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Abstract Saint Vicent Ferrer (1350–1419) was a Dominican 
who travelled widely, preaching to large numbers of peo-
ple, which brought about many conversions. This study 
focuses on the Catalán sermon that Vicent preached for 
the Feast of the Holy Innocents. The themata of this repor-
tata sermon is taken from Job, Pueros percusserunt gladio et 
evasi ego solus—“[…] and slew the servants with the edge 
of the sword; and I alone have escaped” (Job 1:17). Vicent 
explored several topics derived from the martyrdom of 
these infants. His goal, as always, was to animate the re-
cipients to a profound Christian discipleship. To propose 
the infant martyrs as models of holiness for all, he had to 
be at his creative best. In keeping with the main theme 
of this conference, Normen und Ideale in the Middle Ages, 
Vicent Ferrer in this sermon on the Holy Innocents used 
his creative homiletical skills to present the slain children 
as models of holiness. It posed a great challenge for Vicent, 
as outlined in this study. In Christian discipleship, the Ideal 
is the holiness that is the Imitatio Christi that is a funda-
mental Norm to achieve eternal life. This study is the first 
detailed modern study of this sermon. Their feast is cele-
brated in the Western churches on 28 December and in the 
Eastern churches on 29 December; it has held a privileged 
place in the liturgical calendar.

Keywords Vicent Ferrer; Holy Innocents; Purgatory; 
Catalan sermons; hagiography

Zusammenfassung Der heilige Vinzenz Ferrer (1350–1419) 
war ein weitgereister Dominikaner, der durch seine Predig-
ten zahlreiche Menschen zur Konversion zum Christentum 
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bewegte. Dieser Beitrag konzentriert sich auf eine katalani-
sche Predigt, die Vinzenz anlässlich des Fests der Unschul-
digen Kinder hielt. Das Thema dieser Prediktnachschrift 
(reportata) ist dem Buch Hiob entnommen: Pueros percus-
serunt gladio et evasi ego solus – „[…] und erschlugen die 
Knechte mit der Schärfe des Schwerts, und ich allein bin 
entronnen“ (Hiob 1:17). Vinzenz beschäftigt sich mit meh-
reren Aspekten, die sich aus dem Martyrium dieser Kinder 
ergeben. Dabei war es wie immer sein Ziel, die Zuhörer zu 
einer Intensivierung der Nachfolge Christi zu motivieren. 
Um die kindlichen Märtyrer als Vorbild für Heiligkeit zu 
präsentieren, dem alle nacheifern können, musste er seine 
ganze Kreativität aufbieten. Getreu dem zentralen Thema 
dieser Konferenz, Normen und Ideale im Spätmittelalter, 
nutzte Vinzenz Ferrer in dieser Predigt über die Unschuldi-
gen Kinder seine kreativen homiletischen Fähigkeiten, um 
die ermordeten Kinder als Vorbilder der Heiligkeit darzu-
stellen. Wie diese Studie zeigt, stellte dies für Vinzenz eine 
große Herausforderung dar. In der Nachfolge Christi ist 
Heiligkeit, das heißt die Imitatio Christi, das Ideal. Sie stellt 
eine grundlegende Norm darstellt, um das ewige Leben zu 
erlangen. Dieser Beitrag ist die erste detaillierte moderne 
Studie zu dieser Predigt. Das Fest wird in den westlichen 
Kirchen am 28. Dezember und in den östlichen Kirchen am 
29. Dezember gefeiert; im liturgischen Kalender nimmt es 
bis heute einen besonderen Platz ein.

Schlagwörter Vinzenz Ferrer; Fest der Unschuldigen 
Kinder; Fegefeuer; katalanische Predigten; Hagiografie

Saint Vicent Ferrer (1350–1419) was born in Valencia on 23 January 1350; he died on 
5 April 1419 in Brittany, where he was buried (in Vannes). His remains were never 
repatriated to Valencia. He was a Dominican who travelled widely, preaching to 
large numbers of people, which brought about many conversions. The sermons that 
have survived are plentiful; they are in Latin, Castilian, and Catalán and even a few 
in Occitan. This study focuses on the Catalán one that he preached for the Feast of 
the Holy Innocents. The themata of this reportata sermon is taken from Job, Pueros 
percusserunt gladio et evasi ego solus—“[…] and slew the servants with the edge of 
the sword; and I alone have escaped” (Job 1:17). No information accompanies the 
sermon that provides the precise date or place when it was preached; we are only 
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told that it was for the solemnity of the Feast of the Holy Innocents.1 Identifying the 
Feast was of paramount importance for the anonymous reporters who transcribed 
it—Huy, segons la solemnitat de santa mare Església yo he a preÿcar de la mort e martiri 
dels sants innocens (p. 209).2 We are not able to ascertain in its final form here to what 
extent the reporter recorded accurately what Vicent preached or whether Vicent did 
any editing prior to the final version. We can, nevertheless, be sure that this, like all 
other reportata sermons, reflects mainly what Vicent preached. This is a reality we 
are faced with concerning any reportata sermon, no matter who preached it or when. 
We work with what we have before us.

In comparison to other Vicentian hagiographical exempla sermons, this one is 
longer than usual. Vicent gleaned a great deal from the martyrdom of these infants that 
was intended to encourage the recipients to a more profound Christian discipleship. 
The infant martyrs were heralded as models of holiness for all to imitate, regardless 
of age. It is possible to identify where Vicent was true to the account in the Gospels 
and pinpoint where he creatively embellished the event. This is the first detailed 
study on this sermon. As far as possible sources are concerned, Vicent did not rely 
on Jacobus’s ‘Legenda aurea’. Jacobus wrote a short entry where he relied heavily on 
the views of select Church Fathers.3 The interest of the Church Fathers in the Holy 
Innocents was their martyrdom, the wickedness of Herod, and the comparing of them 
to the slaying of the firstborn in Egypt.4 In modern historiography, this feast has 
by no means gone untreated: there are numerous studies on the commentary from 
the Early Church through the Middle Ages.5 A topic that was considered important 

	1	 For an inventory of Vicent Holy Innocent sermons, consult Josep Perarnau I Espelt, Aportació 
a un inventari de sermons de sant Vicenç Ferrer. Temes Bíblics, Títols i Divisions Esquemàtiques, 
in: Arxiu de textos catalans antics 18 (1999), pp. 479–811, under entry 676, the one identified 
seems to be our present one, F) VCP 50, f. 250v (S6/209): Sermo Innocentium: “...tres rahons: 
1. de part de Jhesuchrist, obediència copiosa; 2. de part de Herodes, malícia verinosa; 3. de part dels 
pares, durícia malignosa,” at p. 724. All scripture citations in English are from the New Revised 
Standard Version Catholic Edition.

	2	 Sant Vicent Ferrer. Sermo Innocencium, in: ibid., Sermons, vol. VI, ed. by Gret Schib (Els Nostres 
Clàssics. Obres Completes dels Escriptors Catalans Medievals. Col·lecció B [Volums en Quart] 9), 
Barcelona 1988, pp. 209–218. Rather than creating numerous footnotes, I have identified—in 
the text in parentheses—the page number from the Schib Catalán edition.

	3	 Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend. Readings on the Saints, vol. 1, transl. by William 
Granger Ryan, Princeton 1993, pp. 56–59.

	4	 They were the first martyrs of Christ according to Chromatius, The First Martyrs of Christ, 
Tractate of Matthew, 6, 2, in: Manlio Simonetti (ed.), Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture. Matthew 1–13 (New Testament Ia), Downers Grove ILL 2001, pp. 34–35. See also the 
succinct summary by Quodvultdeus where he made clear in a short catena of scripture that 
the Holy Innocents were martyred and are in Paradise: Quodvultdeus, Liber Promissionvm et 
Praedictorvm Dei, Pars III, Promissio Impleta in Parvvlis Pro Christo Occisis (credita et visa), IX, 
10 (CCSL 60), Turnhout 1976, pp. 161–162. The most convenient access of the Church Fathers 
and their interpretations of the Holy Innocents is in Simonetti, Matthew 1–13, pp. 34–35 
(note 4).

	5	 This is a select list: Paul Antony Hayward, Suffering and Innocence in Latin Sermons for the 
Feast of the Holy Innocents, c. 400–800, in: Diana Wood (ed.), The Church and Childhood. Papers 
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and frequently surfaced among the Church Fathers was the age of accountability 
of a child.6 Vicent, however, did not concern himself with discussing this issue. As 
is customary in many of his sermons, he went his own way to explore other topics.

The Feast for the Massacre of the Holy Innocents, recorded only in the Gospel 
of Matthew 2:16–17 (Fig. 1), is celebrated in the Western churches on 28 December 
and in the Eastern churches on 29 December. In the early Church, they were univer-
sally considered martyrs; thus, the feast was celebrated with a mixture of great 
solemnity and joy. There are other references to children in the Gospels. There is the 
well-known episode where Jesus offered the faith of children as the most exalted form 
to be imitated: “He called a child, whom he put among them, and said, ‘Truly I tell 
you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom 
of heaven. Whoever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in the kingdom 
of heaven’” (Matthew 18:2–4). Also, “Then little children were being brought to him 
in order that he might lay hands on them and pray. The disciples spoke sternly to 
those who brought them; but Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do 
not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs’” (Matthew 
19:13–14). There are other passages, but these are the key ones that illustrate the 
significance of children as models of purity of faith. What sets the Holy Innocents 
apart, however, is that they were less than two years old and so are in a distinct 
category from these older ones that Jesus extolled. 

At the outset Vicent highlighted the wickedness of Herod, who acted out of 
envy of Jesus, of whom he thought that, when he matured, he would overthrow him 
as king of Jerusalem—lo rey Herodes, per enveja que havie de Jesuchrist matà (p. 209). 
Vicent then contrasted the Passion of Christ with that of the Holy Innocents and 
explained why the child Jesus was spared the slaughter of Herod. Jesus had a mar-
velous 33 years of life, but in the last three he experienced incremental opposition 
that culminated with his execution—e la fi de la sua vida, he trobat gran contrarietat 
(p. 209). Jesus, moreover, died alone, without any holy person dying with him—la fi 
de la sua vida fo aytal que ell volch morir tot sols, e neguna santa persona no volch que 
morís ab ell (p. 209). Vicent asked: what was the reason for that? He explained that 
if another holy person had died with him, an error could possibly have entered the 
picture. Someone could say that Jesus’s Passion was not sufficient: he needed help 

Read at the 1993 Summer Meeting and the 1994 Winter Meeting of the Ecclesiastical History 
Society, Oxford 1994, pp. 67–80; relevant in the same volume are Janet L. Nelson, Parents, 
Children, and the Church in the Earlier Middle Ages, pp. 81–114; Graham Gould, Childhood in 
Eastern Patristic Thought: Some Problems of Theology and Theological Anthropology, pp. 39–52; 
and broadly speaking, Shulamith Shahar, The Boy Bishop’s Feast: A Case-Study in Church 
Attitudes towards Children in the High and Late Middle Ages, pp. 243–260, and Lester Ruth, 
Salvete Flores Martyrum. The Feast of the Innocent Infants in the Early Church, in: Ecclesia 
Orans 12 (1995), pp. 373–393.

	6	 Some examples of their commentary can be accessed in, Arthur A. Just Jr., Luke (New Testa-
ment III). Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. Downers Grove, Illinois 2003, pp. 43–56. 
Of utmost importance is Mayke de Jong, In Samuel’s Image. Child Oblation in the Early Medieval 
West (Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History 12), Leiden 1996.

Fig. 1 | The Slaughter of the Innocents, Minia-
ture, XV century, Psalter, Folio 8v (Art Resource, 
NY: alb1467672).
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in some way from another holy person. To remove this potential error, Jesus had to 
die alone, without any holy persons perishing with him. He alone had the perfect 
holiness to accomplish salvation. Vicent, however, noted that two evil men died with 
him—Hee, no era sufficient la sua sola Passió […] moriren dos mals hòmens (p. 209). Yet, 
in another sermon, he developed at length on the conversion of the thief to whom 
was promised entry to Paradise, bypassing any Purgatory after his conversion right 
before he died.7 One way to reconcile this is the following: the Good Thief had been 
condemned to death for evil he had committed, as with the unrepentant one; it is 
only at the portal of death that he repented—was forgiven by Jesus, who offered 
him Paradise. Jesus was indeed the only holy one, flanked by two evil men properly 
convicted of their crimes, who could grant this exception. Vicent quoted John and 
Isaiah, “So if you are looking for me, let these men go,” (John 18:8) to again press 
the point that Jesus died alone and that his death alone could bring about salvation: 
“I have trodden the wine press alone, and from the peoples no one was with me” 
(Isaiah 63:3). Vicent used the image of a wine press and those who trod the grapes to 
describe Jesus’s salvific sacrifice. 

	7	 Consult on this topic Alberto Ferreiro, In Vigilia Sancti Iohannis Babtiste. St. Vicent Ferrer on 
the Vigil of John the Baptist in a Catalán Sermon, in: Dominican Culture, Dominican Theology, 
The Order of Preachers and Its Spheres of Action (1215–c. 1600). Annual Conference of the 
International Society for the Study of Medieval Theology (IGTM) 29 June–2 July 2021, Faculty 
of Theology, University of Copenhagen, Denmark, Archa Verbi Subsidia, Aschendorff, 2025, 
pp. 123–138; Idem, In Die Sancti Iohannis: St. Vicent Ferrer on the Feast of John the Baptist in a 
Catalán Sermon, Gregorianum 105, 1 (2024) 75–95; Idem, Stela de l’alba és appellat sent Johan 
Babtista. The Martyrdom of John the Baptist in a Sermon in Catalán of St. Vicent Ferrer, in: 
Gregorianum 102, 2 (2021), pp. 311–328.
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Fig. 1 | The Slaughter of the Innocents, Minia-
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While the Holy Innocents achieved perfect holiness through martyrdom, the 
question arose of why Jesus alone escaped the fate of the Innocents. If Jesus had died 
in the massacre, it would not have been voluntary, he having no free will in the matter. 
A crazy person or a heretic could then say that this form of his Passion was not truly 
voluntary—Hee, haguere dit algun foll o heretge, la sua Passió no fo voluntària, que 
fadrinet lo mataren (p. 210). The scriptural background to Jesus’s ‘voluntary’ death is 
what Jesus said about his upcoming death—which Vicent did not cite specifically—
“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life in order to take it 
up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power 
to lay it down, and I have power to take it up again. I have received this command 
from my Father” (John 10:17–18). According to Vicent, in order to demonstrate that 
he voluntarily died, he died at the perfect age of 33—volch morir en la pus perfecta 
edat de l’hom, que és de 33 anys (p. 210). Vicent added three more passages from the 
Old Testament, the first from Exodus 23:19, “You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s 
milk,” and repeated again in Ex. 34:26. Jesus was that kid who was fed with the milk 
from Mary’s breast, repeated in Deuteronomy 14:21—non coques hedum in lacte matris 
sue (p. 210). The Jews held the secret: the kids should not be cooked because they 
are small, and ‘nursing three times’ signals three years of nursing from their mother 
while always in peril of death (sacrifice)—E diu-ó tres vegades per ço com tres anys fo 
aquest cabrit en la let de sa mare, e tres vegades estant axí, fo en perill de mort (p. 210). 
The three times are displayed in three episodes of Jesus’s infancy: the first when 
Herod decided to kill the infants, the second in the flight to Egypt, and the third when 
they returned from Egypt to the promised land. One sees in this prophecy that at the 
beginning of his life, Jesus was not destined to die at the hands of Herod with the 
Innocents. Jesus had to escape this death so he could redeem the human race of his 
own free will as an adult, as noted above. This belief is in harmony with the Church 
Fathers, specifically with Peter Chrysologus.8 It is not being suggested that this was 
Vicent’s direct source, only that he agreed on this point with the patristic tradition. 
The Trinitarian symbolism hardly needs to be pointed out.

Vicent said that this theme had many devotional dimensions and plenty of secrets 
that he wished to expound upon. Two of these are, firstly, the death and painful passion 
of the Innocents and, secondly, the flight of Jesus to Egypt—et evasi ego solus. Vicent 
shed light on three reasons why the boys died guiltless (no personal sin)—per què 
morien aquests infants, tants e sense que no havien culpa (p. 210). The death of Jesus was 
altogether different: it expressed his copious obedience per obediència copiosa. Herod, 
on the other hand, from his own venomous malice killed the infants—e fo malícia 
verinosa, que per pròpria malícia matà aquells (p. 210). Surprisingly, the parents too 
were accused by Vicent of harboring in their hearts hardened malice—e fou durícia 
malignosa; thus, they were not totally guiltless in the death of their boys. Herod and 
the parents bore varying degrees of culpability for the massacre. Vicent dedicated 

	8	 Peter Chrysologus, Why Christ Fled. Sermon 150, 11, in Simonetti, Matthew 1–13 (note 4), 
pp. 31–32.
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a great deal of the sermon to ascertain the meaning of all of this. The most novel aspect 
is the alleged role of the parents in the massacre.

Vicent conducted a comparison of the deaths of the infants and Jesus based upon 
the themata—Pueros percusserunt gladio et ego evasi solus (p. 210). The first observation 
is that Jesus fulfilled in all his life the entire Law of God. With the Paschal mystery 
beginning with the Passion, he ended the Old Law given to Moses. When Jesus died, 
the Old Law died with him and the new one was inaugurated—a quan morí Jesuchrist, 
fo morta la ley vella (p. 211). Vicent qualified, however, that the transition was based on 
what Jesus taught: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; 
I have come not to abolish but to fulfil. For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth 
pass away, not one letter, not a stroke of a letter, will pass from the law until all is 
accomplished” (Matthew 5:17–18). This was followed by an exposition of Deuteronomy 
26:1–2, “When you have come into the land which the LORD your God is giving you 
as an inheritance to possess, and you possess it, and settle in it, you shall take some 
of the first of all the fruit of the ground, which you harvest from your land that the 
LORD your God is giving you, and you shall put it in a basket and go to the place 
that the LORD your God will choose as a dwelling for his name.” The first fruits were 
offered in the Temple; it was a prophecy to the people from God about his son Jesus 
Christ—És paraula de Déu lo Pare al seu Fill Jesuchrist (p. 211). God informed Jesus 
that, upon his return to the promised land, he would inhabit the Virgin’s womb for 
some days. After the birth, Jesus would offer all the fruits of the earth. What fruits? 
Vicent asked. Infinite martyrs, confessors, virgins, and innocents—infinits màrtirs e 
confessors, persones verges, innocens (p. 211). The infant boys were an offering—E ha 
offert aquests fradinets innocens […] E veus perquè volch que fossen martirizats. They 
were the first fruits of the Church as martyrs, as foretold (p. 211). Herod, unknowingly, 
was a participant in a divine plan. It was not a random slaughter of young boys from 
a sudden fit of anger: God brought something good out of the massacre. 

The Holy Innocents as the first fruits of salvation were a cartallo [basket] of mar-
tyrs. Vicent explained more about the significance of the cartallo as the place where 
the Innocents resided after their death. Firstly, they went to the limits of Hell—lo lim 
de infern, which is Purgatory, since they were unable to go immediately to Paradise—
Aquest cartalló és lo lim de infern, que com aquestes primícies foren preses e morts, no 
anaren tantost a paraís, mas al llim de purgatori, e allò és cartalló (p. 212). In fact, no 
one could do so until the Paschal mystery was fulfilled, with one exception, as will 
be explained below. It needs to be mentioned that the word infern, in this and other 
sermons, could be a synonym for Limbo or Purgatory: it was not always a reference 
to Hell. The context enables the reader to know which of the three possibilities 
infern was being used for. The Innocents were temporarily in Purgatory; on the day 
of the Ascension of Jesus, they were taken up and offered to God. The Innocents, 
moreover, although without any conscious sin or free will, were imitating the copi-
ous obedience [obediència copiosa] of Jesus—Oo, e tots temps hi estaran? No pas […] 
ço ès, al dia de la Ascenció trauràs-los-ne e offerràs-los (p. 212). Vicent buttressed this 
idea with a reference to the Apocalypse: “these follow the Lamb wherever he goes. 
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They have been redeemed from humankind as first fruits for God and the Lamb, and 
in their mouth no lie was found, they are blameless” (14:4–5). The first fruits were 
the infants, bought with the blood of Jesus. Although he is God, as a man, he is a 
Lamb—mas comprats per la sanch de Jesuchrist. És Déu, e en quant hom és dit anyell 
(p. 212). All those in Purgatory—the place of the righteous—could enter Paradise after 
Jesus’s Passion, Resurrection and Ascension que jamés pogueren entrar en paraís que 
fins ell fo mort (p. 212). 

Vicent displayed his creative best in the subsequent narrative. He said that 
a great amount of preaching occurred in Purgatory because of the recently arrived 
infants. This large number of children without any personal faith, upon their arrival 
at Purgatory, immediately encountered Adam, Methuselah, Noah, and many more—
hoc, quan dintre hun dia tants fadrinets partiren de aquest món, sens fe, trobaren aquí 
los sants pares Adam, Matusalem, Noè e altres—all being of the righteous (p. 212). 
The recently arrived Innocents, along with a great multitude, waited for the coming 
of Jesus to liberate them. The Innocents, furthermore, marveled at the immense 
multitude—e quan veheren aquí tanta minyonalla maravellaren-se molt (p. 212). The 
newly arrived Innocents were asked where they came from. They replied that a cer-
tain king named Herod, knowing that Jesus had been born, had put them to death; 
except for Jesus, who fled to Egypt. The Innocents announced the good news that the 
Savior had been born. After the Resurrection, they were all taken at the Ascension to 
Heaven without any stain—sine macula (devoid of sin). This place for the righteous 
was called Limbo or, at times, Abraham’s Bosom; this is not the same Limbo that was 
proposed by some theologians for unbaptized children. The former Limbo—someti-
mes called Abraham’s Bosom—was believed emptied by Jesus, in what came to be 
known as the Harrowing of Hell. In this sermon, Vicent did not pause to explain the 
distinctive features of these ‘places’ in the afterlife, but he did so in other sermons. 
In the end, the good news is that even unbaptized children like the Holy Innocents 
can enter Paradise. In other sermons, Vicent elaborated more on Purgatory / Limbo 
as they applied to unbaptized children. Vicent did express the belief that the only 
person who bypassed Purgatory was the Good Thief who was crucified with Jesus. 
This was a singular exception, however.9

Vicent proposed that a human brings two stains from the womb of the mother: 
the stains of ignorance and guilt—Dues màcules trau la creatura del ventre de sa mare: 
màcula de ignorància e màcula de culpa (p. 212). Vicent clarified what type of ignorance 
one possesses at birth, and for this, he quoted Aristotle—Anima nostra in principio 
sue creacionis est tamquam tabula rasa in qua nichil depictum est (p. 213). Even the 
person with the most knowledge who remains unbaptized remains ignorant of the 
most important things. On the other hand, those in Paradise know their mother and 
friends; they are there because those who are before the throne of God are without any 
stain of sin—sine macula sunt ante tronum Dei (p. 213). Their blindness of ignorance 

	9	 For his views on Limbo, see Alberto Ferreiro, Martyrdom (note 7). On the Good Thief, Idem, 
In Vigilia Sancti Iohannis Babtiste (note 7).
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has been removed. Vicent followed with a pithy quote that he attributed to Gregory 
the Great—Quid est quod non videmus—“what is that which we do not see” (p. 213). 
The second stain is guilt that flows from Original Sin and afflicts all who are born into 
this world, the unborn included. Only Jesus could provide the Baptism that removes 
both guilt and stain—Axí exim nosaltres cuberts de aquella màcula de peccat original, 
e vet Jesuchrist ha enviat lo babtisme per lo qual som mundats (p. 213). Taking into 
account that the Holy Innocents were murdered when the Sacrament of Baptism had 
not yet been inaugurated, their baptism instead was the blood they shed in the name 
of Jesus—Mas quan moriren los innocens, no·y havie babtisme de aygua, mas hagueren 
babtisme de sanch lo qual se fahia en nom de Jesuchrist (p. 213). Vicent anticipated 
the question of how the Innocents could consciously have died for Jesus. He had the 
answer: when the murderers approached each one of the male infants, they would 
cry out, “This one must be Jesus, kill him now”—Quan aquelles qui·ils mataven vehien 
un fadrí, dehien: ‘Aquest deu ésser aquell Jesús,’ xach! mataven-lo, en nom de aquell 
morien (p. 213). That is how the Innocents died for Jesus: it was a proxy death. An 
appeal was made to the Apocalypse to confirm their baptism in blood: “These are 
they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and 
made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14). Vicent added that some of infant 
martyrs were decapitated while others were quartered; moreover, they washed their 
stoles, that is, their souls with the blood of Jesus. It did not matter that the martyr-
dom of the Innocents was not voluntary. It was, nevertheless, a perfect expression 
of copious obedience.

The next topic Vicent centered on was Herod’s venomous malice that motivated 
him to kill the infant boys. According to the philosopher (Aristotle), a deed can be at 
one and the same time virtuous or odious, with merit or without—Segons doctrina del 
philòsof, possible és que una obra matexa es virtuosa e odiosa, meritòria e inmeritòria 
(p. 213). Vicent told the following story to clarify how Aristotle’s words were apt here. 
A young poor girl knocked at the door of a man to beg for alms—una joveneta pobra 
e demane a la porta (p. 213). The man had compassion, so he sent one of his men, 
a young noble, to give her 30 to 40 coins. The young man told her, however, that to 
receive the alms she had to consent to having sex with him. The alms were virtuous 
from the man in the house, but the motive of the messenger noble was immoral—el 
senyor de la casa guarde-la e han gran compassió de la pobrea de aquella e appelle hun 
escuder que li port almoyna, XXXm o XXXXm cruats. E diu los escuder “O, yo li diré 
que per aquesta almoyna ella consente a mi.” Aquesta almoyna és virtuosa per part de 
l’agent, ço és del señor, mas fo viciosa per part de l’escuder (p. 213). The next question 
is: how does all of this apply to Herod and the Innocents?10 The young girl repre-
sented the Jewish people, who are ornate with many good things; they became the 
agents that gave something good to God, in this case, the martyred Innocents—Una 
joveneta era, ço és, la gent judayca, ornada de moltes bones coses, e volch fer lo agent 

	10	 For an enlightening study on Herod and infanticide, see M. J. Mans, The Early Latin Fathers 
on Herod and the Infanticide, in: HTS Teologiese Studies 53, 1–2 (1997), pp. 92–102.
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hun present a Déu, ço es dels innocens (p. 213). King Herod, driven by his venomous 
malice, abused his position as ruler of the Jewish people. In his rage, he put to death 
all boys two years and under—mas lo rey Herodes hac malícia perque fos senyor de la 
gent judayca […] Mittens occidit [Matthew 2:16], (pp. 213–214); “When Herod saw that 
he had been tricked by the wise men, he was infuriated, and he sent and killed all the 
[male] children in and around Bethlehem who were two years old or under, according 
to the time that he had learned from the wise men” (Matthew 2:16)—Abymatu de dos 
anys enjús (p. 214). A good gift from the Jewish people—the infant boys—was used 
for evil by another, Herod. 

Even the murderous acts of Herod and his henchmen had a good ending because 
they transpired as part of a divine plan. Vicent explained this through an imaginary 
conversation that he created between Herod and his men. Seeing that Herod ruled 
like a tyrant over Judea, his men told him that word was circulating that someday 
the people would rise up and kill him—Herodes senyorejave tiranament a Judea, e los 
escuders de aquelle digueren-li: ‘Sapiats que tals paraules se dien, e hun dia vos mataran’ 
(p. 214). They reasoned that, if nothing was done, one of the boys would grow up to be 
the Messiah and, as king, would overthrow and kill them. Herod became alarmed, so 
he hastily ordered that all male infants two years and under should be put to death—
tots los infants de dos anys enjús muyren (p. 214). Herod’s men consented to the plan 
and agreed that it was to be a surprise attack to prevent the parents from hiding their 
boys—Ara donchs, açò se face secretament, que sinó, si·u sabien, amagarien los infants 
(p. 214). The armed men were dispatched secretly to diverse locations and were told at 
what time the attack would commence. Furthermore, through a previous census that 
the Roman emperor had ordered, they were able to ascertain how many boys needed 
to be eliminated—Ara lo nostre rey vol saber quants infants hi ha (p. 214). At a signal, 
the vicious slaughter began in earnest; some were quartered, others smashed against 
walls, and still others beheaded. In the end, there did not remain any male under the 
age of two anywhere in Bethlehem and the surrounding areas—e començaren a traure 
les spases e los uns esquarteren, dels altres baten les parets, los altres degollaven […] 
Finalment no·y romàs fill mascle de dos anys enjús en Betlem ne en totes les encontra-
des de aquella (p. 214). This painful passion and the blood of the infant martyrs that 
flowed in the city explains why, on this feast day, the Church refrains from singing 
joyful prayers such as the Gloria or the Te Deum—E per aquesta dolorosa passió tota 
la ciutat corrie sanch, e per aquesta passió e plan la Església lexe los cantars de alegria, 
no havent dit huy lo Glòria ne Te Deum laudamus (p. 214). 

These events fulfilled the prophecy of Jeremiah 31:16–17 that Matthew quoted, 
“A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for 
her children; she refused to be consoled, because they are no more” (2:18), and upon 
which Vicent expanded. Rachel is the holy Mother Church of the slain infants for 
whom she wept—De Rachel, mare de aquells. Raquel vol dir la santa mare Església 
plora (p. 214). It is a feast of joy because all unbaptized infants who die prematurely 
will also go to Paradise like the Holy Innocents. Vicent qualified that when the Feast 
of the Innocents falls on a Sunday, the Church does not cease to sing for joy: why? 
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The Resurrection of Jesus occurred on a Sunday, which commenced the release of the 
infant souls from Purgatory (infern)—Dels altres fadrins fa hom festa de alegria, per tal 
com tantost com són morts han glòria. Mas aquests a infern anaren […]. E per ço quan 
aquesta festa ve en dichmenge, la Església no lexe los cantars de alegria, per ço que la 
Resurrecció de Jesuchrist que ve en dichmenge tragué aquells de infern, (pp. 214–215). 
In the end, all ended well for the infants: they were not relegated to spending eternity 
in some nebulous kind of Limbo. Vicent cleared up whom the Church should and 
should not mourn. When any infant dies unbaptized under any circumstances, they 
cry against their mother from the infern where they have been temporarily sent. 
Such a child demands justice from God against the father or mother who are guilty 
of their plight—Rachel, lexà lo plant de alegria, e axí, quant mor fill o filla de dona 
affollada…. e mor sens babtisme, aquella crida en infern contra la mare […] Tal ànima 
demanarà justícia cridant davant Déu contra lo pare o la mare de aquell que és culpa 
(p. 215). Moreover, they enter into glory just like the Virgin Mary. On that day there 
are trumpets, drums, and dancing in Heaven. Why? It is because that boy or girl has 
entered into the court of the king of glory—Quan mor la creatura batejada, innocent: 
van en glòria axí com la verge Maria. Aquell dia deuríeu haver trompes e tabals e ballar. 
Per què? Per tal com tal fill o filla entre en la cort del rey de glòria, (p. 215). Vicent 
concluded this section with I Thessalonians 4:13: “But we do not want to be uninfor-
med, brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as 
others do who have no hope.” Vicent, however, as we already know from earlier in 
this sermon, believed that unbaptized infants eventually exited Purgatory / Limbo to 
Paradise. This was, indeed, very good news all around, especially for parents whose 
child, for whatever reason, had died without sacramental baptism; be it from abortion, 
stillbirth, disease, murder, an accident, or an act of nature. 

Vicent’s next theme is the culpability that he imputes on the parents of the Holy 
Innocents: Vicent departs entirely from the account in Matthew. In the Gospel, when 
Herod orders the slaughter of all male children under the age of two, there is no hint 
that the parents collaborated or were negligent in protecting them. On the contrary, 
the quote from Jeremiah about the “wailing and loud lamentation” in Ramah and 
Rachel “weeping for her children” was in reference to the parents mourning their 
dead sons as they watched them viciously slain before their eyes. The Church Fathers 
before Vicent were unanimous about the grief experienced by the mothers, who were 
especially singled out as suffering the most. Nothing was said about the grieving 
fathers. An interesting pre-Vicentine nuance is in the Anonymous fifth-century 
commentary on the Gospel of Matthew that differentiated between the suffering of 
the mothers and that of the infants. The boys suffered for a brief moment and did not 
fear death. The mother’s suffering, however, was twofold: they saw their infant sons 
slaughtered and were grief-stricken from that day forward.11

	11	 Anonymous, The Grief of Mothers and Children. Incomplete Works on Matthew, Homily 2, in: 
Simonetti, Matthew 1–13, (note 4), p. 35.
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How did Vicent reason that the parents were also guilty of the death of their 
infant boys? It was because of the alleged hardened malice that they harbored in their 
hearts. The parents had previously offended the Mother of God, presumably with 
verbal insults, when they witnessed later the birth of her son and the death of their 
own—La IIIa rahó de la mort e passió de aquests infants fon durícia malignosa, que per 
la durícia que hagueren los pares e les mares contra la Mare de Déu, quan vench en la 
nativitat de son fill, que morissen llurs fills (p. 215). No commentator in the patristic 
period so much as made them guilty or complicit in the massacre. He turned to 
a partial quote from Augustine, De pena tua peccatum tuum acusa [the quote adds, 
non iudicem]—“For your punishment, accuse your sin not the Judge” (p. 215).12 Vicent 
even added that there is a ‘rule’ that when God metes out a punishment, it always 
corresponds to a sin committed—Regla és que quant nostre senyor Déus dóna alguna 
pena, tots temps és corresponent al peccat (p. 215). This was followed by some examples 
of scandalous behavior by women worthy of punishment. Vicent accused the mothers 
of doing nothing to protect their sons; this was their sinful behavior. It illustrates 
how punishments (the deaths of the boys) correspond to sinful deeds (the negligence 
of the parents). The boys demanded justice for their parents’ neglect. In Matthew’s 
account, there is no causal relationship made between the sin of the parents and the 
deaths of their infants. The broader message, however, was clear to Vicent’s audience: 
all sin, whether mortal or venial, will not go unpunished; this is, as Vicent declared, 
the rule that God had established—E veus ací la regla que Déus ha ordenada (p. 216). 

Vicent availed himself of the opportunity to give three more examples of the 
connection of the ‘rule’ of God and sinful behaviour. The first is actually a positive 
one; it involved King Martin of Barcelona, who was visited by Vicent. He told Vicent 
that, as a young man, he became rich and powerful, for which he was now suffering 
punishment—e per alló yo he aquesta pena. Vicent told him that he already knew 
about his malady—Haa, dix yo, bé està, pus ó conexeu! (p. 216). The sermon does not 
reveal what the punishment was or whether the king found redemption. The second 
example Vicent drew from Judges 1:7. It recalled the evil of the Canaanite King Adoni-
bezek, who experienced retribution for his misdeeds. Vicent once again used the same 
quote from Augustine, with a slight variant in wording—De culpa tua peccatum tuum 
acusa (p. 216). In Judges 1:7, Adoni-bezek captured seventy kings and ordered their 
big toes and thumbs cut off. Later, when he in turn was captured, his big toe and 
thumb were amputated, and he was taken as a prisoner to Jerusalem, where he died. 
Before dying, “Adoni-bezek said, ‘Seventy kings with their thumbs and big toes cut 
off used to pick up scraps under my table; as I have done, so God has paid me back.’” 
The lesson for all is that whatever sin a person commits, there will be some form of 
punishment from God. The last and third illustration is that of Capellans (chaplain, 
cleric or lay) who were, regardless of their status, guilty of simony and avarice. In 
short, they abused their position to accumulate wealth, using deceit to rob and steal 

	12	 Sancti Avrelii Avgvstini In Iohannis Evangelivm Tractatvs CXXIV, in: Avrelii Avgvstini Opera, 
pars VIII, ed. by D. Radbodus Willems (CCSL 36), Turnhout 1954, I, 15, 6–7, p. 9.
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from others and behave like “prostitutes” of avarice—Capellans, avisau-vos que huy 
les benifets tots se han ab furt, ab simonia. E com? O per diners o ab letres, ab enganys 
[…]. Acumular riquees, fer sistrina […]. Tenen sa bona renda […]. E per ço tornen a 
furt (p. 216). The comparison to prostitutes was reinforced by Vicent when he cited 
Micah 1:7–8, “For as the wages of a prostitute she gathered them, and as the wages 
of a prostitute they shall again be used. For this I will lament and wail; I go barefoot 
and naked.”13 Vicent added to this a comment on the fleeting nature of riches and how 
the rich rob the poor. He capped off by citing Wisdom 11:16 to underline the temporal 
consequences of sinful behaviour—quis peccat, per hec et torquetur (p. 217)—“so that 
they might learn that one is punished by the very things by which one sins.” Vicent 
used the Jews to give an example of divine retribution for misdeeds against God. 
Vicent asked: what was their sin? Vicent in this context was castigating a specific 
group of Jews, not the whole of the Jewish people. When the Mother of God—with 
Joseph—came to Bethlehem on the eve of giving birth, they were not welcomed by 
specific Jews. The Holy Family was cruelly insulted when any lodging was denied 
them—Ara vejam los juheus en què havien peccat contra Déu, e veureu la punició justa. 
E en què? No vos recorde de la Mare de Déu, com entrà en Betlem la vespra de Nadal e 
no la volgueren acollir, ans la menyspreaven? (p. 217). Furthermore, when they did find 
lodging, these same Jews did not come to revere and honour the child Jesus. According 
to Vicent, they did not want to displease Herod, but their greater offence was against 
God. That is why they were punished with the loss of their infant boys—Més: quant 
ha parit en aquelle porchet, que·l veren aquí resplandén, degú no li fahie reverència ne 
honor; per no desplaure al rey Herodes desplageren a Déus, e Déus volch per allò foren 
punits (p. 217). So all of the pain and anguish of the parents as they saw their infant 
boys being slaughtered was brought about because of their own twofold sin: not 
protecting their boys from Herod’s massacre and not revering Mary and the Christ 
child as they searched for a place to give birth. Joseph got no mention at all in this 
revisionist version of the Nativity. A major difficulty that Vicent did not explain, if 
we follow this imaginary narrative, is that the slaughter of the infants was a surprise 
attack. What could the parents have done to protect the boys under such circumstan-
ces? Vicent seems to have been unaware of this internal inconsistency. Nevertheless, 
he added that in this event, the justice of God was revealed—Vejes la justícia de Déu 
(p. 217). The main message of the scolding of the parents of the Holy Innocents, King 
Martin of Barcelona, Adoni-bezek the Canaanite, and the Capellans (priests) is that 
their punishment was a direct consequence of their own sinful actions. Although not 
cited by Vicent, perhaps it was in the back of his mind, when Paul made the causal 
connection of sin and punishment in Galatians 6:7–8: “Do not be deceived; God is 
not mocked, for you reap whatever you sow. If you sow to your own flesh, you will 
reap corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will reap eternal life 
from the Spirit.” The Holy Innocents, of course, were exempt: their deaths were not 

	13	 The Vulgate text reads: Quia de mercedibus meretricis congregata sunt, Et usque ad mercedem 
meretricis revertentur. Super hoc plangam, et ululabo; Vadam spoliatus, et nudus. 
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punishment for any sin; they were completely innocent. It was the cowardice of the 
parents and the greed and hatred of Herod that brought death upon them. Except 
for Herod’s ire, the rest of what Vicent expounded upon in this preceding section is 
alien to the New Testament version. He exercised great license to convey a theological 
statement about sin, retribution, and the justice of God.

Vicent dedicated the last section of the sermon to further addressing the justice 
of God. The first example that he gave was of a vassal who performed a deed to 
please the king but was contrary to God. For this reason, Vicent believed that such 
servants endure little time in their position—e aquesta és la rahó per què poch duren 
tals hòmens ab sos senyors (p. 217). Vicent argued that this principle was applicable to 
married people, governors, and others. He again had recourse to the Jews, who acted 
to please Herod rather than God—E per ço veus aquests juheus volgueren complaure 
a Herodes (p. 217). Vicent quoted Psalm 52 [53]:6 [5], “For God will scatter the bones 
of the ungodly; they will be put to shame, for God has rejected them.” These specific 
Jews were damned because of their rejection of Christ—E veus per què menysprea 
los juheus que dapnats foren (p. 218). Vicent returned to the Holy Innocents on this 
matter when he quoted Ezekiel 18:20, “A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a 
parent, nor a parent suffer for the iniquity of a child.” It was important for Vicent to 
reaffirm that the Holy Innocents did not suffer death because of the parents’ sin. They 
were not punished for it; instead, they entered Paradise while the parents went to 
Hell (infern)—Yo vos dich que fills e filles no porten la iniquitat del pare. Al propòsit: Bé 
que aquests innocents foren morts, mas no portaren la iniquitat del pare, que no foren 
dapnats ne punits, que en paraís entraren e són ara, mas los pares a infern (p. 218). In 
this statement, Vicent initially identified boys and girls—fills e filles—and focused on 
the sin of the father in the singular—pare. In the slaughter of Herod, only boys two 
and under were murdered, not girls. Vicent, so it seems, was applying the non-causal 
relationship between parents—represented by the father, pare—to all children. The 
door of Paradise is certainly open to all of them. 

Conclusion

Overall, there are several teachings that Vicent wanted to convey to his readers from 
the tragedy of the Holy Innocents. What is truly novel in this sermon is Vicent’s 
imputing on the parents some of the blame for the deaths of their infant sons; he 
accused them of acting out of cowardice so as not to displease Herod but ending 
up offending God. With this detail, Vicent seems to be unique in his exegesis of the 
Matthew account. This was not the central teaching that Vicent wanted to impart 
for the Feast of the Holy Innocents. In part, the teaching was that virtuous or evil 
parents may experience the death of their children. The children, however, are not 
being punished or rewarded temporally for the sins or virtue of their parents, nor do 
they determine their fate in the afterlife. This was to assure parents of any time and 
place who suffered the loss of their children that there was hope for the children to 
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attain eternal life. The young boys—hence, all infants—did not suffer a horrible unjust 
death before baptism because of any fault of their own; conscious sin was not a factor 
at all. Furthermore, there was no causal connection with the sins of the parents. This 
teaching was an enormous comfort for parents who lost infant children, whether 
by violence from another person (even the parent) or an act of nature. The Original 
Sin of the infant boys—by extension, of any child—was not problematic for Vicent. 
In this specific situation, the boys were considered martyrs of the faith. The Church 
Fathers taught that the martyrdom was a baptism in blood that removed the stain 
of Original Sin, the main obstacle to Paradise. In other sermons, Vicent articulated 
fully his ideas about Purgatory and Limbo for unbaptized of children; in short, they 
are not perpetually condemned to remain there. In that sense, Vicent was well ahead 
of many theologians on the question of what happened to the souls of unbaptized 
infants who died. The young boys were, in Vicent’s view, headed to Paradise after 
a brief stay in Purgatory, waiting for Jesus to fulfil the Paschal mystery. Herod, on 
the other hand, and those like him deserved damnation in Hell, as did the parents 
because their hearts were steeped in evil that led to many cruel and wicked deeds. 
Those familiar with his hagiographical sermons will find this sermon characteristic 
of his extraordinary theological, preaching, and pastoral skills.14

	14	 I extend my thanks to the organizing committee for inviting me to the conference ‘Normen 
und Ideale’, to present a version of this paper. Also, to all who made our stay so pleasant. My 
gratitude to Steve Perisho, Theology, History, Philosophy librarian at Seattle Pacific University, 
for bringing relevant studies to my attention. Lastly, to the Universidad Pontificia de Salamanca 
for generous access to their library.




