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    About This Work

    Gaius Vettius Aquilinus Juvencus stands as a pivotal, yet often underappreciated, figure at the dawn of Christian Latin literature. Flourishing in the early fourth century, likely during the reign of Constantine the Great, he was a Spanish presbyter who witnessed the profound transition of Christianity from persecution to imperial favour. His singular ambition was to harness the venerable forms of classical Roman poetry for the service of the Christian faith. By composing the *Evangeliorum Libri Quattuor* (The Four Books of the Gospels), a hexameter verse paraphrase of the Gospel narrative, he earned the epithet "the Christian Virgil" and established a template for the fusion of classical literary culture with Christian scripture that would influence centuries of subsequent writers.

    This volume presents not only Juvencus’s magnum opus but also a collection of works once attributed to him, offering a comprehensive view of his legacy. The core text is, of course, the *Evangeliorum Libri Quattuor*, a meticulous and elegant poetic harmonization of the four Gospels into a single epic narrative. Accompanying it are several shorter texts traditionally included under his name: the *Chronica*, a world history in verse; the *Vita Sancti Martini*, a life of Saint Martin of Tours; a collection of *Epistulae* (letters); the *Dialogi*, a philosophical or theological discussion; and an appendix of further letters. While modern scholarship questions Juvencus’s authorship of most of these ancillary works, their inclusion here reflects the historical understanding of his corpus and provides valuable insight into the literary milieu that followed him.

    The historical and theological importance of Juvencus’s *Evangeliorum Libri Quattuor* cannot be overstated. It represents the first ambitious attempt to create a substantial Christian epic, boldly claiming the classical meter of Homer and Virgil for biblical subject matter. Theologically, it is a work of orthodox fidelity, aiming to make the Gospel story memorable, respectable, and rhetorically powerful for a literate Roman audience. The poem served as a standard educational text in medieval schools, ensuring the survival of both Christian doctrine and classical poetic technique through the early Middle Ages. The other works in this volume, regardless of their precise authorship, further illustrate the vibrant efforts of late antique Christians to chronicle history, celebrate saints, and debate doctrine within established literary frameworks.

    This translation is based on the definitive critical edition prepared by Iohannes Huemer for the *Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum* (CSEL) in 1891. The CSEL series, renowned for its rigorous philological standards, provides the established Latin text against which this English translation has been carefully rendered. Huemer’s edition meticulously compiled the manuscript evidence, offering a reliable foundation for understanding Juvencus’s language and intent. By making these texts available in clear, modern English, this volume opens a window onto a crucial moment when Christian writers began to articulate their faith in the enduring language of Roman literary tradition.
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C. VETTIUS AQUILINUS JUVENCUS' FOUR BOOKS OF THE GOSPELS. PREFACE.

Nothing immortal is held by the world's frame, not the globe, not the kingdoms of men, not golden Rome, not the sea, not the earth, not the fiery stars of heaven. For the Father of all things has set an irrevocable time, when a raging final flame shall seize the entire world. Yet, sublime deeds and the honor of virtue bring countless men into long remembrance, whose fame and praises poets heap up. Some, the lofty songs flowing from Smyrna's spring; others, the sweetness of Mincian Maro celebrates. Nor does the glory of the poets themselves run a lesser course, which remains as if eternal, while the ages shall fly.

And the whirl of the pole shall roll the starry ether around the lands and seas with commanded governance. But if poems which weave falsehoods with the deeds of ancient men have deserved so long a fame, to us a sure faith will bestow immortal glory for everlasting ages and repay the merit. For my song shall be the life-giving deeds of Christ, a divine gift to the peoples without the guilt of falsehood. Nor is there fear that the world's fires may snatch this work with them; for this perhaps will withdraw me from the flame then, when the Judge, the glory of the high-throned Father, Christ, shall descend gleaming from the flame-vomiting cloud.

Therefore, come! May the sanctifying Spirit be present as the author of my song, and may He water my mind with the pure stream of sweet-singing Jordan, that we may speak things worthy of Christ.

Here begins the Gospel of the Lord according to John.

Juvencus, a man of most noble birth—or a Spaniard, a priest—rendering the four Gospels almost word for word into hexameter verse, composed four books and flourished, writing several other works in the same meter pertaining to the order of the sacraments, under the Emperor Constantine, as the priest Jerome wrote concerning him.

Here ends the prologue.
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