








July & August 2020

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,

Welcome, once again, to the League of Saint Peter Damian’s monthly newsletter.

This month’s Study Guide #15 features a very intimate and personal letter on the subject of death written during the summer of 1058 after St. Peter Damian had miraculously recovered from a grievous illness during which time he was anointed, and preparations made for his funeral.

The recipients of Letter 55 are two of his closest friends – Rodulfus who had deeded over the land on which the Monastery of Camporeggiano had been built, and who, only one year after entering Fonte Avellana in 1057, was appointed bishop of Gubbio – and Ariprandus, a hermit in Fonte Avellana.1

St. Peter Damian’s meditation on the agony of a long and painful illness from which he did not expect to recover provides much incentive for each of us to do the same when faced with the prospect of an earthly death that we hope will bring us eternal life.

Enjoy.

Randy Engel, League Director [image: Bottom of Letterhead.pdf]



STUDY GUIDE #15 July & August 2020

It is much more tolerable to be despised by men than to be demoralized in the presence of God’s majesty.

Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 552 On Death

Introduction


To My Brothers, Rodulfus and Ariprandus, the monk Peter the sinner sends sentiments of the dearest affection.

(2) it is the quality of cordial friendship that a brother tells his brother good news and bad, so that one’s heart faithfully feels compassion for the bearer of such a message when misfortune strikes, it can likewise rejoice with him when all goes well. So I will tell you the whole blessed story of my calamities so that you may grieve with me as I was forcibly struck down by divine blows, and may be delighted as I was mercifully released by the power of the same good God.

“The Lord did indeed chasten me, but he did not surrender me to death.”3 I had often prayed that he let me feel the full rigor of heavenly discipline, and that he might chastise the wanton arrogance of my body with some grievous sickness. In this case divine mercy did not despise my petition, but listened to my prayers beyond all expectation, complying with my wishes, and that with interest. For he gave me a sorrowful Pentecost, not a Paschal one, and if I might put it so, he granted me a jubilee, not resounding with the blare of priestly trumpets, but one that tearfully cried out with sighs and groans.

(3) That Sunday I went to bed with a fever, and after seven weeks, with the help of God, I got up, also on a Sunday, on Quinquagesima, the Sunday before Lent. But as the doctors said, I was not careful to observe their diet restrictions, and I was deluded by three or four days of apparent good health, when suddenly I suffered a relapse and for the next twenty days I was continuously plagued by the same affliction. And so it was that after a jubilee of storm rather than of peace, my seventy days of captivity were fulfilled. Moreover, as I burned with a high fever from the disease that was called oxea as I spat up blood mixed with phlegm and displayed such obvious signs of approaching death that the doctors at my side gave up all hope. Almighty God granted me the grace of never complaining and of wholeheartedly accepting everything that happened.

(4) I give thanks to you, O merciful God, I said, since while I deserved to be snatched away for punishment under the rubble of my sins, you saw fit to consume me with the fire of your fatherly chastisement, and to cleanse away the blight from my soul as by the blow of hammers. But let not my will prevail, O Lord,4 which is always evil and contrary, but rather yours which all the powers of heaven and all men should humbly adore. Burn, amputate, cut through, and examine all the folds and lurking places of my wounds. Let not the slightest corruption remain hidden within me which might escape your curing lancet. And while I calmly bear these blows of the heavenly discipline, let me not, which God forbid, ascribe this attitude to my patience. For as you, O Lord, mete out punishment, you so adjust your blows that as I endure the height of pain and anguish, as I suffer such convulsions that I am almost forced to die, I suddenly detect the force of this intense pain diminishing, and the hand, as if one took a fourfold lash, ready to strike, and then out of kindness, remove one of the thongs of the whip.

(5) Thus it is not I, but you, most merciful One, who are the author of this patience, you who dispense your blows with such moderation. For even though at the time when I was disheartened by excessive weakness, I was compelled to scribble with my quill these sad and lugubrious works [words] : “I am burning, I am dying, I am being killed,” this was only the groaning of the flesh, and not the complaint of a protesting spirit. One thing, moreover, I beg of you, most loving Lord, that you put an end to my life, and not allow me to live any longer in my usual tepidity and worthlessness. But if it please the inscrutable will of your majesty that I drag on longer in this fleshly house of correction, grant me, I ask, a stronger impulse of your love, or a more bounteous grace of compunction, or certainly, an increase of every virtue which up to now I have not enjoyed. Otherwise, may it never please your goodness that I die before the gift of virtue, which I have not yet achieved, increase in me to some extent, no matter how small it be.

(6) As I have often repeated these and similar prayers, preparations were going forward for my burial. I was anointed with holy oil, and like one at the point of death, I was laid out on a bed in sackcloth and ashes. Just as when the shell of an egg is broken, and by rotating the knife, the yolk emerges, so too my soul, torn from an enveloping body, was on the point of departing.

(7) In the meantime, there was a brother in the hermitage [in Gamugna] whose name was Leo, a man advanced in years, but highly respected for his strict manner of living and for the purity of his guileless spirit. Now in a dream a man in bright and magnificent garments appeared to him, and Leo asked him what he should do. The brother told the man that he was indeed asleep, but that he was very sad because his prior was about to die. And the visitor said, “Tell Peter Damian, of whom you speak, that he should have no faith in doctors. He should only give food to a hundred poor persons and without a doubt he will promptly recover from his sickness.” When the hermit, because of his interest in the better life to come, said, “My lord, will he go to heaven?” he replied, “He will soon be in heaven, but tell him that as soon as he gives food to the poor, he will at once enjoy good health.” When the brother awoke, he at once walked over to the church, but because it was not yet dawn, he could not enter. And still in wonder over the vision, he did not return to his cell.

(8) To make a long story short, the brother reported the vision to his brethren, who in their charity gave the alms to the needy with great eagerness, and from their abundance also gave them money, and so the next day my illness disappeared and I recovered. Thus the return of good health proved the genuineness of the vision. But as we were completely out of fish, and because of my sick stomach I could not take food, the brothers began to urge me and strongly insist that for three days at least I should eat some meat to overcome my weakened condition. And if I were to assent to their pleading and should impose on them any weighty penance that I choose , they promised to accept it readily and devoutly. But I related to them the humorous story of deception that involved Count Pharulfus of Orvieto5 who was said to own a hundred thousand manorial buildings.
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(9) Now as it was told to me, when the count sat down to eat, a certain monk was also sitting there. Since they had no fish, he began begging the monk that, because of the real necessity, he should eat meat. At first, the monk refused, but then little by little he relented, and at length gave in to the badgering requests. In the meantime a boar, its thick skin roasted to a crisp, was set before them, and the stupid monk was falsely persuaded by the enticing words of the guests that this was not meat and could be eaten with good conscience. And so it happened to him, just as Solomon has said of the foolish man deceived by the woman of easy virtue: “Persuasively she led him on, she pressed him with seductive words. Like a simple fool he followed her, like an ox on its way to the slaughterhouse, as ignorant as a playful lamb, not knowing that it was being led to the noose until the arrow pierced its vitals, and like a bird hurrying into a trap, not aware that he was risking his life.”6

(10) In this way also, the brother was persuaded by deceitful and enticing words, and like a tender bird was caught in the snares of the fowler. Then as he coyly began to blush, and fearfully observing the eyes of those who watched him from all sides, he first began to lick the surface of he meat, and then, once he took the liberty of eating, relaxed all restraint to his eager appetite. When at length he had eaten his fill and had satisfied his desire for delicious meat, the waiter brought a pike of great size, and with that all the eyes of the guests were on him. As the monk sat marveling at the fish and let his eyes avidly feast on it, the count said, “You have eaten meat like a layman, why like a monk do you keep your eye on that fish? Surely, if you were at liberty to do so, you might properly chant this verse, ‘Gilead is mine and mine is Manasseh.’7 Moreover, if you has abstained from eating meat, we would have taken pains to serve you this fish. But since you have satisfied your base appetite with meat, this fish will not pass your lips after you so carnally stuffed yourself.” The monk was properly made to suffer this shame and disgrace because he had weakened the force of his noble resolve by listening to the bad advice of his flatterers. Rightly he had to bear the confusion of his obvious humiliation because he failed to curb the seductive and tantalizing appetite of the flesh.

(11) So I say, perhaps the Lord will do the same to me, my brothers, if after I agree to eat meat which you might procure, he should deign to favor me with a gift of fish. And thus I would be sorry that through some gluttonous impatience I had violated my vow just as it happened through the goodness of God a supply of fish was now on hand. No more said than done.

Three days after I had made this remark, so many fish were brought me from Guido, the Count of Imola, and from the city of Faenza that I had plenty to eat for many days to come. And so from the story of how Pharulfus deceived the monk, I was able to avoid the disgrace of being put to shame. It is much more tolerable to be despised by men than to be demoralized in the presence of God’s majesty.

(12) As a friend, my dear brothers, I have revealed these matters to you, my friends and confederates, and with intimate familiarity have explained the course of my affliction as if I were speaking to my blood brothers. Because of your holy prayers, Almighty God has indeed made me whole in spirit, but has afflicted my body as my wickedness deserved. And so, as I experience the merciful Judge provoked to heavy blows in this life, may I be worthy to find him serene in the life to come. My dear brothers, after God, I commit this brainchild of mine to your confidence, for whatever good should emerge from the purpose for which it was sent, should be especially ascribed to you.








	Peter Damian Letters 31-60, translated by Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church, Mediaeval Continuation, Catholic University of America Press, Washington, D.C., 1992, p.355.↩︎


	Ibid., pp. 355-360.↩︎


	Ps 117.18.↩︎


	Cf. Luke 22.42.↩︎


	The huge fresco of Sermon and Deeds of the Antichrist was created for Orvieto Cathedral, a 14th century masterpiece located in the town of Orvieto perched on a volcanic plug. In Peter Damian’s time it was a center of papal politics and intrigue. The Italian Renaissance artist Luca Signorelli’s fresco portrays Satan giving instruction to the Antichrist who looks like Christ except for his evil eyes. The reader will not regret studying this work. See https://www.bing.com/images/search?q=sermon+and+deeds+of+the+antichrist&qpvt=Sermon+and+Deeds+of+the+Antichrist&form=IGRE&first=1&scenario=ImageBasicHover.↩︎


	Prov 7.21-23.↩︎


	Prov 7.21-23. Gilead is mine, and Manasseh is mine; That is to say, “All the land beyond Jordan, which was possessed by Reuben and Gad, and half of the tribe of Manasseh. And Manasseh is mine — The other half of that tribe within Jordan.”

LEague Balance Sheet 2020

Balance as of August 4, 2020 $ 578.29

150.00

$728.29

June-July Income $150.00 - 230.00

$ 498. 29

June-July Expenses :

Phone $58.00

Postage 31.00

Supplies 141.00

Total June-July Expenses $ 230.00 New Balance August 4, 2020 $498.29

Remember – The League of St. Peter Damian is a special project of the U.S. Coalition for Life. Please make all checks payable to the USCL. Donations are not tax deductible, but are certainly welcome. Remember our website at www.stpeterdamian.org to family and friends. See you again in September.↩︎
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