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INTRODUCTION

Matthew was born in the years 1238-1240 in a house built at Aquasparta near Todi in Umbria. In those years, the fame of the name of St Francis as well as of his sons and daughters, especially of St Anthony and St Clare, still alive in those years, were known far and wide in all their detail to the Christian people. How much more would their deeds have echoed in Umbria where so many places preserved a memory of the Seraphic Father and where his first companions still walked, companions who had listened to him while he was alive and who had seen him in death marked with the signs of the Crucified! Matthew as a child would have heard their praises from his mother. When he was clothed in the habit of St Francis in the friary in Todi, not much after 1250, and began his training in the Franciscan life or his study of the liberal arts, perhaps he saw and heard Brothers who had been with the Poverello of Assisi in the beginning of his conversion and had been his companions until his death. What wonders could Brother Leo, called by St Francis a sheep of God, or the most polite Brother Angelo of Tancredi who with the same Brother Leo sang for the Seraphic Father the Canticle of Brother Sun as he was dying, and who both together with Brother Juniper, the wonderful jester of God, were present with St Clare as she was dying,
 have told the young Brothers of the Seraphic Province had they visited the Friary in Todi! 

Matthew of Aquasparta stood in the same relationship to St Francis as did the Fathers of the Apostolic Age to Jesus Christ. So, if the opinions of the Apostolic Fathers carry more weight than the opinions of later writers, in the same way, allowing for the differences, the writings of those who at times spoke with the companions of the Seraphic Father and learnt from them the genuine intentions of the holy founder and his true piety are to be treasured more. 

I. On the manuscript copies of the Sermons

There are five manuscripts that contain one or more of the ten sermons here edited. Two of these manuscripts are autograph copies while three are exact transcripts. These manuscripts are fully described in V. Doucet, Matthaei ab Aquasparta Quaestiones disputatae de gratia, cum introductione critica, in Bibliotheca Franciscana Scholastica Medii Aevi (= BFS), XI, Quaracchi 1935, p. xxxviii s., xliii ss.

……..

The authenticity of nine of the ten sermons edited by us is confirmed by the signature of the author. It would be superfluous, given the situation, to quibble over their value or importance; nor do we believe it is worthwhile to investigate whether or not one or other of the sermons is to be found in one or other of the collections of sermons of the Middle Ages. Only the sermon on St Anthony is not found in the autographed manuscripts. This is no basis for doubting its authenticity since manuscript Assisi 682, in which it is preserved, contains no material other than sermons that certainly have Matthew as their author. It is enough to read the sermon on St Anthony and compare it with the other sermons of Matthew for the identity of the author to become apparent.

II. The date when the sermons were written

Everyone admires Matthew’s elegance of style and the perfect arrangement of his arguments. These qualities are so clear in the following sermons
 that we have to conclude he had already worked out and had before him the outlines and references or at least less perfect drafts of the sermons, otherwise, in our opinion, he could not have written such perfectly ordered sermons with such fluency and with so few corrections. In fact, it is clear from a study of the sermons that they, or at least some of them, were not written by a novice preacher, one completing the baccalaureate in Sacred Scripture or expounding the Sentences of Peter Lombard, but they are the work of a skilled master. One sermon, not the last one in the   autograph manuscript, is certainly later than some of the disputed questions that were the work of the master and for which the time of composition can be fairly accurately determined. 

 1. The first example is a comparison of the third sermon on St Francis (below, pp. 27-41) with the Quaestiones de fide.
 In solving the second question, Matthew first gives a summary of the reasons why faith is necessary in human society: 

But this error … destroys … every human act, every contract, every bond of piety and society, every statement of truth, and by this overturns the whole of human life’ (p. 60). 

He then treats of each of these singly and proves them by authorities:  ‘It destroys every act … destroys every contract … destroys every bond in society … destroys every statement of truth’ (p. 60ff.).
Next, he gives four reasons showing the absolute necessity of faith for salvation. He first lists these singly in summary form then explains and proves each one in turn: 

Firstly, therefore, there is the reason from the weakness of human understanding … The second reason comes from the excess of divine excellence … The third reason comes from the order and competence of a rational creature … The fourth reason comes from the final perfection of a rational creature (pp. 62-65).

If we now turn to the third sermon on St Francis (below, p. 29-30) we see all these reasons listed in the very same order as in the disputed question; but while in the disputed question they are expounded in five large pages, they are found in the sermon reduced to the space of one small page, to which an excuse is added: ‘Did it not take too long to do so this could easily be explained’ (below, p. 29). 

2. There is another example exactly like this as appears in a sermon in the Quaestiones de legibus.
 Matthew is replying to the seventh objection in which it is asserted that God in the Old Testament commanded evil. Matthew distinguishes, following Bernard and Bonaventure, between evil in itself and of itself from evil in itself but not from itself. He says:  

Something is evil or wrong in itself and of itself, when it is against the precepts of the first commandments, precepts immediately relating to God; God could not in any way command this. Something is evil in itself but not of itself when it is contrary to the other commandments that concern our neighbour and God could   order this. However, as has been said, by God’s order they become good and lawful. For example, to accept something not belonging to you but recognizing it is not yours and not accepting it from greed which is a deformity akin to fornication (p. 511).

These same opinions with few changes are found in the sermon   already quoted (p. 33).

According to the reasonably accurate calculation of V. Doucet,
 the Quaestiones de fide were written in Paris about the year 1277-1278, and the Quaestiones de legibus were written in the Roman Curia about 1283-1284. Which of the writings came before the other, the sermons or the disputed questions? In our opinion the disputed questions came first because we cannot believe that Matthew, while disputing the questions on faith and on laws, would refer to one or other opinion found in a sermon and then literally quote it in the questions. With this statement we do not intend to imply that Matthew did not preach before 1284 for there is a sure reference to a sermon that he preached in 1268.
 We affirm only, as said above, that the redaction or collection of the sermons that has come to us in the autographed manuscripts was written after the questions on faith and on laws. 

Once this late redaction is admitted, there is some explanation of a curious matter, clear to anyone who studies the few variant readings in our edition, namely, that such errors occur in the autograph manuscripts (omission of words, metathesis or transfer of syllables, grammatical errors, etc.) that, had the author reread his sermons, he would surely have corrected. 

Someone may wish to hold that the sermons preceded the disputed questions and that the texts quoted above were taken from the sermons and developed. We cannot argue against such an opinion apodictically but only ask the person to read the passages carefully and compare them with each other.

III. The method of the edition

The sermons have been edited in the form in which they are found in the autograph manuscripts, because the sermons were probably written or delivered in this order.

Matthew used the same sources as other preachers of his age: Sacred Scripture, the writings of the Fathers, and Glosses. Special mention should be made of Peter Lombard whose Glosses on the Psalms and on the Letters of St Paul, together with his Liber Sententiarum contributed significantly not only to theology, as all agree, but also to preaching and to medieval piety.

Special sources were the Legends about St Francis, St Anthony, and St Clare. Although the sayings and deeds mentioned by Matthew           can often be found in several Legends, we have been content to quote only one source to avoid an excess of notes. For references to the life of St Francis we have indicated The Major Legend compiled by St Bonaventure8 because, as we have found, Matthew used this text. This is not surprising because, as is known, the General chapter of 1266 celebrated in Paris ordered that all other legends be     destroyed.9 Matthew could not have forgotten the writings of Thomas of Celano10 that from the time of his novitiate he would have read many times or heard them read in the refectory. For details on the life of St Anthony we refer the reader to the Legenda Prima (Assidua)11 and to the Legenda secunda,12 commonly held to have been written by Julian of Speyer.13 For St Clare we have quoted the Legenda of which Thomas of Celano is thought to be the author. 

Moreover, as already noted, Matthew undoubtedly knew many people who had seen St Francis, St Anthony, and St Clare, while these saints were still alive. He says of St Francis: ‘there is still available evidence of great value’ (p. 37); ‘Those who knew him while he was alive bear witness to this’ (p. 59); also, of St Clare: ‘The perfection of the blessed virgin Clare shone in these latter times’ (p. 95); ‘There are witnesses who saw all this’ (p. 97). 

Nevertheless, if writers search for new facts about the human life of these saints in Matthew’s sermons, they are indeed deceived. Matthew, like Bonaventure and many other writers of that age, made little of the human life and temporal conditions of these saints. The writers felt that the lives of which the history was worth writing, were their supernatural lives of which the principle is grace, the fruit is gifts and virtues, and the completion is glory. Such lives are presented in these ten sermons: not fables nor tasteless praises, but rather images and journeys of true Franciscan piety, as Matthew, close to the source, was able to see and understand it.15 This is why these sermons are included in the collection Bibliotheca Franciscana Ascetica.

All that remains is to give heartfelt thanks to our dear fellow Brother and companion, P. Coelestinus Piana, who gave advice and help in the preparation of this edition.

NOTES

1
See The Legend of St Clare, n. 45: ‘Among whom (spiritual Brothers) was Brother Juniper, the wonderful jester of the Lord … With him were two of the companions of blessed Francis. One was Angelo, himself sorrowful as he comforted the sorrowing, the other was Leo who kissed the bed of the dying Clare’, R. Armstrong, Clare of Assisi. Early Documents, New York: Franciscan Institute Publications, 1993, 295. Brother Angelus and Juniper died in 1258 while Brother Leo lived until 1271.

2 
F. Simoncioli has written on the eloquence of Matthew and on the importance of his sermons for Franciscan piety. See his Rilievi sui Sermoni inediti di Mattteo d’Aquasparta dedicati a S.Francesco, a S. Antonio, a S. Chiara, in, Studi Francescani, LVI, 1959, 148-172.

3 
Edited from Quaracchi in BFS I, 1903 and 1957, of which we quote the second edition.

4 
Ed. C. Piana, in BFS XVIII, Quaracchi 1959.

5 
Op. cit., pp. cxi-cxix.

6 
See ibid., pp. xiv-xvii, clii.

7 
A short section of technical detail has been omitted.
8 
FA:ED II 525-683. [Hereinafter references that can be found in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, 3 Volumes, New York: New City Press, 1999, 2000, 2001 are quoted as here, using the abbreviations adopted  in the three volumes.]

9 
Ibid., 503.

10
1C (FA:ED I 180-308).

11 
Edited by L. de Kerval, S. Antonii vitae duae (Collection d’Etudes et de Documents, V), Paris, 1904.

12 
Edited in Acta Sanctorum, for 13 June; also, by F. Conconi, Leggende di S. Antonio di Padova e altri documenti del secolo XIII, Padua, 1930. 
13     See M. Bihl, La Leggenda antoniana di Fra Giuliano da Spira, O.F.M. ed il suo Epilogo inedito, in Studi Francscesani, XXIX, 1932, 429-453.

14
R. Armstrong, The Legend of St Clare, in, Clare of Assisi. Early Documents, St Bonaventure: Franciscan Institute Publications, 1993.

15    Indeed, as F. Simoncioli (art. cit., p. 149) noted, these sermons can be regarded as ascetical commentaries. The first sermon could easily be entitled: On the angelic virtues of St Francis, the second: St. Francis, perfect imitator of Christ; the third: On the twelve qualities of St Francis. The sermon on St Anthony could be entitled: St Anthony, perfect disciple of St Francis. The sermon on St Clare could carry the title: On the spiritual clarity of St Clare, and other similar titles.
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