Hereupon Bede lists his writings, his commentaries on Biblical books being listed first, perhaps because he regarded these as the most important. Among his books on the Scriptures he names also On the Apocalypse of Saint John: Three Books.

It is doubtful whether Bede ever left the environs of his monastery. In that sense his world was quite small. Yet, in another sense he lived and worked in an arena that was quite dynamic and even transcontinental. Although the great kingdom of Northumbria had begun its decline when Bede was born in 673, the religious environment in which Bede lived and worked was undergoing rapid change. Christianity had come to Northumbria in 627 with the conversion of Edwin. Soon afterward Celtic practice and discipline was introduced into the kingdom by Oswald (d. 642), who invited St. Aidan from Iona to teach the people. Under the leadership of Aidan the great Celtic monastery at Lindesfarne became a center of Celtic monastic piety and manuscript production. However, the future lay not with Lindesfarne and Celtic Christianity but with Canterbury and Rome. Northumbrian monks and scholars, such as Wilfred and Benedict Biscop, had traveled to Rome and become convinced of that church’s role in the establishing of a universal Christian kingdom. Eventually their advocacy of Rome’s primacy was vindicated at the Council of Whitby (664) when King Oswy determined that the religious loyalties of the kingdom would be with Rome and no longer with the Celtic church. Thus, despite his geographical isolation Bede would become both beneficiary and benefactor of a strong relation between English Christianity and the Church of Rome.

It is convenient to discuss the life of Bede in connection with three persons of great importance to him. The first of these is Benedict Biscop (628–690). Born into a noble Northumbrian family, Benedict would make no less than five journeys to Rome. After spending two years at Lérins where he took monastic vows, he made his third trip to Rome where he was commissioned by Pope Vitalian (657–672) to return to England with Theodore of Tarsus who would be consecrated Archbishop of Canterbury. In 674 King Ecgfrith of Northumbria, son of Oswy, gave Benedict land on which to build a monastery. This was the monastery of Monkwearmouth on whose lands Bede had been born. As Bede reports, when he was seven he was committed to Benedict and so he entered into a monastic community that would be enriched and embellished by the great energies and continental contacts of its abbot. Under Benedict the monastery at Wearmouth would be built in Romanesque style with stonemasons and glaziers brought in from France. Bede describes Benedict as “untiring in his efforts” to provide for his monastery: “The ornaments and images he could not find in France he sought out in Rome.” In 679 Benedict made his fourth trip to Rome where he met Pope Agatho (678–681). Bede describes the benefit to Wearmouth of the gifts and privileges that Benedict brought with him on his return. He returned with “a great mass of books of every sort”; second he returned with an “abundant supply of relics of the blessed apostles and Christian martyrs.” Third, Benedict “introduced in his monastery the order of chanting and singing the psalms and conducting the liturgy according to the practice in force at Rome.”118 Benedict also brought back a letter from Pope Agatho giving Wearmouth autonomy and independence from all external interference. Finally, writes Bede, Benedict returned from Rome with “many holy pictures of the saints to adorn the church at St. Peter (Wearmouth). These pictures included one of the Mother of God, one each of the holy apostles, pictures of various Gospel stories and “scenes from St. John’s vision of the apocalypse.” Thus, says Bede, all who entered the church, even the illiterate, were able to contemplate the face of Christ and his saints, and “as they saw the decisive moment of the Last Judgment before their very eyes be brought to examine their conscience with all due severity.”119 We do not know with certainty, but we may well imagine that the scenes of the Apocalypse brought back by Benedict Biscop and placed in the church of St. Peter and Wearmouth were in the mind of Bede as he wrote his comments on the vision of St. John.

Gratified with the success of Wearmouth, in 682 King Ecgfrith gave further lands to Benedict for a second monastery. The result was the monastery at Jarrow. Benedict placed Ceolfirth as abbot of the new monastery, and it was to Jarrow that Ceolfrith took with him twenty monks including the young Bede. Bede’s relation with Ceolfrith would be long and deep, and Bede would honor Ceolfrith as though his father: “Ceofrith was a man of acute mind, conscientious in everything he did, energetic, of mature judgement, fervent and zealous for his faith.” Under Ceolfrith’s tutelage Bede would be ordained deacon in 692 and priest in 703. Most importantly Ceolfrith shared with Biscop the intent to enrich the cultural and intellectual life of his monastery. Of this Bede reports the following: “[Ceolfrith] enlarged the stock of church plate, altar vessels and every kind of vestment. He doubled the number of books in the libraries of both monasteries with an ardour equal to that which Benedict had shown in founding them. He added three copies of the new translation of the Bible to the one copy of the old translation which he had brought back from Rome. One of these he took with him as a present when he went back to Rome in his old age, and the other two he bequeathed to his monasteries.”120

Bede’s mention of “three copies of the new translation of the Bible” deserves some comment. On his fifth and final trip to Rome, 678–679, Benedict Biscop took Ceolfrith with him. They returned to England with many books, but the most important seems to have been the Codex grandior (“larger book”), a sixth century pandect of the Bible written by or for Cassiodorus at his monastery, Vivarium, in Italy. This codex is almost certainly the “one copy of the old translation” that Bede mentions in his description of Ceolfrith.121 Ceolfrith ordered the production of three large pandects, two of these were to remain in the libraries of the monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow. These have unfortunately disappeared, perhaps destroyed by Viking raids of the eighth and ninth centuries. The third pandect was intended as a gift to the papacy. In 716 Ceolfrith announced that he would leave the twin monasteries and accompany this huge Bible to Rome where he wanted to present it to Pope Gregory II. On the way, however, Ceolfrith died in Burgundy. It is possible that the monks who were with him did present the codex to the Pope, although no official report of such a gift exists. What is known is that c. 900 the codex was presented to the monastery of San Salvatore at Monte Amiata in the central Apennines. When San Salvatore was dissolved in 1786 the codex, known as Codex Amiatinus, was deposited in the Biblioteca Laurenziana at Florence, where it still exists (MS Amiatino 1).122 Amiatinus is the oldest surviving Latin Bible in a single volume anywhere in the world. Along with the two lost pandects it is a translation of Jerome’s Vulgate (hence, Bede’s words, “the new translation of the Bible”). It is quite possible that Bede participated in the production of this remarkable Anglo-Saxon text of Scripture.123

The successor of Ceolfrith was Hwaetbehrt. Little is known of him, but he must have been a close associate and friend of Bede. Of him Bede writes: “He had been taught in that same monastery from his earliest childhood to observe the discipline of the rule and had also applied himself there to solid study of the arts of writing, chanting, reading and teaching.” Bede tells us that Hwaetbehrt had also traveled to Rome during the pontificate of Pope Sergius (687–701) and had remained there a long while “learning, copying down and bringing back with him all that he thought necessary for his studies.”124 Hwaetbehrt would outlive Bede who died in 735.

The lives and activities of the three abbots under whom Bede lived, wrote and dedicated his life reveal the remarkable flowering of Anglo-Saxon scholarship and erudition of which Bede himself was the most stellar representative. In addition to his many commentaries on the books of Scripture, Bede is best known for his Ecclesiastical History of the English People, dedicated to King Ceolwulf of Northumbria and completed in 731. It remains the most important source of information for the early history of Christianity in England.




Bede’s Exposition on the Revelation: Text

The commentary of the Venerable Bede on the Revelation is prefaced by a letter addressed to “brother, Eusebius.”125 This Eusebius was Hwaetbehrt who in 716 would become abbot of Wearmouth and Jarrow and was nicknamed Eusebius because of his piety. That Bede addresses him as brother indicates that Hwaetbehrt was not yet abbot and so sets the terminus ad quem for the date of the Revelation commentary at 716. That is perhaps all we can say with certainty about the date. In his own listing of his writings in the Ecclesiastical History no indication of date or sequence is given. Nonetheless, Bonner claims that the Revelation commentary is “probably the earliest of his commentaries on Scripture, and seems to have been written between 703 and 709.”126 Gryson similarly claims that the Revelation commentary is “one of the first, if not the very first of the exegetical works of Bede.” He dates the commentary “probably before 710.”127 This would explain, says Gryson, the developed hermeneutical reflections that constitute the bulk of the prefatory letter to Eusebius. In this letter Bede describes the seven rules of Tyconius and their meanings and applications. At the conclusion Bede remarks that “these rules are applicable not only in the Apocalypse, that is, in the revelation of Saint John the apostle, but also in all of the canonical Scripture and especially in the prophetic books.”128 It may well be, therefore, that the methodological discussion of Bede in the letter to Eusebius that prefaces his commentary on the Revelation suggests that this commentary was one of the first commentaries that he penned. If so, then his comments on the Revelation, guided by the rules of Tyconius, serve as a kind of exercise for the interpretation of the whole of Scripture.

The acquisition of many books by Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith gave the library of Wearmouth and Jarrow an unusual richness and extent of manuscript materials for its time. From this fact alone we might surmise that Bede had at his disposal a broad array of sources in his commentary writing.129 The most important source is without question Tyconius, the fourth century Donatist interpreter of the Revelation. Bede speaks of Tyconius with uncommon praise and respect. In the introductory letter he calls Tyconius “a man of very great learning” (viri inter suos eruditissimi) among the Donatists. Moreover, Tyconius had understood the Revelation with penetrating insight (vivaciter intellexit) and had expounded it “truthfully and in a sufficiently catholic sense” (veridice satisque catholice disseruit). Of course, certain aspects of Tyconius’s commentary were unacceptable, namely those passages in which he claimed that the Revelation had foretold the sufferings of the Donatists. However, as Bede explicitly states, “in the present work we have followed the interpretation of this author,” for he is a man of great learning who flourished “as a rose among thorns.”130 Indeed, a considerable portion of the letter to Eusebius consists of a summary of the seven rules of Tyconius that will guide the commentary of Bede. In his commentary itself Bede will cite Tyconius by name at least ten times, as Gryson notes, “more often than Augustine, Gregory and Jerome combined.”131 By way of comparison we may also note that Bede cites Primasius by name on only one occasion, and this only for a matter of interpretative detail.132 The importance of Bede for research into Tyconius and his commentary has long been recognized. In the judgment of Gryson Bede is probably “the most faithful witness” to the text of Tyconius and is decisive when one wishes to determine the ipsissima verba of Tyconius.133

In terms of sheer frequency and quantity of use, however, the commentary of Primasius of Hadrumetum (sixth century) takes pride of place. Bede often incorporates the views of Primasius, yet without naming him and often with minor changes of language. Many of the earliest manuscripts of Primasius come from monasteries founded by English or Irish monks, so it is not surprising that Bede had a copy of Primasius and used him extensively.134 Yet, despite the significance of Primasius as a source of his commentary, Bede makes no mention of him in the introductory letter to Eusebius and mentions him but one time in the commentary. Bonner’s evaluation seems correct: “Bede would seem to have valued Primasius rather as a quarry for material than as a guide to understanding.”135 The third commentary that Bede used in the writing of his own is that of Victorinus, although in the later recension of Jerome indicated by the letter Φ.136

In addition to the three commentaries of Tyconius, Primasius and Victorinus-Jerome, Bede cites or makes use of a significant number of other writers. Most important, as one might surmise, are Augustine, Gregory the Great and Jerome. Bede cites Augustine at the end of the introductory letter to justify the division of his commentary into three books, and he refers to Augustine by name four times in the commentary itself. It seems certain that Bede was familiar with the seven rules of Tyconius from Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine and not directly from the Regulae of Tyconius himself. Moreover, Bede seems to have had possession of Augustine’s City of God and to have used it independently from the use made of it by Primasius. No figure was more important to the early history of the English church than Pope Gregory the Great. Bede names him three times in the introductory letter to his commentary and in the commentary itself he makes use of Gregory’s Moralia in Job and most likely also his commentary on Ezekiel. Bede seems to have also possessed Jerome’s commentary on Daniel and perhaps the commentary on Isaiah. Bede apparently makes use of Jerome’s On Illustrious Men in citing the letter of Ignatius of Antioch to the Romans and of Jerome’s Life of Paul when citing words from Letter 56 of Cyprian.

Among other sources cited by Bede we may mention the Etymologies of Isidore of Sevilla, a verse by Fortunatus, a verse by Arator and the Latin translation by Rufinus of the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius. In the long and complex commentary concerning the twelve jewels that adorn the New Jerusalem, Bede used a variety of sources including a Latin translation of Epiphanius’s treatise on gems and Irish/Celtic lapidary traditions. Finally, we should mention the high probability that in his commentary Bede incorporated interpretations received from Irish/Celtic masters and teachers.137

Bede has divided his commentary into three books (in tres libellos), as he writes in his introductory letter, “to give relief to the mind.”138 The First Book (liber primus) encompasses the commentary on Revelation 1:1–8:1; the Second Book (liber secundus) comprises the commentary on Revelation 8:2–14:20; the Third Book (liber tertius) contains the commentary on Revelation 15:1–22:21. As he describes it in the first portion of the letter to Eusebius, Bede further divides his commentary into seven sections (septem periochis). This division allows Bede to interpret the Revelation according to a pattern based on the six-day creation of the world. The seven sections are as follows: in the First Book are sections one (Rev 1:1–3:22) and two (Rev 4:1–8:1); in the Second Book are sections three (Rev 8:2–11:18) and four (Rev 11:19–14:20); in the Third Book are sections five (Rev 15:1–17:18), six (Rev 18:1–20:15) and seven (Rev 21:11–22:21). In commenting Bede cites the Biblical text, sometimes in its fullness, sometimes with a few words of the text followed by et cetera. He then comments on the quoted passages in a manner simple and direct and without learned discussion. For as we learn from the conclusion of the introductory letter, Bede is not writing for the learned scholar but for the poor and uneducated people of the Angles.

Some sixty-five manuscripts dating from the eighth to the fifteenth century exist. Some twenty of these are Carolingian.139 The translation of this volume is based on the critical edition of Roger Gryson.140 In the translation we have noted the division of the commentary into three books. Although Bede apparently divided his commentary into some thirty-eight chapters (capitula), there remains some uncertainty about the capitula lectionum of Bede.141 In his critical edition Gryson notes this division into capitula by bold Roman numerals. While this procedure might be helpful and of interest to some, it seemed best for the purposes and readership of this volume not to confuse the division of the text by using a system no longer known or used. Therefore, the present translation is divided into chapters and verses corresponding to the standard divisions in contemporary Bibles.




Bede’s Exposition on the Revelation: Theology and Method

Bede himself gives us the primary clues to his interpretation of the Apocalypse of Saint John. In the introductory letter to Eusebius Bede clearly lays out the principles by which he interprets the Scriptures, the division of the text of the Apocalypse that gives structure to its meaning and the general thesis of the Apocalypse.

As we have noted, the guiding authority behind Bede’s interpretation of the Apocalypse is Tyconius. The Donatist church, of which Tyconius was a member, was the conscious heir of the strict eschatological understanding of the Apocalypse. This interpretation regarded virtually all scenes of the Apocalypse as prophecies of the final, end-time struggle of the church. The prophecy of John was primarily of a future time when the antichrist would come, the final persecution would be endured and the first resurrection to the earthly bliss of the millennial kingdom would commence. Upon its completion, the second resurrection of all flesh would occur, followed by judgment either to eternal condemnation or to eternal joy in heaven. The seven rules of Tyconius undercut the assumptions of this paradigm. The second rule, “concerning the bipartite body of the Lord,” for example, argued against the separatist idea of Donatism that already in this world a separation of the good from the evil occurs. Tyconius argued that in this age the church was a “mixed church” (ecclesia mixta) in which the holy and the hypocrite lived. Who were the true Christians was an invisible reality that only God knew. The separation would then occur only at the last judgment. Indeed a clear and perceptible division of times was equally impossible, for throughout time and in all places God has been at work in grace and judgment. The effect of this understanding was to deconstruct the millenialist conviction of the last days as a temporal period. Rather, the death and resurrection of Christ has ushered in the last days so that the millennial period was nothing other than the time of the church which stretches from his birth to his second coming.

The Revelation of John, therefore, is a vision of the spiritual realities at work as the church sojourns in this world on her way to her consummation. It is a sojourn replete with temptations and dangers, within and without. It is precisely this understanding of the theme of the Revelation that Bede states at the very beginning of his letter to Eusebius: in the Revelation of Saint John “God has considered it worthy to reveal by words and figures the internal wars and struggles of his church.”142 Thus, Bede interprets the name Ephesus to mean either “great fall” or “my will in it,” since the letter to that church blames some in the church and praises others. To interpret the Revelation as a revelation of present spiritual realities heightens the impact and the relevance of the Revelation. While the eschatological interpretation might be effective in exhorting to endurance in view of a yet outstanding end-time drama, the ecclesiological interpretation of Tyconius and his followers makes the Revelation into a spiritual template of the present life and struggle of every person who bears the name Christian. In the one view the Revelation concerns what will be, in the other view the Revelation concerns what is. In the one the hearer or reader is positioned in what is not yet and so, as it were, stands outside the events (or at least most of them) of the text. In the other the hearer or reader is positioned, as it were, in the text and perceives through the vision of John the drama of which he is already an actor. If we keep this in mind, we can see the practical importance of Bede’s intention to speak clearly for the people of the Angles who have been “lax in the cultivation of the faith.”143

Second, in his letter to Eusebius Bede states that the Revelation is to be divided into seven sections. This division of the text was not accidental or due to a mere literary analysis. It corresponded to the view that the time of the world was by God divided into six ages even as the world had been created in six days.144 The sixth age extended from the birth of Christ to his second coming for judgment and the resurrection of all the dead. The seventh age is the eternal Sabbath rest of the New Jerusalem and the new creation. We, therefore, presently live in the sixth age that will come to its conclusion with the coming of the antichrist. However, the signs of the end of this sixth period are obscure and not readily discerned.

Thus, the Revelation concerns the present life of the church and is divided into seven sections that correspond to the seven ages of the world. This hermeneutical stance allowed for and perhaps even demanded the interpretative strategy of recapitulation. As Bede explains it, it is the custom (consuetudo) of the Revelation to narrate unto the number six. At this point, however, the prophet recapitulates by returning to events already narrated and skipping the narration of that which is seventh. The seventh age, which is that of the New Jerusalem, cannot properly be narrated until all that which pertains to the present life of the church is depicted. Thus, Bede notes that the letter to the church at Philadelphia is in sixth place since the letter speaks of penultimate things such as the final humiliation of the Jews and the conversion of some of them to the church. In the seventh place is the letter to the church at Laodicea, for that church is tepid and lukewarm and so indicates that state of humankind when the Lord comes for final judgment. To this point Bede quotes Luke 18:8: “When the Son of man comes, do you think that he will find faith on earth?”

There are three great commentaries on the Revelation that come from the eighth century. That of Beatus of Liébana (c. 780) fully incorporated the commentaries of Tyconius, Victorinus-Jerome, Primasius and Apringius. However, Beatus is little known in the Carolingian and medieval periods and hardly at all outside of Spain. It is the historical significance of Bede’s commentary and that of Ambrose Autpertus (d. 781) to have become the principal means by which the traditions of Tyconius, Augustine, Victorinus and Primasius came to Carolingian interpreters such as Alcuin and Haimo and through them became the common stock of Apocalypse interpretation in the Middle Ages.145
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