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Jerome undertook the refutation of Jovinian. 1In a subsequent letter to this
friend (XLVIII),58 he defends himself against charges of using this refu-
tation to praise virginity excessively and to depreciate unjustly the married
state, as if "to preach up chastity till no comparison is left between a
wife and a virgin is equivalent to a condemnation of matrimony" (p. 66).59
Precisely so: and if Jerome's summary of the charges against him is fair,

these seem indeed to have anticipated the Wife of Bath's grievances of a
millenium later. Apologia aside, however, clearly no compromise can exist
between his views and those of Jovinian and hence those ascribed by the poet
to Alisoun. Where the heretic would make the married state equal to virginity,
Jerome makes it inferior. Later he will make it unequivocally plain that in
this rejection of equality lies no mere metaphysical distinction; its con-
sequences are quite practical. By means of false dichotomy the agreement of
Jerome's current audience is demanded: "Either my view of the matter must be
embraced, or else that of Jovinian. If I am blamed for putting wedlock below
virginity, he must be praised for putting the two states on a level" {pp. 66-
7).60 To support the case for inequality, which like-minded rigorists

would continue to make even in the Wife of Bath's day, Jerome draws upon
familiar analogies. 1In a large house there are vessels of silver and gold as
well as some of wood and earth -- a Pauline analogy (II Tim. 2:20) reluctantly

acknowledged by Alisoun:

For wel ye knowe, a lord in his houshold,
He hath nat every vessel al of gold;

Somme been of tree, and doon hir lord servyse. (III. 99-101)

This distinction Jerome reiterates in his analogy between wheat and barley.
Both are created by God, but the former stands for virginity, the latter for
marriage; fornication, he adds, is therefore equivalent to cow-dung: "If
any one thinks it hard or reprehensible that I have placed the same interval
between virginity and wedlock as there is between fine corn and barley,"
let him, Jerome says, read St. Ambrose on widowhood (p. 74).61 As with the
unfair distinction between vessels of gold and of wood,.this one Alisoun also
feels constrained to accept. What Chaucer shows her as finding well-nigh
unendurable are the consequences drawn by Jerome from his analogies for the
relative worth of things similar in superficials but different in essentials.
Having insisted on these distinctions, Jerome can insist even more

strenuously in this "liber apologeticus™ than in the treatise itself that
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in no wise is he condemning the marriage state. Can a man who speaks of
marriage as silver, even while comparing virginity to gold, be said to condemn
marriage? The disclaimer sounds no less specious than the subsequent
interrogatio: "Do I listen with gladness to the praise of marriage, and do
I yet condemn marriage?"ez Not content with pretending to praise marriage
by denying that he condemns it, Jerome also denies that he has proscribed
second or subsequent marriages by widows. His detractors should know that
he allows scecond and third marriages "in the Lord," under St. Paul's proviso
(I Cor. 7:39). But again a rhetorical question undermines the ingenuousness
of the protestation: "If, then, I have not condemned second and third
marriages, how can I have proscribed a first?" (p. 69).63 Concession or not,
Jerome's contempt is scarcely veiled: "I do not condemn digamists nor yet
trigamists, nor even, to put an extreme case, octogamists. I will make a
still greater concession: I am ready to receive even a whoremonger, if
penitent" (p. 70).64 A little later the odium in which he regards the
remarriage of widows becomes, by associative reference, unmistakable: "Let
a woman have an eighth husband if she must; only let her cease to prostitute
herself” (p. 77).65

Even if the Wife of Bath had knowledge of these ambiguously phrased
concessions by the "cardinal, that highte Seint Jerome," her sensitivity to
contempt, however veiled, would remove from them any breath of consolation.
What is worse, the concessions are negated by Jerome's contrasting insistence
on the practical consequences drawn from those distinctions between gold and
wood, grain and barley. Between virgins and wives, widowed or not, the dis-
tinction turns on an everlasting qualitative discrimination. The ultimate
eternal ‘rewards in heaven for virgins and the others can no more be the same
than was their relative merit in the temporal world: "I allow that marriage,
as well as virginity, is the gift of God, but there is a great difference
between gift and gift" (p. E:E«)).66 It is reasonable that "the places pre-
pared for virgins and for wedded persons are different from those prepared
for trigamists, octogamists, and penitents" (p. 70).67 But the scale of
values for rewards is even more refined than at first appears. Though there
is Gospel sanction for marriage, "those who are married cannot receive the
rewards of chastity so long as they render their due one to another" (p. 71).68
To make the gradation unmistakably clear, Jerome recalls a definition in
Adversus Jovinianum: virgins are the first fruits unto God, and widows and
wives who live in continence rank in second and third place respectively.

But in assigning this order of futurc reward, Jerome complains, "we are
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