 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
December 23, 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 I am sending Letter 25 of Saint Peter Damian earlier so as not to get lost in all the Christmas preparations. The communication was written in 1046 and is addressed to a lawyer named Atto, who had promised to become a monk, but changed his mind and argued that his action was allowable. Damian disagrees, stating that a vow made to God is sacred, and the breaking of a sacred vow is much more reprehensible than violating a promise to man. 
What disturbs Sr. Peter Damian is not so much the violation of Atto’s promise, but the lengthy defense of his action he offers, giving an excuse to sin, which the holy monk states borders on heresy and makes the lawyer liable for eternal punishment.
With the New Year drawing closer, each of us will probably make some New Year’s resolutions, including some resolutions on how to improve our spiritual life. Hopefully, this writing of St. Peter Damian will remind us to weigh the promises we make to God, and TO KEEP THEM! Wishing you and yours  a blessed Christmas. 
Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #46 December 2023
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 25 (1046-1047)1
On Keeping One’s Promises to God  
 
Introduction
TO THE ADVOCATE ATTO, the monk Peter the Sinner sends greetings in the Lord.
 
(2) It is well known, my illustrious man, that you freely entrusted yourself into the hands of the loved abbot, Mainard, and because of your desire for heaven vowed to become a monk. But now, having changed your mind, as it is reported, you propose not only to violate your vow, but with many cunning arguments you sophistically claim that this is possible. Thus it was that you are reliably reported to have angrily spat out these words to the abbot: “Show me,” you said, “a text of the canonical Scripture on the basis of which you can either properly accuse me of leaving the world, or legally declare that I am subject to the monastic rule.”
 
(3) Now, in replying to a lawyer, let me first refer to civil jurisdiction. In Roman law it is stipulated that once something is granted by the donor, it may in no way be revoked.  But since this norm of action is to be observed in regard to men, how much more inviolably must it be safeguarded in respect to God? A man does not lose what he once received, and is God to be cheated of his right to possess? Military commanders here on earth lay claim to those who enlisted in the army; we swear to bear arms in God’s forces, we stamp ourselves with the mark of his Heavenly militia, and have we no fear of branding ourselves as deserters? You have not given God gold, or a horse, or anything else that lies outside yourself. You have given him your very self, and do you now attempt to take it back? What can you give God in exchange for yourself, for “what can a man give in exchange for his soul?”  Although Moses ordained in the law: “When a man makes a vow and promises himself to God, he shall pay the amount at which his is valued,”2 we should carefully note that a little further on he added: “Nothing which a man devotes to the Lord, whether man or beast or land may be sold or redeemed. Everything that is once so devoted is most holy to the Lord.”3
 
(4) Hear too, my son, what terrible sentence the wise man plainly levels at you: “The beginning of pride is to forsake the Lord, for his heart is in revolt against his Maker; since pride is the origin of sin, so persistence in it brings on a deluge of maledictions and brings him at last to disaster.”4
 
(5) Therefore, my brother, following the advice of the same man of wisdom, “turn to the Lord and have done with sin; make your prayer in his presence, and so lessen your offense.”5 And then he adds: “Come back to the Lord, renounce your wrongdoing, and hate intensely what he abhors and recognize the laws and commands of God and stand by the calling which the Most High has designed and requested of you.”6  This saying also of the wise man should not be passed over by you: “Let nothing hinder your constant prayer, and do not wait till death to be absolved, for the reward of the Lord will remain forever.”7  Nor should you forget these words: “Come back to the Lord without delay; do not put it off from one day to the next, for suddenly the Lord’s wrath will be upon you, and you will perish at the time of reckoning.”8  Ecclesiastes also says: “Remember your Creator in the days of your youth, before the time of trouble comes and the years draw near when you will say, ‘I have no pleasure in them.’”9
                
(6) You have offered yourself to God, and have you withdrawn by becoming a runaway? And so you make God out to be a boy and you an egg. For as in play you attempt to take back what first you offered him, namely yourself, you seem to want him to yelp like a boy. “Make no mistake about this: God is not mocked; a man reaps what he sows.”10  You are making sport of the Creator, by your lie you offend Truth itself. Moreover since God is certainly Truth, there is no greater offense against him than lying. Listen to what the Lord says through Moses in Deuteronomy: “When you make a vow to the Lord your God, do not put off its fulfillment, for the Lord your God will demand it of you. If you delay you will be guilty of sin. If you choose not to make a vow, you will not be guilty of sin. But what has one come from your lips you must observe, and you must do what you promised the Lord your God and have freely spoken.”11
 
(7) What is more, consider what a fearful judgment the Lord proclaimed in the Gospel when he said: “No one who sets his hand to the plough and then keeps looking back is fit for the kingdom of God.”12  You have made a promise and have you no fear in breaking your promise? You have made a vow, and do you neglect to carry is out, when the psalmist says: “make vows and pay them duly.”13  And Solomon says in the book of Proverbs: “My son, if you pledge yourself for your friend and stand surety for a stranger, you have been caught by your own words and trapped in your own speech.”14
 
(8) If a man stands surety for a stranger and makes himself liable for a pledge made to his friend, how much more accountable you are to God, since in this case you have not pledged yourself for a stranger or an outsider, but specifically have offered yourself to God? You began to burn with the fire of divine love when you decided to serve in the heavenly army. Through the spirit, indeed, you began to take fire, but because of the base listlessness of the flesh you grew lukewarm. And so God’s word spoken by John in the Apocalypse is meant for you when your sluggish spirit reneges on its sacred promise: “How I wish you were either hot or cold! But because you are lukewarm neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.”15  Obviously, after food has been vomited, we say that it is good for nothing. Like some delightful repast you passed into the body of Christ when you gave yourself as evidenced by your assent and commitment to keep watch in his service. But now, alas, as something unpleasant you are spit out because you are trying to break and negate the vow you have made, not heeding what the Lord says through Moses in the book of Numbers: “When a man makes a vow to the Lord or swears an oath and puts himself under a binding obligation, he must not break his word.  Everything he has promised, he must make good.”16  Indeed, in the sight of men you are a layman because of your military cloak and secular dress; but to the eye of the omnipotent God you are a fallen monk for having broken your sacred promise.  Before men you seem to stand, but in the sight of the Lord you  have fallen. For that which before your commitment you were allowed to do is no longer permitted, because you deliberately abandoned your purpose of doing  something better.
                
(9) But perhaps since you do not believe me and take my words lightly, at least listen to St. Gregory the pope who in his third homily on Ezekiel says the same in the words which I quote: “There are some,” he says, “who indeed do good things of which they have become aware, and doing that, refrain from carrying out the better things they had planned.  They perform the good deeds that they began, but give up the better that they had in mind.  Such people in the judgment of men seem to be successful in their work, but in the eyes of the omnipotent God they fail in what they planned. And so it often happens that even their good works are less pleasing to God, for since their planning to act  at a higher level is marked by inconstancy, their good deeds, too, are found blameworthy because of their capricious thinking. But because irreproachable men usually view their circumstance with great subtlety and discretion so as not to lapse into less worthy conduct in thought or in deed, and never cease from introspection, however much they progress each day, it is rightly said of them: ‘They did not turn as they moved, but each creature went straight forward.’”17
                
(10) But you, my brother, on the contrary, have gone backwards, not going straight forward with these holy creatures, but have ridiculously tried to move in reverse. Nor do you pay attention to what the Lord says through Isaiah: “O sinful nation, people loaded with iniquity, race of evildoers, wantonly destructive children who have deserted the Lord, spurned the holy one of Israel and turned your backs on him.”18  Of such Jeremiah also says: “They went backwards and not forwards.”19
                
(11) Consider, therefore, that he who turns his back on him is numbered among the race of evildoers, among wantonly destructive children, that is, among those who do not come into the inheritance along with those who deserve a blessing, those to whom it was said: “For a blessing is the inheritance to which you have been called;”20 but among those rather who incur a sentence of everlasting damnation, to whom also it is said: “Cursed are those who turn from commandments.”21  My brother, you began to extricate yourself from the matters of this evil and deceptive world and to hurry toward that sweetness which is God; and now do you propose to abandon God and again entangle yourself in the snares of the world?  In opposition to this Peter says: “If they who had once escaped the world’s defilements through the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, have entangled themselves in these all over again, and are mastered by them, their plight in the end is worse than before. How much better never to have known the right way, that, having known, to turn back and abandon the sacred commandments delivered to them. For them the proverb has proved true: ‘The dog returns to its own vomit,’ and ‘the sow after a wash rolls in the mud again.’"22
 
(12) Again as the prophet says: “How grim a thing it is and how bitter to forsake the Lord your God.”23 And again he speaks of you and of those like you: “They have forsaken me,” he says, “the spring of living water, and they have hewn out for themselves cisterns, cracked cisterns that can hold no water.”24 And against such action Paul advises when he says: “See to it, brothers, that no one among you has the wicked heart of a deserter from the living and true God.”25  A man does not desert God with his feet, but by performing evil deeds.  And when it falls from the heights of a more eminent purpose, then is the unhappy soul separated from God who is the pivot and pole around which all good things revolve. You are not satisfied in attempting in bad faith to break your vow of entering religious life, but you also seek by the audacity of perversely defending your actions to entice others by your pitiful arguments. For you keep insisting, as I see it, that even though a man commends himself into the hands of the abbot and promises to enter this sacred way of life, he should not be deterred from violating such a promise. From such assertions, obviously, heresy is begotten unless you at once desist from this effort of yours. But one is not properly labelled at once with the term heretic just as soon as he falls into heresy. For he only is rightly called a heretic who keeps to his error and defends this abominable and perfidious evil.
 
(13) Moreover, it is not out of place, I believe, if I cite a few examples from the sacred canons, so that it will become evident by quoting various authorities, what a wall of opposing law stands in the way of your apostasy, and that those following in the footsteps of our inconstancy will find no means of escape. For wherever you turn, the reins of authority will restrain you and will correspondingly, and therefore, stoutly oppose your base efforts. And so, as you try to wander off through circuitous routes of legal intricacies, through obstacles placed everywhere before you, and even against your own will, you will return to the right path. Therefore, give your attention to what the council of Chalcedon decided: “For those who aspired to the monastic life, we decree that they shall not enter the army nor occupy any secular office. But those who attempt to do so and are not repentant are to be excommunicated, since they have not returned to that which for God’s sake they had previously chosen.”26
 
(14) You should also note the decree of pope Leo: “Monastic vows freely and voluntarily taken cannot be abandoned without sinning. For what one has vowed to God he must fulfill. Hence, one who has deserted the monastic life and has chosen a less worthy life in the army or in marriage, must be cleansed by performing public penance, since, while an army career can be blameless, and marriage can be virtuous, to have turned one’s back on a better choice is a transgression of the law.”27  Clearly of your own free will you chose to become a monk when you vowed to enter the monastic life.
 
(15) And so it is that this esteemed man did not say, what a man has put on he must not discard, but rather, what he has vowed to God he must fulfill, obviously pointing out that to take a vow is to assume a sacred obligation, and to break a vow is without doubt its violation. Hence, too, he did not add the words, to abandon the habit, but to turn your back on a better choice is transgression of the law. Similarly, we find these words from the council of Toledo: “Dedication by a father or by one’s own promise makes one a monk; either of these will be binding. Hence, to such we bar the way of returning to the world and forbid all going back to secular life.”
 
(16) But now I must call a halt to this discussion, lest in trying to muster these many proofs from Scripture for my position, I appear to add frills to the due brevity of my letter.  In the meantime, therefore, carefully note from the texts I have produced how deserving of punishment is the offense of breaking your vow to enter religious life. Wherefore, my dear son, despise the poisonous advice of evil flatters, dread their pernicious, or better, their deadly urgings as ridiculous nonsense, and close your ears to the hissing of the ancient serpent. As you promised, do not put off fulfilling your vow, so that, which God forbid, you do not plunge into hell with apostates, but rather that, with Christ’s helping hand, you may at length be conducted to glory in the company of those who have adhered to the teachings of the apostles.
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