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JEROME ON SINLESSNESS: A VIA MEDIA
BETWEEN AUGUSTINE AND PELAGIUS

STUART SQUIRES
Brescia University, USA

This article will explore Jerome’s understanding of sinlessness and will argne that he saw himself
just as opposed to Augustine as to Pelagius. I begin by exposing Jerome’s context in the Pelagian
Controversy. I then expose his understanding of sinlessness. Next, I turn to his arguments in Ep, 133
and the first two books of his Dialogi contra Pelagianos. In bool three of that text, we notice a
change in his arguments which indicates that Jerome is no longer arguing only against Pelagius; he
now disagrees with Angustine as well. T then examine a variety of issues besides sinlessness in the
third book of the Dialogi that reveal that Jerome disagreed with Augustine on multiple topics,
showing that his opposition to Augustine’s position on sinlessness was not exceptional, Finally I turn
to statements by Jerome that seem io indicate a positive appreciation for the Bishop of Hippe, but
which on closer inspection are seen to contain latent criticismms.

INTRODUCTION

Despite cries from Evans, Zednik, Clark, Rackett and Jeanjean that scholars have largely
ignored his role in the Pelagian Controversy,’ Jerome’s importance continues to be overshad-
owed by Augustine.” Because his library was destroyed in 416 by an unidentifiable group of
people,” and he would die shortly after the triple condemnation of Pelagius in 418 by Pope
Zosimus, the Council of Carthage, and Emperor Honorius, Jerome was not able to match
Augustine’s literary output, which may account for his relatively muted influence, despite the
fact that he probably detected Pelagius’ flaws before Augustine did.* Augustine’s larger profile
in this debate is likely attributable to his tireless efforts to shape it on his own terms in order to
force Pelagius to conform to his understanding of orthodoxy. Furthermore, his international
reputation while alive, and Prosper of Aquitaine’s efforts to establish him as the standard bearer
of orthodoxy after he died, contributed to Augustine’s larger reputation.’

Jerome’s contribution to this debate is important, but for a reason different than Augustine’s.
As Rackett has pointed out, he was not primarily concerned with the Pelagian understanding of
grace — as was Augustine — but with the question of sinlessness.® A thorough investigation of
Jerome’s understanding. of sinlessness must therefore be made. This article will attempt just
that. It first will outline Jerome’s context; next it will discuss his definition of sinlessness. It will
then turn to his initial argument against sinlessness in his Epistula 133: Ad Ctesiphontem and
the first two books of his Dialogi contra Pelagianos. As we tumn to Book III, his position on
sinlessness shifts in a subtle, yet important, way as a reaction against Augustine’s. This shift, I
argue, is a result of having read several works by Augustine that were delivered to him by the
Spanish priest Orosius.” Benoit Jeanjean’s claim that Ep.133 and the Dialogi ‘constituent un
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ensemble cohérent de textes qui présentent un objectif commun — réfuter la thése pélagienne de
Pimpeccantia’® is thus not entirely accurate. To support my claim that Augustine was the
catalyst which forced Jerome fo rethink his critique of sinlessness, we must look at a variety of
other issues in Book IIT, to determine how much of Augustine’s influence may be detected. By
examining Jerome’s discussions of the relationship between grace and free will, his understand-
ing of foreknowledge as opposed to predestination, his hesitancy to claim boldly an Augustinian
understanding of original sin, and his lack of interest in the connection between original sin and
the origin of souls, it becomes apparent that he:placed himself as a via medid between Pelagius
and Augustine. However, Jerome did learn from Augustine that infant baptism was a conten-
tious issue between Augustine and Pelagius. Next, we will take a closer look at the personal
statements Jerome makes about Augustine. At first blush it seems as if he praises Augustine for
his arguments against Pelagius; on a closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that Jerome
was ot particularly impressed with Augustine’s thought. While he tespected Augustine’s
character, his compliments about Augustine’s theology are backhanded.

. CONTEXT

Ferguson has claimed that Jerome was in Bethlehem waiting for a fight. ‘Rufinus was dead’, he
says, ‘and the old lion was looking for some new adversary on whom to sharpen his claws when
Pelagjus came on the scene. After a long life of disputation, controversy was his meat and drink;
to abandon it would mean spiritual starvation’ 2 The contrary was true: by the time Pelagius fled
Rome after 410, and knowledge of his theology began to spread throughout the Mediterranean
world, Jerome was nearing the end of his life. He felt pestered by this upstart young mail and
did not want to be pulled into yet another contest. At the beginning of his Dialogi, he tells us
that, having writien tis short Ep. 133, °1 received frequent expostalations from the brethren,
who wanted to know why I any longer delayed the promised work in which I undertook to
answer all the subtleties of the preachers of Impassibility’ 19 Several years later after the Synod
at Diospolis (as with the one held in Jerusalem, he did not attend) and after having received two
letters from Augustine,!! Jerome was content to bite his tongue; he wrote 10 Augustine saying
that ‘a most difficult time has come upon us when it is better for me to be silent than to speak’ 12
Furthermore, his writings against Pelagius do not demonstrate the hallmark Hieronymian
invective of his earlier works. In 416, just a few years after his attention was piqued by Pelagius,
Jerome’s monastery was burned, which surely sucked any motivation out of him.!? Jerome was
tired and wanted to be left alone. :

Pelagius arrived in Jerusalem and picked a fight with him. He had fled Africa, leaving
Caelestius behind, and had become associated with John of Jerusalem.'* While there, Jerome
tells us, he began reviving his old accusations against him. Like Rufinus before him, he had
accused Jerome of borrowing from Origen in his Commentarii in epistolam ad Ephesios.” He
also rehashed the critique that Jerome’s distaste for marriage in his Adversus Iovinianum was
too extreme.'® It would have been counterproductive for Jerome to raise the issue of Origen’s
orthodoxy once again.”” He had nothing to gain and everything to lose. He would be forced to
fight a new battle in a war that, as he saw it, had ended long before.-

After Cassian, Jerome was one of the most important ascetic writers for the west in the early
Church.'® Contrary to Clark who claims that he viewed this debate as a ‘continuation of both the
ascetic and the Origenist controversies’ ,'® Jerome did not see this debate through an ascetic lens,
though the Origenist flavor is undoubtedly present. Even in his Ep. 130 - which was one of his
most important discourses on the consecrated life and where one would expect a connection
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between asceticism and Pelagius to be made — his warning to Demetrias was restricted to the
dangers of Origenism (such as the preexistence of souls) in new form, but did not accuse
Pelagius of rejecting moral hierarchy, which was at the center of his ascetic concerns.” Perhaps
he did not detect any ascetic shading in Pelagius’ writings, despite the fact that the bishops at
the Synod of Diospolis had done so and addressed Pelagius as a monk (monachus) several
times.?' Perhaps he had known this, but did not see implications for the ascetic life that Pelagius’
arguments inevitably harbored. Perhaps he felt that Pelagius was more vulnerable on the charge
of distorting the Gospel by introducing the corrupting infiuence of philosophy, and chose to
remain focused on that issue. Regardless of the reasons why, his ascetic preoccupations are
curiously absent,

Before we analyze Jerome’s writings, we should outline his contribution to the debate.? In
a letter written around 393/4, he mentions a morachus who was preaching publically against his
arguments on marriage in his Contra Iovinianum, and whom he describes as an ignorant rube.?
Much speculation has been made about this shadowy figure. De Plinval has argued (with Myres,
Evans, Kelly, and Rousseau supporting him) that it was Pelagius.* Ferguson has claimed that
De Plinval’s analysis is ‘plausible’, Rees has said that it is ‘probable’, and Cain has left it open
as a possibility.” Hunter has refused to come down on one side or the other. While it is
tempting to make such a hypothesis, Duval has convincingly argued that this was an incorrect
attribution on De Plinval’s part. Jerome’s writings, taken in collaboration with Augustine’s
writings, prove that he was unaware of Pelagius at that time,?” and did not become aware of him
uniil after Pelagius left Rome in 410.

Scholarly consensus states that the first (anonymous) reference to Pelagius by Jerome was in
the Prologue of his sixth book of his Commentarii in Ezechielem. Written around 412, he made
a connection between Pelagius, to whom he refers as a ‘new hydra’, and Pelagius’ predecessor
Rufinus, whom he calls a ‘serpent’.*

Written approximately two years later, his famous Epistula 130: Ad Demetriadem offered
another nameless allusion. He had written to this young woman, as both Pelagius and Augustine
would do, who was dedicating her life to virginity. Towards the end of this short letter, he
established a connection between Pelagius and Origen, claiming that ‘the poisonous germs of
this heresy [Origenism] still live and sprout in the minds of some to this day’.® He warned
Demetrias (o avoid such venom.

The Ep. 133: Ad Ctesiphontem was his third text and was written around the same time as £p.
130. Tt was written to a man about whom we know very little, but he may have been a patron
of Pelagius, as it seems that Pelagius was visiting his estate (illustris domus) while in Palestine.
1t is in this short, vet concentrated, letter that Jerome began to develop his arguments. All of the
themes that would appear in the first two books of the Dialogi Contra Pelagianos, which were
the fulfiltment of the promise he made to expand his criticisms, may be found in this letter.

The first four of the six Prologues in the Praefatio in libro Hieremiae prophetae anony-
mously referenced Pelagius, and were begun at the end of 414 or even at the beginning of 415.
He defended himself against the accusation of Origenism, accused Pelagius of attempting to be
equal with God, claimed that he was a surrogate for the devil, accused him of being a follower
of previous Christian heretics, and made the accusation that he taught secret knowledge.*! While
this commentary contained ad hominem attacks on Pelagius, it was at heart, as Rousseau has
recently demonstrated, centrally concerned with Christian repentance. It contains his reflections
on the Christian civitas.*

He finally made a full onslaught in his Dialogi Contra Pelagianos, which was written
sometime in the second half the year 415. It is a Socratic dialogue between two fictional
characters: Atticus (Jerome’s voice) and Critobulus (Pelagius’ voice). This text, and his Ep. 133,
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will be the focus of our investigation because they contain Jerome’s substaniive arguments, as
opposed to the primarily personal attacks found in his first writings.

[IL. DEFINITION OF SINLESSNESS

Jerome offers a definition of sinlessness that he sees operating in Pelagius’ works, which, he
believes, is rooted in Stoicism.** According to the Stoics, he says, every individual experiences
passions (né@m, perturbatio) that must be removed through ‘meditation (meditatio) on virtue
and constant practice (exercitatio) of it’ 341 one were ever to achieve this goal, he sees such a
person becoming ‘either a stone or a God’.** One tmay be tempted to see a connection between
the Stoic meditatio, as described by Jerome here, with Cassian’s ewpic, but we should not see
them as synonymous. Jerome is describing a process where the individual brings one, or more
than one, virtue to the front of the mind and ponders it, then puts it into action. Such a goal runs
counter to Cassian’s central concern for two reasons. First, he does not want the ascetic to
ponder any idea; he wants all AOoYtoLLOf to be removed from the mind, including those about
virtues. Second, Jerome’s description of constant exercitatio of virtue hints at Cassian’s
RpOKTUKH, which he — like Evagrius — views as the stage prior to Be@pTTLKT.

Terome then connects this supposed Stoic idea with Pelagius’ belief in the possibility of
sinlessness, He says:

let those biush then for their leaders and companions who say that a man may be ‘without sin’
(sine peccato) if he will, ox, as the Greeks term it GvogldpTnTog, ‘sinless’. As such a statement
sounds intolerable to the Bastern churches, they profess indeed only to say that a man may
be ‘without sin’ (sine peccato) and do not presume to allege that he may be ‘sinless’
(Bvapdpmmrog) as well. As if, forsooth, ‘sinfess’ (sine peccato) and ‘without sin’
(Gvoudptroc) had different meanings; whereas the only difference between them is the
Latin requires two words to express what Greek gives in one. If you adopt ‘without sin’
(absque peccato) and reject ‘sinless’, (GvoudptnTog) then condems the preachers of
sinlessness.®

Elsewhere, he says that Gveiéptmntog is a synonym for Gncele, and in a linguistic sleight
of hand he connects G7é@eLe to AVogldpTog then to sine peccato.”” By doing so, he
associates sinlessness with a pagan philosophical origin.* The term GméOeier had a turbulent
history in the Church because it was a philosophical term that was appropriated, adapted, and
used by theologians such as Clement of Alexandria and Origen.”

Jerome also heavily criticized Evagrius (from whom, according to him, Pelagius received
this understanding of sinlessness) for using the term, although scholars today disagree if he
understood what Evagrius meant by dné@eie.®® Driver, for example, claims that his “‘descrip-
tion of apatheia is litile more than a caricature, and his supposed reliance on the ancient
philosophers shows that Jerome had little understanding of their views’.*" Casiday, on the other
hand, argues that this ‘is actually far more penetrating than it might seem at first. ... J erome’s
anxietics are not as far-fetched as some have suggested, though they may well not have been
completely justified by the circumstances’.* T would suggest that, although the relationship
between Pelagius and the Stoics has yet to be explored by scholars, Driver rightly rejected his
argument of the equivalence of sine peccato and dmdBec. Furthermore, 1 would suggest that
Jerome did have a clear understanding of the Stoic definition of dréOeL, but he did not know
the writings of Evagtius well enough to realize how Evagrius had adapted the term for Christian
usage by making it a means towards the end of a prayerful connection to God.
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V. AD CTESIPHONTEM AND BOOKS I AND II OF DIALOGI CONTRA PELAGIANOS

Jerome makes many of the same arguments in Books 1 and 1I of the Dialogi that were alreadly
mentioned in his Ep. 133, Unlike Augustine, who minimized the importance of sinlessness and
placed grace at the center of the debate, Jerome met his opponents on their own terms.”® He
begins both texts with the exact same criticism of Pelagius: the theory of sinlessness blasphe-
mously creates equality between humanity and God. This hubris, he says, summarizes ‘into a
few words the poisonous doctrines of all the heretics’ 4 Only Christ, although fully human, was
sinless.*” Christ, of course, received his humanity from Mary, but we do not find in Jerome
mention about the status of Mary; e never ponders if Mary sinned and the Christological
implications of such a statement. He held the Theotokos in the highest regard and famously
defended her perpetual virginity against Helvidius, but, strangely, even after he read Augus-
tine’s sections about Mary from De peccatorim meritis el remissione and De natura et gratia,
he pever felt compelled to address this question. Jerome, furthermore, beld that the idea of a
sinless individual recklessly establishes that person as superior to the Aposties. How could
Pelagius make such a clearly erroneous staternent, he wonders? Even the Apostles, who were
more virtuous than all of the rest of hamanity, were not perfecic.‘*6 Pelagiug’ argument inevitably
suggests that one may shine brighter than the men chosen by Christ to be his followers.

Critobulus, in Book I, argues that the ability to be sintess is not tantamount to placing oneself
equal to God.?” One may not be perfect as God, he argues, but one may be a perfect human
being. Atticus admits that there are degrees of righteousness among people, but he criticizes
Critobulus’ argument as NOMSENSE. He says that one may have a gift that others do not possess,
but no one has all gifts. Alluding to 1 Corinthians (12:29), Atticus asks ‘are all Apostles? Are
all prophets? Are all teachers? Are all workers of miracles? Have all gifts of healing? Do all
speak with tongues? Do all interpret? But desire earnestly the greater gifts’*® It 1s impossible
for anyone to be all things to everyone or perfect in ail things. ‘All this goes to prove’, he says,
‘that not only in comparison with Divine majesty are men far from perfection, but also when
compared with angels, and other men who have climbed the heights of virtue. You may be
superior to someone whom you have shown 10 be impesfect, and yet be outstripped by another;
and consequently may not have true perfection, which, if it be perfect, is absolute’.* Atticus
agrees with Critobulus that one may not be perfect compared to God, but he also argues that one
may not even be perfect compared to the rest of creation.

Although one may be superior to some and inferior to others, Atticus does allow that one may
be perfect in one or two virtues — but no one may be perfect in all virtues.* Very few individuals,
however, may be perfect In several of the virtues. He does not allow for just any sinner to be so,
but the Iist of examples that he offers suggests that Jerome sees only the elite to have such gifts.

Atticus says that

there will not be merely wisdom in Solomon, sweetness in David, zeal in Elias and [Phinehas],
faith in Abraham, perfect {ove in Peter, to whom it was said, ‘Simon, son of J ohn, lovest thou
me’? zeal for preaching in the chosen vessel, and two or three virtues each in others, but God
will be wholly in all, and the company of the saints will Tejoice in the whole band of virtues,
and God will be all in all.’! :

Because the great figures of the Christian past were only blessed with one or two virtues, he
argues that it would be impossible for anyone — other than Jesus — to be sinless.

Cassian disagrees. He believes that it is possible that a foly individual, such as Pani, may
possess all virtues — such as chastity, abstinence, prudence, hospitality, sobriety, temperance,

"mercy and justice. In fact, the monk must strive for all of the virtues, not simply one or two,
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because, taken together, they construct a coherent organization.52 But, even if the virtues are
obtained, one may not be considered sinless because one may not sustain Bewple.” One’s
hodily needs always force the individual to turn his or her thoughts away from God towards the
created world, Therefore, while Jerome sees that a sqnctus may have one Of WO virtues at best,

('assian had no problem admitting that a variety of virtues may be pursued and acquired.

V. A SHIFT BETWEEN BOOKS II AND 111 OF THE DIALOGI CONTRA PELAGIANOS

Tn 415, Paulus Orosius, a young priest born probably between 380-90, left Spain and arrived on
Augustine’s doorstep.™ Augustine tells us that Orosius was passionate about Scripture and that
he had convinced him to continue his journey to Palestine to study under J erome.> Upon his
arrival, Orosius gave Jerome two letters from Augustine (166,7) and, most likely, provided his
De peccatorum meritis et remissione et De baptismo parvulorum, De spiritu et littera, and De
nanira et gratia.> He was called to a council in Jerusalem to discuss the teachings of Pelagius
and to give testimony about the concerns of the North Africans.”’ Pelagius was declared to be
orthodox and, later that year, Orosius himself was charged with blasphemy.® He quickly fled
Palestine.

Many scholars. have noted the importance of Orosius’ gifts to Jerome. Kelly, Clark, and
Jeanjean have argued that, through his reading of Augustine, Jerome slavishly adopted Augus-
tine’s teachings on original sin and infant baptism, becoming nothing more than a crypto-
Augustinian.”® Others, e McWilliam and Lossl, have argued that while he appreciated
Augustine’s texts, he could not align himself with Augustine completely.” Ferguson claimed
that Jerome preferred to be a ‘synergist’ between Augustine and Pelagius.®’ No scholar,
however, has offered a systematic analysis of the shift in I erome’s thinking because of Augus-
tine’s work, which T would suggest he only read between writing Books II and JIT of his Dialogi.

In Book III, he curiously departs from his previous statements that one may not be sinless
and qualifies his remarks by stating that, in fact, one may be sinless due to the effort of the
individual. Atticus says that ‘we, too, say fhat a man can avoid sinning, if he chooses, according
to his local and temporal circumstances and physical weakness, SO tong as his mind is set upon
righteousness and the string is well stretched upon the lyre. Butif a man grow[s] a little remiss
it is with him as with the boatman pulling against the stream, who finds that, if he slackens but
for a moment, the craft glides back and he is carried by the flowing waters whither he would
not’ .5 Jerome atlows for the efficacy of the free will to avoid the traps of sin according to the
individual’s personal strength and the surrounding temptations. He does not allow, however, this
sinlessness to remain a permanent state because no matter how strong the will or how few the
temptations, one may not avoid sin for the entirety of one’s life.Atticus says that

this is what I told you at the beginning — that it rests with ourselves either to sin or not to sin,
and to put the hand either to good or evil; and thus free will is preserved, but according to the
circumstances, time, and state of human frailty; we maintain, however, that perpetual freedom
from sin is reserved for God only, and for Him Who being the Word was made flesh without
incurring the defects and the sins of the flesh. And, becanse T am able to avoid sin for a short
time, you cannot iogically infer that T am able to do so continuatly. Can I fast, watch, walk,
sing, sit, sleep perpetually?®

We should not be seduced by his claim that “this is what T told you at the beginning’. He now
allows for the sinlessness of an individual, for a ‘short {ime’, which Jerome had not done in
either Book 1 or Book Il Why would he, who had gone through great pains to claim that 2
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sinless state is impossible, now claim that it is possible, though only for a short time? This
change at the end of Book III, I argue, stems from a rejection of Augustine’s position on
sinlessness. Jerome read in Augustine’s work a theology that he considered to be too pessimistic
about the human condition. He felt the need to offer a theological position that attributed more
agency to the individual in order to counteract the limitations that Augustine places on the will
because of original sin. While it may go too far to call him an optimist, Graves has already
correctly claimed that the Dialogi are, by Jerome’s standards, ‘relatively measured’.* This
temperate position was a result of his rejection of Augustine on one extreme and, of course,
Pelagius on the other.

What is even more noteworthy than Jerome’s revised position on sinlessness is what he
ignored in Augustine, Rackett has argued that he was heavily influenced by Augustine, but we
will see that the opposite is actually the case.” Augustine made a distinction between the
hypothetical possibility of a sinless life (which is possible) and an historical example of
sinlessness (which cannot be given).®® In Book Il of his Dialogi, Jerome did not even bother to
address this issue, despite the fact that in Book T Atticus had excoriated Critobulus for the exact
same position.” There, he felt that such a distinction was absurd. If he were simply Augustine’s
attack dog, in Book III he would have felt compelled to mitigate his criticism from Book L.
Jerome's refusal to do so shows that he held firm to his criticism of Pelagius, and, by extension,
now of Angustine.

Other evidence supports the claim that Jerome rejected Augustine’s thought. This evidence
will demonstrate that the shift from Books II and 1T regarding sinlessness was not simply a
coincidence, but part of a pattern of thinking that opposed Augustine’s ideas. Just as he ignored
much of what he read in Augustine’s text regarding sinlessness, he also ignored his thinking on
the relationship between grace and free will. In his Ep.133 and Books I and U of his Dialogi,
he offers an understanding of this relationship that would have made Augustine nervous. While
he rejects Pelagius’ understanding of grace, as Augustine had done, he saw the free will as
possessing more agency than did Augustine.® Jerome understood the necessity of God’s aid for
the will, but he also believed that the will must search (pezere)} for that assistance.® Free will and
grace work in a symbiotic telationship with each other.” For example, he says that ‘to will and
to run is ours, but the carrying into effect [of] our willing and running pertains to the mercy of
God, and is so effected that on the one hand in willing and running free will is preserved; and
on the other, in consummating our willing and running, everything is left to the power of God”.™
After having read the texts that Orosius had brought from Hippo that show Augustine’s thoughts
about the impotence of the will to do good without grace, he stands firm in his understanding
of the efficacy of the free will.” He never feels the need to alter his position so that it is in
concert with Augustine.”

There are also several topics that Jerome only discussed in Book III that seem to be prompted
by his reading of Augustine, but he rejects Augustine’s ideas. First, he briefly discussed his
understanding of foreknowledge and, by implication, rejected the Augustinian understanding of
predestination. According to Atticus, God

does not make use of His foreknowledge to condemn a man though He knows that he [any
individual) will hereafter displease Him; but such is His goodness and unspeakable mercy that
He chooses a man who, He perceives, will meanwhile be good, and who, He knows, will turn
out badly, thus giving him the opportunity of being converted and of repenting.”

Jerome rejects the concept of predestination as calling into question justice, God’s autonomy,
and goodness. This is a direct response to Augustine, not Pelagius. Pelagius never showed any
interest in the debate between foreknowledge and predestination. Although Augustine does not
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mention predestination in these texts as much as he will towards the end of his life,” and does
not yet articulate his own position with precision, predestination does arise three times in the
texts Jerome had read. Augustine believes that God has foreknowledge of the deeds of every
individual. But, he goes farther than Jerome because he also believes predestination to be taught
by the Church. He says that ‘they [human beings] were, after all, predestined either to be
damned on account of their sinful pride or to face judgment and correction for their pride, if they
are children of mercy’.” He will later articulate the necessity of predestination as the only
theologically consistent position with salvation by grace.”

Towards the end of Book III — just before his explicit mention of Augustine — Jerome draws
a connection between the sinfulness of humanity and our first parents. ‘But all men’, he says
‘are held liable either on account of their ancient forefather Adam, or on their own account. He
that is an infant is released in baptism from the chain (virculum) which bound his father. He
who is old enough to have discernment is set free from the chain of his own or another’s sin by
the blood of Christ’.” Several scholars have found a latent Augustinianism in this quote; Kelly,
for example, went so far as to say that this passage shows that Augustine ‘had converted him to
the strict doctrine of original sin’.” Augustine himself even suggests that Jerome believes
original sin to be true.*® While it would be foolish to deny Augustine’s fingerprints here, [ would
suggest that scholars have overstated Augustine’s influence and, therefore, have made Jerome
out to be Augustine’s theological puppet. It should be noted that Jerome never used the
Augustinian terms massa, or peccatum originale.¥ He could have used Augustine’s shorthand
10 describe the state of humanity after the exile of Adam and Eve from the garden, but he used
his own vocabulary, vinculum.b* While it may be tempting to tead vinculum as a theological
equivalent to peccatum originale, it is much mare likely that he could not stomach Augustine’s
‘strict’” doctrine of original sin and consciously resisted it by ignoring Augustine’s language.

At the very end of the text, Jerome gives us another clue that he does not embrace fully
original sin and places himself between Augustine and Pelagius, He says that ‘infants also
should be baptized for the remission of sins after the likeness of the transgression of Adam (in
similitudinem praevaricationis Adam).’® The term in similitudinem, 1 believe, is used as a third
option for the relationship between the sin of Adam and the sin of his descendants. Augustine
did not believe that the relationship between the two was similifudo. Rather, he insisted that sin
was passed from Adam to the rest of humanity by way of propagation (propagatio). This was
a direct response to Pelagius’ belief that humanity sins out of imitation (imitatio).* Jerome’s
phrase, then, shows that he certainly rejected Pelagius’ imitatio, but could not embrace Augus-
tine’s propagatio.

A related issue to original sin that was important for Augustine, but entirely ignored by
Jerome in Book IT1, was the question of the origin of souls.®® Augustine had written to Jerome
and asked him to explain how individual souls are infected by original sin if they are created
individually for each person, as opposed to the Origenist theory of the preexistence of souls.®
This issue was not a speculative exercise for Augustine; he understood that this connection was
foundational for his argument of original sin against Pelagius.® It is noteworthy that Jerome did
not include a discussion about this relationship in Book I, despite the fact that he already had
made a connection between Pelagius and Origen’s theory of the preexistence of souls.®® Clark
offered the explanation that Jerome simply could not offer an answer to Augustine’s inquiry:

1 suspect that Jerome did not know the answer to Augustine’s question; from his writings, we
would gather that he had not even considered the issue problematic. It is highly significant that
Augustine here presses Jerome hard on the notion of the souls’ origin: Augustine has sensed
that this question must be answered by anyone seeking to uphold creationism and original sin
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at the same time. Since Jerome did both, Angustine apparently — and incorrectly — assumed
that he had considered the links between the two theories. Jerome, I think, had net. So
Augustine was thrown back onto his own resources.®

Jerome, I think, did not ignore Augustine’s question because he did not know the answer. He,
rather, did not see that there was a link to be made. As discussed above, too much has been made
of Augustine’s influence on Jerome regarding original sin, As he did not fully accept this
Augustinian assumption, he did not share Augustine’s desire to establish a clear relationship
between original sin and the origin of souls.

‘We should not disregard entirely Augustine’s influence on Jerome. Prior to reading Augus-
tine, he did not know that the theology supporting infant baptism was in question.*® At the end
of Book I, he had learned his interlocutors were claiming that babies who were born of
baptized parents do not need to be baptized.”' Jerome, like Augustine, defended the Church’s
practice of baptizing babies, but he did not come to the conclusion of the necessity of infant
baptism from Augustine, as he had written about it over a decade earlier. Laeta, the daughter-
in-law of Paula, wrote to Jerome asking him for a ‘programme d'éducation’ for her daughter,
Paula.” Still bitter about his exile from Rome by the ‘senate of Pharisees’,” he instructed Laeta
to send Paula from Rome to Bethiehem for proper formation to become a consecrated virgin.™
In this letter, we see that he had already insisted on the necessity of baptism for infants.”
Augustine’s influence, then, did not change his thinking about baptism, but it did bring to his
attention an element of this debate about which he had previously been ignorant.*®

If he rejected Augustine’s theology, why did he praise him at the end of Book ITI? “That holy
man (vir sanctus) and eloquent bishop (eloguens episcopus) Augustine’, he said, ‘not long ago
wrote to Marcellinus two treatises on infant baptism’, He also would say that ‘we must either
say the same as he [Augustine] does, and that would be superfluous; or, if we wished to say
something fresh, we should find our best points anticipated by that splendid genius
(ingenium)’”" Shortly after writing Book 111, he wrote a letter to Augustine stating that ‘even in
the dialogue that I recently published, T was mindful {recordor), as was proper, of Your
Beatitude’.”® Because of these comments, scholars have argued that he made a volte-face from
his previous contempt for Augustine. Ferguson, for example, said that ‘after an initial misun-

derstanding, [Jerome] formed a liaison with Augustine founded on a large and genuine mutoal

respect’.*

There are several hints here, however, that point to the idea that he was only half-heartedly
praising Augustine. First, although he called Augustine a vir sancius, this is only a comment
about his chiaracter, not his theology. Second, he called Augustine an eloguens episcopus, which
seems to praise Augustine but should be not read as laudatory. Goodrich has shown how, in
antiquity, the accusation of eloquence was actually an insult, “The eloguent’, Goodrich says,
‘with their rhetorical tricks, could make falsehoods seem plausible, but the writer with trath to
offer could rely on an unadorned simplicity’.'®® Jerome’s backhanded compliment, then, sug-
gests that Augustine was a master of rhetoric, but his theology was lacking.'®" Third, he used the
word ingenium to describe Augustine’s thought, which was often an insult in antiquity describ-
ing that one must tely on one’s own intellect rather than experience.'® Fourth, his use of the
word recordor implies that Augustine’s writings had come to mind while he was writing, but
that he did not draw on Augustine as a source. Jerome, it must be noted, is known for previously
having given backhanded compliments. Neil Adkin has demonstrated that, years earlier, his
choice of three verbs (exguirere, ordinare, exprimere) in his Ep. 22 was a latent charge that
Ambrose’s recent text on virginity' was plagiarized.!”® A precedent has been set by Jerome of
seeming to offer compliments, but, in reality, he was cryptically disparaging his interlocutor.
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VI. CONCLUSION

This ariicle has demonstrated that Jerome’s understanding of sinlessness subtly changed
between Books II and Il of his Dialogi, because he was no longer exclusively engaged in
conversation with Pelagius; after having read several of Augustine’s works, Jerome set his view
apart {rom Augustine and established his conception of sinlessness between Pelagius and
Augustine. We can only imagine how he felt, as a controversialist, to know that he was not
facing one opponent, but two. He certainly never had any admiration for Pelagius, nor does he
seemn particularly worried about Pelagius’ responses to his attacks, although his absences at the
informal gathering in Jerusalem, and the Synod of Diospolis in 415, do betray his fear of John
of Jerusalem and Pelagius’ other supportets,

His thoughts on Augustine must have been much more complicated. Years earlier, in 404, he
had recognized that Augustine was a bishop ‘notissimus’ and by this point, over ten years later,
Jerome undoubtedly knew that Augustine’s reputation had grown even more.'® He must have
known that to make any overt criticisms of Augustine would only canse himself more drama and
conflict, something he did not want at the end of his life. This certainly was the cause of his
attempt to mask his criticisms of Augustine, an attempt that, until now, has been successful. He,
also, was aware that, despite his criticisms of Augustine, Augustine had expressed himself as an
admirer — although at times critical — of Jerome’s work, something Pelagius had never done.'®
Such affection must have muddied his attitude when writing Book I1L. It is only later, at the end
of his life that he offers, what seems to be a genuine expression of affection for Augustine,
forgetting his criticisms of him from only a few years earlier./

We also saw in Book III that Jerome allows that one may be sinless for a short time,
something he had not done earlier. His views on such issues as the relationship between grace
and free will, foreknowledge, original sin, the origin of souls, and infant baptism clearly
indicate that Augustine’s writings against Pelagius did not resonate with Jerome. We then
turned to his statements about Augustine and saw that his praise was directed only at Augus-
tine’s character and did not extend to his thought.
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