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    About This Work

    Priscillianus, a figure of profound controversy in the late fourth-century Western Church, was a Spanish bishop whose ascetic teachings and charismatic leadership sparked one of the earliest and most severe heresy trials in Christian history. Active around 375–385 CE, he led a popular movement emphasizing rigorous asceticism, the direct study of scripture (including apocryphal texts), and a degree of theological speculation that alarmed ecclesiastical authorities. His execution in Trier in 385, on charges of sorcery and immorality, made him the first Christian to be put to death by a Christian state for heresy, an event that shocked contemporaries like Martin of Tours and Saint Ambrose and left a complex legacy of both condemnation and clandestine veneration.

    This volume presents a collection of works central to understanding the Priscillianist phenomenon and its aftermath. It opens with the core Priscillianist texts: the *Tractatus*, a series of theological treatises; the *Canones*, scriptural commentaries on the Pauline epistles; and the *Commonitorium de errore Priscillianistarum et Origenistarum*, a later polemical work detailing the sect's perceived errors. The volume is then rounded out by several crucial contextual documents from Sulpicius Severus, a contemporary Gallic historian: his *Chronica* (a world history containing vital accounts of the controversy), the influential *Vita Sancti Martini* (Life of Saint Martin), a collection of *Epistulae* (Letters), the *Dialogi* on Martin's miracles, and an appendix of further letters. Together, these texts provide both the voice of the movement and the lens through which it was viewed by its critics.

    The historical and theological importance of this corpus cannot be overstated. The Priscillianist writings offer a rare, direct glimpse into the vibrant and often heterodox spiritual currents circulating in the post-Constantinian church, particularly in Spain and Gaul. They reveal concerns about authority, biblical interpretation, ascetic practice, and the nature of the soul that would echo in later controversies. Sulpicius Severus’s works, meanwhile, are indispensable for the historical narrative, shaping the orthodox memory of the affair and providing foundational hagiography for Western monasticism through the *Vita Sancti Martini*. Studied side-by-side, these texts illuminate the fierce struggle to define orthodoxy, the fraught relationship between church and imperial power, and the diverse paths of Christian life in the late antique world.

    This translation is based on the definitive critical edition prepared by Georgius Schepss for the *Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum* (CSEL) in 1889. Schepss’s pioneering work first established the authentic canon of Priscillian’s writings, separating them from later apocrypha, and provided a meticulously edited Latin text from the primary manuscripts. By rendering this scholarly benchmark into English, the present volume makes this crucial dossier of late antique religious history accessible to a new generation of readers and students, inviting fresh engagement with one of early Christianity’s most dramatic and consequential conflicts.
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PROLOGUE OF PRISCILLIAN TO THE CANONS OF THE EPISTLES OF THE APOSTLE PAUL. Being occupied by many necessities, I have replied more slowly to your letter, most beloved. For you had requested that against the cunning deceit of heretics I might find by careful investigation some very strong bulwark in the divine scriptures, which would be not so much lengthy or wearisome as elegant and graceful, through which their shamelessness might more swiftly be overthrown, who strive to interpret the truest testimonies brought against them according to their own most perverse understanding or indeed deny that these things are written. And therefore you say that something of this sort must be devised against them, which does not swell with the cunning eloquence of an orator or become entangled in the slippery syllogisms of dialectic, for these are usually the greatest refuges for some, but let it be such, you say, as shines with pure truth and stands firm with the wondrous authority of the scriptures. But those things which are contrary and hostile to the spiritual and innocent Christian faith must indeed be avoided, since the wisdom of this world is called foolishness by the apostle. Hearing you very often on these and other matters, it seemed good to me, writing as I am, to place the scriptures themselves in the midst, that is, the fourteen epistles of the most blessed apostle Paul, to distinguish in their text the meanings of the testimonies and to assign numbers in order to these testimonies, and to mark these numbers for each of the epistles, beginning from one and following continuously to the end of its length, noting them above in ink. Furthermore, plucking certain words from these testimonies, I have arranged canons consistent with the very flavors of those testimonies. To these canons I have noted below the titles of the epistles and the numbers of the testimonies themselves, so that where or which testimony you seek, you may most easily find it through the same canon to which these are appended. Moreover, the canons themselves have their own numbers written in red, that is, ninety canons for the fourteen epistles; and you will find these numbers noted above throughout the text of scripture with the testimonies that correspond to them, namely in that place from which a few necessary words seem required for each canon.

But why not every testimony possesses a canon, observe with careful study, because the same testimonies consist of many verses, but the canons consist of few words, since for responding, few words are always brought forth. And so it happens that for some testimonies only the beginnings agree with the canon to which they are subject, for others the middle, for some indeed the end, often the whole. And for this reason you will find the number of two or three or several canons noted in red above one testimony, as I have already said, yet in that place from which a few words seem necessary for each. For I want you to understand that I have labored at this, so that I might faithfully make the coherence of the scriptures plain, being an enemy to none, and that the minds of those erring might be corrected more swiftly, as you requested. Farewell in Christ!
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1. Indeed, I had already suggested to your holiness, but I was planning to offer a reminder of the suggested matter when I had sensed you to be free in mind from other necessities of dictating. But since my lords, your sons, the bishops Eutropius and Paul, moved by the same advantage for the salvation of all as I, your servant, have already given a reminder concerning several heresies, yet did not indicate all, it was necessary for me to hasten to set forth and to heap together into one all the trees of perdition with their roots and branches and to offer them to your fiery spirit, so that you, having seen the army and having thoroughly examined the wickedness, may measure what disposition of virtue you can apply. You only, most blessed father, pluck out and cut down the plantings or graftings of others and scatter the true seed for us who are about to be watered from your fountains. I call God as my witness and I hope for the increase of your work, because that land which now shows ungrateful fruits with insincere cultivation, if you visit it by commanding and filling it from that hidden manna with you, will at some time pour forth even to the hundredfold fruit with more abundant fertility. Through you, our Lord God, through you, I say, blessed father, may He correct in word those whom He has chastised with the sword. To you I have been sent by God; from you I hope through Him, while I consider how it came about that I arrived here. I recognize why I have come: without will, without necessity, without consent I departed from my homeland, driven by some hidden force, until I was brought to the shore of this land; here at last I recovered into that understanding that I was commanded to come to you. Do not judge me impudent if you receive me confessing. Make me a suitable merchant to my beloved lady, returning having found the pearl, not a fugitive slave having squandered the substance. We have been more grievously torn apart by wicked teachers than by the most bloodthirsty enemies. We confess the offense: you see through the wound; what alone remains: with the Lord helping, bestow the medicine! Briefly therefore, I will show what - having been badly planted beforehand - has grown strong, and what - grafted afterwards worse - has prevailed.

3, 7. 15 to - return] Genesis 16:9. 16 business — margin] Matthew 13:45-46. 17 overthrown s.] cf. Genesis 7:4. 23; others 3 a witness of the Lord BD 4 ungrateful AD] corrupted B insincere worship A] insincerely cultivated Нl) exhibits B 5 if the same in any hidden year with you command. A if it from the manna that hidden you with me B% . the edited text exhibits in sincere worship, if the same in that hidden year with you by commanding; they are chastened by the aid of the manuscript of Sigiramnensis (or St. Cyriacus) b 6 poured out B 7 more freely AD] more abundantly B 8 read most blessed? 10 I came AR] I might come D I acknowledge] acknowledge conj. Samuel Brandt 11 why] wherefore A 13 brought to A] taken away B, shore brought$I recovered my senses A] I came to myself B% 15 'the edited text has beloved my lord, but the manuscripts: beloved my lady, namely the fatherland, to which she desires to return' b 18 most rushing A hand 1, most bloody B 19 wound/// (it was a wound) A 22 prevailed B; cf. above adp. 46,22

2. Priscillian is first more wretched than the Manichaeans in this, that he also confirmed his heresy from the Old Testament, teaching that the soul which is born from God proceeds from a certain storehouse, to profess before God that it will fight and to be instructed for the worship of angels: then descending through certain circles it is seized by malignant principalities and according to the will of the victorious prince is thrust into diverse bodies and a chirograph is ascribed to them. Whence also he affirmed that astrology prevails, asserting that Christ loosed this chirograph and fastened it to the cross through His passion, as Priscillian himself says in a certain epistle of his: This is the first wisdom: to understand in the types of souls the natures of the divine virtues and the disposition of the body, in which bound heaven is seen and earth and all the principalities of the world are seen constrained; but the dispositions of the saints to overcome. For the first circle and the divine chirograph of souls to be sent in the flesh, fashioned by the consents of angels and of God and of all souls, the patriarchs hold; who against possess the work of the formal militia, and the rest. Moreover he handed down that the names of the patriarchs are members of the soul, because Ruben was in the head, Juda in the breast, Levi in the heart, Benjamin in the thighs, and similar things; but the signs of the body of heaven are arranged in the members, that is Aries in the head, Taurus in the neck, Gemini in the arms, Cancer in the breast and the rest, wishing it to be understood that eternal darkness and from these the prince of the world proceeded, and this very thing he confirms from a certain book which is inscribed 'Memoria Apostolorum', where the Savior is seen to be questioned by the disciples secretly and to show from the evangelical parable which has went out the sower to sow (Lk 8:5) that he was not a good sower, asserting that if he had been good, he would not have been negligent either by the way or on stony ground or would cast seed on untilled ground, wishing it to be understood that this is the sower who scatters the captured souls into diverse bodies which he would or would not.

In which book also many things were said concerning the prince of the moist elements and the prince of fire, wishing it to be understood that all good things in this world are done by the skill, not the power, of God. For he says there is a certain virgin light, which God, wishing to give rain to men, shows to the prince of the moist elements, who, while he desires to seize it, being moved, sweats and makes rain, and being deprived of it, stirs up thunder with his roaring. Moreover, he spoke of the Trinity with a word only, for the union without any existence... (Hacth. 13,.3; cf. Predestinatus, On Heresies, book 1, ch. 43). ...he was teaching, by asserting the property removed, that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are this one Christ.

3. Then two of my fellow citizens, Avitus and another Avitus, when the truth alone by its own power had already laid bare such a foul confusion, sought out foreign lands. For one set out for Jerusalem, the other for Rome; upon returning, one brought back Origen, the other Victorinus; of these two, one yielded to the other: yet both condemned Priscillian. We know little of Victorinus, because almost before the publication of his own works, the follower of Victorinus yielded to Origen. Therefore, they began to propose many magnificent things from Origen, which the truth itself would cut off from a slight occasion. For we learned a doctrine concerning the Trinity that was sound enough: that all things which were made, were made by God, and all things were very good, and made from nothing: then afterwards, quite sober explanations of the Scriptures. All these things were immediately taken up by the wise with a faithful purging of former errors; the sole offense concerning nothing remained. For it was persuasively taught that the soul exists, yet it could not be persuaded that it was made from nothing, they arguing that the will of God cannot be nothing. This remains almost up to now. But these two Aviti, and with them the holy Basil the Greek, who were teaching these things, most blessed one, brought forth from the very books of Origen himself certain points not right, as we now understand: first, that all things, before they appeared made, had always remained made in the wisdom of God, saying in these words: 'for God, whatsoever things He made, in making He did not begin'; then they set forth that the angels, principalities, powers, souls and demons have one beginning and one substance, and that a place was given to either an archangel, or a soul, or a demon according to the quality of their merits, using this word: 'a lesser fault has earned a greater place.'

They taught that the world was made in the last times for this reason, that in it souls which had sinned before might be cleansed; and indeed they preached that the eternal fire by which sinners are punished is neither true fire nor eternal, saying that it is called the fire of one's own conscience as a punishment, and that 'eternal' according to Greek etymology is not perpetual, adding also a Latin testimony, because it is said 'for ever' and 'for ever and ever' he has put after 'eternal': and thus all souls of sinners after the cleansing of conscience are to return into the unity of the body of Christ. They also wished to assert concerning the devil, but did not prevail: because, since the substance in him, made good, cannot perish, the substance, its malice having been wholly burned away, is at some time to be saved. Concerning the body of the Lord indeed they handed down thus: that, since the Son of God coming even unto us after so many thousands of years was not idle up to that point, but was preaching remission to angels, powers, and all beings above, when He assumed the quality of the form of those whom He visited, He thickened even to the palpability of flesh by the appearance of the assumption: determining this by His passion and resurrection, again until He should come even unto the Father by ascending, He thinned it; so that neither was the body deposited anywhere, nor is God, reigning in any body, circumscribed. They also said that the creation subject to corruption unwillingly is to be understood as the sun and moon and stars; and that these are not elemental lights, but rational powers, yet they render service to corruption because of Him who subjected it in hope.

4. As I have been able to retain them, these things have been briefly set forth, so that having discerned all the diseases, you may hasten to apply the remedy. The truth of Christ is in me, because on account of the venerable reverence of your holiness I would not dare to be impudent, unless I knew by evident judgment and ordinance of God that you were chosen to bring forth remedies for that so great and such a people—to whom, just as a wound was inflicted for sinning, so after the wound a cure is owed—and that I was sent. Be mindful of me, most blessed father, and of the many who with me await your discourse to descend upon them like dew, and deign to be so.
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