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INTRODUCTION

by Irven M. Resnick

This volume concludes the series of Peter Damian’s Letters in
English translation. Letters 151—170 were written between 1067
and 1070, in the years before Damian’s death on February 22,
1072. Letters 171-180 are not datable. Several of the Letters in
this volume are fragmentary or reconstructed from fragments
(Letters 163, 179, and 175) found in the Collectanea of Damian’s
disciple, John of Lodi. Letter 178 was discovered in an eleventh-
century manuscript and first printed in the twentieth century.

Among these Letters are some of Damian’s most passionate
calls to promote the ideals of the eremitic life, wherein he indi-
cates his understanding of the proper relationship between
cenobites and hermits. These include Letter 152, in which
Damian defends as consistent with the spirit and the letter
of Benedict’s Rule his practice of receiving monks into the
eremitic life who had abandoned their cenobitic communities.
Another defense of the ideals of the hermitage is found in Let-
ter 159 (previously opusculum 19 and subtitled “On the Perfec-
tion of Monks™!), which is a lengthy exhortation to the monks
of Pomposa to struggle to achieve religious perfection.

Pomposa was a venerable and ancient monastic community
that Damian knew well. As a young man, not long after he had
entered the hermitage of Fonte Avellana, Damian had been
sent to Pomposa by his prior to instruct the monks there. He
was impressed by the Benedictine community’s effort to com-
bine cenobitic practices and eremitic ideals. It was a communi-
ty with an enviable library, and it was there that Damian com-
posed his first literary work, entitled Against the Jews (Letter 1) in

1. De perfectione monachorum.

vii
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1040-41.% In Letter 153, written approximately twenty-five years
after his first visit, Damian laments a general decline in reli-
gious fervor. From this general complaint, he passes to a discus-
sion of the requirements of monastic life, and a description of
its offices. He also encourages his fellow monks at Pomposa
(and elsewhere, since Damian knew his letters circulated
among a larger audience) to pass beyond the minimum stan-
dards established in the Rule of St. Benedict, to the higher and
more demanding vocation of the eremitic life. The standards
of the eremitic life demanded a rigorous penitential discipline
focused on prayer, solitude, fasting, and self-flagellation, which
Damian often recommends to monks as well. The cenobitic
monastery, he remarks, was established by Saint Benedict as a
sort of primary school for learning obedience to the Rule; but,
claims Damian, Benedict always viewed the hermitage as the
culmination of the monks’ struggles and aspirations. The “gen-
tler” regimen in cenobitic houses Damian viewed as an accom-
modation to human infirmity, but one that hermits regularly
surpassed. Despite the instruction Damian himself had offered
to the monks at Pomposa a quarter-century earlier, in this letter
he reproves those monks who devote themselves more to the
study of the works of the Latin grammarians and to secular lit-
erature than to the Rule of Benedict, their spiritual guide. In-
stead, he urges the monks to shed tears of compunction, which
represent the first step of spiritual renewal. And, finally, Dami-
an outlines the duties of the monastic officers—the abbot, pri-
or, lector, cellarer, and others—and elaborates upon the prop-
er training of novices.

Damian develops some of the same themes in his Letter 161
(previously opusculum 43, subtitled “In Praise of Flagellation™),
addressed to Abbot Desiderius of Monte Cassino. Monte Cassi-
no, the venerable and ancient font from which Benedictine
spirituality flowed, was another community Damian visited of-
ten and knew well. He was on especially friendly terms with its
abbot, Desiderius, who later was named Pope Victor III (d.

2. Antilogus contra Judaeos (FOTC, MC 1.57-83).
3. De laude flagellorum et ut loquuntur disciplinae.
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108%7). Despite (or perhaps because of) their friendship, in Let-
ter 161 he chastises the community for having abandoned the
practice of public flagellation on Fridays, which it had em-
ployed previously. Damian describes this scourging as a salutary
practice that renders the monk a more perfect image of Christ
himself. If they will not share his suffering, Damian wonders,
how will they share his glory?

Also well known is Letter 165 (previously opusculum 12, subti-
tled “On Contempt of the World”*). This letter is addressed to
a hermit, Albizo, and to a monk, Peter. Written in August 1069,
after Damian’s participation in two Roman synods at which his
best efforts seem to have been frustrated, the letter laments the
deplorable condition of this world, which seems to be rushing
toward its destruction and end. Monks who had vowed to re-
nounce the world, he complains, have reneged on their prom-
ises and involve themselves in worldly affairs. He enumerates
their many sins and judges that as the integrity of the monastic
profession has weakened, so too has the world fallen even
deeper into an abyss of sin and corruption. Carried away by his
denunciation of these false monks, who ought to have served
the Church as a model of religious perfection, he paints a pic-
ture of unrelenting worldly corruption that must be a prelude
to final disintegration.

The Roman synods mentioned above were called during the
pontificate of Alexander II. Although Alexander had previously
allowed Damian to be relieved of his responsibilities as Cardi-
nal-bishop of Ostia in order to return to a life of contemplation
at Fonte Avellana, Damian had continued to serve the Holy See
as a papal legate when called upon. He was also a very influen-
tial figure in the Church, whom Alexander himself praised as
“the eye and immovable support of the Holy See.”® Roman in-
trigues and money’s influence on ecclesiastical politics, howev-
er, left him yearning all the more for the solitude of his her-
mitage. In Letter 165 he urges his recipients not to abandon the

4. De contemptu saeculi.

5. “Petrum videlicet Damianum, Ostiensem Episcopum: qui nimirum et nos-
ter est oculus et apostolicae sedis immobile firmamentum.” Diploma Alexandri I,
de legatione S. Petri Damiani in Gallias (PL 145.857B).
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monastery or hermitage, as others have done, but to take
refuge there within their fortress while the world outside their
walls paves the way for the advent of Antichrist.

Although the letters described above were concerned above
all with monastic life, Damian was equally concerned to address
the moral condition of the larger Church. Letter 162, addressed
to the archpriest of the canons of the Lateran, and chancellor
of Pope Alexander II, represents the last of Damian’s four
tracts condemning clerical marriage (Nicolaitism) or concubi-
nage and exhorting the secular clergy to celibacy. Like the ser-
vants at the altar in the Jerusalem Temple, who had to abstain
from sexual contact, the priests of the Church, he insisted,
must adopt the practice of celibacy to serve at the altar of the
Lord. Damian’s condemnation of Nicolaitism also informed his
rejection of Cadalus, the antipope Honorius II (see Letters 154
and 156), who was said to support clerical marriage, and it
therefore cast him into the center of a storm of ecclesiastical
(and imperial) politics from which Damian never completely
extricated himself.
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LETTER 151

Peter Damian to Rainerius II, marquis of Monte S. Maria, a de-
pendency of Tuscany. As a penance for sins that the marquis had
confessed to Damian, the latter ordered him to go on a pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem. Rainerius demurred, citing the difficulties and
dangers of the long journey. Using several contemporary exem-
pla, Damian explains that while the way is long and perilous,
God in his goodness will provide for his safety.

(1067)

O SIR RAINERIUS, the illustrious marquis, the monk
Il Peter the sinner sends his greetings.

(2) For the sins you confessed to me, noble sir, I
have enjoined you to travel to Jerusalem, and thus appease di-
vine justice by the penance of this long pilgrimage. But since,
according to Scripture, you have no idea what tomorrow will
bring,! you are putting off this matter until later; and while fear-
ing the uncertainties of the journey, you are not providing for
yourself a secure city in which you might live. And so, in your
case we see the pronouncement carried out that says: “He who
watches the wind never sows, and he who keeps his eye on the
clouds never reaps.”?

(3) Obviously, I maintain a certain restraint and regularity in
assigning this kind of penance, so that I do not indiscriminately
deny permission for this journey to all who come to me for
counsel, nor do I let down the barriers for all who wish to go. In-
deed those who live under a rule, and properly observe the dic-
tate of the canonical or monastic life, I persuade to persevere in
the vocation in which they find themselves, and not to neglect
necessary tasks in favor of those left to our free choice. In this
regard, John says: “Hold fast what you have, and let no one rob

1. Cf. Jas 4.14. 2. Eccl 11.4.



4 PETER DAMIAN

you of your crown.”® But I exhort those who serve the world in
the military, or who are dedicated to the service of God, but are
unfaithful to their profession, to undertake this journey as a
sort of spiritual exile, and to make satisfaction to the awesome
judge, whose laws and commands they have not observed at
home while engaged in the stress of everyday living. By wander-
ing about in this fashion on their pilgrimage, they may provide
for themselves a quiet dwelling in their homeland.

(4) Therefore, my dear friend, do not conjure up every pos-
sible thing you can invent or imagine, and like a woman do not
fear misfortunes that might happen unexpectedly, but “trust in
the Lord and do good.” For often, the more anxious we are be-
cause of our dependence on human reason, the more readily
divine goodness comes to our aid; and when we despair of hu-
man comfort we often become aware of God’s assistance.

(5) And now to say a few words about the pilgrimage with
which we are concerned. It came to my attention from the re-
port of my brother and fellow monk, Richard,’ a man of upright
life and sterling honesty, that this very year eight men are re-
turning from Jerusalem, having fulfilled the vow they had been
so piously intent on making. But as they walked through unin-
habited regions, and had been suffering for four days without
food, as one man they began to beg God’s mercy to help them
in their great necessity, and that “he who gives food to all his
creatures,”® should not deny them at least some nourishment in
their hour of need. Just as they had finished praying, they saw a
loaf of bread of enormous size and marvelous brightness lying
in the road. They wondered at this sight before their very eyes,
not unaware, to be sure, that something of such great weight
could not have fallen unnoticed from the pack of him who car-
ried it. They at once recognized this bounty as evidence of
God’s goodness, and since there were eight of them, they divid-
ed the bread, divinely provided for them, into just that many

3. Revg.11. 4. Ps 36.3.

5. At the time of this letter, Richard was still a simple monk. But in 1070 he
was the rector of the monastery of Camporeggiano, on which see Peter Damian,
Letter 169.5.

6. Ps 135.25.
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pieces. With this bread they satisfied their hunger in such agree-
able and sufficient fashion, that never again, as long as they
lived, did they ever enjoy such delicious and abundant food.

(6) Our same brother Richard told me of another event
which I cannot pass over in silence. He related that our brother
Agius, a man advanced in years and outstanding for his reli-
gious observance, when still a layman used to pray fervently in
the church of blessed Michael the Archangel that stood near
Siponto on Monte Gargano. He and his brother, also a layman,
had only one horse which both of them rode, each taking his
turn, and thus they lightened the fatigue of the journey. But
when he saw that their fellow travelers needed help to carry
their baggage, he told his brother that they should both discon-
tinue riding their beast, and out of charity to their companions
offer it to carry their bags. However, as they were exhausted
from this long and difficult trip, they stopped for a while to get
some rest. While they were refreshing themselves with food,
brother Agius, whom I mentioned before, broke up some
bread into a cup of wine, and setting it down beside him, post-
poned his meal for a while, and fell asleep.

(7) While they were both napping, robbers suddenly came
upon them, and snatching their horse and everything else that
they had, made off. One of them, however, remained behind,
and gulped down brother Agius’s bread and wine. At that, he
experienced an intolerable pain, and until he was able to vomit
up everything he had swallowed, he had no relief from the
deadly distress he felt in his stomach. Then jumping up with
surprising agility, he quickly ran after his companions, and per-
suaded them that unless they at once returned the animal to
the servant of God, they would never elude the danger of divine
vengeance that threatened them. Terrified before heaven, they
immediately went back to the man of God, with tears in their
eyes begged forgiveness for their reckless deed, and restored
the horse along with everything else that they had taken. And
so, God’s protective goodness was not so far away, that he could
not help those” whom he saw devotedly engaged in serving him.

7. Cf. Ps 21.20.
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(8) Bonizo, another brother of ours, a holy man long in the
service of God, who had already lived many years in the her-
mitage, and whose weakness, brought on by old age, did not
cause him to mitigate the rigors of his austere life, as he himself
told me, once suffered shipwreck as he was returning by sea
from Jerusalem. In the angry waves the ship went down, and all
his companions were lost in the wild storm. But he took hold of
a sack that was filled with baled cotton,® and riding on it amid
the rolling waves for almost three days and two nights, like a
man fighting for his life, he battled the sea and held death at
bay. Then it happened that several oarsmen in their boat came
cutting through the waves, saw him from some distance away,
and after generously rescuing him and giving him something
to eat, treated him most kindly. And so, he who managed to
save Paul, adrift for twenty-four hours on the open sea,’ also
kept this brother afloat amid the wash of contending waves, lest
he be swallowed up by the storm. And he, by whose power the
voracious beast discharged Jonah from his maw,! also com-
manded a gentle sea to support this man, not allowing him to
drown, but bringing him to safety.

(9) Therefore, noble sir, meditate on these and similar flow-
ers of heavenly mercy, do not depend on your own ability, but,
as is only proper, place your trust in the unfailing protection of
him who is almighty. Our ignoble body is afraid, but the native
ardor of a courageous soul is already on fire. Set out, be up and
doing, and join the fight, for he who rewards our determina-
tion will lead the pilgrimage. It is your task to take on this jour-
ney, but it is God who directs the steps of those who search for
him. He who causes the generous heart to love, brings our
good works to fruition. And he who encourages the human
spirit to do well, undoubtedly will fulfill the vows that our piety
suggests to us.

8. This is one of the earliest references to cotton (bombax)in Western litera-
ture. Cf. Mittellateinisches Worterbuch 1, 1515-16, s. v. bombyx; also J. F. Niermeyer,
Mediae latinitatis lexicon minus (Leiden, 1976), 101, s. v. bombyx.

9. Cf. 2 Cor 11.25.

10. Cf. Jon 2.11.



LETTER 152

Peter Damian to abbot J . Responding to the charge that he
was in violation of the Rule of St. Benedict in accepting monks
who left the monastery to enter the eremitical life, Damian de-
fends his actions as those of a true Benedictine. Benedict, he
states, wrote the Rule for cenobites, that is, for beginners in the
spiritual life. Far from forbidding their withdrawal to hermit liv-
ing, he advised, taught, and exhorted them to do so after their
probation period in the monastery. There seems little doubt
from this letter that Damian considered himself and his congre-
gation to be in the family of “our holy father St. Benedict,” and
that Fonte Avellana and its dependent hermitages were fulfilling
the instructions of the Rule and living in the tradition of the
founder.

(After 1067)

O SIR ] .1 the venerable abbot, the monk Peter
]l the sinner sends the affection of sincere charity.

(2) With proper gratitude, venerable father, I have
received the letter from your holiness, to which, as the subject
requires, I here briefly reply. For you are angry with me, and
complain that I am accepting your monks into the hermitage
contrary to the precepts of our holy father, St. Benedict, who
decreed that those who leave some other known monastery
should not receive entrance into the houses of strangers.? With
all due respect, I can easily overcome the obstacle of this re-
proach, since this holy man obviously established monasteries
subject to the rules that he prescribed, but claimed no authori-
ty over hermits. For after enumerating four kinds of monks, he
immediately added: “Therefore, omitting all reference to

1. Some have thought that this letter was addressed to John of Fécamp; cf.
G. Lucchesi, Vita 2, p. 153, n. 83.
2. Cf. Benedicti regula 61.18 (CSEL 75.157).
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these, let me now, with the Lord’s help, lay out regulations for
that most valiant type, the cenobites.” And so, he who set
about legislating only for the group known as cenobites, clearly
indicated that he did not have an order of hermits in mind. But
let me here quote this holy man’s very words, so that we may be
sure whether he was writing about cenobites or hermits. “Let
the abbot be careful,” he said, “never to receive in residence a
monk of some other known monastery as a member of his com-
munity without the consent of his abbot.” Since he was speak-
ing to the abbot of a monastery, and not to the prior of a her-
mitage, he plainly shows that whatever he wrote was not
intended for hermits, but was rather enjoined on cenobites.

(3) Now that I have already clearly demonstrated that St.
Benedict did not forbid a monk of another monastery to be re-
ceived into a hermitage, let me now show that he even promot-
ed such a practice, namely, that a monk should leave the
monastery for the hermitage. What follows are not my words,
but those of our common father: “The second type,” he said,
“are the anchorites or hermits, that is, those who are not in the
first fervor of their conversion, but after long probation in a
monastery, have learned how to fight against the devil, trained
by the help of many brethren. They go out well armed from the
ranks of the community to single combat in the desert. They
are able now to live in safety without the help of others, and by
their own strength and God’s assistance to fight against the
temptations of both the flesh and the mind.” From these
words, therefore, one can obviously gather that the beneficent
teacher not only did not forbid a brother to depart from a
monastery for the hermitage, but even advised, taught, and
with a certain amount of persuasion, encouraged it.

(4) In fact, he even sanctions a brother after long probation
in a monastery, to learn how to fight in a hermitage against the
machinations of the clever tempter. In his former surroundings
he begins the struggle, assisted by the support of the communi-
ty, so that later he might strive constantly and untiringly by his

3. Benedicti regula 1.13 (CSEL 75.20).
4. Benedicti regula 61.13 (CSEL 75.157).
5. Benedicti regula 1.3—5 (CSEL 75.18-19).
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own strength, not succumbing to the onslaught of carnal vices
or mental temptations. There he was a raw recruit, but here he
is a knight. There, as one who was green and unformed, he was
accustomed to combat under the direction of a drillmaster, but
here at full strength, he does not shrink from the fight or re-
fuse single combat as a champion of Christ. There, like a boy,
he plays at training for combat, but here with a sure hand he
buckles on his weapons for battle, and does not fear to engage
in hand-to-hand fighting. There he was a man coming from the
world, like one entering the small town of Zoar after leaving
Sodom; but when he passed over to the hermitage, with Lot he
now went up into the hill country.®

(5) Therefore, for one wishing to reach the heights of per-
fection, the monastery must be transitional, and not a place to
stay; not a home, but a hostel; not the destination we intend to
reach, but a quiet stop along the way. Indeed, one registers as a
cleric, that the bishop may select him for promotion to ecclesi-
astical orders; one enters the schools of the grammarians, that
when he becomes proficient in the arts he may depart. And
lastly, one strives to learn the ordinances of the law, that he
might engage in actions at court and perform brilliantly in the
tribunals of judges. And just as these do not intend to spend
their life in what they are presently doing, but undoubtedly
have another goal in mind, so also a monk who is not impeded
by age or infirmity, remains physically in the monastery, but
with all the strength he can muster should strive toward enter-
ing the hermitage. And thus, while intending like a noble tree
to strike roots in the desert, he disciplines himself for a time in
the monastery by the practice of obedience to the Rule, so that
his life in the monastery might be nothing more than a prepa-
ration for the hermitage, and everything that he first practices
in his life as a monk might tend to this higher purpose. So it
was that Jacob served Laban as a shepherd for fourteen years
only with the intention of marrying Rachel. Yet first he received
Leah as his wife, but with all his love he yearned for the em-
brace of the beautiful Rachel.”

6. Cf. Gen 19.30. 7. Cf. Gen 29.20-30.
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(6) Consequently, in these words of the holy Rule that I cited
above, it is clearly stated that while St. Benedict takes a man
into the monastery, he leads him to the hermitage. There, in-
deed, he gives him a home, but by his exhortation invites him
to go elsewhere. Here he teaches him to begin his engagement
in spiritual combat, but he instructs him to perfect the process
there. Here he admonishes him to take up arms as a recruit, so
that there he might not hesitate to cut down the ranks of the
enemy and oppose the barbarous attacks of the vices.

(7) But perhaps it may be said that I am doing violence to
the words of this holy man, and am construing them as I see fit,
depending rather on assumptions than allowing truth to sup-
port me in this interpretation of his words. So, let us once again
ask this most blessed man what he thinks about this point un-
der discussion, to explain more plainly why these words of his,
cited above, are found in the very introduction to the holy Rule.
Let us now see how he brings this same Rule to its conclusion.
There he says: “We have written out this Rule in order that, by
practicing it in monasteries, we may show that we have attained
some degree of virtue and the starting point of monastic life.
But, for him who would hasten to a monastic life of perfection,
there are the teachings of the holy Fathers, by observing which
aman is led to the summit of perfection.”

(8) You see, then, that the eminent teacher established the
beginning of the religious life in the monastery, but urged the
one installed in it on to higher goals of piety, so that he might
there begin to lead a God-fearing life, and adjust his moral atti-
tudes in this enclosure of piety, and after fortifying himself by
spiritual exercise climb to the heights of perfection like one
abandoning milk for solid food. Now, an animal is conceived in
its mother’s womb that it might emerge. And certainly, the
mother must abort if the fetus does not come to term. But we
seem to wish that the womb should always remain distended,
and that the child once conceived should not break free. A
child is unfavorably endowed, if its teeth do not come forth
from the gums when it is some years old, and its knees do not

8. Benedicti regula 73.1-3 (CSEL 75.180).
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grow strong and allow it to walk. And what is more, since the
Rule for cenobites gives evidence that it does not contain per-
fection, but clearly sends him who would be perfect to eremiti-
cal orders, why do we consider it of small account to climb to
the heights of perfection ourselves, and, besides, prevent oth-
ers from advancing to that which is better?

(9) When John saw Jesus walking by, he exclaimed: “Look,
there is the Lamb of God.”™ And then the evangelist promptly
added: “And the two disciples heard him say this, and followed
Jesus.”!” What objection could John have, I ask, as he evidently
preferred Jesus to himself, and his disciples indeed followed
the better man? Therefore, if the Rule that leads the way directs
those who flock to it to leave for the hermitage, how dare any-
one living under the Rule object? For now it is as clear as day
that he who protests against those who seek entrance into the
hermitage, undoubtedly rebelliously opposes the Rule and con-
tradicts it; and in depriving the words of the Rule of their au-
thority, condemns the author of the holy Rule himself. The true
mother hands over her son that he might live, while the false
one asks that the sword of state should cut it in two.!! Barzillai,
who was eighty years old, mindful of the welfare of his son
Chimham, did not ask him to provide for the support of his
lame old age. And while he was in the service of King David, he
did not refuse to help his destitute son.!> Anthony sent Hilarion
away, that alone he might rise to greater heights."> We hermits
love the monks as we do asses, or certainly like deer. For men
love these animals, not to benefit the animals, but for their own
sake, that is, to provide meat for their own bodies, or that they
might benefit from their labor. Men care for them for their
own welfare, but are not concerned whether animals live or live
poorly. As far as this is concerned, in order to obtain the
monks’ service we too consider an improvement in their wel-
fare of little importance.

(10) Of this, moreover, we are certain: that blessed Benedict
was a man devoted to life as a hermit, and that he undoubtedly

9. John 1.36. 10. John 1.37.
11. Cf. 1 Kgs 3.16-28. 12. Cf. 2 Sam 19.31—41.
1. Cf. Jerome, Vita Hilarionis 3 (FOTC 15.246—47).
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wanted us to be what he was. And since, as he himself declared
that “every man has his proper gift from God, one this gift and
another that,”'* but that “this is something which not everyone
can accept,”'® he first normatively established the smooth way
of the monastic life there, so that, bruised by the strokes of dis-
cipline and strengthened by the practices [of the Rule], we
might more easily climb to the highlands of the hermitage.
And so, Benedict followed exactly the example of Paul. How
shall we act, since he was an apostle and yet he urged people to
marry? “Let each man,” he said, “have his own wife and each
woman her own husband. The husband must give the wife what
is due to her, and the wife equally must give the husband his
due.”'® But a little farther on he says: “I should like you all to be
as I am myself.”!” Therefore, the apostle intended one thing,
and taught another. He wished us to be celibate as he was him-
self because of the excellence and value of resplendent chastity,
but he ordained that people should marry, because he feared
the danger threatening our weak nature. By wishing me to be
like him, he invited me to go higher; by offering marriage, he
provided a support to keep me from falling. For his part, he
was inclined toward the former, but unwillingly granted the lat-
ter. He preferred that I be what he was, rather than become
what he was not. He wished that in every way I should remain
close to him, rather than become a total stranger far from him.
And just as blessed Paul preferred the unmarried state to
monogamy or bigamy, and still allowed men to marry lest the
weak lapse into concubinage, so also St. Benedict, while more
readily wishing us to be what he was, that is, followers of the
hermit life, still thought it better for us weak and feeble men to
live less nobly in the haven of the monastery, than to perish in
the stormy waves of a shipwrecked world.

(11) Therefore, the brothers who practice stability by living
in the monastery are to be tolerated, but those who with a spir-

14. Benedicti regula 40.1 (CSEL 75.110); 1 Cor 7.7.

15. Matt 19.11. This quotation is not found in any critical edition of the
Regula.

16. 1 Cor 7.2-3.

17. 1 Cor 7.7.
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it of fervor transfer to the hermitage should receive the highest
praise. The former, to be sure, seek shelter behind the shield of
God’s protecting hand, while the latter go forth into the field
of battle and are awarded the badge of victory. The former de-
fend what is theirs, but the latter bring back the spoils. With
God as their defender, the former are invincible, but the latter
are content each day to tread on the necks of their enemies.
Ensconced within their walls, the monks battle to keep their at-
tackers from entering, but the hermits drive the threatening
ranks of the enemy far from their lines and force them to flee.
And what more shall I say? The monks, indeed, are set apart
from the world, but the hermits already speak familiarly with
God, to whom they are joined by the intimate bonds of his love
for them. The former guard the bronze altar,'® the latter now
enter the Holy of Holies.

(12) But now to add an epilogue at the conclusion of this
letter, since I am accused of accepting monks from a known
monastery, it becomes clear as day that in so doing, I am in no
way giving offense to St. Benedict. For just as he did not impose
on us who live in the hermitage certain tasks to perform, so too
there is nothing at all that he forbade or enjoined us to avoid.
And so, as I made sufficiently clear above, this celebrated
teacher not only did not refuse a brother permission to move
from the monastery into a hermitage, but he actually encour-
aged, promoted, and urged it. And to show beyond doubt how
great his desire was in this regard, he set it at the beginning of
his Rule, and spoke of it as he brought the Rule to a close. With
this idea he began his holy book, and on this note, to increase
the effect, he concluded it, so that it would seem that he was
commanding it throughout the whole text. Moreover, while it is
the norm for beginners who are learning to write, that they rec-
ommend the topics about which they will write, to catch the at-
tention of the hearer, St. Benedict, not only at the outset of his
Rule, but also at the end, depreciated his whole work by light-
ening and annulling it, so as to make the order of cenobites
somewhat inferior to the eremitic life.

18. Cf. 2 Kgs 16.14-15.
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(13) And thus, that brothers might ascend from monastic
life to the hermitage, you should exhort them, and we must lov-
ingly receive them, lest, which God forbid, like enemies we
should appear to be torn away from this blessed man by schis-
matic dissension, but be truly recognized as his disciples, and in
one spirit agree with him and among ourselves.



LETTER 153

Peter Damian to abbot Mainard of Pomposa (?).! In this exhor-
tation to the monastic life, Damian pursues an extended expli-
cation of biblical texts that, understood allegorically, refer one
to the struggle for spiritual perfection. He outlines the ideal
monastic life, explains its requirements and its offices, and en-
courages his fellow monks to pass beyond the minimum stan-
dards established in the Rule of St. Benedict for the higher and
more demanding calling of the eremitic life.

(after 1067)

Zll0 THE VENERABLE abbot lord M., and to the holy
]l community, the monk Peter the sinner sends the
obedience of most devoted service.

(2) Even though it may be impossible for a poor debtor to
pay all that he owes, nevertheless to offer what little he has con-
stitutes a release from the debt. Often, indeed, a peasant who
has borrowed money lent at interest, who has brought to his
creditor a gift of garden vegetables, is then absolved from the
signed note of his obligation. And so accordingly I, who owe so
much to your kindness, send this poor letter. Poor, I say, from
my rustic manner, and not from its content, which has to do
with the signs of the divine will, and which is a faithful deposit
concerning deeds both old and new.

(3) Certainly you are not unaware, my brothers, of what I
mention with tears, how far our order has fallen away from holy
fervor, or rather how our order does not cease to fall further
downward every day, as, having forgotten already almost all of
the precepts from neglect, we seem to be content with only the
outer garment of its profession. For we live in a worldly manner

1. For a discussion of the letter’s addressee, variously identified in the manu-
scripts, see Reindel, Briefe 4, p. 13, n. 1.
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under the guise of religion, and, having violated the spirit of
the discipline, as we abandon ourselves to currents of illicit
pleasures, we even possess in vain the name of monks since we
have departed from the title of our nobility. We are like an ille-
gitimate child who rejoices that he is known by his father’s
name, while the degenerate nature of his origin holds him
back, by law, from inheritance. Now both Ishmael and all the
sons of Keturah were said to be Abraham’s sons, without dis-
tinction. But when the laws of succession became known, the
inheritance was delivered whole in its entirety to Isaac,? namely,
to the legitimate son; the concubines’ sons received only gifts.
“Bastard slips,” says Solomon, “shall not provide deep roots.”
Nor, I beg you, should you take what I say as an insult to your-
selves. For you know well that kindling is best arranged where
at least a spark of fire seems to remain. Who is so foolish as to
blow on a spot from which he thinks all the heat has complete-
ly expired? Moreover, unless I expected better things from you
through the grace of Christ, I would consider it useless, having
put aside other tasks, to pursue you with a letter of exhortation.

(4) For this reason, beloved, with Christ’s aid gather your-
selves in strength, and fervently, or, rather, manfully and not
sluggishly or torpidly, bear his service, on whose shield you
swore, so that the foundations of your conversion,* which still
occupy a sort of middle position, may not return through your
negligence to nothing (may God forbid), but may instead
achieve the height of perfection through the persistence of
your abiding fervor. Remember what is said to the angel of the
church of Sardis: “Be watchful and strengthen the things that
remain that are ready to die, for I have not found your works
full before my God.” Since he did not find his works full be-
fore God, he claimed that even those things that had already
been done well were about to die. If what is dead in us is not
kindled to life, then even what is held to be still alive, as it were,
is extinguished. He who does not consummate what has been

2. Cf. Gen 21.9-21; 25.1-6.

3. Wis 4.3.

4. That is, the beginnings of the monastic life.
5. Rev g.2.
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done loses what he has accomplished. What good is it if a body
begins to be formed in a mother’s womb, and yet does not at-
tain the fullness of natural growth? It is not hidden from you of
what child it is said: “A woman, when she is in labor, has sorrow
because her hour has come, but when she has borne a child
she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a human be-
ing is born into the world.”¢

(5) God, who examines the deeds of every person and of-
fice, of every rank and order, on a balance of careful examina-
tion, and who has different scales for each order, clearly does
not approve a work that has been aborted. Did he not have an
appropriate balance for weighing the deeds of a king, and did
he not place on it the acts of the one for whom he wrote on the
wall with a hand: “Your kingdom is weighed in the balance, and
is found wanting”?” And immediately after he added: “Your
kingdom is divided and is given to the Medes and the Per-
sians.”®

(6) If God almighty took away from him both his life and
kingdom for no crime other than that he did not find in him
the fullness of good work befitting a king, what should he think
of us, who even promised to scale the heights of perfection in
our monastic profession, and yet still lie in the valley of our im-
perfection in a torpor of idleness? Is it only in order not to lose
all that he acquired in some past labor that a man does not
strive with all his might to complete what he aims at? What use
is it, I ask you, for someone to have completed a part of a jour-
ney if he does not reach the destination? Moreover, if someone
has greatly enraged the king and can return to his favor only if
he weighs out one hundred pounds of silver, and is certain that
after this debt owed to the royal court has been satisfied, he will
receive not only favor, but also the official tokens of some great
rank, will he not be foolish to allow the loss of ninety-nine
pounds which have already been paid to the public treasury be-
cause he did not satisfy the debt with one pound remaining
due? Is it not better for a person to pay fully the little that re-

6. John 16.21. 7. Dan 5.27.
8. Dan 5.28.
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mains, to receive both favor and rank, than to lose what has al-
ready been given and, what is even more terrible, to remain
subject to the king’s displeasure?

(7) We have given, brothers, if I may say it boldly, we have
given ninety pounds of silver to Christ our king, for whose sake
we have abandoned possessions and spurned marriage, avoid-
ed the eating of meat, looked with horror upon the glory and
pomp of the world, and exchanged the splendor of worldly
dress for a humble garment. These are great things, these are
difficult things, I confess, and they ought to be rewarded with
great gifts of heavenly recompense. But something yet remains
with which the appointed weight has to be completed, before
one deserves to be admitted to the treasure house of the eter-
nal king. You ask what this is? It occurs to me, actually, that I
should answer you with this: obedience, love, joy, peace, pa-
tience, and the other virtues, which the preacher to the Gen-
tiles enumerated.’ But I want to treat this very briefly so that
your mind will retain it more easily and, in this way, more per-
fectly. It is nothing else but this: zeal for God and mortification
of self. For if the apostolic word should live in us, where it says:
“Always bearing in our bodies the mortification of Jesus,”°
then since carnal love will have no place to diffuse itself within
us, necessarily all our delight, because it has been lifted up, will
transfer itself to God, and our passion that is rising up will live
there because it will have no place for diffusing itself within us.
Moreover, a man who is prudent and intent upon safeguarding
his salvation always keeps watch with such care to check the
vices that he binds completely his loins and his reins, his belly
and his sides, with the girdle of mortification. Certainly this oc-
curs when a greedy gullet is kept in check, when an insolent
tongue is restrained by silence, when the ears are shut to slan-
ders, when the eye is prevented from looking upon illicit
things, when the hand is bound so that it does not strike out
cruelly, and the foot, lest it wander about aimlessly, when one
resists the heart lest it envy the happy prosperity of another, lest

9. Cf. Gal 5.22-23.
10. 2 Cor 4.10.
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one desire what is not his own by avarice, lest he separate him-
self from fraternal love by wrath, lest he arrogantly raise himself
above others, or consent to titillating pleasure from delight,
lest he oppress himself either too much in grief or, seduced by
gladness, relax too much. Since the human mind is not able to
remain entirely empty or unoccupied with love of something,
when it is everywhere surrounded with a wall of virtues, it is
necessarily carried off above itself because it is never permitted
to expand around itself.!!

(8) In this way, when our mind begins to rest in its Creator,
and to taste the most profound delight from that sweetness,
then it rejects whatever it judges is contrary to the divine law,
and abhors whatever departs from the rule of supernal justice.
Clearly, from this true mortification is born; from this it hap-
pens that a person bearing the cross of his Redeemer seems
dead to the world. Thus, he will take no pleasure in the absurd-
ities of fables nor agree to drift off in idle conversation, but
frees himself for hymns and spiritual songs, seeks out a remote
place, desires a refuge, considers the workshops where people
speak together and the cloisters of the monastery to be like a
public market. He searches out secret places, rejoices in unfre-
quented places, and, so far as he is able, he avoids human con-
versation that he may more freely stand in the presence of his
Creator.

(9) Here, after a man has demolished the cities of the ene-
my, after he has trodden on the necks of those kings hiding in
the cave and brought them to ruin, after he has overturned the
kingdoms of the sea, the plains, and the mountains, what is left
then except to possess the promised land in tranquil peace
with a triumphant Joshua?!> Otherwise, what use is it that after
abandoning Egypt we have crossed the divided Red Sea, if we
are confined in the desert now for a period of forty years and

11. For the importance of this notion for Damian that the mind is like a
room that must be filled with the right content or furnishings in order to pro-
mote appropriate thoughts or meditations, see the discussion in Ineke van ‘t
Spijker, Fictions of the Inner Life: Religious Literature and Formation of the Self in the
Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries, Disputatio 4 (Turnholt: Brepols, 2004), 40—43.

12. Cf. Josh 11.12-13.
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can neither return to the fleshpots nor enter the land flowing
with milk and honey by right of possession?'* We are sleeping,
we snore, and we waste away in a torpor of slothfulness.

(10) Rightly, then, the very same thing that that Joshua
spoke to the seven tribes that had not yet obtained their posses-
sions is said to us as a reproach: “How long are you indolent
and slack, and do not go in to possess the land which the Lord,
the God of your Fathers, has given you?”* Certainly he is a fool-
ish soldier who is content to be victorious if earlier he has not
pursued the fight; he is too soft if he strives to achieve victory
before he goes out to the battle. The farmer is frustrated if be-
fore he has sweated to sow he seeks to thresh, since it is well
known that whoever wants to gather the grain necessarily must
first root out the bushes and the brambles. And in truth the di-
vine voice says to sinful man: “Your earth will bring forth thorns
and thistles”;'® for this earth to be fertile for crops, however, let
it first endure the mattock and the ploughshare, so that after it
has been cultivated with various afflictions and by the discipline
of a perfect penance, it may be adorned with the fecundity of
all the virtues just as with a crop of abundant fruits.

(11) Joshua actually urged the sons of Joseph to this type of
agriculture, figuratively speaking, when he said to those who
complained that a slender portion had been their lot: “You are
many; go up into the woodland and cut down room for yourself
in the land of the Perizzites and the Raphaim, because the pos-
session of the mountain of Ephraim is too narrow for you.”®
Now, if I may relate this to the matter at hand, not inappropri-
ately, he who has decided to be content with the Rule of the
blessed Benedict alone has limited himself to the narrow pos-
session of the mountain of Ephraim. But listen to how the new
Joshua urges you on to the mountain and commands you to
hurry toward a broader area of your possessions: “We have
described this Rule,” he says, “so that observing it somewhat
we may show ourselves to have either an honorable character
or the beginning of conversion.”” Behold the mountain of

13. Cf. Exod 16.3. 14.Josh 18.3.
15. Gen 3.18. 16. Josh 17.15.
17. Benedicti regula 7.1 (CSEL 75.179).
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Ephraim. But seeing that he thought this possession to be a
narrow one, he then sends them beyond to places that are at
once higher and broader: “For another who hastens to perfec-
tion, there are the teachings of the saints, that is, the Conferences
and Institutes of the Fathers,”'® etc. Since we know that these are
well known to you, we judge that it is superfluous to add any-
thing here.

(12) But since we are ignoble and lukewarm we never strain
to reach the heights, but would that we at least cultivate assidu-
ously the narrow places of this small mountain, so that no pre-
cepts fall into neglect in any corner of this same Rule that might
be left unfurrowed by the plough of our labor and effort. For
wherever we see harsher or somewhat higher precepts, we are
as afraid to introduce the plough of our sweat there as onto a
rugged mountain or into living rock. We want to be counted
among the ranks of soldiers, but we do not take care to have
the insignia of virtue. We present the appearance of integrity to
the eyes of men, but we neglect to hold on to the reality in the
sight of the hidden Judge. For there are some who cross over to
the order of a new religious life who, and I cannot say this with-
out pain, nevertheless never abandon the old ways of their for-
mer life. Indeed, these are clearly Gibeonites, and not Is-
raelites.! For it is well known that the Gibeonites, terrified by a
fear of death, came to the Israelite people with cunning and
deceit, clothed themselves in old clothes, and even carried dry
bread, skins, sacks, shoes, and all manner of old things, and in
this way life was given back to them by a treaty they procured;
however, as a consequence, after the fraud was brought to light,
Joshua, once he had discovered the deceit, condemned them
under a curse and established by a perpetual law that they
should be water carriers and hewers of wood.

(13) Moreover, who are these Gibeonites, who cross over to
the Israelites from fear of death, but those who take refuge in

18. Benedicti regula 79.2 (CSEL 75.180). That is, the Institutes and Conferences
of John Cassian, composed between 419—426 C.E. The Institutes outline the
rules and customs of Egyptian monasticism, whereas the Conferences contain in-
terviews or dialogues with the well-known hermits of the Egyptian deserts.

19. Cf. Josh g.3—27.
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the soldiery of divine service not from a love of perfection but
trembling for the enormity of their crimes? Some of them are
changed not in the mind but only in their outer garment; they
carry dry bread to eat, because they still do not know the un-
leavened bread of truth and sincerity.*” They are clothed with
old garments because, still rooted in the old man, they do not
know how to put on the new man, who is created after God in
justice and the sanctity of truth.*? Moreover, all that they do
seems hardened with age, because they persist in the vices of
the old life, paying no attention to the apostle, who commands:
“Be renewed,” he says, “in the spirit of your mind.”* Nor does
this passage apply to them, which says: “The old things are
passed away, and behold all are made new.”* Coming to a new
way of life only in a superficial way, indeed they persist in the
old, since they show no improvement and no new way of living
in their habits. Such as these, then, are punished by a curse,
and they are in no way permitted to share the inheritance with
the Israelites. For it is not said of their number: “You are called
to this, that you may inherit a blessing.”** Water, however, is
tasteless, and wood is hard. Therefore, they are commanded to
hew wood and to carry water because, unacquainted with the
taste of spiritual intelligence, they are employed in the harsh
and senseless tasks of outward labor. In fact, they seem to con-
fer some benefit on the church by serving in external things,
but because they live as slaves they are unable to possess an in-
heritance among the Israelites.

(14) Nevertheless, some of these people, if they have been
frequently admonished, if the full rigor of correction is applied
to them, if the punishment that is inflicted on the wicked is ex-
posed to them, if then the terror of the dreadful last judgment
is raised before them, pass from slavery to freedom and rise up
with the others to establish a right to hereditary possession.
Those tribes who were first assigned the task of cursing at the

20. Cf. 1 Cor 5.8. “Unleavened bread”: azima. The Latin use of azimes, or un-
leavened bread, during the celebration of the Eucharist was a source of contro-
versy separating Latin and Greek Christians, and contributed to the schism of
1054-.

21. Cf. Eph 4.24. 22. Eph 4.23.

2g. 2 Cor 5.17. 24. 1 Pet 3.9.
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command of Moses and later by Joshua following after him,
symbolize them. Thus Scripture attests: “The entire people and
all the elders and the leaders and the judges stood on either
side of the ark before the priests who carried the ark of the
covenant of the Lord, both the stranger and he that was born
among them, half of them by Mount Gerizim and half by
Mount Ebal.”* Now those who stood by Mount Gerizim blessed
the doers of the law, whereas those who were by Mount Ebal
cursed the transgressors of the law.?* What do those who dis-
charge the office of blessing signify if not those who doubtlessly
take refuge in divine service not from fear of punishments but
from hope of heavenly rewards and a love of perfection, who
bless God without ceasing with works of a holy life? And what
do those signify who are appointed to curse if not those who
neither burn with a love of perfection, nor yearn with a desire
for heavenly glory, but merely guard what is commanded in the
law in order to evade the punishments of Gehenna?

(15) They are sent to curse so that while they curse they may
themselves return to a sense of what is right and, contemplat-
ing the punishments that are established in the Scriptures for
sinners, restrain themselves by fear from the perversity of sin-
ning. From this it is plain that the tribes that were appointed
for blessing are the more noble, namely, because they are the
sons of wives, whereas those appointed for cursing are base, the
sons of maidservants, that is, Gad and Asher, Dan and Naphtali,
among whom were Reuben, who dishonored his father’s bed,
and Zebulon, the last son born to Leah.?’

(16) One must note, too, that all are reported to have stood
about the ark of the covenant because none, whether noble or
base, and for that reason fervent or lukewarm in the love of
God, withdraw from holy Church. Now this was commanded by
Moses, but only long after was it put into execution by Joshua.
What does Moses represent if not the law, and what does Joshua
represent if not the Gospel? Not only did the Old Law proclaim
that a blessing is due to the just and that a curse is to be applied

25. Josh 8.33-34.
26. Cf. Deut 27.12-13.
2%7. Cf. Deut 27.13, 1 Chr 5.1, and Gen go0.20.
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to sinners, but the grace of evangelical reformation also makes
this clear. But although the former may be noble and, for that
reason, discharge the office of blessing, and those that are
more base are terrified by fear of a curse, nevertheless because
they both contend against the enemy in common cause, be-
cause they work to lay claim to the promised land for them-
selves with the earnestness of shared labor, all are admitted to
a portion at the same time and will be co-heirs with one anoth-
er without distinction in law. Nevertheless, it is more distin-
guished that we, fervent and strong, be identified by the titles
of nobles, than that we be found soft and forced to suffer pun-
ishment in some degenerate ignobility.

(17) Let us flee from Ebal, let us condemn so much the
more the Gibeonites in order not to burden ourselves with the
condition of a slave, entangled in externalities, and let not the
torpor of idleness sentence us to live among the ignoble sons,
restrained by the fear of Gehenna alone. Let us lay claim to our
inheritance with the arms of virtue, so that we may expand the
boundaries of our possession by the sweat of assiduous labor.
But perhaps some idle people will answer with what Scripture
reports that the sons of Joseph said then: “We cannot,” they
said, “go up to the mountains, for the Canaanites who dwell in
the low lands have chariots of iron.”* Indeed some people seek
the heights, but they fear those who dwell in the low lands, be-
cause they strive to hasten to the summit of the virtues but they
despair of the power to overcome the impulses of the vices of
the flesh to which, nevertheless, one is not allowed ignobly to
yield, but rather one must respond: “You are a people great in
size and strength, and you will not have one lot only, but you
will pass to the mountain and cut down wood and make your-
self room to dwell in and you will be able to proceed farther.”®
Rather, to provide courage to the timid, God almighty himself
calls out: “I am,” he says, “he who will cut them off from the
face of Israel.”® And Joshua exhorts the warriors of the heaven-
ly army, and promises them an easy victory over the enemies:

28. Josh 17.16.
29. Josh 17.17-18.
30. Josh 13.6. Damian’s passage truncates the Vulg.
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“Do not be afraid,” he says, “nor be dismayed; take courage and
be strong; for the Lord will disperse all your enemies against
whom you fight.”%!

(18) In addition, beloved, if I may speak to you familiarly as
to confederates of one mind in Christ, we know that a certain
custom is observed in several monasteries, which we humbly
encourage you to renounce. For there are some directors of
the brothers who, attributing more to the monastic rule than is
fitting, impose no penance whatsoever on those coming from
the world even if they have gravely sinned, except to command
them to guard the common order of the monastery. Anyone
who knows anything understands how thoughtless, how inhu-
man, how utterly undiscerning this is. For these men leave their
pupils in the base condition of the Ebalites, as they deprive
them of a zeal for repentance, as they fail to teach them to
climb to the heights after the debt has been discharged by the
love of perfection, but they teach them instead to languish in a
torpor of degenerate idleness, always seized by a fear of punish-
ments and bound by a concern for what has been lent at inter-
est, so that they do not bless the Lord safely with those who
stand beside Gerizim, but instead they fear the darts of curses
with the sons of the maidservants around Ebal. One who does
this does not recognize the difference between ten thousand
talents and a hundred pence.* Now if one considers the law of
discretion, then the more any person is burdened with offenses
the more he must be burdened with a greater weight of satis-
faction. Indeed, the debtor who has borrowed an ounce dis-
charges his debt more easily than one who has borrowed a
pound, nor must a person who has stolen a sheep be forced to
make the same reparation as one who has stolen an ox.

(19) Now, if we pay careful attention, we find that also the
apostles themselves, the leaders of the Christian teaching and
those foremost in our discipline, had different tasks among
themselves according to the sins of their former life. For Paul,
because he involved himself cruelly in Stephen’s murder,* en-
dured more pains of suffering than the others, whereas Peter

31. Josh 10.25. Damian departs slightly from the Vulg.
32. Cf. Matt 18.23—28. 33. Acts 7.58-50.
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wiped out the stain of marriage with the blood of martyrdom,
and John, because he was chosen as a virgin, was loved more
than all the rest,** and since he withdrew from the world while
still in boyhood, he committed no grave sin, but passed from
the world not suffering the pains of martyrdom but sweetly and
quietly, as if sleeping. And although the distinguished preacher
says: “I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be
called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God,”®
although he chastised his body and brought it into submis-
sion,* although he accepted nothing from the Gospel which
he conceded to others, but lived by the labor of his own
hands,*” although he labored more than all the rest, yet he
feared that he had not understood.?® If he, I say, did not trust in
his apostleship among such magnificent works of virtue, how
much do we who are unhappy and wretched presume to trust
in our monastic life of idleness? Whosoever soberly takes re-
fuge in the order of this religion puts an end to evil deeds.

(20) But what does it profit a person to cease from the com-
mission of sins if he does not strive to wipe away those that have
been committed, by the satisfaction of a severe penance? But if
one does not perhaps believe me, let him investigate what
blessed Pope Gregory has to say about this in his book On Pas-
toral Care, where he says: “Those who have abandoned their sin-
ful ways yet do not weep must be admonished, lest they think
that those sins have already been absolved which they do not
cleanse with tears, even though they have ceased to add to
them.”® These precepts are so fully, so clearly and reasonably
set out there that anyone who carefully reads them through
can, based on this one, have no doubt concerning the rest;
however, we think that they ought not to be included here be-
cause we want to avoid the weariness of an extended treatment.
And in truth how can one be secure concerning a pardon for
his crimes who, when coming to a place of penance, does not
attend to penance?

34. Cf. John 21.20-22. 35. 1 Cor 15.9.
36. Cf. 1 Cor g.27. 37. Cf. 1 Cor 4.12.
38. Phil g.13.

39. Gregory I, Regula pastoralis 3.50 (SC 382.482).
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(21) But perhaps you object that the Rule does not enjoin a
special fast on one coming from the world, beyond the com-
mon fast. We easily reply to this that the blessed Benedict set
forth his precepts for monks, yet he did not overturn the sacred
canons that pass judgment on sinners, but rather confirmed all
the Catholic writings. Clearly he gave precepts for living to
those undergoing conversion to the religious life, but he did
not remit penance for sinners; otherwise, those who are still in
their youth and those who come to the religious life having
guarded themselves against grave sins can murmur and justly
complain if they are compelled to abide by the same mode of
living as those who are heavily burdened by crimes. Now if we
ought never to undergo any fast or penance other than what is
prescribed in this holy Rule, then why is it commanded there:
“The fast may be broken by the prior for the sake of the guests,
unless it is a special fast day”?*

(22) Now go, read, run through and turn over the pages, in-
vestigate them carefully, and show me where this special day for
fasting, which is mentioned here in passing, is commanded by
the authority of the holy doctor. And when you cannot find it,
you will have to confess that the holy man wanted us to observe
not merely what he wrote down, and he did not annul the
edicts of the Fathers who preceded him when he established
his own. But lest someone attack me for rashness, like one who
undervalues and passes judgment while disparaging our holy
order, we credit our holy profession with so much that we con-
fess that it is nothing less than a second baptism and a second
rank of the apostolic order. But I say what the prince of the
apostles said when he spoke to certain ones who wished to
come to conversion: “Do penance and be baptized each and
every one of you.”"! By what determination is he safe who neg-
lects to weep over sins already committed when the highest pas-
tor of the church even believed that penance ought to be
added to the sacrament that principally dismisses sins? Certain-
ly the holy Rulehas been drawn up with so much discretion and

40. Benedicti regula 53.10 (CSEL 75.136).
41. Acts 2.38.
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specially tempered with a scale of such moderation for those
who abandon the world with a free will and love of perfection
to boot, and not for those who, terrified by the enormity of
their crimes, are compelled to flee the world from necessity. It
was set out for those, I say, who come from love of obedience
and not for those who are drawn by fear of Gehenna, for those
who desire to grow in grace, and not for those who want to
avoid punishment. This is clearly inferred at the very beginning
of the Rule, if one pays attention carefully to who it is to whom
the Holy Spirit directs his words.

(23) I say the Holy Spirit. For it was not in order to burst
forth with words aimed at usurping for himself the chair of the
teacher, and particularly the privilege of the tender Father, that
the holy man, a laborer of such great humility, said: “Listen, my
son, to the precepts of the Master and incline the ear of your
heart, and willingly receive the admonition of the tender Fa-
ther.”# Rather, the Holy Spirit made his servant the organ of
his own voice, as he did similarly when he began to cry out
through Isaiah in the very introduction to the beginning of the
prophecy, saying: “I have nourished and exalted children.”*

(24) Let us see, then, to whom he directs the words when he
begins to write, for what sort of person he intends the power of
the speech that follows. For he says: “To you, now, my speech is
addressed, whosoever you are, who takes up the very strong
and bright weapons of obedience, renouncing his own desires,
to fight for the lord Christ, the true king.”** One knows that the
school of this Rule was established more for learning obedience
than for performing penance, as far as we can determine from
the words of the holy man, not to exclude either sinners or just
persons or to reject any kind of people, but because it disposes
all its power and effort to teach the precepts of obedience.

(25) As we write these things, certainly we are not unaware
that we offend certain brothers, namely, those who think that
absolution for crimes and the realization of the virtues stems
from the religious way of life alone. But let it be enough for us

42. Benedicti regula, prol. (CSEL 75.1).
49.Isa 1.2.
44. Benedicti regula, prol. (CSEL 75.1-2).
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to reply that when we set forth these things we do not wish to
cast a snare on anyone, as the apostle says,* but merely to urge
him on to what is good. Let me explain why, however, I draw
out these things at such length, since it does not seem irrele-
vant. Once a certain brother came to us from a monastery, and
confessed the sins he had committed in lay life. If I remember
rightly, he had to do seventy years of penance, as were re-
quired, it seemed to us, according to the decrees of the sacred
canons. He had already been in the habit of religion for seven
years, and when we asked him how much penance he had al-
ready performed for these sins, he replied that he had con-
fessed all of these to the lord abbot, but that he had imposed
on him no penance beyond that which was the common prac-
tice of the monastery, because he claimed that conversion to
the religious life alone fully sufficed for the absolution of all his
sins. What shall I say? I confess that the matter greatly dis-
pleased me. I looked down, I trembled, and I cried out that the
man had been deceived, that certainly he had not yet made a
beginning at the penance which he could have already com-
pleted with various types of afflictions.

(26) Let these and the many other things which deceived
people misunderstand, while without knowledge they think
they are acting properly, displease you, beloved ones, and so
that you can correct them with a free authority in the other
things that they ought not do, show them that these things
ought to be held in contempt, while you yourselves more cau-
tiously avoid them. But let us return to the matter at hand. The
holy Rule has been made like a full, spacious mansion, capable
of taking in all types of people, boys as well as old men, the
strong and the weak, the delicate and those who differ in vari-
ous ways by a difference in their practices. We ought not to de-
ceive ourselves with a foolish sense of security, then, nor arbi-
trarily claim all the indulgence of the Rule as if for our use
alone. For although a public thoroughfare may be open to
every traveler, he is an uncouth wayfarer who attempts to take
up the whole of it with steps spaced widely apart. The spring

45. Cf. 1 Cor 7.35.
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that flows in the center is the sum of individual springs, but he
who wants to lay claim to the whole for his own use acts in an
insolent manner.

(27) Accordingly, we are speaking about the relaxation of
the holy Rule and exhort each brother who is concerned about
his own salvation to return to an awareness of his own capabili-
ty, and to assume for his own use from the Rule’s relaxation not
so much what is permitted as what is necessary. Indeed, what is
commanded by authority is one thing, while what is mercifully
indulged is something else. But what is commanded is not neg-
lected without sin, whereas what has been conceded as an in-
dulgence is a good if it is relaxed, but it is not an evil if it is ful-
filled. But if we pay attention carefully to the words of the Rule
itself, we easily prove what we wish to say. For when he says
someplace: “Making allowance for the weakness of the infirm,
we believe that one hemina* of wine suffices for each individ-
ual per day. However, let those to whom God grants the ability
to endure abstinence know that they will have their own proper
reward.”*” Now how is what he says about wine for monks differ-
ent from what the apostle says about the embrace shared by
spouses? “I speak this, however,” he says, “by indulgence, not by
commandment.”* Then he adds there: “For I would that all
people were even as myself, but each one has an individual gift
from God, one after this manner, another after that.”*

(28) The apostle wanted one thing, then, and permitted an-
other. He wanted all people to be just as he was himself, that is,
strangers to marital concerns, but since he could not persuade
all of this, driven by necessity he permitted marriage, determin-
ing that it is better for them to lie on a marriage bed, like those
who are weak, than to break their necks falling into the pit of
wanton behavior. But blessed is he who listens to the apostle
commanding what he wishes, rather than to him allowing what
he does not. In the same way, the author of the holy Rule per-
mits one thing out of necessity, owing to the weakness of those

46. A hemina is equal to about one-half pint.
47. Benedicti regula 40.3—4 (CSEL 75.111).
48.1 Cor 7.6.
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who are frail, but commands another by authority with the bal-
anced judgment of discretion. Now when he says, “Although we
read that wine is not at all proper for monks,” and elsewhere
when he says, “Although the life of the monk ought always to
be a Lenten observance, nevertheless because this is a virtue of
the few,”! and many other things like this, it is just as if to say: I
show you the heights, but seeing that you are limping along on
weak knees I take you through the plains. If, however, someone
should have the strength, would he not abandon the lowlands,
which unwillingly I have allowed to him, and would he not take
to the heights, which I desire? For certainly it is better for a soul
to be saved in Zoar than for it to be consumed by brimstone in
the fire of Sodom. “For it is better to marry than to be burnt.”?
But how much more glorious it is to climb the mountains than
to lie in the obscure baseness of little Zoar!®

(29) To return once again to our concern, it is certainly bet-
ter to live in the spiritual order slothfully than to perish com-
pletely in a worldly life. But how much finer is it to destroy
quickly all signs of the vices and to hasten to the peak of the
virtues with burning desire, than to slumber away under the
torpor of idleness with the security only of the religious order
we have adopted. It is as if the promulgator of the holy Rule
should say to his listeners: you who take advantage of what I al-
low indulgently do not sin, but you who do not take advantage
will receive a reward; indeed, having accepted compassion you
do not incur a penalty, but having renounced it for God’s sake
you will achieve the crown. This applies to those not burdened
with any special crime; otherwise, whoever is mindful of the
fact that he has committed illicit acts must now abstain in turn
from even licit things, and one who has pridefully committed
things that are prohibited ought now humbly to give up con-
cessions. Now there are many who live soft and sweet lives who,
if ever they are exhorted to undertake the way of even a slightly
stricter path, they then plead an argument for their defense, as
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one of them says: “I live as I am commanded to do, I maintain
the mandates of my law when I make use of concessions”; then,
to appear like the victor who fights from a higher position, he
leaps forth boldly. He asks, the Rule does not remove the free-
dom to do these sorts of things, does it? Does it not allow me to
do these things? Truly, one who argues this way has not yet
learned to distinguish between the writer’s desire and what he
is forced to allow, and has not recognized that some things are
permitted as an indulgence, and others are commanded as an
order.

(30) This person certainly will die in the desert, because
while he dwells ignobly in the desires of his flesh he does not
exert himself to obtain the land that is his by right with labori-
ous battles. Or else he is stuck with the people of Reuben and
Gad before crossing the Jordan,” and he does not deserve to
possess the land of milk and honey with the other tribes after
their triumph for the reason that he has placed a limit on his ef-
fort, and he believes that, though still engaged in a journey, he
already dwells at home, and he does not reach the portion of
his inheritance where there is true rest and secure tranquility.

(31) Finally, our entire way of life and renunciation of the
world strives for nothing other than rest. But this rest is only ac-
quired if first a person is engaged in the various labors of its
battles, so that, through the grace of contemplation, the mind
is directed to catching sight of the truth, once the din of every
disturbance has ceased. But since this rest, as has been said, is
only attained through labors and battles, how does one who
has not yet descended to the battles that have been appointed
in our midst attain this rest? Now, how can one enter the royal
hall if he has not yet crossed through the arena that is outside?
How has one who has not learned to sow seed, who has not
pruned the branches of the vines, who has never broken up
clods of earth with a hoe, who has not furrowed new fields with
a plough, how will he be able to lay up grain in a storehouse,
once it has been separated from the chaff, or remove grape
skins from the pipes filled with new wine?

54. Cf. Num g2.1-5.
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(32) Besides, it is well known that Laban had two daughters;
Jacob, who wanted the younger of them in marriage, neverthe-
less could not come to her embrace until unwittingly, and for
that reason unwillingly, he received the older one.”® But be-
cause I mention the matter to ones who know all about it, I
need not elaborate with many words. Now Laban means
“cleansing.” However, who turns to God, unless to be cleansed
by the grace of absolution from the blackness of sins that is left
behind? This is just as he himself promised, saying: “If your sins
be as crimson, they shall be as white as snow.”*® That happy sin-
ner declared this when he said: “I shall be cleansed, you will
wash me, and I will be made whiter than snow.” Leah means
“laboring,” and Rachel means “the word” or “vision of the be-
ginning.” But if we carefully attend to Scripture, we find that Ja-
cob did not serve for a single day from a desire for Leah, but he
endured service for all those seven-year periods for Rachel
alone,”® and moreover he tolerated Leah herself in his sight.
Now is any person turned to God to suffer labors and hardships
and the battles of temptation? Every effort of one seeking God
hopes for this and looks for this—to attain rest at some time,
and to rest in the joy of the most perfect contemplation as if in
the embrace of the beautiful Rachel, so that through the word
that he hears he may ascend to see the beginning which he
sought.

(33) But it is necessary to apply himself to the labor of vari-
ous battles before he attains the sweetness of most profound
quiet which he desires. First he is oppressed with servitude, so
that later he may rightly be raised up to the glory of perfect
freedom. He serves for seven years subject to the grace of
cleansing, when he guards those seven commandments of the
Decalogue that pertain to love of one’s neighbor. So, con-
strained at first by fear, and for that reason bowed down by the
yoke of servitude, he at least makes a beginning with the insti-

55. Cf. Gen 29-30.
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tutes of the Old Law, to honor his parents, not to commit adul-
tery, not to kill, not to steal, not to bear false witness, not to cov-
et another’s wife or his neighbor’s goods.? Once he has ob-
served these things properly, he is not brought as soon as he
had hoped to the pleasures of contemplation, namely, to enjoy
the long awaited beauty of Rachel, but instead Leah, who is un-
expected, is substituted in the night, because one is enjoined
patiently to endure labor in the darkness of human ignorance.
Nevertheless, for this he receives many offspring, because he ac-
quires the abundant fruits of spiritual profit through this labor.

(34) He bears with her, then, in order at some time to come
to her whom he loves enduringly. Therefore, he is compelled
to toil in service another seven years, because assuredly it is
necessary to keep yet another seven precepts, but somewhat
more freely, not as a servant according to the law but rather as a
son-in-law according to the Gospel: namely, to be poor in spirit,
to be meek, to mourn, to thirst and hunger after justice, to be
compassionate, to have a pure heart, finally, to be a peacemak-
er.% Truly, if it were possible, a person would not want to bear
any of labor’s troubles, either causing or suffering them, but
would want rather to arrive at the delights of the contempla-
tion of beauty at the very beginning of his service, but in fact
this does not occur in the land of the dying but in the land of
the living, which seems to be the meaning of what is said to Ja-
cob: “It is not the custom in our country,” said Laban, “to give
the younger in marriage first.”®! Nor is it absurd to call her the
elder who is prior in time. Now, in a person’s instruction the la-
bor of a good work comes before the rest of contemplation.
Once he had completed two seven-year periods, to wit, the one
of the Old Law and the other of evangelical grace, he comes at
last to the long desired embraces of Rachel, because whoever
desires to achieve the joys of divine contemplation must first
strive to fulfill the commandments of both Testaments.

(35) But because whoever is chosen is not content with the
limit of his perfection, he desires to bear sons for God from a

59. Cf. Exod 20.12-17. 60. Cf. Matt 5.3—9.
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spiritual fecundity; after Jacob had entered into a marriage
bond with the two sisters, for the sake of propagating the seed
of a more abundant posterity he did not shrink from taking
also the maidservants for the purpose of generation, and so
that all things may be understood to abound with spiritual mys-
teries, the very names of the maidservants are made known un-
der mystical symbols.?? For Bilhah means “of long standing.”
Clearly, because human language is unable to express with
mere words the meaning of a spiritual substance, sometimes
wisdom’s teaching strives to inform its audience with certain
corporeal images. Corporeal images are known from the old
life, which was given to the bodily senses, and their usefulness
for instruction arises when something is heard concerning the
incomprehensible and unchangeable essence of divinity. Cer-
tainly Rachel preferred to receive sons from her maidservant
than to remain completely barren, because whatever the teach-
ing of wisdom (that is, the grace of contemplation) hides with-
in the hidden places of the mind concerning things invisible,
she makes known to her listeners in the forms of things visible
through external knowledge, and thus in a certain way she re-
ceives sons from a maidservant when she gives birth to spiritual
sons for God through that knowledge which is below her.

(36) Zilpah means “open-mouthed.” Therefore, this maid-
servant symbolizes those whose mouth is open in the preaching
of the faith contained in the Gospel, but whose heart is not
open. Of these people it is written: “This people honors me
with their lips, but their heart is far from me.”%® And the apostle
said of them: “You steal,” he said, “who preach that one ought
not to steal.”®* Nevertheless, Leah received sons from this maid-
servant to be heirs with the others, because the active life has
adopted many sons of the kingdom through preachers such as
these. Truth says of them: “All that they say to you, do; however,
do not do what they do.”®® And the apostle said: “Whether as a
pretext or whether in truth Christ be preached, in this also I re-
joice and will rejoice.”%
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(37) But what we have excerpted from the text of the holy
writings thus far is enough already, since it is not our purpose
to explicate the Scriptures one after another. But we think that
this must be borne in mind from these passages: that just as Ja-
cob accepted all these women with whom he generated sons
out of consideration for Rachel alone, so too whoever, estab-
lished in a cleansing grace, desires to generate fruit for God
with a spiritual fecundity must always reach for the grace of
contemplation in all that he does.

(38) But what do we say about this, when we see that some
who live in Laban’s house are heedless of so much sloth or idle-
ness that they neither seek Rachel’s beauty nor even seem to ex-
ert themselves in labor for Leah? Assuredly these are those who
are established in monasteries, but neither pursue the grace of
contemplation through a more solitary life—that is, through
the perseverance of constant prayer—nor chastise themselves
with the stricture of fasts and various labors. Clearly, either they
are altogether free from the bonds of marriage or they are con-
tent merely with the embraces of the maidservants because ei-
ther they adopt inactive lives of indolent idleness, or, if they do
anything, they do not incline themselves to it in order to bear
the fruit of the active or contemplative life but instead only to
satisfy the appetite of their own will or desire.

(39) Finally, these are they who, wishing always to be wander-
ing about, rush hither and thither to complete every task what-
soever, and, as they do not know how to be calm, they want to
appear to be obedient, and thus they conceal the disease of the
vice for which they labor beneath a cloak of virtue they have
drawn over themselves. These are they who are not worn out by
their labors to be obedient; rather, they resolve to obey their su-
periors in order not to lose the opportunity for doing this work,
so they endure idleness for the work they enjoy, because they
consider it a sweet delight to wander about to turn the quiet
mill of affairs. For there are some paralytic souls that rejoice to
trouble themselves with frequent running about. Now whoever
is fettered by the languor of a bodily paralysis is often roused by
the violent shaking of attendants, and by this shaking he is also
refreshed. These certainly are spiritual paralytics, who either
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must be said to be united to the maidservants alone, and this is
the reason why their sons in no way reach the right of inheri-
tance, or if they think that they have free women, they are un-
willing to unite themselves with the maidservants, so to speak,
for the sake of Laban’s daughters, but, having reversed the or-
der, they want to be united with the daughters for the sake of
the maidservants, because they do not do labor in order to
obey, but rather they are obedient in order to do labor. Unlike
Jacob, they do not apply the fruit of their works to the active or
contemplative life, but rather if they show something of the ac-
tive life in their effort or say anything about the contemplative
life, it is not that they seek the fruits of spiritual profit in them,
but only that they chase after the desire of their own will.

(40) Moreover, if I may speak with some irritation, among
their number are those who follow the crowd of grammarians,
who, having forsaken spiritual studies, desire to learn the ab-
surdities of the earthly art, and who, trivializing the Rule of
Benedict, take pleasure in applying themselves to the rules of
Donatus.®” Moreover, loathing the practice of ecclesiastical dis-
cipline and aspiring toward worldly studies, do these people do
anything else but forsake the chaste spouse on the marriage
bed of faith to descend to made-up harlots? And, if I may put it
this way, seduced by the charms of whores they repudiate the
free women, so that once they have broken the marriage con-
tract they may choose the maidservants. They abandon the
wives, that is, Laban’s daughters, and cross over to lewd concu-
bines, and so rightly they seem old with Bilhah and witty with a
prating refinement of speech with Zilpah. But perhaps they ob-
ject that they labor on the trifles of the external arts for this rea-
son, to profit more fully from divine studies. Certainly Jacob en-
dured the embraces of the concubines at the entreaties of his
wives; otherwise, the children they bore, if they were subject to
the disgrace of an adulterous birth, would never share in the
rights of inheritance with the others. Therefore, let them seek
out and consult carefully the authority of the Fathers.

67. Aelius Donatus (fl. 350), a Roman teacher of grammar and rhetoric and
author of an Ars grammatica, whose name had become virtually synonymous
with the art of grammar in the Middle Ages.
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(41) If sacred Scripture says that a wife bestows a maidser-
vant on her husband in order to have offspring, then it is per-
missible for a monk to devote his efforts to these arts. But if
Gregory, Jerome, and the other holy Doctors [of the Church]
utterly deny this, then they know that they have been deceived
by the adulterous love of a mistress, just as without a lawful
bond they fight pertinaciously against the marriage contract.
For not only are we forbidden to strive after vain teachings of
this sort after having accepted this sacred order of living, but
we are even required to cut away all the superfluous teachings
from among those we learned before. So one learns from the
law of Moses that a woman captured in battle and chosen by
the victor in marriage should be deprived of any bodily super-
fluity. “She will shave her hair and pare her nails and she will
put off the garment in which she was taken, and sitting in your
house she will weep for her father and her mother for one
month, and after that you will go into her and sleep with her
and she will be your wife.”® We shave the woman’s hair when
we cut away from the rational discipline superfluous notions;
moreover, we pare the nails when we cut away dead works of su-
perstition from it. In addition, she is commanded to put off the
garment in which she was captured, so that she may strip off
the outer covering of fables and of fictions of whatever sort she
has drawn over herself, to reveal the solid truth of right reason.

(42) Truly, she weeps for her father and mother because our
mind considers the authorities of the liberal arts to be dead,
and with compassion laments the fact that they perished in er-
ror. Moreover, it is the practice of women to be purged each
month by an effusion of their blood; therefore we are com-
manded to go into this woman after a month, so that we may
choose as if in marriage the art of any discipline whatsoever,
once it has been cleansed of every superstition, in so far as once
she has become an Israclite she may enter into marriage with
an Israelite as a result, and, being very fertile, she may deliver
the offspring of spiritual works.

(48) And certainly all of these things without doubt apply to

68. Deut 21.12-13.
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those who received instruction in the arts of liberal studies
when they were in worldly service, but is it different for those of
us for whom it is not fitting even to speak with guests, in whom
Christ himself is addressed and is received, who ought to open
our mouth only to ask a question?® And how will it be fitting
for us who do not dare even to raise a question during the read-
ing of the sacred text when we eat, to burst forth insolently
upon the theatrical schools of the grammarians and to produce
foolish words with worldly men, as if in the middle of a noisy
market? We have said these things against those monks who are
entangled in the absurdities of the superficial arts, to show how
far their vanity has deviated from the straight line of righteous-
ness.

(44) Beyond this, it is useful that every brother who has
abandoned the world with his whole heart unlearn the things
he already knows if they prove to be harmful, and consign
them to perpetual oblivion, so far as he is able. He should not
know how to debate the merits of cooks, he should not know to
prefer more luxurious foods to more nutritious foods, nor be
so skillful as to bring forth witty or captious words, nor draw
upon rhetorical devices for the employment of a strident decla-
ration, nor, finally, to wrest a laugh from anyone with facetious
and sarcastic remarks. Let him love fasting, let him choose the
bare necessities, let him flee the gaze of people, let him bind
himself under a strict rule of silence, let him withdraw from ex-
ternal affairs, let him guard his mouth from idle conversation,
let him seek the secret place of his mind, where he may burn
with all his efforts to see the face of his Creator, let him seek
out tears, let him demand tears from God with daily prayers. In-
deed, the moisture of tears purifies the soul of all blemish, and
renders fertile the fields of our heart for bringing forth the
seeds of virtue. Often the wretched soul loses her foliage and
the beauty of her leaves as if under a hoary frost, and, with
grace withdrawing from her, the whole soul remains neglected
and withered, and appears almost denuded of the beauty of
her falling flowers. But as soon as tears burst forth from the gift

69. Cf. Benedicti regula 53.29 (CSEL 75.138).
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of the most intimate examiner, then this same soul recovers its
verdure, is released from the cold of idle sloth, and, just like a
tree in spring warmed again by the south wind, she is clothed
with the flower of her virtues made to live again.

(45) Moreover, the tears that come from God confidently
approach the tribunal of a divine hearing and, procuring im-
mediately what they seek, trust in the certain remission of our
sins. Tears serve as mediators of peace in forging an alliance be-
tween God and humans, and they are true and very wise teach-
ers in any doubt stemming from human ignorance. For when
doubting whether something is pleasing to God or not, we nev-
er lay hold of certitude better than when we pray while gen-
uinely weeping. For then our mind will correctly judge what
ought to be done, and it will not be necessary to entertain any
doubt of this again. In addition, tears wash away all taint of filth
from the sinful woman,” and bestow upon unclean hands a
right to touch not only the Lord’s feet but also his head.” Tears
not only grant that the apostle who denied him will in no way
perish after his sin,” but even that he will obtain a primacy over
the other senators of the heavenly court. Tears not only
brought it about that David did not lose his kingdom and his
life after having fallen into the deepest abyss of adultery and
murder, but instead obtained a promise with an oath that an
heir would be born from him, who would possess forever the
throne of his kingdom and all the kingdoms of the earth.” For
his tears, God almighty added fifteen years to the life of Hezeki-
ah, who was about to die, and in addition delivered him and
the city of Jerusalem from the hand of the king of the Assyri-
ans.” Certainly, divine piety mercifully enabled tears to free
Sara the daughter of Raguel from the bond of undeserved re-
proach,” and through an angel chose her to wed a worthy
man.” With her tears, Esther brought God to free the Israelite

70. Cf. Luke 7.44.

71. Cf. Luke 7.38 and John 12.3 for the feet; Matt 26.7 and Mark 14.3 for
the head.

72. Cf. Matt 26.75. 7g. Cf. 2 Sam 12.13-22.

74. Cf. 2 Kgs 20.1-6. 75. Cf. Tob g.15.

76. Cf. Tob 7.13-14.
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people from the common danger of death, and turned back
against Haman the sentence of hanging he intended, which he
had himself prepared.” No less did tears enable Judith to cut
off the head of Holofernes and to preserve the flower of her
most virtuous chastity in the chamber of licentious seduction.™

(46) What shall I say about the centurion Cornelius who, by
the gift of tears, merited a visit from the apostle and who, as
soon as he abandoned the error of the pagans, was trans-
formed in the new life of Christian regeneration?” Need I re-
call Susanna who, as soon as she fled to the protection of tears,
was snatched from the hands of those dragging her to her
death, when a death sentence was diverted onto the head of
the false witnesses, and thus by the spirit of a young boy inno-
cent blood was acquitted?® But if I wanted to run through all
the gifts of tears, the day would likely conclude before the
abundance of examples should be exhausted. For it is these
that purify the soul of the stain of sins, and strengthen in
prayer the wandering heart. It is these that bring forth joy from
sorrow, and when they spring from the eyes of the flesh they
raise us up to the hope of supernal blessedness. Now they who
have powerful cries in the ears of the Creator cannot be de-
spised in their plea, and he who said, “Hear my prayer, O Lord,
and my supplication, give ear to my tears,”! often sent forth his
cries to God and clearly knew what they could obtain. He who
insists that tears do not receive attention from the eyes but are
perceived with the ears, plainly indicates that there are voices
in tears. Certainly when tears plead in the sight of the tender
Judge they are at a loss for nothing, but claim mercy as if it
were something due them by right, and confidently rejoice that
they have obtained what they sought.

(477) O tears of spiritual delight, better than honey or the
honeycomb and sweeter than every nectar! You that refresh
minds lifted up to God with the pleasant sweetness of a secret
savor and thoroughly water dry and languishing hearts with a
draught of heavenly grace. The sweetness and the savors of

77. Cf. Esth 14.1-2. 78. Cf. Jdt 9.13.
79. Cf. Acts 10. 8o. Cf. Dan 13.22—45.
81.Ps g38.13.
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earthly banquets please the palate for those who partake of
them, but they do not penetrate the inmost parts, whereas the
savor of divine contemplation fills completely, quickens, and
sweetens all our inmost parts. Weeping eyes truly terrify the
devil, and he so fears the onset of springing tears that he flees
them as if from a tempest of winds raging on every side and as
if from a hailstorm of violent rain. For just as the full force of a
foaming torrent falling upon a river bed washes it clean of all
its filth, so too the course of flowing tears banishes the seeds of
diabolical cunning and all the deadly plagues of the befouling
vices from the mind of the one weeping.

(48) But this water flows out from fire, so whoever desires to
overflow with a flood of water must first kindle the fire of di-
vine love in the forge of his mind. We can explain this more
easily if we recall an event that is given historical significance in
the second book of the Maccabees. Thus Scripture says: “When
our fathers were led into Persia,” it says, “the priests who then
were worshippers of God secretly took the fire from the altar
and hid it in a valley where there was a deep, dry pit, and there
they kept it safe, so that the place was unknown to all. But when
many years had passed, it pleased God that Nehemiah should
be sent by the king of Persia. He sent a descendant of those
priests that had hidden it, to seek for the fire, and, as they told
us, they found no fire but oily water.”s? Of all this, one must pay
special attention to the fact that first the fire was hidden in a
deep, dry pit in the valley, and afterward it was not fire but oily
water that was found by those searching for it. A mind that is
sincere and perfect in its intention to seek God is appropriately
indicated by the deep, dry pit in the valley, for such a mind cer-
tainly is unmoistened by the flowing desires of carnal pleasures,
has dug deeply beneath the rubble of earthly concupiscence,
and has been established in the vale of true humility. The fire
of sacrifice is introduced to this pit when the flame of divine
love is conceived in the mind of one of the elect, and the de-
vout intellect is kindled to heavenly desire. But this fire is
turned into water because from the fire of divine love the com-
punction of tears is engendered.

82. 2 Macc 1.19-20. Damian has nepotem for the Vulg. nepotes.
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(49) And one must note that the water that was found there
was said to be not exactly pure, but oily. Now what is “oily” wa-
ter if not the compunction of tears nourished, no doubt, on
the rich fat of divine grace? The prophet yearned to be nour-
ished on this rich fat when he said: “Let my soul be filled just as
with marrow and rich fat.”® And another prophet promised
this same fatness when he said: “Your soul shall be delighted in
fatness.”®* And, again, it was said: “May the Lord be mindful,”
he said, “of all your sacrifices, and may your whole burnt offer-
ing be made fat.”%

(50) Nor should one overlook the fact that those hiding this
fire had indeed hidden it in a safe place; however, they are not
said to have extinguished the fire entirely, because the fire of
divine love, which we burn on the altar of our heart so that we
may offer a sweet sacrifice from the spices of good works at the
very beginning of our conversion, must always burn secretly in-
side us; however, it must never spread itself outside through the
flames of vainglory. Therefore, it is made safe once the flames
have been stilled, but, so that it will not die out, it is not de-
prived of the strength of its heat, but later the fire miraculously
turns itself into water. Moreover, this water, namely, the com-
punction of tears, not only purifies us from the contagion of
sins, but also commends our good works so that they are pleas-
ing to God. For every sacrifice of good works is rendered sweet-
er in the sight of the supernal Judge if it is sprinkled with the
tears of a contrite mind. Therefore, appropriately, this is
added: “And the priest Nehemiah commanded that the sacri-
fices which were laid on,” it says, “be sprinkled with the same
water, and both the wood and the things that were laid upon
it.”86

(51) But when we besprinkle the sacrifice of our works with
the water of true compunction, then a splendor shines upon
our minds and illuminates whatever obscurity, whatever dark-
ness hitherto lay hidden in them. For then a certain ray of the
most profound light reveals itself to us, and besprinkles all the

8. Ps 62.6. 84. Isa 55.2.
85. Ps 19.4. Damian adds Dominus to the Vulg. text.
86. 2 Macc 1.21.
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hidden places of our soul with a new serenity of delightful
brightness. This is why when it is said there that “he ordered
them to draw [the water] up and to bring it to him, and the
priest Nehemiah commanded that the sacrifices which were
laid on be sprinkled with the same water, and both the wood
and the things that were laid upon it,”® then the sequence of
the history adds: “And this was done, and the time came when
the sun shone out which before was in a cloud, and there was a
great fire kindled, so that all wondered.”®

(52) Earlier we heard that water was found in place of the
fire, whereas now it is said, contrariwise, that a great fire was
kindled by the sprinkling of the water. Therefore, both water is
born of fire, and fire in turn is produced from water. This is be-
cause the grace of compunction arises from the fire of divine
love, and in turn the heat of heavenly desire is increased again
by the compunction of tears. Each depends on the other, and
each is responsible for the other, as both the compunction of
tears flows from love of God and, in turn, through tears our
mind burns more fervently with a love of God. Moreover, no
doubt, the mind in which the reciprocal exchange takes place
is purged of every stain of its guilt. That is why it goes on to add
there, finally: “Nehemiah called this place Nephthar, which
means purification.”® Certainly the faithful soul is our place
where sacrifice is offered, where the exchange of water and of
fire likewise takes place, as is said. It also may appropriately be
called “purification,” because at one time it is consumed by the
fire of supernal love and at another it is flooded with the tears
of a contrite heart,” as if washed in the water of a second bap-
tism.

(53) Isaiah looked deeply into these vicissitudes of alternat-
ing change and the variations of spiritual alterations when he
said: “Your light,” he said, “will rise up in darkness, and your
darkness will be as noonday, and the Lord will give you rest
continually and will fill your soul with brightness, and deliver
your bones.”®! Behold the fire hidden in the pit. But hear how

87. 2 Macc 1.21. 88. 2 Macc 1.22.
89. 2 Macc 1.36. go. Ps 5o.19.
91. Isa 58.10-11.
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this fire is changed into water, for then he adds: “And you will
be like a watered garden and like a fountain of water whose wa-
ters shall not fail.”®? At length, so that you may know that this
water is changed again into fire and that the heat of divine love
is aroused even more fervently through the grace of tears, a lit-
tle further on he adds: “Then you will be delighted in the Lord,
and I will lift you up above the high place of the earth.”

(54) Moreover, we do not think that something that hap-
pened to us should be passed over in silence. For the Lord’s
day intervened after having written this far, and a responsibility
for certain tasks that arose having to do with external affairs
prevented us from writing any longer. Then a certain young
man named Silvester, who, as I should say in order to give my-
self due credit, did not transcribe these things from my dicta-
tion, but copied the things written down here from writing
tablets onto parchments, was so deluded by the great cunning
of the wicked enemy that he suddenly burst into tears, and
could hardly check the flood of tears day or night, except dur-
ing the hours of sleep or at mealtime. Moreover, he refused
wine altogether and sustained himself on, and was satisfied
with, very little food, and also indulged in sleep as much as pos-
sible. Meanwhile, the devil suggested he seek out the solitude
of a more remote hermitage where he would rarely or even
never see another person, and when we offered him an oppor-
tunity for complete enclosure he said that in no wise did he
want to be completely enclosed, but merely wanted a place to
be free and by himself where no one would observe him when
he entered or left. All the brothers unanimously objected to
this stubbornness, however, and insisted that this was probably
a trick and cunning device of the devil. But he was headstrong
and obstinate as he professed a faith in luxuriant tears, and re-
mained immovable in his vow, which he had conceived at the
suggestion of the wicked spirit. I think that the ancient enemy
had stumbled on a suitable instrument for his deception when
he placed before his eyes what Silvester himself had written im-

92.Isa 58.11.
93. Isa 58.14. Damian has altitudinem for the Vulg. altitudines.
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mediately above in this little work, where it says that when we
doubt whether something is pleasing to God or not, we never
obtain greater certainty than when we pray while genuinely
shedding tears. He did not pay attention to what was said a little
before this passage, that only those tears which are from God
approach the tribunal of a [divine] hearing, but certainly not
those that are suggested by the tricks of the cunning ambusher.

(55) He also heedlessly overlooked that it said, “genuinely
shedding tears.” For he does not shed tears genuinely but false-
ly, whose false tears are sent by a lying spirit from the outset.
Nor is this unlike what Pope Gregory wrote in his Moralia, when
he said: “The hand of compunction examines very subtly those
vices that the ancient enemy hides under the guise of the
virtues. He who genuinely grieves inwardly over his outward ac-
tions clearly foresees what things ought not be done. Now if the
power of compunction affects us to the very depths, it immedi-
ately causes the sound of every evil suggestion to become silent.
And if the heart genuinely grieves inwardly, the vices cannot
speak against us.”™* See that this eminent doctor, who is in
agreement even with the folly of our own silly opinion, did not
say, “if the heart grieves inwardly,” but rather, “if the heart gen-
uinely grieves inwardly.” Clearly this implies that there is one
type of grief by which a divinely inspired mind is goaded by re-
morse, and another type by which it imitates the tears of a con-
trite heart as if through the mendacity of the ambusher, and it
implies that those other tears that the spirit of wickedness and
error counterfeits are different from those with which the spirit
of truth cleanses the filth and blight from our souls.

(56) Therefore, to return to the order of the narrative, be-
cause he was allowed to dwell in another solitary place a short
time ago, he rashly cut himself off and also wandered about to
other places like a vagabond, trusted only in tears, and in no
way was he willing to give his assent to impartial advice, nor did
he believe that one whom compunction flooded each day with
frequent outpourings of tears could be deceived in any way.
What more? Undoubtedly the egg that the viper warmed in the

94. Gregory I, Moralia in Job 35.46-37 (CCL 148.157).
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little nest of his breast finally hatched out a familiar offspring.
For he begged to look at a book for a little while that was very
precious to us, and secretly he cut out four quaternions from
the middle, and he very precisely cut the bands for binding the
codex to the proper size lest we suspect what he did. Then, ter-
rified by a prick of conscience and in order not to be bound in
shackles, while standing before the door of the cell he threat-
ened to wound either himself or others with a knife, if anyone
should approach him. Then it became perfectly clear that his
sort of tears did not come down from heavenly dew, but, with-
out any doubt, had gushed out from the bilge water of hell. We
take care to tell you this, my brothers, not to exaggerate the dis-
grace of the delinquent brother but so that you will always
strive to be suspicious and cautious even concerning good
works themselves.

(57) It is fitting here to discuss the various offices of the
monastery in a concise manner, and particularly to set in or-
der what it is appropriate for those who administer them to
observe. In the first place then, O venerable abbot, do what
you yourself command, practice what you preach, fulfill what
you command; let not your life be at variance with your way
of speaking, nor let your deeds appear different from your
speech, nor let the authority of the ruler teach one thing and
the performance of the religious life display another. In addi-
tion, let your movement outside be infrequent, so that you may
be able continually to water the seed of the word you have
sown, while cultivating it. Do not let your frequent running
about show you to be a guest of the monastery, but instead let a
long period of fastidious seriousness show you to be a house-
hold resident. Let a strict fast commend the person preaching,
and do not let the gullet of one who is eating assail the state-
ments of one who is speaking. Certainly the hand teaches sobri-
ety better when it is directed to the mouth with control than
when the tongue of a glutton speaks. In addition, in the minds
of the disciples it is an especially vivid and efficacious way of
preaching when it urges others to the meal, but remains itself
in the rigorous observance of the fast while doing so. In this
way, apply the rod to offenders in such a way that you check in
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yourself the impulse to violent anger under a firm discipline.

(58) Meanwhile, when you reproach, when you threaten,
when you strike the guilty with fear, turn your eyes also upon
yourself, consider the extent of human weakness, and carefully
reflect upon the fact that you yourself could be reproved if a
judge were present. Do not wonder if someone subject to you
should perhaps transgress by failing to fulfill all the commands
you have ordered, since the weakness of the human condition
is so great that even your body’s own limbs cannot obey you in
all things. Moreover, in order to illustrate clearly what we are
saying, command your eyes not to let sloth surprise them, com-
mand your heart not to admit reason’s phantasms, impose
chastity on the genitals so that they are not even occasionally
aroused by incentives to riotous living, impose sobriety on the
gullet so that it is not eager for richer foods, and, finally, com-
mand your entire body all at once not to lay itself open to the
onslaught of diseases. And when you prove clearly that this re-
quires of you something that you cannot completely achieve,
how surprising is it that you are unable to find perfect obedi-
ence in all those who differ from you with respect to their rank
and behavior? Plainly, if you reflect upon these matters in your-
self with intelligent consideration, then you will accept with
equanimity the excesses of the brothers’ weakness. If perhaps
something happens to expand your patrimony, if abundance is
perceived to be in store, if the house of God is increased, do
not attribute it to your merits or efforts, but ascribe it only to di-
vine favor. Then call to mind the times when you were not in
office, and consider that in no way did these things occur be-
cause of you.

(59) It follows, therefore, that what you would have been un-
able to gain without her was not conferred upon you but upon
the church of Christ. Do not shudder at the thought of dining
at the brothers’ table, do not take delight in private banquets,
and do not judge those with whom you share the table of the al-
tar unworthy to partake with you of bodily nourishment. Do
not then let your absence generate a suspicion of secret glut-
tony, whereby your good reputation will be burdened with the
bane of murmurers and detractors. Nor should you care too
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much about how precious that is which fills the privy, but in-
stead be concerned with how fraternal love may grow in Christ
through the bond of mutual love.

(60) Do not squander the goods of the monastery, nor wish
to procure your own popularity from the things for common
use. For if we believe that the sins of those who enrich churches
are forgiven, then without any doubt one must believe that
those who diminish and destroy them are entangled in the
chains of a serious sacrilege, and therefore just as the former
are found to be released from the debts of their sins, the latter
are liable to punishment for sins. Beware when you are
hemmed in by the indulgent attitudes of kinsmen, when you
are sweetly buttered by the words of flatterers, lest this prefer-
ential treatment or earnest reverence be so flattering to your
mind—which God forbid—that the wickedly alluring thought
delude you that you are worthy of these when you attain them.
The larger the estate entrusted to him, the happier the steward
is, but he is proportionally the more wretched when called to
render an account, and what he owes when he renders an ac-
count will be in proportion to the larger size of the estate on
which he prides himself, when he receives it. Plainly, one
should fear especially what is said: “The abbot will give an ac-
count for all the souls entrusted to him, once he has provided
an account for his own soul.”® Let us contemplate, then, how
beneficial it is for the one who comes to his own examination at
the Last Judgment, already wearied by the obligation to render
accounts for others, to be struck with fear now. But because a
teacher has to teach more than he has to learn, let these few
words suffice, since one who is appointed to deliver his own
may perhaps be loath to listen to another’s.

(61) The prior of the monastery, moreover, administers the
office of his priorate diligently if he does not disagree with the
abbot’s desire, if he strengthens the souls of all the brothers in
a sincere love for this same abbot, as far as he can. Joseph, the
overseer of the master’s household, was unwilling to the very
end to draw to himself the desire of another man’s wife, but

95. Benedicti regula 2.33-34 (CSEL 75.27) and 2.38 (CSEL 75.28).



50 PETER DAMIAN

taught her to remain steadfast in the love of her own hus-
band.? And Abraham’s noble servant, a vigorous man of great
humanity, scorned every office so as to provide a wife for his
lord in sincere faith; he was forgetful of his toil and long jour-
ney, to serve his lord alone, whatever he was to do once he was
set on his enterprise.”” For just as the abbot ought to encourage
his sons to the love of Christ by everything that he does, so even
the prior, lest some jealousy arise—which God forbid—should
strive harmoniously to foster in the brothers a love for their ab-
bot. Certainly he should not show himself to be easy on the
faults of offenders, to make the abbot appear cruel, but when
the latter is absent he should reprove all wrongful acts so that
when later he returns he may rest, just as in the asylum of a
tranquil harbor, in the spiritual joy of brothers finding delight.

(62) Let him maintain a strict severity in the censure of
transgressors, lest he allow the customary discipline of the rule
to grow lukewarm at his house. He should be strict in justice so
that the abbot can appear tender in clemency; he should insist
on enforcement so that the abbot can pardon something with
paternal tenderness. Moses, as a faithful servant, transmitted
the commandments of naked justice,” whereas Christ as a truly
tender lord tempered the severity of the austere law. But
Aaron, who revealed himself to a sinful people as somewhat pli-
ant, fashioned idols together with this people for sacrilegious
rites.” Just as a veil was hung before the ark of the covenant,'®
the prior should be a sort of protective cover for the abbot with
respect to practical affairs. Indeed, let him encounter all the
dust rising up from the worldly path to which he is always ex-
posed, so that the latter may abide continually, just like the ark
of the Lord, in the purity of his splendor. Like an Aaron, the
prior is made the abbot’s mouthpiece, to speak to the people;
the abbot, like a Moses, takes pleasure in divine conversations
in all those things that pertain to God. And so with each of
them concurring with the other in unity of spirit, let them
nourish such offspring for God, if it is possible, whom no pos-

96. Cf. Gen 39.4—9. 97. Cf. Gen 24.1—9.
98. Cf. Exod 24.12; 32.1. 99. Cf. Exod g2.2-6.
100. Cf. Exod 38.26.
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terity shall replace in the right to the heavenly inheritance that
has been received.

(63) The one who indicates the hours!®! should know, more-
over, that no one more than he ought to avoid forgetfulness in
the monastery. Now if an hour should be held late or is pre-
vented from being held at its appointed time for the office, un-
doubtedly it disrupts the entire order for the hours that follow.
Therefore, let him not waste time in conversation, nor engage
in a long discussion with another, nor, lastly, ask about what is
being done by worldly people, but always intent upon the
charge committed to him, always careful, and always circum-
spect, knowing that the spinning globe has no need to rest, let
him reflect upon the course of the stars and the passage of time
slipping away. Let him establish for himself the practice of
reciting the psalms, if he wants to have a way of distinguishing
the hours each day, so that when the sun’s brightness or the
stars’ movement can not be perceived owing to the thickness of
the cloud cover, he will be able to establish for himself a meas-
ure, just like a clock, by the number of psalms he has complet-
ed. Truly, the custom that people gather at church when the
bells are rung derives from a mystical tradition of the Old Law,
with the Lord commanding Moses: “Make yourself two trum-
pets of beaten silver with which you can call together the multi-
tude when the camp is to be moved, and when you will sound
the trumpets all the multitude will gather before you and the
door to the tent of the covenant.”"? Just as the Israelite people
came together at the tent with the trumpets, so too even now a
faithful people hastens to church when it hears the clamor of
the bells.

101. The seven canonical “hours,” or periods of monastic prayer, established
a daily rhythm for the opus Dei, or Divine office. The prayers recited at these
times consisted principally of Psalms, hymns, and readings. The hours begin
with the night office of matins (about 2:00 A.M.), followed at approximately
three-hour intervals by lauds, prime, tierce, sext, none, and vespers. As Damian
indicates below, one member of the community was appointed to signal when
the others should gather together. This demanded at least some ability to meas-
ure time by observing the movement of the sun or stars, or by some other de-
vice. In an extended metaphor, Damian treats the monks assembled for prayer
as an army arrayed to do battle for the Lord against his enemies.

102. Num 10.2-3.
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(64) Nor is there a discrepancy when the camp is said to be
moved there, since camps are known to be related to a readi-
ness for battle. For this reason it says a little further on: “If you
go forth from your land against your enemies who fight against
you, you will make a clamor with sounding trumpets and there
will be remembrance of you before the Lord your God so that
you will be delivered from the hands of your enemies.”'** We
march forth to battle as if to the camp, so to speak, when we
hurry to church to pray or to recite the psalms. For there the
princes of darkness fight against us in a deadly manner, so that
they may turn our wandering minds away from the things that
flow from our mouths by means of the illusions of phantasms.
And truly how beautiful is the appearance of the army, especial-
ly at the night hours, when the brothers form a wedge, aroused
as if by the clamor of the trumpets, and, inspired to make ready
for the divine contest, they go out in unison as if hurrying for-
ward in a well-ordered battle line. Although the wing of boys
goes in front, the youth follows just like a squadron of soldiers,
whereas last, following upon the footsteps [of the rest], are the
old men, namely, the strength of the battle, who guard the rear
of the whole army lest anyone fall or the hidden enemy assail it.

(65) Besides this, a lantern is carried in the vanguard of the
battle as a very fitting image just as a column of fire is observed
to go before the people through the desert. For certainly, as the
companies of Christ hurry to eat the manna of heaven, so do
the Israelite legions hurry to obtain the land flowing with milk
and honey. They hurry to the tent of the covenant with sound-
ing trumpets to eat there banquets of the heavenly Word, and
to fulfill the sacrifice of praise to God and vows of good will.
Wherefore it is added there, not inappropriately, “If, on festival
days and on the first days of the months, when you are having a
banquet, you will sound the trumpets over the burnt offerings
and over the sacrifices of peace offerings, there shall be for you
a remembrance before your God.”'"* Let the one who indicates
the hours carefully consider from words of this sort, then, how

103. Num 10.9. Damian provides contra hostes for the Vulg. ad bellum.
104. Num 10.10.
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watchful, how careful he must always be in the office assigned
to him, lest by his carelessness he confound so great a work as
the statutes of his order.

(66) Let the lector at the meal reflect with careful considera-
tion upon how clearly, how plainly, and finally how intelligibly
he ought to read. At that time he supplies food for souls along
with the bodies’ refreshment. The apostle says: “Food for the
belly and the belly for the foods; but God will destroy both this
one and that.”'% Through the one, then, a food that is soon
turned to rottenness is offered to the body; through the other
are administered divine words, which will not pass away even as
the heaven and the earth pass away. Therefore he must read so
that as the flesh is refreshed with its own contribution, the soul
too is nourished at heavenly banquets.

(67) Therefore, he should not read for the reader but for
the listener, nor should he be concerned with idle talk of his
own reputation, but rather let him be mindful of another’s edi-
fication. Neither should he care about what is said of the read-
er, but about what can be understood from the reading. One
must urge upon those who are eating to let sobriety so temper
the meal, that the noise of grinding jaws not cause the ears’
pathways to cease to listen. Therefore, as a hand observing
moderation should pass as a mediator between the mouth and
the table, so too, stayed by the bridle of severity, let it check it-
self, so that the hungry soul is never forced to abstain from di-
vine meals while earthly food is directed through the gullet.

(68) Moreover, the cellarer, since he has been appointed as
a sort of father to the monastery, ought to perform the office
entrusted to him with such great skill in economic manage-
ment that he checks the hand as it is opening, and carefully
opens it while keeping it in check, to the extent that liberality
will be parsimonious in him and parsimony will be liberal. He
ought to be especially careful not to mistake niggardliness for
parsimony and lavishness for liberality. For often vice cloaks it-
self in the appearance of virtue, and the more that an evil is

105. 1 Cor 6.18. Damian provides hunc et illam rather than the Vulg. hunc et
has.
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perceived to be like a good, the more difficult it is to correct.
But the good administrator dispenses the things that are neces-
sary for the body in a way that is mindful of the salvation of
souls, because he nourishes sobriety while being parsimonious,
while by being liberal he prevents the vice of murmuring from
arising. For often, as a very wise man said, liberality perishes
from liberality;'% that is, when something is lavished carelessly
on those who do not need it, then later what ought to be given
to those who truly need it will be gone.

(69) What is superfluous, then, ought to be denied to us, so
that there will be something left over from which charity can be
distributed to strangers. Nehemiah, in order to receive at the
feast at his own table those who came to him from among the
Gentiles round about him, thought it shameful to spare his
own flocks, and thus he added to the funds for necessities from
his own, in order to extend the performance of charity even to
strangers.'?” Tobias, although he toiled in such poverty that his
wife undertook paid employment as a weaver,'” divided the lit-
tle he had to provide at least some comfort to his brethren who
were fellow-captives. And though a foreigner, he did not allow
compassion to be foreign to him, and, though poor in posses-
sions, he did not lose the riches of the most splendid charity.
When Abigail removed a portion from a magnificent banquet,
she averted from her husband’s throat the sword of David, who
was hastening to avenge an insult, and thus she did well to re-
move, like a thief, food from her own use, and certainly saved a
life by ministering to strangers.'” Moreover, Paul instructs that
on the first day of the week there be put aside whatever shall
please each person, so that it can be sent to the holy ones in
need in Jerusalem by the grace of the Corinthians.!!’ And thus
we ought to administer the funds for the daily provisions for
our own brethren in such a way as to remind ourselves to pro-
vide aid to outsiders in need when the opportunity arises.
Therefore, let him be a steward of the Church who does not

106. Cf. Jerome, Letter 58 (ad Paulinum), CSEL 54.597.
107. Cf. 2 Esd 5.14-19. 108. Cf. Tob 2.19.
109. Cf. 1 Sam 25.18, §6-39. 110. 1 Cor 16.1-3.
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distinguish among persons, but who considers weaknesses, who
does not seek favor, but supports another’s weakness, in order
to distribute equal portions in a fair manner to the needy; and
let the measured stewardship of his administration identify
those whom various types of weakness set apart. Thus every
seed-bed for scandals is rooted out, if for each individual mem-
ber there is provided not what the will seeks but what necessity
requires.

(70) Again, because we embrace the whole body of this holy
monastery as if in the outstretched arms of brotherly love, we
think it is valid to distinguish the different age-groups, and to
tailor garments, so to speak, appropriate for their admonition
to the individual members. Therefore, in order to begin with
the beginners, you have to learn, O boys, that your age is now a
very impressionable one, and just as you are still of tender age
while your limbs are small, so too you are wavering among dif-
ferent types of customs. The further you move from the
branches of the Pythagorean letter,'!! the more easily you may
be directed to the right, or turned aside to the proclivities of
the left side. But if in the hand of a potter the clay suffers the
marring of some defect, unless it is immediately corrected, it
cannot be restored and it will become like stone afterward. If
by some accident a twig growing up from the first root twists it-
self to the side, it never is made straight again; if it remains
slanted in the same way considerably longer, it is considered
food for the devouring flames because it is perceived to be
worthless as a spear shaft.

(71) Therefore take care lest some vice burn you up at the
same time with your body’s growth, and lest the knot of any de-
pravity harden in you, but be instead vessels made in honor,
not in reproach,''? and prepared for every good work in the

111. Presumably, the letter “Y,” whose branches correspond to the elements,
their qualities, the seasons, and the different ages. Damian suggests, then, that
as young men travel through these correspondences, their behavior or mores are
shaped. On the Pythagorean letter, cf. Hubert Silvestre, “Nouveaux témoignages
médiévaux de la ‘Littera Pythagorae,”” Le moyen age'79 (1973): 201—7; and idem,
“Pour le dossier de I'Y pythagoricien. Nouveaux témoignages,” Le moyen age 84
(1978): 201—.

112. Cf. Rom g.21.
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house of the Lord. Clearly, if you wish to thrive with the up-
rightness of adults, and to abound in the virtues without the
irksomeness of toil—which is impossible for others—take up in
some manner the arms of sobriety and fight against the burn-
ing allurements of the flesh with all your strength. With God
standing by your side, assure yourselves of certain victory at the
very beginning of your military service and, carrying the ban-
ner of the Cross, boldly begin the struggle unallied with hostile
spirits. Trample upon pride, let anger be curbed, let envy be
crushed, hold the tongue to the severity of silence, extinguish
the gullet’s appetite by ruminating on the Scriptures, let not
your tongue utter some detracting remark, and let your ear
censure it by not listening. Solomon said: “Have nothing to do
with detractors, seeing that their destruction will come sudden-
ly and who knows the ruin of both?”!"® The ruin, that is, of both
the one who detracts and of the one who pays attention to the
one detracting, and in truth, nevertheless, the one by whom a
brother’s sin must be corrected ought not conceal it, but nei-
ther should he utter some detracting remark.

(72) Sometimes, surely, this is the more easily caught in
boys, the more they have no idea of practicing it or putting up
with it. Clearly, Joseph accused his brothers of the very worst
crime to his father,'"* and although on account of this he bore
their hatred, later he obtained lordship over them. Jonathan
and Ahimaaz, stationed by the fountain Enrogel, lay hidden
and sent a message to king David to flee quickly from Absa-
lom,"% and so Abiathar and Zadok did through their sons what
they were unable to do themselves. Indeed, very often a fault is
uncovered through the young men that may be profitably
amended by the elders. Now that you are almost grown up,
however, do not wrongly debate the merits of your superiors
who are perhaps still living, and, paying attention not to the
path on which they may increase but in whose place they serve,
humbly be obedient to them in Christ. For, as the apostle said,
“We had fathers of the flesh as instructors, and we revered

113. Prov 24.21—-22. Damian’s text has the additional noun colloquium, as
well as veniet in place of the Vulg. consurget, and utrorumque rather than utriusque.
114. Cf. Gen g7.2. 115. 2 Sam 17.17-22.
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them; how much more shall we obey the Father of spirits, and
live?”116 Samuel learned from Eli what to answer to the Lord,
who was calling him, and because he was humbly obedient to
the priest, despite the latter’s unworthiness, he soon received
an oracle of divine revelation.!'” A wicked spirit vexed proud
Saul, and yet David did not refuse to serve him by plucking his
harp.!!

(79) In order for you to be able to extinguish the flames of
desire, turn aside from things that excite the gullet just as if
these were a tinder of tow, naphtha, pitch, and faggots. For in
the fiery furnace a fourth one appeared among the three
chaste boys who will afford the consolation of his Spirit to you
just like a wind bearing dew.'!? Therefore, put aside the toys of
a nursing baby in all things, and with the nature of a free man
dedicate to the Lord the novitiate of your military service. Fol-
low after him as a leader in the struggles against temptations,
seek him out as a guardian in the peacetime of prosperity.
Therefore, girded round with the unconquerable spears of the
virtues, say unanimously to Christ your champion: “Judge, O
Lord, those who wrong me, overthrow those who fight against
me, take hold of arms and shield, and rise up to help me.”'?
When he has brought you “to perfect manhood, to the meas-
ure of the age of fullness,”"?! he will make you the victors by his
own power. He will enable you to trample upon the necks of
your enemies with triumphant feet. Read also the letter we sent
to our nephew, Marinus.'?

(74) You growing adolescents, however, even you pubescent
youths, have a greater need for the weightiest aids of exhorta-
tion because you endure the harsher struggles of the flesh’s
fire. To be sure, every hostile impulse attacks you in a direct as-
sault; upon you all the power of war presses. Hailstorms thick
with every kind of dart assail you and, once the iniquitous spir-

116. Heb 12.9. 117. 1 Sam g.9-10.
118. 1 Sam 16.23, 18.10.

119. Cf. Dan 3.49-51, 92; cf. Letter 27.3 (FOTC, MC 1.248).
120. Ps g4.1-2.

121. Eph 4.13.

122. Cf. Letter 132 (FOTC, MC 6.57-72).
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its have been gathered against you, then the most violent
storms assail you with the vices of the flesh. Wars rage, they rage
in your bones, and the furnace of your body spews out balls of
fire just like restless Vesuvius or smoking Aetna.'?® For this rea-
son, it is necessary that the more sharply you are attacked at the
watch-station of your tutelage, the more strongly you should
press on. Therefore, it is imperative that those who continually
brandish spears be vulnerable to spears, and those who are ea-
ger to inflict a wound, suffer wounds. For either one must put
to flight, or one must flee; either one must force to flee or, on
the contrary, expose one’s back. This battle is of the type that
whoever does not drive out is himself driven out, and he who
does not gloriously achieve a victory will be shamefully van-
quished. There is always a danger, when the enemy’s army is
surrounded, that a troop of dissident citizens will form an al-
liance with the enemy and, while the battle-array is drawn up to
engage in battle, the entrance to the camps will be opened by
mutinous citizens. Indeed, the vices that are within us unite
with the tempters in tempting us, and their hostile forces ren-
der service to the iniquitous spirits.

(75) For this reason, beloved, take up the weapons of sobri-
ety, humility, patience, obedience, chastity, and love, and of all
the virtues, and fight not for your fields and cities, not for your
wives and children, but for your very souls, which outlive every
bond of friendship. Above all, for your youth to come to know
its power, you must fast and pray, inasmuch as fasting will sub-
due the flesh’s strength and prayer will lift the soul to God.
Nevertheless, be aware that because some fast indiscriminately,
they fail to enjoy the fruit of the fast. For whatever they abstain
from on one day, they make up for on another day, satistying
themselves as they please. And thus it happens that the fast day
contends against the next day, and when yesterday’s or today’s
meal is barely digested, the sumptuousness of tomorrow’s
preparation will be recommended to an empty stomach, and
when something richer and different from the common fare is
sought, all the secrets of the apothecaries are abused, not with-

123. Cf. Isidore, Etymologies 14.5.46.
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out inconvenience for the servants.'* Therefore he fasts well
who is content with the common fare on the day he eats, that is,
if he does not vary from the type of foods and does not exceed
as well the quantity of those eating every day. By no means
should you forsake obedience, which is the golden path to
heaven, by placing too much importance on fasts.

(76) Let me describe now something which I did not learn
secondhand, but which I saw with my own eyes. There was actu-
ally a brother in Pomposa named Raimbald, namely, the broth-
er of the most reverend Peter, who now discharges the office of
abbot at Vicenza. He was accustomed to tame his own adoles-
cence with frequent fasts, and in many respects provided a
model, as it were, for the initial signs of a celebrated ability. He
was given the responsibility of ministering to a certain German
hermit established near the church, who led a very difficult life
after his eyes had been plucked out and his right hand cut off.
However, it was a rule of the monastery that none of the clois-
tered monks should speak when going outside of it. Some-
times, however, when Raimbald was in chapter, he complained
bitterly that he could not instruct untutored boys by signs to

124. Damian’s complaint here seems to be that when individuals fast with-
out proper direction, they may succumb to an eating disorder akin to the binge-
and-purge cycle of anorexia/bulimia. In addition, it appears that when some
monks consumed richer foods, they sought to purge themselves—perhaps be-
cause they had eaten what was not permitted under their rule>—with herbs or
medicaments, creating a mess to be cleaned up by the monastery’s servants. Not
only monks but secular clergy as well fasted for long periods. In Letter 168.5
Damian recalls the poor example of Albuinus, the bishop of Paris, who had fast-
ed for seven months. When a boar was taken in the hunt, he decided to put off
his fast and ordered his cooks to prepare the pork in an elegant fashion for
him. He satisfied his appetite with the rich food, but within a week he died, ap-
propriately punished. To hermits, Damian recommended fasting four days each
week—including Saturday—and five days each week during the Lenten season.
See his Letter 137.4-6 (FOTC, MC 6.91—92). A strict fast meant subsisting on
bread, water, and salt. For further discussion of the monastic diet and fasting,
see also Lelter 160.8—4 in this volume. Fasting for Damian was not only a means
to subdue the flesh, but also a symbol of the hermit’s harsher religious disci-
pline. Carolyn Walker Bynum has noted, “The food asceticism of the eleventh-
century Italian hermits, for example, imitated and equaled that of the early
monks of Syria, and propagandists such as Peter Damian spread their fame.”
Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women
(Berkeley, Los Angele