chicago manual of style spelling of biblical terms

Navigating the Nuances: The Chicago Manual of Style and Biblical Terminology Spelling

chicago manual of style spelling of biblical terms is a topic that arises frequently for scholars, writers,
editors, and anyone delving into religious texts or academic works concerning them. The Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS), a widely respected authority on style and usage, provides clear guidelines, but its
application to the specific context of biblical terminology can sometimes present unique challenges. This
comprehensive guide will explore the foundational principles CMOS employs when dealing with biblical
terms, the specific rules for common biblical names and places, the treatment of Hebrew and Greek
transliterations, and the importance of consistency in academic writing. Understanding these guidelines

ensures clarity, accuracy, and adherence to scholarly standards.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to
Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its most recent editions, prioritizes clarity, consistency, and adherence to
established conventions. When it comes to spelling, particularly for specialized terminology like that found
in biblical contexts, CMOS generally favors common English usage unless a specific scholarly or historical
convention dictates otherwise. The manual recognizes that language evolves and that established forms

often hold more recognition for the reader than strict etymological purism might suggest.

CMOS encourages writers to consult dictionaries and other authoritative sources for guidance on spellings.
For biblical terms, this often means referencing well-established scholarly works, biblical dictionaries, and
annotated bibliographies that have adopted particular spellings over time. The overarching goal is to ensure
that the reader can easily understand the text without being sidetracked by unfamiliar or idiosyncratic

spellings. This principle is paramount when discussing figures, locations, and concepts central to religious



narratives.

General Principles for Specialized Terminology

When encountering specialized terminology, especially terms with roots in ancient languages, CMOS offers
a flexible yet principled approach. The manual emphasizes consulting authoritative dictionaries and
glossaries pertinent to the field of study. For biblical terms, this would mean looking at established lexicons
for the original languages and reputable English translations and commentaries. The goal is to strike a

balance between historical accuracy and modern readability.

CMOS does not dictate a singular, rigid set of spellings for all biblical terms but rather provides a framework
for making informed decisions. This framework involves considering the context of the writing, the
intended audience, and the prevailing conventions within biblical scholarship. The manual also advises
writers to remain consistent within their own work, even if there might be slight variations in spelling

across different academic sources.

Spelling of Biblical Names and Places

The spelling of biblical names and places is often one of the most consistent areas within CMOS. The manual
generally follows the spellings that have become standard in major English Bible translations, such as the
King James Version (KJV), New International Version (NIV), or New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).
This approach ensures that readers familiar with these widely-read translations will recognize the names

without difficulty.

For example, names like "Jesus,” "Moses," "Abraham,"” and "Jerusalem" are spelled according to their
common English forms. Similarly, place names like "Galilee," "Judea," and "Bethlehem" adhere to widely
accepted English spellings. The rationale behind this is to avoid introducing unnecessary confusion or

alienating readers who rely on these familiar orthographies.

Proper Nouns and Established Forms

Proper nouns in biblical texts, whether referring to people, places, or specific entities, are typically
rendered in their most recognizable English forms. The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for using the
spelling that is most commonly encountered in contemporary academic and general literature related to
biblical studies. This includes figures such as "David," "Solomon," "Isaiah," and "Paul," as well as locations like

"Samaria," "Egypt," and "Babylon."

In cases where there might be historical variations in transliteration or spelling from the original languages,
CMOS generally leans towards the anglicized version that has gained widespread acceptance. The aim is to
prioritize accessibility for the intended readership while still maintaining academic integrity. When in
doubt, consulting a comprehensive biblical dictionary or a style guide specifically focused on religious

studies can provide further clarity.



Variations and Modern Scholarship

‘While CMOS largely adheres to established English spellings for biblical names and places, it acknowledges
that modern scholarship may sometimes employ alternative transliterations or anglicizations. In such
instances, writers are encouraged to be consistent within their own work and, if necessary, to note the
chosen spelling convention. For instance, a scholar might choose to use a more direct transliteration of a

Hebrew or Greek name for specific academic purposes.

However, for general academic writing intended for a broader audience, sticking to the common English
spellings found in widely accepted Bible translations is generally the preferred approach. The key is to
make informed decisions based on the context and audience, always prioritizing clear communication and
reader comprehension. The manual emphasizes that consistency is more crucial than adhering to one

specific spelling if multiple legitimate options exist.

Transliteration of Hebrew and Greek Terms

The treatment of transliterations from Hebrew and Greek is a more complex area within the Chicago
Manual of Style's guidance on biblical terms. For words that do not have widely accepted English
equivalents or when precise linguistic accuracy is paramount, CMOS provides specific rules for

transliteration.

The manual generally recommends using systematic transliteration schemes that are recognized within
academic disciplines. For Hebrew, this often involves using systems that represent the consonants and
vowels accurately, distinguishing between similar-sounding letters. For Greek, similar systematic
approaches are advised, ensuring that nuances in pronunciation and spelling are captured. The goal is to
create a bridge between the original language and the English text without introducing undue complexity

for the reader.

Hebrew Transliteration Standards

When transliterating Hebrew terms, the Chicago Manual of Style often aligns with common scholarly
practices. This involves representing specific Hebrew letters with consistent English counterparts. For
example, the letter 'ayin' might be represented by an apostrophe or a specific diacritical mark, and the 'qof’

might be rendered as 'q’ or 'k' depending on the specific transliteration system being followed.

Key considerations include accurately representing guttural sounds, distinct sibilants, and vowel markings
where they are significant to the meaning. Writers are encouraged to adopt a recognized transliteration
system (such as those used in major Hebrew lexicons or scholarly journals) and to apply it consistently
throughout their work. Providing a brief explanation of the chosen transliteration system, perhaps in a

footnote or preface, can be helpful for readers unfamiliar with the conventions.



Greek Transliteration Conventions

Similarly, for Greek terms, CMOS suggests following established transliteration conventions. This typically
involves mapping Greek letters to their corresponding English letters, with special attention given to
diphthongs and aspirated consonants. For instance, the Greek letter 'chi' (y) might be transliterated as 'ch,’
and 'theta’ (0) as 'th." The proper representation of accents and breathings may also be important in specific

scholarly contexts.

The goal of Greek transliteration is to provide a phonetically plausible representation of the original Greek
word in English script. As with Hebrew, consistency is vital. Writers should choose a recognized system
and adhere to it, ensuring that readers can follow the evolution of words and concepts from the original
language to the English translation or discussion. Consulting scholarly works in New Testament studies or

classical Greek can offer examples of widely accepted transliteration practices.

The Use of Diacritical Marks

Diacritical marks, such as macrons (7) for long vowels or accents, can be employed in transliterations to
provide a more precise representation of the original languages. The Chicago Manual of Style allows for
their use when clarity and scholarly accuracy demand it. However, the manual also advises judicious use, as

excessive diacritics can make the text appear overly technical or intimidating to a general audience.

‘When using diacritical marks, it is essential to ensure that they are applied consistently and correctly
according to a recognized standard. If a specific transliteration system relies heavily on diacritics, it may be
beneficial to include a key or legend that explains their meaning. This aids readers in understanding the

phonetic qualities being represented and enhances the overall scholarly integrity of the work.

Consistency in Academic and Religious Writing

Perhaps the most crucial principle underscored by the Chicago Manual of Style, and indeed by any
reputable style guide, is the importance of consistency. When dealing with biblical terms, whether it’s the
spelling of a prophet's name or the transliteration of a key theological concept, maintaining a consistent

approach throughout a single work is paramount.

Inconsistency can disrupt the flow of reading, create confusion, and undermine the credibility of the
author. If "Jerusalem" is spelled one way on one page and another way on a subsequent page, readers may
question the author's attention to detail. Similarly, if a Hebrew term is transliterated using two different

systems within the same article, it can lead to misinterpretation.

Establishing a Style Sheet

For longer or more complex projects, such as dissertations, books, or academic articles, creating a personal

style sheet is highly recommended. This document serves as a reference for all editorial decisions,



including the preferred spellings of biblical terms, transliteration systems, and any other stylistic choices
that might arise. By consulting the style sheet, authors and editors can ensure uniformity across the entire

project.

A style sheet can include entries for specific names, places, theological terms, and even common
abbreviations. For biblical terms, it might specify whether to use "Yahweh" or "the LORD," the preferred
transliteration for key Hebrew words like "shalom," or the standard spelling for a particular biblical book.

This proactive approach saves time and prevents errors during the editing and production process.

Adhering to Specific Scholarly Conventions

Different academic fields and specific scholarly communities may have their own established conventions
for dealing with biblical terminology. For instance, a journal focused on Old Testament studies might have
a stricter approach to Hebrew transliteration than a journal for general religious studies. It is crucial for
writers to be aware of and adhere to the specific conventions of the publication or institution for which

they are writing.

Consulting the author guidelines or style guides of the target publication is a critical step. These guidelines
often provide explicit instructions on how to handle biblical names, places, and original language terms. By
following these specific conventions, writers demonstrate their understanding of the field and ensure their

work is presented in a manner that aligns with scholarly expectations.

Balancing Readability and Accuracy

The Chicago Manual of Style encourages a balance between scholarly accuracy and reader accessibility.
‘While precise transliterations and specialized spellings are important for academic rigor, they should not
come at the expense of comprehensibility for the intended audience. If the audience is primarily general
readers, opting for more common English spellings and avoiding overly technical transliterations might be

more appropriate.

Conversely, for a specialized academic audience, employing more precise transliterations and
acknowledging scholarly variations can be beneficial. The key is to make informed choices that serve the
purpose of the writing and the needs of the reader. The Chicago Manual of Style provides the framework

for making these decisions, always prioritizing clarity and effective communication.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

One common pitfall is the inconsistent application of spelling rules. Authors may inadvertently switch
between different spellings of the same biblical term throughout their work, particularly when drawing
from various sources. Another pitfall is the temptation to adopt idiosyncratic spellings without a clear

justification, which can confuse readers.

A best practice is to always verify spellings against reputable dictionaries, encyclopedias, or academic



biblical lexicons. When in doubt, consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style or specialized
resources for religious and biblical studies. Furthermore, proofreading specifically for biblical terms can help
catch errors. Taking the time to establish and follow a consistent style for biblical terminology will greatly

enhance the quality and professionalism of any written work.

The Evolving Nature of Language and Style

It is important to remember that language and style guidelines are not static. The Chicago Manual of Style,
like other reputable style guides, is periodically updated to reflect changes in language usage and scholarly
consensus. Therefore, it is advisable to consult the most recent edition of the manual when undertaking a
significant writing project. Staying current with these updates ensures that your work adheres to the latest

best practices in academic and editorial standards.

For biblical terms, this evolution might mean that certain transliterations become more widely accepted or
that preferred English spellings shift over time. Remaining informed about these developments, especially
through engagement with current scholarship, will help maintain the relevance and accuracy of your

writing. The commitment to clarity and consistency, as promoted by CMOS, remains the guiding principle

regardless of specific updates.

FAQ Section

Q What is the primary principle the Chicago Manual of Style follows for
spelling biblical terms?

A: The primary principle is to prioritize clarity, consistency, and adherence to established English usage
and widely recognized scholarly conventions. CMOS generally favors spellings that are common in major

English Bible translations and reputable academic literature to ensure reader comprehension.

Q: Should I always use the most archaic or literal transliteration for
Hebrew and Greek biblical terms?

A: Not necessarily. While the Chicago Manual of Style allows for systematic transliteration for precision, it
also advises balancing this with readability for the intended audience. For general academic writing,
common anglicized spellings are often preferred. For specialized scholarly works, more precise

transliterations may be appropriate, but consistency is key.

Q How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle variations in spelling for



biblical names and places?

A: CMOS generally recommends using the spellings that have become standard in major English Bible
translations (e.g., KJV, NIV, NRSV) and are most recognizable to the general readership. This ensures

consistency and ease of recognition for common biblical figures and locations.

Q What is the importance of creating a style sheet for biblical terms
when writing?

A: A style sheet is crucial for maintaining consistency throughout a work. It serves as a reference for all
editorial decisions regarding the spelling of names, transliteration of terms, and other stylistic choices

related to biblical terminology, preventing confusion and enhancing credibility.

Q When should I consider using diacritical marks for transliterated
biblical terms?

A: Diacritical marks can be used when scholarly accuracy demands a more precise representation of the
original language's pronunciation or spelling. However, CMOS advises judicious use, as excessive diacritics

can hinder readability for a general audience.

Q How can I ensure I am using the most up-to-date guidelines for biblical
term spelling?

A: It is recommended to consult the most recent edition of The Chicago Manual of Style. Additionally,
staying informed about current scholarship in biblical studies and referencing style guides specific to

religious or biblical academic fields can help in adhering to evolving conventions.

Q What if I encounter a biblical term that has multiple acceptable English
spellings?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes consistency. Choose one of the acceptable spellings, adhere to it
throughout your work, and if the variation is significant or potentially confusing, consider noting your
chosen convention. Consulting reputable biblical dictionaries or academic lexicons can help determine

which spellings are most widely accepted.
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