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Matteo d’Acquasparta’s refusal of the belief in Mary’s 
Immaculate Conception
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Abstract: The current paper intends to sed light on the opinion of the 13th cen-
tury Franciscan theologian Matteo d’Acquasparta in clear opposition to the be-
lief in Mary’s immaculate conception. We will proceed following step by step the 
methodological approach of this author, who begins by denying the arguments of 
the defenders of such belief, before presenting his numerous proofs against the im-
maculist thesis. The results of our investigation will show the original reasoning 
of this Italian Franciscan to justify his rejection of the belief in Mary’s immaculate 
conception.

Keywords: Mariology; Original sin; Human conception; Sanctification; Fran-
ciscan School.

Resumen: Este artículo pretende arrojar luz sobre la opinión del teólogo fran-
ciscano del siglo XIII Matteo d’Acquasparta en clara oposición a la creencia en la 
inmaculada concepción de María. Procederemos siguiendo paso a paso el plantea-
miento metodológico de este autor, que comienza negando los argumentos de los 
defensores de dicha creencia, antes de presentar sus numerosas pruebas contra la 
tesis inmaculista. Los resultados de nuestra investigación mostrarán el razonamien-
to original de este franciscano italiano para justificar su rechazo a la creencia en la 
inmaculada concepción de María.

Palabras clave: Mariología; Pecado original; Concepción humana; Santifica-
ción; Escuela Franciscana.
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Introduction

From the earliest times of the Christian era the Church had to confront 
in heated debates the heresies of the Arians, Nestorians, Docetists and vari-
ous other heterodox currents. Faced with adverse circumstances, the Church 
convened the successive Ecumenical Councils of Nicaea (325), Ephesus 
(431), Chalcedon (451) and Constantinople II (553). These councils con-
firmed the dogmas that Christ has two natures, divine and human, and both 
are essentially and indissolubly united in the unique person of Christ, true 
God and true man. As essentially correlates of these two Christological dog-
mas, the Ecumenical Councils above also confirmed two main Mariological 
dogmas: the virginal divine motherhood of Mary and her perpetual virginity 
(virgo ante partum, virgo in partu, virgo post partum). 

However, two other fundamental Mariological theses – Mary’s 
Immaculate Conception and her Assumption into heaven –, far from achiev-
ing a unity among the Church Fathers and theologians from the 6th-7th 
centuries on, would be hotly disputed within Christianity for almost a mil-
lennium and a half. Only at a very late modern times both these became 
Catholic dogmas: that of the Immaculate Conception in 1854, decreed by 
Pope Pius IX with the bull Ineffabilis Deus;1 that of the Assumption in 1950, 
proclaimed by Pope Pius XII with the bull Munificentissimus Deus.2

These last two Mariological beliefs were progressively defended by a 
group of prominent theologians. In this sense, the Franciscan masters stood 
out for their decisive contribution to the definitive success of the dogma of 

1	 See Stefano De Fiores, “Immacolata. I. Il lungo proceso storico-teologico verso la 
definizione del dogma dell’Immacolata Concezione”. In Nuovo Dizionario di Mariologia, 
edited by Stefano De Fiores & Salvatore Meo, Cinisello Balsamo: San Paolo, 1986, 613-619; 
and Arístide Serra, “Immacolata. II. Fondamenti biblici”. In Nuovo Dizionario di Mariologia, 
edited by Stefano De Fiores & Salvatore Meo (eds). Cinisello Balsamo: San Paolo, 1986, 
619-625

2	 See Stefano M. Cecchin, L’Immacolata Concezione. Breve storia del dogma. Città 
del Vaticano: Pontificia Academia Mariana Internationalis, 2003; and Ernesto Piacentini, 
L’Immacolata Madre: a 150 anni dalla definizione dogmatica. Roma: Associazione Culturale 
Leone Veuthey, 2004.
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the Immaculate Conception of Mary, as Pierre Pauwels has highlighted in 
19043 and other authors more recently. 4

Now, in this context of the heated debates in favor and against the belief 
in Mary’s immaculate conception, from the 13th century onwards a doctri-
nal competition arose between Dominican and Franciscan philosophical-
theological schools. The Dominican School, mostly opposed to this belief; 
the Franciscan School, divided between numerous adversaries, and a few 
defenders of the immaculist belief.

In this regard, as Stefano M. Cecchin points out, the rivalry between the 
13th century’s Dominican and Franciscan Schools about the thesis of the 
Marian immaculate conception highly helped the Mariology. According to 
Cecchin, the Franciscan theologians of the 13th century went from an initial 
denial of the immaculate belief to its enthousiastic defense, in whose dog-
matic proclamation in 1854 the Franciscan School played a significant role 
all along the 13th-19th centuries.5

3	 Pierre Pauwels, I francescani e l’Immacolata Concezione. Roma: Tipografia Sallustiana, 
1904.

4	 Pauwels, I francescani e l’Immacolata Concezione, 1904, 23. See also Stefano De 
Fiores, “Immacolata. I. Il lungo proceso storico-teologico verso la definizione del dogma 
dell’Immacolata Concezione”. In Nuovo Dizionario di Mariologia, edited by Stefano De 
Fiores & Salvatore Meo, Cinisello Balsamo: San Paolo, 1986, 611-617.

5	 See Mariotti, Candido. L’Immacolata Concezione di Maria ed i francescani in oc-
casione del cinquantesimo dalla dommatica definizione. Quaracchi: Tipografia del Collegio 
di San Bonaventura, 1904; Niccolò Dal Gal, L’opera dei francescani attraverso i secoli per 
il trionfo dell’Immacolata. Quaracchi: Tipografia del Collegio di S. Bonaventura, 1905; 
Diomede Scaramuzzi, L’evoluzione del dogma dell’Immacolata nell’Ordine francescano. 
Conferenza storica letta nella solenne Accademia in onore dell’Immacolata tenuta dai Frati 
Minori di Bitonto il 27 novembre 1904, Quaracchi: Tipografia del Collegio di S. Bonaventura, 
1905, 7-27; Éfrem Longpré, “La scuola teologica francescana nello sviluppo del dogma 
dell’Immacolata Concezione”. En L’Immacolata Concezione. Storia ed esposizione del 
dogma, VIII settimana di Spiritualità all’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore (Milano 9-10 
maggio 1954), Milano: Società Editrice Vita e Pensiero, 1954, 41-64; Stefano M. Cecchin, 
ed. La “Scuola Francescana” e l’Immacolata Concezione. Atti del Congresso Mariologico 
Francescano, S. Maria degli Angeli-Assisi, 4-8 dicembre 2003). Città del Vaticano: Pontificia 
Academia Mariana Internationalis, 2005; Stefano M. Cecchin, “L’influsso della mariologia 
francescana sullo sviluppo dell’Immacolata Concezione”. In Signum magnum apparuit in 
caelo. L’immacolata segno della Bellezza e dell’Amore di Dio, edited by Francesco Lepore, 
65-106. Città del Vaticano: Pontificia Accademia Mariana Internationalis, 2005; Stefano 
M. Cecchin, La Madre del Signore nel pensiero francescano. Introduzione, cronistoria, 
biobibliografía per lo studio della mariología francescana. Città del Vaticano: Pontificia 
Accademia Mariana Internationalis, 2021.
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In the context of these Mariological debates within the Franciscan School 
of the 13th century, we will analyze in this article the anti-immaculist opi-
nion of Matteo d’Acquasparta (1240-1302), who is one of the Franciscan 
masters of the 13th century who with greater enthusiasm reflected on the 
immaculist problem.6 His position on this matter is based on denying the 
immaculate conception of Mary, a negative position that he shares with his 
other Franciscan colleagues of the 13th century Saint Anthony of Padua 
(1195-1231), Jean de la Rochelle (†1245), Saint Bonaventure of Bagnoregio 
( 1217/21-1274),7 Conrad of Saxony († 1279), Bartolomeo da Bologna († 
post 1294), Pietro di Giovanni Olivi (1248-1298), and Servasanto da Faenza 
(c. 1220-/30-c. 1300). In front of this large group of deniers, only three 
Franciscan theologians of the 13th century defended the belief in Mary’s 
immaculate conception: Robert Grosseteste (1175-1253), William of Ware 
(1260-1305), and John Duns Scot (1265-1308).8

Matteo d’Acquasparta analyzed the problem under scrutiny in depth and 
with numerous arguments in his Quodlibet on the Immaculate Conception of 
Mary.9 In order to approach it rationally, our author followed the traditional 
scholastic methodology of first evaluating the evidence in favor of the thesis 
and then those against, before arguing his personal position on the matter.

In this philosophical-theological writing, Matteo begins by posing two 
questions: whether Mary was conceived with original sin; and whether her 
conception should be celebrated.10

6	 See the short abstract of the immaculist doctrine of Matteo d’Acquasparta performed 
by Stefano M. Cecchin, Maria Signora Santa e Immacolata nel pensiero francescano, 2001a, 
122-126.

7	 We have analyzed the opinion of St. Bonaventure on this problem in the paper José 
María Salvador-González, “Saint Bonaventure’s Doctrine on the Virgin Mary’s Immaculate 
Conception”. Religions 14/7 (2023): 1-15.

8	 We have studied the opinion of John Duns Scot about this issue in José María 
Salvador-González, “The arguments of John Duns Scotus in defense of Mary’s Immaculate 
Conception”, Biblica et Patristica Thoruniensia 17/2 (2024): 215-238.

9	 Not having had access to the Latin original of this Quodlibet by Matteo d’Acquasparta, 
we have been forced to cite its Italian translation offered by Luigi Gambero (1996, 424-428). 
In this sense, all the successive textual notes of this writing by Acquasparta that we will pre-
sent in this section are taken from the Italian translation that Gambero made of this Quodlibet 
(in edition Samaritani, 732-736). 

10	 “In secondo luogo si chiedono due cose: se la beata Vergine Maria fu concepita con il 
peccato originale; e se il suo concepimento debba essere celebrato.” (Matteo d’Acquasparta, 
Quodlibet sulla concezione immacolata di Maria. En Gambero 1996, 424).
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1. The question about the immaculate conception of Mary

1.1. Discarding the arguments in favor of the immaculist thesis

Regarding the first question, Matteo formulates two questions: whether 
Mary was conceived with original sin, or whether she was sanctified before 
her conception. He answers both questions first by adducing the evidence of 
conventional opinion (which he will later reject). According to common be-
lief, the assertion that Mary was conceived without original sin would be pro-
ved, because it must be believed that whatever pertains to the honour of Mary 
should not prejudice the honour of her Son; and if Mary had been conceived 
without original sin, it would imply the greatest honour to the Mother, without 
in the least prejudice to the honour of Christ, for the honour of a mother re-
dounds to her Son.11 And so is proved by the common belief that she was re-
surrected and assumed and glorified in heaven, body and soul. In like manner, 
stain is the punishment of original sin; yet according to conventional pious 
belief, the body of the Virgin was not stained, from which the advocates of 
that belief infer that Mary did not even have original sin.12

To the second question, whether the Virgin was conceived in original 
sin, or whether she was sanctified before conception, the thinker from 
Acquasparta answers that the question can be understood in many ways. 
One could think, for example, that sanctification took place before the pro-
duction of semen; but that, besides being false, is impossible, because, be-
fore the production of semen, neither Mary nor any other human being can 
exist, because conception did not take place, and therefore she could not be 
sanctified before the production of semen. Or one could think that sancti-
fication took place at conception itself; but not even in this way could the 

11	 “In primo luogo dunque si chiede se la gloriosa Vergine fu concepita con il peccato 
originale oppure se fu santificata prima del concepimento. Che ella sia stata concepita senza 
colpa originale sarebbe dimostrato da ciò che si deve credere di Maria: tutto ciò che le spetta 
per onore non deve andare a scapito dell’onore del Figlio. Ma che ella sia concepita senza 
peccato originale spetta alla Madre quale massimo onore e nello stesso tempo non pregiudica 
minimamente l’onore del Figlio, perché l’onore di una madre ridonda sulla prole, quindi, 
ecc...” (Ibid.).

12	 “Prova ne è il fatto che ella, come crediamo, è risorta ed è stata innalzata e glorificata 
in cielo nel corpo e nell’anima. Parimenti, la macchia è la pena del peccato originale; ma, 
come supponiamo e crediamo piamente, il suo corpo non fu macchiato; perciò in lei non vi 
fu neppure il peccato originale.” (Ibid., 424-425).
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Virgin be sanctified, because her parents conceived her in concupiscence 
and according to the natural law of libidinous intercourse.13 

Matteo refers here to the opinions of two eminent teachers of Christian 
doctrine: St. Augustine, according to whom concupiscence or libido (vice 
and corruption of the flesh) transmits original sin to descendants; and St. 
Bernard, according to whom before conception Mary could not be sanc-
tified, because she did not yet exist.14 Matteo d’Acquasparta adds that it is 
irrational to think that Mary was sanctified in the very act of her conception 
or that she was at the same time conceived and sanctified: the reason, ac-
cording to him, is because in conception, produced by sexual intercourse 
between the spouses, sin is present, and therefore the sin of libidinous inter-
course and the Holy Spirit, who is the one who sanctifies, cannot coexist.15

Matteo then analyses a second hypothesis, according to which Mary’s 
sanctification would have taken place before her conception, according to 
two possible eventualities: either because the flesh existed before its anima-
tion, or because the soul existed before being infused into the body.16 The 
author flatly denies both hypotheses. In his opinion, in fact, Mary was not 
sanctified according to the first hypothesis, because, even if God could have 

13	 “Alla questione se la Vergine Maria sia stata concepita con il peccato originale, op-
pure se sia stata santificata prima del concepimento, rispondo dicendo che la questione può 
essere intesa in molti modi. Secondo uno di questi modi, si potrebbe pensare che la santifi-
cazione sia avvenuta prima della produzione del seme; ma questo non solo è falso, ma anche 
impossibile, perché prima della produzione del seme né lei né alcunché di lei esisteva, e 
quindi non poteva essere santificata; oppure nel concepimento stesso, ma nemmeno in questo 
modo potè essere santificata, perché i suoi genitori l’hanno generata nella libidine e secondo 
la comune legge della generazione.” (Ibid., 425).

14	 “Infatti, come dice Agostino nel De fide ad Petrum, la libidine trasmette il peccato ai 
posteri, chiamando libidine il vizio e la corruzione della carne; e per queste due condizioni 
scrive Bernardo ai Lionesi: «Prima del concepimento non poteva affatto essere santificata 
perché non esisteva».” (Ibid.).

15	 “Ma neppure nel concepimento stesso potè essere santificata, a causa del peccato che 
era presente. Ma è forse possibile che la santificazione si sia inserita nel concepimento me-
desimo durante gli amplessi coniugali cosicché ella sia stata contemporaneamente concepita 
e santificata? Neppure questo può essere ammesso dalla ragione. Come infatti potrebbe esi-
stere la santità senza lo Spirito santificatore; oppure come fu possibile la coabitazione dello 
Spirito Santo con il peccato; o anche come non vi sarebbe stato peccato dove non mancò la 
libidine?” (Ibid.).

16	 “Si potrebbe formulare una seconda ipotesi, in base alla quale la santificazione sareb-
be avvenuta prima del concepimento delle nature; e ciò secondo due eventualità: o perché la 
carne esisteva prima della sua animazione o perché l’anima esisteva prima della sua infusio-
ne.” (Ibid.).
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purified Mary’s flesh so that it would be without sin, nevertheless, since 
sanctification can only take place in the soul, which can thus sanctify the 
flesh, it follows that, before the union of the flesh with the soul, the flesh 
cannot be sanctified.17

Analysing the second hypothesis, according to which Mary’s soul was 
sanctified before being infused into the body, before being able to contract 
original sin, the Master of Acquasparta denies that Mary was sanctified in 
this way. And he confirms his opinion by relying on the testimony of St. 
Anselm, who affirms that the Virgin was conceived in original sin, and her 
mother begot her in sin.18

1.2. Arguing his personal opposition to the immaculate thesis

After thus discarding the arguments that would seem to demonstrate the 
belief in the immaculate conception of Mary, Matteo d’Acquasparta pre-
sents a set of positive arguments to deny such a belief. The first of these 
derives from the exclusive privilege of Christ of being the only human being 
who was conceived without original sin, because he is also the only one who 
comes to take away the sin of the world, as St. Augustine emphasises.19

17	 “Non fu santificata secondo la prima procedura perché, anche se Dio avrebbe potuto 
purificare quella materia cosicché lì non vi fosse più materia di peccato, tuttavia, dal momen-
to che la santificazione non avviene se non mediante l’aggiunta di qualche dono gratuito, il 
che non può verificarsi se non nell’anima, viene santificata l’anima prima della carne e questa 
mediante l’anima; pertanto prima dell’unione della carne con l’anima non esiste santificazio-
ne.” (Ibid.).

18	 “Quanto alla seconda congettura, ossia che l’anima sarebbe stata santificata prima 
dell infusione e in tal modo prima che potesse contrarre il peccato originale, neppure con que-
sta procedura fu santificata. A conferma di questo vi sono esplicite e autorevoli testimonianze 
da parte di santi. Anselmo lo dice espressamente nel Cur Deus homo: «Quantunque lo stesso 
concepimento dell’uomo sia puro [parla di Cristo]) e senza il peccato del piacere carnale, 
tuttavia la Vergine, quale egli ha assunto [l’uomo], “è stata generata nella colpa e nel peccato 
l’ha concepita sua madre” (Sal 50, 7) ed è nata con il peccato originale perché anch’essa ha 
peccato in Adamo nel quale tutti hanno peccato (cf. Rm 3, 23).” (Ibid., 425-426).

19	 “A questo proposito vi sono anche degli argomenti. Il primo viene dalla considera-
zione del privilegio singolare del Salvatore di essere il solo concepito senza peccato, perché 
è il solo che venne a togliere il peccato. Siccome quindi la Vergine Maria non tolse il peccato, 
neppure concepita senza peccato. Perciò Agostino così commenta il versetto di Giovanni: 
«Ecco l’Agnello di Dio, ecco colui che toglie i peccati del mondo»: «Fu il solo che venne 
senza peccato, perché soltanto lui venne a togliere i peccati del mondo. Perciò è vero che 
“tutti hanno peccato e sono privi della gloria di Dio” (Rm 3, 23).” (Ibid., 426).
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Matteo raises as a second argument, derived from a question of order, the 
fact that the soul is infused into the body when it is created: but the soul is 
created at the moment it is infused into the body, and therefore it does not 
exist before being infused into the body. But since according to the order of 
nature birth precedes rebirth, and nature precedes grace, therefore, accor-
ding to the order of nature, the infusion of the soul and its union with the 
body happen before sanctification by grace. Consequently, the soul, when 
infused into the body, is stained with sin by its contact with the flesh, and 
only after being stained the soul is sanctified.20

According to Matteo, the third reason for denying the sanctification of the 
Virgin before the animation of her body derives from the multiple punish-
ments that Mary suffered, which she did not suffer to redeem the human race 
or by voluntary choice, but as a consequence of having contracted original 
sin.21

The thinker from Acquasparta then goes on to refute each of the immacu-
list arguments, given his conviction of the need to reject the thesis of the 
immaculate conception of Mary. To the first argument he replies that the fact 
that Mary had been conceived without sin would have diminished the dig-
nity and honor of the Son Jesus, because only he has the privilege of having 
been born without sin, and because he is the only one who has come to free 
us all from sin, since there is no one without sin except him.22

To the second immaculist argument Matteo counterposes the idea that 
the punishment of original sin is not stain, but death; and, since Mary was 
conceived with original sin, she had to pay the debt of death and the con-

20	 “La seconda è una questione di ordine. L’anima infatti viene infusa quando viene 
creata e viene creata nel momento in cui viene infusa; per cui non esiste prima che venga 
infusa nel corpo. Ma secondo l’ordine della natura, la nascita precede la rinascita e la natura 
precede la grazia pertanto, secondo l’ordine della natura, viene prima l’infusione dell’anima 
e la sua unione con il corpo, e per conseguenza l’essere macchiata dal peccato a causa del suo 
contatto con la carne; solo dopo l’anima viene santificata. Lo afferma Agostino: «Nessuno di 
quelli che nascono dalla concupiscenza può rinascere prima di essere nato; ma rinasce me-
diante la grazia di colui che è nato senza peccato», il che è vero della sua (di Cristo) nascita 
dall’utero.” (Ibid.).

21	 “La terza ragione deriva dalle molteplici pene che ella ha sofferto; e non sarebbe 
esatto dire che lo abbia fatto per la redenzione del genere umano o per scelta volontaria, ma 
perché ha contratto il peccato originale.” (Ibid.).

22	 “Al primo argomento contrario si deve rispondere che, anzi, sarebbe una diminuzio-
ne della dignità e dell’onore del Figlio, il cui speciale privilegio è di essere il solo nato senza 
peccato. Egli solo è venuto a liberare tutti, non trovando nessuno senza peccato, come dice 
Leone.” (Ibid., 426-427).
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demnation pronounced against Adam; but, since Mary’s flesh was purified 
from the stimulus of concupiscence, it was not corrupted. This - according 
to our author - was granted to the Virgin as a special privilege, because, al-
though the resurrection is an attribute of all human beings, she was granted 
the anticipated resurrection, successive to the resurrection of Christ, whose 
flesh was generated from the already sanctified flesh of Mary.23

2. The question of whether the conception of Mary should be cele-
brated

To the second major problem, whether the conception of Mary should be 
celebrated, Matteo d’Acquasparta answers that it should be so, even if she 
was conceived in original sin. The reason would be that we must rejoice and 
celebrate the conception of Mary, because her body will become the body of 
Christ, in the sense that from her body the body of Christ will be formed.24 
In the same way, even if the Virgin was conceived in original sin, it is certain 
that she had to be sanctified in order to become the Mother of God. And, 
if these things can be distinguished on the level of knowledge and also on 
that of rendering honors, we can rejoice and glorify God for the subsequent 
sanctification of Mary, even if we cannot rejoice for the original sin present 
in her conception.25

23	 “Al secondo argomento bisogna dire che pena del peccato originale non è la macchia 
ma la morte; e siccome fu concepita con il peccato originale, dovette pagare il debito della 
morte e della condanna pronunciata contro Adamo; ma siccome la carne fu purificata dal 
fomite della concupiscenza non si dissolse nella corruzione. Questo tuttavia le fu concesso 
quale privilegio speciale; ma non è la stessa cosa per quanto riguarda la risurrezione e la san-
tificazione, sia perché la risurrezione sarà un appannaggio di tutti e non un privilegio speciale 
della Vergine se non in quanto è stato anticipato, sia perché la risurrezione di lei segue quella 
di Cristo e Cristo è nato da quella carne già santificata; pertanto non deve essere separata da 
Cristo, avendo ambedue una sola carne.” (Ibid., 427).

24	 “In secondo luogo ci si chiede se la sua concezione deve essere celebrata. E che così 
debba essere, lo si dimostra anche se ella è stata concepita nel peccato. Indicando infatti 
questo corpo, è la stessa cosa dire che esso diventerà il corpo di Cristo o che da esso dovrà 
essere formato il corpo di Cristo. Di ciò bisogna gioire e bisogna rendergli omaggio; e quindi 
il concepimento della Vergine deve essere celebrato.” (Ibid.).

25	 “Parimenti, quantunque la beata Vergine sia stata concepita con il peccato, è vero che 
dovette essere santificata; è vero che divenne in seguito Madre di Dio. Pertanto, se queste 
cose vengono distinte sul piano della conoscenza, si possono distinguere anche nel rendi-
mento dell’onore, cosicché si può gioire e dare gloria a Dio per la successiva giustificazione, 
anche se non per il presente peccato.” (Ibid.).
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Further specifying his response to this second fundamental question, 
Matteo maintains that the conception of Mary can be celebrated according 
to a threefold consideration. First of all, if we want to say categorically that 
Mary’s conception was holy or sanctified, celebrating that conception would 
be a superstition and an error, because she was not sanctified either before or 
during conception, but was conceived with original sin.26

The second option would be to celebrate Mary’s conception considering 
her future sanctification, the day and hour of which are unknown, although 
it is believed that there was not a long interval between her conception and 
her sanctification. In such a case, the scholar from Acquasparta asserts that 
one can legitimately celebrate Mary’s conception, celebrating not so much 
her conception itself, but her sanctification, which perhaps occurred on the 
very day of conception.27

Matteo adds that the third way of celebrating the conception of Mary is 
to consider that she initiated our liberation; for, when she was conceived, 
that woman came into existence from whom the body of the Savior of the 
human race would be formed, and for this reason it is lawful and appropriate 
to celebrate the conception of the mother of Christ.28

Finally, Matteo d’Acquasparta insists on the idea that only those lacking 
in devotion would fail to rejoice and celebrate the conception of the Mother 
of the Redeemer, since the devout can lawfully and laudably celebrate this 

26	 “Rispondo dicendo che la concezione di Maria può essere celebrata secondo una 
triplice intenzione o considerazione. Il primo modo consiste nel considerare santificato o 
santo il concepimento, o presente in esso la santificazione. In questo caso celebrare il suo 
concepimento non è un dovere, bensì una superstizione; anzi, è un errore. Infatti, come si è 
detto, non fu santificata né prima della concezione né nella concezione stessa; anzi, fu senza 
dubbio concepita con il peccato originale.” (Ibid.).

27	 “C’è un secondo modo che consiste nel celebrare in vista e in considerazione della 
futura santificazione, di cui si ignora il giorno e l’ora, benché si creda che non ci sia stato un 
grande intervallo di tempo tra il concepimento e la santificazione; con una considerazione più 
precisa si può lecitamente e lodevolmente celebrare la sua concezione in modo tale che non 
sia tanto la concezione stessa ad essere celebrata, bensì la santificazione; o meglio, che nel 
giorno della concezione sia celebrati! La santificazione, la quale forse avvenne nello stesso 
giorno; oppure, siccome rimane ignoto il momento della santificazione, si celebra il giorno 
della concezione.” (Ibid., 427-428).

28	 “Il terzo modo per celebrare consiste nel tenere in considerazione l’inizio della nostra 
liberazione; infatti, allora fu concepita colei dalla quale è venuta la salvezza del mondo; allo-
ra fu concepita quella natura dalla quale si è formato il corpo del Salvatore, che fu immolato 
sulla Croce per la liberazione dell’intero genere umano. Il celebrare in questo modo è lecito 
e appropriato.” (Ibid., 428).
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conception.29 However, our author does not fail to warn that the Church does 
not officially celebrate this feast so as not to induce the error of believing 
that the Virgin was conceived without original sin, or that she was sanctified 
before her conception, or in her conception itself. Therefore, the feast can be 
celebrated, on condition that one does not mistakenly believe that this feast 
derives from a divine revelation.30

3. Matteo’s position on the sanctification of Mary

On the other hand, in his first sermon on the birth of Mary, Matteo 
d’Acquasparta completes his position on this subject. In this sense, he main-
tains that the blessed Virgin Mary was sanctified twice: first in the womb of 
her mother before being born; and, in a second moment, at the annunciation 
and conception of the Son of God, when the Holy Spirit came upon her and 
the power of the Most High overshadowed her.31

The author specifies that in her first sanctification Mary was cleansed of 
original sin, because, although she was conceived with original sin, she was 
sanctified before being born, with a sanctification that enervated and contai-
ned concupiscence and the tendency to evil, so that she would not commit 
any mortal or venial sin, nor be attracted by anything concupiscible.32

29	 “Chi infatti, udendo che in quel giorno fu concepita la Madre di Dio, Madre del 
Salvatore, non magnifica Dio e la sua anima non esulta in Dio suo Salvatore? Chi, se non è 
privo di devozione, non si leverebbe a cantare lodi e a rendere grazie? Proprio soltanto chi è 
privo di devozione. Così dunque senza pregiudizio, ripeto, si può lecitamente e lodevolmente 
celebrare la concezione della beata Vergine Maria.” (Ibid.).

30	 “Tuttavia la Chiesa non celebra questa festa al fine di non indurre in errore o di of-
frire un’occasione per cadere nell’errore di credere che la Vergine sia stata concepita senza il 
peccato o che sia stata santificata prima della concezione o nella concezione stessa. Tuttavia, 
se si tratta di una speciale e peculiare devozione, si può lodevolmente celebrare questa festa, 
purché non si cada nell’errore di credere che la celebrazioni sia conseguenza della divina 
rivelazione.” (Ibid.).

31	 “Ita beata Virgo Maria bis fuit sanctificata: primo in utero ante nativitatem, secundo 
in annuntiatione et filii Dei conceptione, quando Spiritus Sanctus supervenit in eam et virtus 
Altissimi obumbravit ei.” (Matthaeus ab Acquasparta, De Nativitate B.V. Mariae. Sermo I. 
In Sermones de Beata Maria Virgine / Matthaei ab Aquasparta (edidit Caelestinus Piana), 
Quaracchi: Ex Typographia Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 1962, 4).

32	 “In prima sanctificatione fuit mundata et purgata a peccato originali; quamvis enim 
cum originali fuerit concepta, tamen fuit sanctificata antequam nata. Per quam sanctificatio-
nem adeo fuit concupiscentia et fomes consopitus et enervatus, ut numquam prodiret in ac-
tum peccati nec mortalis nec venialis, nec aliquem motum concupiscibilem sentiret.” (Ibid.).
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In the second sanctification the inclination towards sin was not only 
weakened and contained, but completely extinguished, so that Mary not 
only did not sin, but also could not sin; and so that she not only did not 
desire sinfully, but could not desire sinfully, as required by her condition as 
a Virgin who was to be the Mother of God. In these last reflections Matteo 
d’Acquasparta refers to St. Anselm, who says that “It was fitting that she 
who was to be the mother of God should shine with a purity that would 
make it impossible to imagine a greater one below God.”33

Conclusions

From the analysis of Matteo d’Acquasparte’s complex argumentation 
on the problem of the immaculate conception of Mary, we could draw the 
following main conclusions:

Regarding the question of the possibility of Mary being sanctified before 
conception, our author responds that this can be understood in two ways. 
One could think that sanctification took place before the production of se-
men; but that is impossible, because, before the production of semen, neither 
Mary nor any other human being can exist, because conception did not take 
place, so she could not be sanctified before conception. Or one could think 
that Mary’s sanctification took place at conception itself; but not even in 
this way could the Virgin be sanctified, because her parents conceived her in 
concupiscence through libidinous intercourse.

Matteo d’Acquasparta bases his position on the opinions of St. Augustine, 
who says that concupiscence or libido transmits original sin to descendants, 
and of St. Bernard, who affirms that before conception Mary could not be 
sanctified, because she did not yet exist. Matteo adds that to think that Mary 
was sanctified at her conception or that she was at the same time conceived 
and sanctified is illogical, because in conception, when it occurs through 
sexual relations between spouses, sin is present, and therefore the sin of 
libidinous intercourse and the sanctifying Holy Spirit cannot coexist.

33	 “In secunda sanctificatione fomes non tantum fuit consopitus et enervatus, immo 
fuit omnino exstinctus, ut non tantum non peccaret, immo nec peccare posset; non tantum 
non concupisceret, immo nec posset concupiscere et forte nec concupisci. Fertur enim quod 
postquam concepit Filium Dei, tantus fulgor radiabat de facie sua, ut in intuentibus eam 
motus concupiscentiales exstingueret. Sicut enim dicit Anselmus, De conceptu virginali: 
«Decebat ut illa Virgo quae debebat esse mater Dei, ea puritate niteret qua maior sub Deo 
nequit intelligi ».” (Ibid., 5).
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Regarding the hypothesis that Mary was sanctified before her concep-
tion, Matteo analyzes two possibilities: either because the flesh existed be-
fore its animation, or because the soul existed before being infused into the 
body. The author rejects both hypotheses. In his opinion, the Virgin was not 
sanctified before the animation of her flesh, because, although God could 
have purified Mary’s flesh from sin, however, since sanctification can only 
occur in the soul, which can then sanctify the flesh, it follows that the flesh 
cannot be sanctified before being united with the soul.

Matteo then rejects the second hypothesis, according to which Mary’s 
soul would have been sanctified before being infused into the body, based 
on the opinion of St. Anselm, who asserts that the Virgin was conceived in 
original sin, and her mother gave birth to her in sin. 

After thus discarding the arguments in favour of the immaculate concep-
tion of Mary, Matteo d’Acquasparta presents several positive arguments to 
deny such a belief. The first of these derives from the exclusive privilege of 
Christ of being the only human being conceived without original sin, and 
that he is also the only one who comes to take away the sin of the world, as 
Saint Augustine emphasises.

As a second argument, Matteo states that the soul is created at the mo-
ment it is infused into the body, so it does not exist before its infusion into 
the body. And, as birth precedes rebirth, and nature precedes grace, therefo-
re the infusion of the soul into the body occurs before its sanctification by 
grace. Consequently, the soul, when infused into the body, is stained with 
sin by its contact with the flesh, and, only after being stained, can the soul 
be sanctified.

As a third reason for denying the sanctification of the Virgin before the 
animation of her body, Matteo alleges the multiple punishments that Mary 
suffered, not to redeem the human race or by voluntary choice, but as a con-
sequence of having contracted original sin.

The thinker from Acquasparta then argues that, if Mary had been concei-
ved without sin, it would have diminished the dignity of her Son Jesus, since 
only he has the privilege of having been born without sin, and because he is 
the only one who frees us all from sin.

Finally, Matteo alleges that, since the punishment of original sin is not 
stain, but death, Mary, having been conceived with original sin, had to pay 
the debt of death decreed against Adam; but, since Mary’s body was pu-
rified from the stimulus of concupiscence, it was not corrupted. Although 
resurrection is an attribute of all human beings, the Virgin was granted as a 
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special privilege the early resurrection, after the resurrection of Christ, who-
se flesh was generated from the already sanctified flesh of Mary.
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