INTRODUCTION

In his treatise On the Reading of the Fathers, Martin Chemnitz makes the following observations about St. Jerome:

The genius of Jerome was most outstanding.  His unique work entitles him to eternal praise, because he translated the Bible from its original languages.  Writers tell us that there were only two men born of Christian parents, Jerome and Lyra, who had a true knowledge of the Hebrew language.  And because he was a man of much reading, many difficult questions had been learnedly explained by him.  Thus in this area and especially in his commentaries he is valuable and worth reading.  But when he is disputing about some article of faith, he cannot be compared with the other fathers.  For he loved discipline so much that he often attributed to selected exercises the merit of remission of sins, until with the rise of the Pelagians he was compelled to alter and retract certain statements he had made.  For Jerome condemned certain ideas in Pelagius which it is evident that he had previously written about and believed.  Further, whenever he undertook to refute someone, he did so entirely too vigorously.  His sharpness and excessive vehemence was displeasing even to the people of his own time, but they did not wish to irritate him.  Thus, when he had written in a very scurrilous way about marriage in his Contra Jovinianum and something had to be said in opposition, Augustine wrote some books about the blessings of marriage and did so in such a winsome way that people hardly noticed whose error was being refuted.  Thus what pertains to grammatical and historical matters in Jerome’s writings can help us much, but what pertains to doctrinal points is different.
  

If one grants the truth of Chemnitz’ observations, Jerome’s treatment of the perpetual virginity of Mary poses an interesting dilemma.  Much of Jerome’s argumentation against his opponent Helvidius is in fact based on grammatical grounds (on which Jerome is reputedly reliable) and yet the broader context in which Jerome places the argument (namely, virginity) is precisely one of those “disciplines” on which he is most unreliable and fanatical.  


This paper proposes to study Jerome’s doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary and its impact on the Western church.  In looking at Jerome’s presentation of that doctrine, however, it will conform to Chemnitz’s observation by noting that the subject area can be divided into specific questions of exegesis and then the broader context of his arguments for virginity per se.  The impact of Jerome’s teaching will be shortly examined from ancient to modern times and its strengths and weaknesses weighed in the light of current scholarship.  Due to limitations of space and time the centuries prior to Jerome will receive only cursory treatment.  

I.  The Occasion

Only three years after receiving holy orders from the Westernizing bishop Paulinus in Antioch, Jerome accompanied his bishop to Rome in 382.
  There Jerome’s expertise as a Biblical scholar soon became known, and he fell into great favor with Pope Damascus, who had frequent recourse to Jerome for learned advice on a wide assortment of biblical and practical matters.
  Most significantly, in Rome Jerome’s appreciation and zeal for the ascetical life continued to grow and his advocacy of this life-style became more pronounced, more vocal.
  


Apparently sometime in A.D. 383 -- perhaps in response to Jerome’s extolling virginity? -- a treatise began to be circulated in Rome from the pen of one Helvidius, a layman.   Jerome perceived Helvidius’ tract as an attack on the very foundations of the ascetical ideal he was espousing.
  It was the advent of this treatise which called forth the first of Jerome’s fiery polemics:  The Perpetual Virginity of Blessed Mary.   The question at the heart of the controversy was simply:  did the Mother of God remain a virgin after the birth of our Lord?  


Helvidius argued that Scripture plainly taught the contrary:  after the birth of Jesus, Mary and Joseph consummated their marriage and produced other offspring, namely the brothers and sisters of Jesus mentioned in the New Testament.   Helvidius was quite aware that he was not the first so to understand the New Testament’s evidence.  Tertullian unambiguously held the same view and certain sayings of Victorinus seemed to support it.
   But among the early fathers, Tertullian is a lonely voice on this question, and the statements of Victorinus could be heard in an entirely different way than Helvidius took them.  Jerome disposes of Tertullian with the words “Of Tertullian, I say no more than that he did not belong to the Church.”
  For witnesses to the perpetual virginity, Jerome felt he could summon up no less an array of fathers than “Ignatius, Polycarp, Iranaeus, Justin Martyr.”


Crucial to understanding the whole debate is taking into account Helvidius’ conclusion from his hypothesis that Mary did not remain a virgin.  This to him indicated that marriage was the equal of virginity, seeing as the Mother of God had graced both states.
  


It would seem beyond dispute that it is precisely this conclusion that moves Jerome to argue so vehemently in his apology for Mary’s perpetual virginity.  For him Mary’s virginity (and concomitantly, Joseph’s) stands as proof of virginity being a truly higher state than marriage - a state that is characteristic of the age of the New Testament.  This will have to be examined in detail later.


It was in this context that the question of Mary’s perpetual virginity first received indepth treatment.  Jerome’s answer was so authoritative for the Western church that the matter ceased to be a question at all for well over 1,000 years, until the rise of rationalism and Biblical criticism.
  The perpetual virginity of the Mother of God was simply assumed by all of Western Christendom until well after the Reformation, also being assumed and taught in the Lutheran Confessions as will be seen.  


Despite the wide acceptance of Jerome’s treatment of the issue, his approach is problematic at points.  In fact, in his later life he backed away from some of his assertions in The Perpetual Virginity , realizing that they did not have a solid foundation.  Despite some reservations about individual items, he never abandoned the basic arguments put forth in that watershed document.  


It should be noted in passing that while the churches of the East have always taught the perpetual virginity of the Theotokos, they have never accepted the explanation of Jerome.  Instead, they have consistently taught that the brothers of Jesus were in fact the children of Joseph by a previous marriage.  This was gleaned from a none-too-critical use of certain apocryphal works of the second century, whose normative authority for the eastern churches was established by Epiphanius at approximately the same time Jerome’s theories won the day in the west.
 

II.  The Argument in The Perpetual Virginity


The emotional fervor in The Perpetual Virginity  at times overcomes its logical presentation of the arguments, and while the emotional appeal is indeed a compelling aspect of the work, it is set aside in this paper in an attempt to follow the debate in its substance as opposed to its rhetoric.  It seems essential first to hear Helvidius out as best we may on his own terms.  Unfortunately, the only extant Helvidius is the one ciphered through Jerome.  Reconstructing from Jerome’s refutation, the major arguments of Helvidius might be summarized as follows.

I.  Joseph was in every sense Mary’s husband, which he thought was proven by the following:

A.  The Evangelist speaks of her being “betrothed” (NOT “entrusted”) to Joseph;  “betrothal” ends on a marriage bed and so when she becomes his wife, she ceases to be a virgin.  Helvidius:  “The word used is betrothed and not entrusted, that is to say, not yet a wife, not yet united by the bond of wedlock.”
  

B.  The Evangelist says “before they came together” implying that they later did “come together” and enjoy conjugal relations.  Helvidius:  “The Evangelist would never have applied the words, before they came together to persons who were not to come together, any more than one says, before he dined, when the man is not going to dine.”

C.  The Evangelist says “knew her not till she had brought forth.”  Jerome paraphrases:  “Then he would teach us that the adverb till implies a fixed and definite time, and that when it is fulfilled, he says the event takes place which previously did not take place, as in the case before us.”

D.  The Evangelist calls Christ “the first born” which would make no sense if Mary in fact had other children.  Jerome’s paraphrase:  “From this he endeavors to show the term first-born is inapplicable except to a person who has brothers, just as he is called only begotten who is the only son of his parents.”
  

II.  The Scriptures refer explicitly and repeatedly to the fact that Jesus had brothers and sisters.


A.  These are even named:  James, Joses, Simon, Judas (Matt. 13:54,55)


B.  Paul identifies James as “the Lord’s brother.”  (Gal. 2:9, 1:19)

C.  Matthew, Mark, and Luke identify Mary at the cross as “mother of James” (Matt. 27:55,56, Mk. 15:40,41, Lk. 24:10).  Helvidius:  “What a poor and impious view we take of Mary, if we hold that when other women were concerned about the burial of Jesus, she His mother was absent; or if we invent some kind of second Mary; and all the more because the Gospel of John testifies that she was present, when the Lord upon the cross commended her as His mother and now a widow to the care of John.  Or must we suppose that the Evangelists were so far mistaken and so far mislead us as to call Mary the mother of those who were known to the Jews as brethren of Jesus?”

D.  These references prove that Mary and Joseph had normal relations and more children after Jesus was born.

III.  The Conclusion of Helvidius was that marriage is equal to virginity since Mary has honored the one state as she has the other.  Helvidius:  

Are virgins better than Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who were married men?  Are not infants daily fashioned by the hands of God in the wombs of their mothers?  And if so, are we bound to blush at the thought of Mary having a husband after she was delivered?  If they find any disgrace in this, they ought not consistently even to believe that God was born of the Virgin by natural delivery.  For according to them there is more dishonor in a virgin giving birth to God by the organs of generation, than in a virgin being joined to her own husband after she has been delivered.
  
 
The strength of the arguments put forth by Helvidius is impossible to ignore.  It is by and large championed by Protestant scholars (conservative and liberal).  V. Taylor speaks for many when he writes in The Gospel According to St. Mark  “There can be little doubt that the Helvidian view stands as the simplest and most natural explanations of the references to the brothers of Jesus in the Gospels.”
  


Nevertheless it is not true that the “simplest” and “most natural” explanations are in fact always the true ones.  Jerome raises some formidable objections to the reading Helvidius gives the New Testament evidence.


Jerome at one point taunts Helvidius for not knowing the idiom of Scripture and so making foolish blunders.
  It is precisely in expounding the idiom of Scripture, how the Scriptures themselves speak, that Jerome’s response to Helvidius is most compelling.  Let us turn now to Jerome’s answers to Helvidius.


Regarding argument I-A (see above) Jerome replies:  

Yet it does not follow that...he had intercourse with Mary after her delivery, when his desires had been quenched by the fact that she had already conceived.  And although we find it said to Joseph in a dream, ‘Fear not to take Mary thy wife’; and again, ‘Joseph arose from his sleep, and did as the angel of the Lord commanded him, and took unto him his wife,’ no one ought to be disturbed by this, as though, inasmuch as she is called wife  she ceases to be betrothed, for we know it is usual in Scripture to give the title to those who are betrothed.
  

Jerome then marshals the Scriptures that demonstrate this:  Deut. 22:23-25.  “If the man, says the writer, find the damsel that is betrothed in the field, and the man force her, and lie with her, he shall surely die, because he has humbled his neighbor’s wife.”
  Clearly a woman betrothed may already be named a wife, but this does not in and of itself imply sexual intercourse has taken place.


Under Helvidius’ argument I B, Jerome answers:

I know not whether to grieve or laugh.  Shall I convict him of ignorance, or accuse him of rashness?  Just as if, supposing a person were to say, “Before dining in harbor I sailed to Africa,” his words could not hold good unless he were compelled some day to dine in harbour.  If I choose to say, “the apostle Paul before he went to Spain was put in fetters at Rome,” (or, as I certainly might) “Helvidius, before he repented was cut off by death,” must Paul on being released go at once to Spain, or must Helvidius repent after death, although Scripture says “In sheol who shall give thee thanks?”  Must we not rather understand the preposition before, although it frequently denotes order in time, yet sometimes refers only to order in thought?  So that there is no necessity, if sufficient cause intervened to prevent it, for our thoughts to be realized.  When, then, the Evangelist says before they came together, he indicates the time immediately preceding marriage, and shows that matters were so far advanced that she who had been betrothed was on the point of becoming a wife.  As though he said, before they kissed and embraced, before the consummation of marriage, she was found to be with child.
  


Jerome deals in a quite similar vein with the objection that Helvidius raised, labeled I C (above).  He writes:

To defend his position he piles up text upon text, waves his sword like a blind-folded gladiator, rattles his noisy tongue, and ends with wounding no one but himself.....[Omitted, where Jerome grants that “know” in the Scriptures is frequently used for sexual intercourse] Now we have to prove that just as in the one case he has followed the usage of the Scripture, so with regard to the word till he is utterly refuted by the authority of the same Scripture, which often denotes by its use a fixed time (he himself told us so), frequently time without limitation, as when God by the mouth of the prophet says to certain persons:  “Even to old age I am he.”  Will he cease to be God when they have grown old?  And the Saviour in the Gospel tells the apostles, “Lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world.”  Will the Lord then after the end of the world has come forsake His disciples?
 

He gives numerous other Scriptural examples from both Testaments showing that “till” (ews ou) “denies the past without determining the future.”


Jerome dispatches swiftly with the argument I D (above) regarding the implications of calling Christ Mary’s first-born son.

Every only-begotten son is a first-born son, but not every first-born is an only-begotten.  By first-born we understand not only one succeeded by others, but one who has had no predecessor....The word of God defines first-born as everything that openeth the womb (after quoting Numbers 18:15 and then quotes many other places where this usage is indicated)  

Chemnitz quotes Jerome’s conclusions as entirely valid:  “Not only he is called ‘first-born’ after whom others are born, but rather he before whom none was born, even though he be an only child.”
  


In response to Helvidius’ insistence that “she was known after she brought forth, and the knowing was only delayed by her engendering of a son,”
 Jerome’s ridicule is superb:  

On your showing, Joseph must at once approach her, and be subject to Jeremiah’s reproof:  “they were as mad as horses in respect to women, every one neighed after his neighbor’s wife.”  Otherwise, how can the words stand good, “he knew her not till she had brought forth a Son,” if he waits after the time of another purifying had expired, if his lust must brook another long delay of forty days?  The mother must go unpurged from her child-bed taint, and the wailing infant be attended to by the midwives, while the husband clasps his exhausted wife.  Thus forsooth must their married life begin so that the Evangelist may not be convicted of falsehood.  But God forbid that we should think thus of the Savior’s mother and of a just man!
  


While the grammatical points Jerome has answered so far in his response to Helvidius are apparently well-informed as he moves within the idiom of Holy Scripture itself, the heart of Helvidius’ argument has to do with the fact that the Scriptures refer explicitly and repeatedly to the fact that Jesus had brothers and sisters.  Whether or not this objection can be persuasively countered is for many the key to whether Mary’s perpetual virginity can be accepted.


Initially Jerome attempts to undercut much of the strength of Helvidius’ argument  by effecting a parallel between the fact that the Scriptures commonly call Joseph the father of Jesus, when in point of fact Joseph was not Jesus’ biological father, and the fact that Scripture refers to brothers of Jesus, when (as he contends) in point of fact Jesus had no biological brothers.    

The Evangelists call Joseph father:  Mary confesses he was father.  Not (as I said before) that Joseph really was the father of the Savior:  but that, to preserve the reputation of Mary, he was regarded by all as his father, although, before he heard the admonition of the angel, “Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife:  for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost,” he had thoughts of putting her away privily; which shows that he knew that the child conceived was not his.  But we have said enough, more with the aim of imparting instruction than of answering an opponent, to show why Joseph is called the father of our Lord, and why Mary is called Joseph’s wife.  This also at once answers the question why certain persons are called his brethren.

Thus, Scripture speaks of such relationships as they existed socially and not biologically. 


Jerome is fully aware that when it comes to the “brothers of Jesus” he is dealing with his opponents trump card, and it will not do for him to skirt any evidence likely to play into his opponents favor.  He lists out all the passages that incline toward Helvidius and then explains:  “My reason for repeating the same thing again and again is to prevent him from raising a false issue and crying out that I have withheld such passages as make for him, and that his view has been torn to shreds not by Scripture, but by evasive arguments.”
 


It is as Jerome weighs through the evidence Helvidius’ marshals above under II.A-C that he can accuse his opponent of the charge he sought to escape above.  To Jerome’s explanation of the Biblical evidence the crucial witness is St. John’s Gospel, chapter 19.  He writes:

You say that the mother of the Lord was present at the cross, you say that she was entrusted to the disciple John on account of her widowhood and solitary condition:  as if upon your own showing, she had not four sons, and numerous daughters, with whose solace she might comfort herself?... And although you quote all instances in the Gospel, the words of John alone displease you.  You say in passing that she was present at the cross, that you may not appear to have omitted it on purpose, and yet not a word about the women who were with her....Let me point out then what John says, “But there were standing by the cross of Jesus his mother, and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.”

Does this passage refer to four women or to three?  Is “Mary the wife of Clopas” in apposition to “his mother’s sister”?  Jerome’s reading of the passage affirms that she is one and the same.  So Mary’s sister is named Mary and stands in some relationship to Clopas (though the exact relationship is not specified in the original, being expressed merely by the genitive:  Mary “of” Clopas).


The next piece of the puzzle Jerome turns to is identifying the “James” of which Mary (not the mother of our Lord) is the mother.  He argues from the fact that James is called “the less” in Mark 15:40 that there can logically only be two James:  one the greater (the son of Zebedee) and one the less, the son of this Mary, who must also then be the son of Alphaeus mentioned in the Matthew 10:3 as one of the Twelve.  McHugh helpfully summarizes Jerome’s thinking:

Two of the twelve apostles were called James -- the son of Zebedee and the son of Alphaeus.  Now James the brother of the Lord who became bishop in Jerusalem  (Ac 15:13; 21:18; Gal. 1:19) was either one of the Twelve or not.  If he was one of the Twelve, then he must be identified as James the son of Alphaeus, for the son of Zebedee had been put to death by Herod before the Council of Jerusalem (Ac 12:2).  If he was not one of the Twelve, then there were (at least) three prominent persons in the early Church named James; but in this case, how could a certain James be called ‘minor’  (‘the less, the younger’) as in Mk 15:40, since the Latin term ‘minor’ implies a comparison between two and two only?  How could a woman be distinguished as ‘the mother of James the younger’ if in there were in fact three men called James?  Moreover, St. Paul writes that he ‘saw none of the apostles except James the brother of the Lord’ (Gal. 1:19), and so James the brother of the Lord must have been one of the Twelve.  Consequently, he must be one and the same as James the son of Alphaeus.

Any number of difficulties arise with this understanding.  Two, though, are of pressing importance.   First, the Greek has mikros for James, which may mean not the “less” but rather can even mean “the short”!
  Second, the term “apostle” as used in Scripture cannot be limited to the Twelve.  This is a point that Jerome concedes himself in other works.
 Nevertheless, the difficulties that the “two-James-only” theory produces for Jerome’s explanation are not materially important to his presentation as a whole, and if it were granted that he was mistaken on this one point, and that there was indeed a “James of Jerusalem” who is the son of Mary the sister of Mary Theotokos, and called “brother of the Lord,” his main contentions still would stand, provided that Jn 19:24 refers to three and not to four women.


The difficulty that Jerome is still left with is that these men are called “brothers” of the Lord.  Here he argues again from the use of the Scripture to discern four ways in which the word “brother” may be used:  “In Holy Scripture there are four kinds of brethren -- by nature, race, kindred, love.”
  Brothers by nature are such as Esau and Jacob and the twelve Patriarchs.  For brothers by race, Jerome lines up an array of passages:  Deut. 15:12, Deut. 17:15, Deut. 22:1.  The last sort of brother is the way it is used when Christians refer to each other as “brothers.”  But it is the third kind that is of greatest importance, because in this category Jerome places those named as “brothers of Jesus” in the New Testament.  Here Jerome shall speak for himself:

Moreover they are called brethren by kindred who are of one family, that is patria, which corresponds to the Latin paternitas, because from a single root a numerous progeny proceeds.  In Genesis we read, “And Abram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife between me and thee, and between my herdsmen and thy herdsmen; for we are brethren.”  And again, “So Lot chose him all the plain of Jordan, and Lot journeyed east:  and they separated each from his brother.”  Certainly Lot was not Abraham’s brother, but the son of Abraham’s brother Aram.  For Terah begat Abraham and Nahor and Aram:  and Aram begot Lot.  Again we read, “And Abram was seventy and five years old when he departed out of Haran.  And Abram took Sarai, his wife, and Lot his brother’s son.”  But if you still doubt whether a nephew can be called a son, let me give you an instance.  “And when Abram heard that his brother was taken captive, he led forth his trained men, born in his house, three hundred and eighteen.”  And after describing the night attack and the slaughter, he adds, “And he brought back all the goods, and also brought again his brother Lot.”  Let this suffice by way of proof for my assertion.

Yet Jerome is not content to let the matter rest at this point.  He also gives the example of Laban and Jacob in Genesis 29:15 where the exact same thing is recorded:  a nephew is called a brother.  


He then turns to an evaluation of which category Jesus’ “brothers” are to be included in.  

I now ask to which class you consider the Lord’s brethren in the Gospel must be assigned.  They are brethren by nature, you say.  But Scripture does not say so; it calls them neither sons of Mary, nor of Joseph.  Shall we say they are brethren by race?  But it is absurd to suppose that a few Jews were called His brethren when all Jews of the time might upon this principal have born the title.  Were they brethren by virtue of close intimacy and the union of heart and mind?  If they were so, who were more truly his brethren than the apostles who received His private instruction and were called by His mother and His brethren?  Again, if all men, as such, were His brethren, it would have been foolish to deliver a special message, “Behold, thy brethren seek thee,” for all men alike were entitled to the name.  The only alternative is to adopt the previous explanation and understand them to be called brethren in virtue of the bond of kinship, not of love and sympathy, nor by prerogative of race, nor yet by nature.  Just as Lot was called Abraham’s brother, and Jacob Laban’s, just as the daughter of Zelophehad received a lot among their brethren, just as Abraham himself had to wife Sarah his sister, for he says, she is indeed my sister on my father’s side, not on my mother’s, that is to say, she was the daughter of his brother not of his sister.

Thus Jerome concludes that the brothers of Jesus in the NT are in fact his relatives, his cousins, born of Mary the sister of Mary the mother of the Lord.   So he answers the most perplexing question for those who hold to the perpetual virginity of Mary in such a way that he even manages to portray Joseph as a virgin as well.  “You say that Mary did not continue as a virgin;  I claim still more, that Joseph himself on account of Mary was a virgin, so that from a virgin wedlock a virgin son was born.”
  


Recalling Chemnitz’ warning mentioned at the start of this paper, we do well to tread more cautiously in Jerome’s final section on the merits of virginity.  Jerome comes to a very different conclusion regarding virginity and marriage than does Helvidius.  But first Jerome wishes to make it perfectly clear that his comments on this area are not at all intended to speak ill of marriage:  “I beseech my readers not to suppose that in the praising of virginity I have in the least disparaged marriage, and separated the saints of the Old Testament from those of the New.”
  Still Helvidius’ conclusion that marriage and virginity are “equal” is disparaged.  


In all fairness to Jerome, by “virginity” he means more than lack of physical relations.  He means the physical expression of the spiritual purpose of dedicating one’s self entirely to “the things of the Lord”
.  “A virgin is defined as she that is holy in body and in spirit, for it is no good to have virgin flesh if a woman be married in mind.”
  Those who contend that the Mother of God’s perpetual virginity is matter of purely historical import and has no religious significance fail to see it expressly as the inner resolve of spirit that her whole life be dedicated to the service of this Child.  Thus when the woman in the crowd cries out in Luke 11:27 “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that gave you suck!” to which Jesus responds:  “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and keep it,” he was not disparaging his mother, but praising her for her spiritual virginity above all.  Luke’s Gospel repeatedly informs us of Mary’s “keeping all these things” and “pondering them in her heart.”
  So it would be an injustice to Jerome to think that he had praise only for physical virginity, or that such was primary in his thinking.  


It was because the life of virginity freed the Christian for a whole-hearted service to the Lord and the Gospel that Jerome praises it so lavishly.  Here he is directly reliant on Paul’s word in 1 Corinthians 7 and much depends on whether “present crisis” in 7:25 is intended to embrace the age of the Church or merely the time at which Paul was writing.  Jerome clearly understands it to mean the age of the Church.
  While many today question such an understanding, it is fully supported by no less a theologian than Martin Chemnitz:  

But Paul is not speaking only about that time, but embraces the whole course of the life of the godly of all times in this world, for the life of man on earth is a warfare, because besides persecutions the godly must contend with various calamities and adversities in this life....Because minds are often tortured in cross-bearing more by the thought of wife and beloved children than by the calamity itself, as a result of which patience and obedience under the cross often become weaker, therefore Paul says that on account of such distress, to which the godly are exposed before other people, celibacy in persons that are fit for it is more expedient and suitable.  Whoever has this gift, and chooses celibacy for this purpose, acts rightly.

This also explains why Chemnitz (and the Apology) can stand unequivocally with St. Jerome in affirming that virginity is a higher state than marriage.  Jerome and Chemnitz are merely agreeing with St. Paul:  “That in a comparison of marriage and celibacy the one is placed above the other is clear from the statements of Paul, 1 Cor. 7:38: ‘He who marries his betrothed does well; and he who refrains from marriage will do better.’ Likewise:  ‘She is happier if she remains as she is. [vs. 40].’”
  Even more explicit is the following:

It is certain, as we have shown in the foregoing, that celibacy is preferred to marriage, but not as though it were a work meriting a higher degree of forgiveness of sins and eternal life, or as though it could be set between our sins and the judgment of God, as it were for a propitiation or satisfaction.  For this opinion is an insult against the Son of God, takes away faith, and abolishes the promise.  Therefore the comparison between virginity and marriage, of which Paul speaks, does not belong to the article of justification and salvation, as also Augustine confessed expressly, De Virginitate, chs. 40, 49, and 52.  But it can nevertheless not be denied that Paul compares celibacy and marriage, not as being equal, but preferring celibacy.
  


Thus, we may conclude in this regard that although Jerome speaks unguardedly, and indeed at times hyperbolically, about the value of virginity, still the basic understanding he puts forth is supportable from the Scripture.  In fact, his perspective is refreshing in a day that has all but exalted marriage at the expense of virginity.


Jerome wraps up The Perpetual Virginity with the following words:

I have become rhetorical, and have disported myself a little like a platform orator.  You compelled me, Helvidius; for, brightly as the Gospel shines at the present day, you will have it that equal glory attaches to virginity and to the marriage state.  And because I think that, finding the truth too strong for you, you will turn to disparaging my life and abusing my character..., I shall anticipate you.  I assure you that I shall regard your railing as a high distinction, since the same lips that have assailed me have disparaged Mary, and I, as servant of the Lord, am favoured with the same barking eloquence as His mother.

If Helvidius ever replied to Jerome, there is no record of it.  But this treatise of Jerome was tremendously influential in the Western Church (as noted above).  


Before we turn to look at that in detail, it would be good to point out that while Jerome himself never denied the basics of the theories he puts forth in this document, he does back down on any number of individual points in them.  McHugh summarizes:

It is true, however, that as time advances Jerome holds to the details of his theory less firmly.  In his commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians (1:19), written about A.D. 387, he speaks very vaguely.  He remembers, he says, having when in Rome written a treatise about the brothers of the Lord with which (such as it is) he ought to be satisfied, but then goes on rather inconsistently:  “Suffice it now to say that James was called the Lord’s brother on account of his high character, his incomparable faith and extraordinary wisdom:  the other Apostles are also called ‘brothers’ (Jn 20:17; cf. Ps. 22:22), but he pre-eminently so, to whom the Lord at his departure committed the sons of his mother” (i.e., the members of the Church of Jerusalem)....In his commentary on Matthew (A.D. 398), he adheres to his earlier opinion set out in the treatise against Helvidius, though now affirming only that the brothers were sons of the Virgin’s sister, the Lord’s aunt, another Mary:  the identification of the woman with Mary of Clopas has disappeared.

McHugh also cites the rather curious comments Jerome makes in Letter 120 (written about A.D. 406-7) where Jerome speaks of Mary of Clopas, the maternal aunt of the Lord, and Mary the mother of James and John as different persons, though noting “others contend that the mother of James and Joses was his mother’s sister.”
  “Others” here can only mean Jerome himself at an earlier stage in his career!   His modifications of the theory doubtless point to the fact that he (as an exegete and thinker) became increasingly aware of the problematic nature of some of his explanations to the Biblical data.

III.  Impact of The Perpetual Virginity on the Church from Jerome’s time to Present


Regardless of any modifications in the argumentation provided in The Perpetual Virginity, it is that document which became influential in the Western Church.
  McHugh writes:  “This interpretation of St. Jerome’s (together with the identification of Alphaeus and Clopas) has been generally accepted in the Western Church from A.D. 400 until modern times, and in the Roman Catholic Church many think the doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virginity cannot be effectively defended except by this explanation.”
  Indeed, writing in 1966, Roman Catholic scholar Thomas O’Meara still says of Jerome’s treatise:  “Against these two [Helvidius and Jovinian] St. Jerome wrote a defense, theological and exegetical, which is still the classic work.”
  From the time Jerome expounded it until modern times there is no evidence that it was seriously disputed.  This can be seen even in the case of the Reformers.


Luther himself makes the telling comment:  “Helvidius, that fool, was also willing to credit Mary with more sons after Christ’s birth because of the words of the Evangelist:  ‘And [Joseph] knew her not till she had brought forth her first-born Son’ (Matt. 1:25)  This had to be understood, as he thought, as though she had more sons after the first-born Son.  How stupid he was!  He received a fitting answer from Jerome.”
  Nor is this an isolated instance.  Luther’s belief in the perpetual virginity is well known, as for example:  “Mary realized she was the mother of the Son of God, and she did not desire to become the mother of the Son of man, but to remain in this divine gift.”
  


This understanding of Mary is also witnessed to in the Lutheran Confessions.  The Latin version of the Smalcald Articles included in the 1580 Book of Concord contains the following:  “Filius ita factus est homo, ut a spiritu sancto sine virili opera conciperetur et ex Maria pura, sancta, semper virgine nasceretur.”
  The German original prepared by Dr. Luther does not contain an explicit confession of Mary’s perpetual virginity, though it is perhaps implied in the title “Virgin”.
  The Latin version was prepared by arch-confessionalist Nicholas Selneccer, and so it cannot be regarded as a “pious” slip of the pen by a first-generation Lutheran who is still too steeped in Marian piety to guard against such catholicizing!
  It should be noted, however, that with the exception of Luther’s statement explicitly condemning Helvidius, the Lutheran Church was content in her confessions to affirm the perpetual virginity of Mary without engaging the specifics of Jerome’s arguments.



Calvin also maintained an essential agreement with Jerome’s arguments for the perpetual virginity.  “He brushes aside the difficulties sometimes raised from ‘first born’ and ‘brothers of the Lord’ against the perpetual virginity of Mary.”
  Yet it is beyond dispute that Calvin had far less to say about the Mother of God (a title he scarcely uses) than Luther.


Perhaps the most devastating attack in the West on Jerome’s theories about the perpetual virginity of Mary came from the pen of Bishop Lightfoot “whom no one can accuse of rationalism or contempt for tradition.”
  While he does not agree with Jerome’s explanations, it is important to point out that he is himself a believer in the perpetual virginity, although he opts for the explanation offered by the Eastern churches.


Lightfoot’s critiques fall into two divisions:  external and internal.  Externally, he points out that Jerome’s theory is in fact Jerome’s own idea and not based on any tradition handed down, and further, that Jerome does not hold to the details of his own opinion in his later works.
  It is Lightfoot’s analysis of the internal problems that is particularly devastating.  McHugh offers the following summary of Jerome and critique of Lightfoot:

Mary the Virgin--------------------sister of-------------------Mary of Clopas, wife of Alphaeus

          |                                                                                                   |

      Jesus                      James (of 12)------Joseph-------Simon (of 12)---------Jude (of 12)

Lightfoot’s objections to the above scheme:

1.  (a) Does this justify calling them brothers of Jesus?

     (b) If so, why are Simon and Jude not referred to as such in the lists of the 
Twelve?  Why is James singled out?

2.  Why are the brothers presented as unbelievers (Jn 7:5) if James (and Simon? and Jude?) belonged to the Twelve?  And they are distinguished from the Eleven in Acts 1:14.

3.  (a) The title ‘apostle’ (Gal. 1:19) does not prove that James was one of the Twelve.

      (b) Jude seems to have disclaimed the title.

4.  If Mary of Clopas was the mother these four sons and also sister to the Virgin, it is strange that she is never mentioned as their mother.

5.  Jerome assumes that there were only two prominent disciples called James.

6.  Why in Lk. 6:15-16, Ac 1:13 is Jude alone referred to as (brother) of James, if Simon was also the brother of James?

7.  If Lk, 6:16; Ac 1:13 should rather be translated ‘son  of James’, then Jude was not the son of Alphaeus.

8.  Mt. 10:3 Thaddeus-Lebbaeus; Mk 3:18, Thaddaeus; Jn 14:22, Jude, not the Iscariot’.  Are such designations thinkable if reference is in fact to ‘Jude the brother of the Lord’?

9.  The whole schema assumes that Jn 19:25 refers to three women, not four, and that two sisters were named Mary.

It was in light of this searching critique that Jerome’s theory has largely been discounted by modern exegetes.  In the words of Lightfoot:  

Though this hypothesis, supplemented as it has been by subsequent writers, presents several striking coincidences which attract attention, yet it involves on the other hand a combination of difficulties -- many of them arising out of the very elements of the hypothesis which produces the coincidences -- which more than counterbalance the arguments in its favour, and in fact must lead to its rejection, if any hypothesis less burdened with difficulties can be found.


After such a critique is it possible that anything can be salvaged from Jerome’s position?  McHugh argues forcefully “yes.”  What if it is granted that Jerome was mistaken about how many Jameses there are in the NT?  What if it is granted that Jerome was mistaken in taking James, Simon, and Jude to be among the Twelve?  Is there still an explanation left that would fit the references in the Gospels and yet maintain the perpetual virginity of Mary as confessed by Jerome and the entire eastern and western churches?  There is at least one plausible explanation:  the theory put forth by McHugh himself.


He argues that Clopas was the brother of Joseph (as Hegesippus thought).
  He then exhaustively compares and contrasts and the accounts of the women at or near the cross in the Synoptics and John:

Among the women who watched from afar, Matthew names Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee (27:56); Mark mentions Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joses, and Salome (15:40)...Luke does not at this point mention any of them by name, but in 24:10 speaks of Mary Magdalene, Joanna, and Mary the mother of James.

The reason that the Synopics mention these names becomes clear immediately:  these women are the witnesses of Jesus’ death and burial, and they are the first witnesses of the empty tomb....

The point of interest in the Fourth Gospel is different.  There we read that Mary Magdalene found the tomb empty and went to tell Simon Peter and the disciple whom Jesus loved (John 20:2); Magdalene and the beloved disciple had been near the cross, and to this extent the Johannine version coincides with the viewpoint of the Synoptics.  But Magdalene part, the other women mentioned on Calvary are not cited in John as witnesses of the empty tomb, so that John must have had some other motive for recording their names.  They are mentioned in a context (Jn. 19:25-7) of which one obvious meaning is that Jesus was  providing a home for his mother after his departure, and therefore the tradition here is a tradition concerned with Jesus’ family.  In that case it is easy to see why the evangelist records that the mother of Jesus and her sister stood near to Jesus as he was dying; what of Mary of Clopas?  Was she perhaps a member of the family too, or was she unrelated like Mary Magdalene?

 McHugh concludes that scholars are unjustified in identifying the Mary of Clopas with the mother of James and Joseph (here he agrees with Lightfoot),  but the uniqueness of his solution is to say that the “sister” of Mary, the Lord’s mother, is then the woman known as Mary the mother of James and Joses, and that she was not Mary’s blood sister, but Joseph’s sister (which would account for her being called Mary the Theotokos’ sister).
  You would then have the following schematic to explain the NT data:

                                        _____________________________________

                                        |                                |                                        |

Mary the Virgin m. Joseph                      Mary m. X                         Clopas m. Mary

               |                                                         |                                          |

               |                                                 ____|____                                  |

               |                                                 |                |                                  |

          JESUS                                        James       Joses                         Simeon

With this diagram McHugh argues that he is able to explain all the data provided in the New Testament (not to mention the early references in the fathers) and counter every argument raised against the basic hypothesis of Jerome by Lightfoot.  Jerome’s fundamental error was identifying Mary the mother of James and John as Mary of Clopas and as the Virgin’s blood sister and not her sister by marriage.  This is indicated above all by the fact that they share the same name - a practice unknown in Judaism.  What more natural explanation can there be of two sisters who share the same name than that they are in fact sisters-in-law?  


Whereas Jerome posited only four types of people known as “brothers”, McHugh posits a fifth:  foster-brother.
  A near-relative, brought up in the same house-hold, would in all but legal contexts be referred to simply as “brother.”
  Searchingly, McHugh asks:

Again, why does Mark talk about ‘James the little’ and ‘Joses’ (not Joseph)?  Could the reference to ‘James the little’ not refer to his age (as well as to his stature)?  And might not the diminutive form Joses (in Aramaic Jose) have been a convenient and familiar way of distinguishing within the home between the virgin’s husband, Joseph, and the little nephew he had adopted?  Joseph’s sister might well have called one of her children after his uncle.

Significantly, this explanation leaves intact the strong argument about Jesus’ commendation of his mother to John from the cross.  He commended her to the beloved disciple because she had no other children.

CONCLUSIONS

As Martin Chemnitz observed, Jerome is a perceptive commentator on the grammar and idiom of Scripture.  His sensitivity to Scripture’s way of speaking led him to see that grammatically Helvidius’ position could not be sustained.  This is where Jerome is at his best:  in demonstrating Helvidius’ reading of the NT data need not be regarded as the only or even the best reading of that data.  Jerome’s weakest point in The Perpetual Virginity is his forcing of the NT data into his presuppositions about the existence of only two James and the three women at the cross.  It was the scholarship of McHugh that showed that much of Jerome’s theory still stands strong even when those disputed points were granted; indeed, especially if Jerome’s errors at those points were granted.  It is this author’s contention (in accord with the Confessions of the Lutheran Church) that Jerome correctly taught that the Mother of Jesus remained a virgin all her life; that this was a decision not made in disparagement of sexual relations but for the purpose of dedicating her life to the service of her Child; that the “brothers” of Jesus in the NT were in fact his biological (blood) cousins, but were socially known as his “brothers”; that only this explanation accounts satisfactorily for the absence of the mention of any other children of Mary and Joseph during the trip to Jerusalem when Jesus was 12, for the fact that Mary is never called the mother of these “brothers”, and for the fact that Jesus commends her into John’s keeping from the cross.  


Nor may the question of Mary’s perpetual virginity be dismissed with the assertion that it is merely of “historical” interest.   The doctrine of the perpetual virginity, when it is coupled with the doctrine of the virginity in partu (as it is at points in both Jerome
 and in the Lutheran Confessions
) shows that the question for many is ultimately decided on Christological grounds.
  For those who believe in the communication of attributes, the notion that Christ was born of His mother in such a way as to leave her virginity intact is not nearly so difficult as for those who deny such a communication.  If nothing else, it is of greatest ecumenical importance in any discussion with the Roman and Eastern churches, and once one grants (as Jerome did) the “spiritual virginity” as primary, it becomes a matter of religious significance.  Mary is then held up as the prime example of those described by her son as “making themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom.”  This “difficult” saying is one that illumined in the perpetual virginity of Mary, the Mother of God, the Blessed Theotokos.  
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