 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
June 23, 2024
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
The following section continues Peter Damian’s Letter 165 written for monks and hermits, but applicable to faithful lay Catholics in every age. 
As usual, Damian’s warnings against the vices suffered by religious, including wanderlust, do not appear to be total strangers to the lay reader. 
Of the vice of wanderlust, Damian tells his monks and hermits:
Now, from this poisonous root of restlessness so many shoots of vice come forth, that whoever is known to foster it, like a dried-up tree, he loses every fruit of monastic perfection. And just as unripe figs cannot survive if exposed to the wind, so too the fruit of good works is wanting in him who is buffered by the varied temptations of the world. For this vice is so unruly, that once it gains control of a monk’s disposition, in great part any medley of virtues that is present will soon depart, and monsters of vice will invade his heart, as if it were a workroom that belonged to them.                
Obviously, the grass is not always greener on the other side, as some monks find out to their ultimate disgrace and downfall. Likewise, the layman who trades in his rich Catholic faith for a bowl of insipid religious pottage. Or keeps company with unworthy and dangerous companions.
Sincerely,  
Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE # 51 June 2024 Part II 
St. Peter Damian’s Letter 1651 The Vile World and Its Dangers
 
(20) I have attempted to be brief in speaking of monks who possess property; and now I come to a discussion of those who delight in constant travel on horseback. I suppose that it could hardly escape your memory, my dear brothers, that many times when we were together, we deplored this evil practice of the monks, and with fraternal charity felt sorry for these restless brothers who were being destroyed by the vice of wanderlust. For there are many who, while they were living as laymen, found it repulsive to run here and there under the press of working in the world, so that out of love of freedom, they deliberately chose to embrace the peaceful life of the monastery. But now they are so on fire with the ardor of pernicious restlessness, that if there should be a time when an occasion demanding a long journey is not forthcoming, they act as if they were confined in some dark and horrible prison; of this the cleverness of the ancient enemy is not unaware. Those whom this wicked horseman still rides, he consequently urges to go abroad by prodding them with his importuning spurs, so that they may perish as they return to the frivolity of the world, and to divert others from following the path of true salvation. There are also many others living in the world, who totally despair of being saved in any other way for the billowing waves of the earthly sea, unless they take refuge in the port of monastic pursuits under the leadership of Christ.
 
(21) But when laymen observe those who were only recently so fervent in despising everything that belonged to the world, now eagerly returning to the whirlwind of secular affairs, involving themselves in the mud and filth of the same wallow from which they escaped, they stand in amazement, sigh deeply in their inmost being, and are overwhelmed by feelings of despair. Each of them laments to himself in these or similar words: “Woe to me, in what can I trust to ensure my own salvation? Why did I place myself in jeopardy by deciding to enter that order? In no time at all I have lost both my body and my soul. Voluntarily and with open eyes, I nearly threw myself into the fire. For who had ever been more eager to enter the monastery than he? Who had seemingly ever hastened to join the service of Christ with more heartfelt purpose? But now, forgetting all that he had promised, he constantly busies himself with earthly matters, deals with the world, breathes its very atmosphere, and after becoming unlike me in continually practicing a life of mortification, he now lives in the world exactly like me. Truly, as is quite evident, his body was able to alter its outward appearance, but his spirit remained permanently marred in its previous condition. What good does it do me to accuse those who incited him to change his life? In engaging in spiritual combat, to be sure, I have been deprived of a comrade, but in the earthly affairs, I have not lost a companion. For he is certainly at my side in practicing law in the courts, is never absent when we plead before judicial tribunals, eagerly enters the halls of princes with me, and together with me whispers profound bits of worldly wisdom into their ears. 
 
22) “But why do I dare call him a companion, since he is not an associate in the usual sense, but in all that we do, he precedes me as if I were his servant. In fact, from his change of lifestyle he has gained such esteem from the crowd, that at his arrival, all will rise; whatever he asserts, they believe as if it were some prophetic oracle, and reverently give him their devoted attention. Accordingly, in a naturally human sense they do not consider his change of heart to be anything but productive, because one who has put aside secular attire, but has not changed his attitude, is only a sly change artist, who has thus accepted a fuller measure of worldly honor.”
 
(23) And so, while detractors utter these and similar complaints, who can estimate the number of souls for whom these roaming monks provide the occasion for damnation in the world? For they surely think it easier to be damned in secular garb, than by following the example of lost souls, to have both of them, as they say, lose the world together. And indeed, we should not be surprised that those who observed all of this are scandalized, since such action is certainly opposed to God and contrary to sacred authority. For the apostle says: “A soldier on active service for God will not let himself be involved in civilian affairs; he must be wholly at his commanding officer’s disposal.”2 And the Lord himself admonishes his disciples in these words: “Do not let your minds be dulled by dissipation and drunkenness and worldly cares.”3
 
(24) Now, from this poisonous root of restlessness so many shoots of vice come forth, that whoever is known to foster it, like a dried-up tree, he loses every fruit of monastic perfection. And just as unripe figs cannot survive if exposed to the wind, so too the fruit of good works is wanting in him who is buffered by the varied temptations of the world. For this vice is so unruly, that once it gains control of a monk’s disposition, in great part any medley of virtues that is present will soon depart, and monsters of vice will invade his heart, as if it were a workroom that belonged to them. But now to cite just a few examples from among many, a monk who travels about cannot observe the fast, because his status as a guest does not allow it; he will not be able to chant attentively, because he will be disturbed by the constant chatter of those walking about him. He will not keep watch in nightly prayer vigils, because he is never alone, he will not engage in genuflections, because the hardships of the journey are at variance with his customary devotions; he will never be able to observe silence, since there will be frequent occasions when, even against his will, he must relax his tongue.
(25) What shall I say about his lack of attention to reading and prayer, since for him impending necessity often requires that he abandon his own interests and, instead, concentrate on those of the world. Charity is diminished in him, because in the soul that experiences the winds of so many secular affairs, the fervor of interior love grows lukewarm. Chastity will also be routed from his soul, because his spirit will frequently be pierced by arrows of lust resulting from the sight of carnal images he beholds about him. The vigor of patience will also be broken, because for anyone who attempts anything at all, when events suddenly turn up that stand in the way of what he wishes to do, he who hurries to disentangle his business, is unable to bear his setback quietly, and then gives vent to such intemperate words, that when he is able to relax, they severely punish him with avenging tears. The rule of sobriety is not observed, because when the banquet table is laden with elegant food, he must be careful to play the role of the courteous guest, since he thinks it rude not to comply with the request of his host, and thus takes pleasure in indulging his appetite under the guise of charity. But at that moment doubt often arises in the mind of the servant of God, lest in observing the rules of abstemiousness, he is at the same time acting the hypocrite, which is a detestable vice. And so, some will totally disregard the bounds of temperance, so that not even the appearance of hypocrisy will be present. But in this way he who thinks he is acting discreetly, is not practicing discretion at all. For he knows how to make correct decisions, if he is able to distinguish virtue from vice; but he who uproots the wheat together with the tares, is doubtlessly ignorant of the norms of discernment. Therefore, anyone who does not exceed the limits of sobriety, motivated only by the thought of heavenly reward, will trample hypocrisy under the feet of humility, and will eagerly await the prize for observing moderation.
 
(26) But to continue our discussion of the wandering monk, he does not have tears of compunction to shed for his sins, because an arid soul that moves through the heat of an earthly way of life, grows dry, since he does not deserve to be saturated with the dew of the Holy Spirit. Filled with the uncleanness of worldly thoughts, he cannot externally shed tears, because his head is not watered with the moisture of interior grace. At times, perhaps, when others are around to hear him, he preaches, but suddenly vainglory seizes him, and like one leaping from ambush, it kills the one who was trying to help others. But if he takes precautions against this happening, and remains silent, he is ashamed at not being able to finish what he had set out in grace to do. If he puts on grave airs, which is the proper attitude to assume, he begins to fear that as an impostor he will be accused of hypocrisy. But if he relaxes somewhat from engaging in rigorous mortification, in this too he is far from secure, fearing that by his example he will lead others to destruction. If he should wish to bring peace and harmony to those who are at loggerheads, and tells them the truth, he does not achieve their reconciliation; and if he is satisfied to lie, he does not avoid falling into sin. When he wishes to censure others for their faults, he considers it no minor offense that he has caused his neighbors to hate him. But to see a thing and hold one’s tongue, what else can one call this but giving consent to those who are doing evil, and that, indeed, in the case of those who still glow with some little spark of heavenly fervor? On the other hand, in regard to those who are cold, those who, after turning their backs on the camp where God is served, return to their former wicked life at the whirling mill of this world, let anyone who wishes say how culpably they are acting, or how rashly they are living. For me it appears more advantageous to weep for them with loving compassion, than to write about their detestable deeds, lest by my censorious words I appear to defame those to whom we should only shed tears of pity.  
 
                
(27) But this I say without fear of contradiction, that since in our day the world is so thickly set with insidious snares that anyone in the monastery who plans to live an upright life, most cautiously take pains to avoid moving about in it, and if he frequently takes trips, he will not escape the traps that are placed for him; and like a tree that that has been stripped of the bark that protects it, he will not bear the fruit of virtue, nor be able to  avoid the decay of vices that swarm over it like scavenging worms. When he gets back to his own monastery, however he comes face to face with this pressing throng of everything he had seen and heard that seems to have accompanied him, and so the noise of the tumultuous affairs that he had physically put up with on his travels, now assail him much more fiercely in spirit, and with much more vigor. This is especially so when he earnestly begins to pray, for then fantastic thoughts and the images of things he had seen come back to him, so that wherever he is, he imagines himself present in the theater, or seated among those who are pleading in the courts. And the man truly struggles, and tries to chase these thoughts away as if they were flies circling about his face. But as soon as they leave, they promptly return; once they are driven off, they are right there, as if they were trying to capture him who would escape from them, and striving to recall him to servitude. 
 
(28) Then the unhappy soul learns how much it means to it that it has foolishly exposed itself to the whole wide world. It wastes away like something dried up, somber, and insensitive, hard as a rock, nor is it able to shed tears, nor see the light because it is everywhere enveloped in darkness. It tries to attend to the mystic imagery of the psalms, but is repulsed like intolerable brightness that hurts one’s inflamed eyes. It yearns with all its might to engage in higher things, but, overburdened by its own weight, it is forced to lie disgraced in the doldrums. And these prophetic words are aptly applied to it: “He has cast me into a place of darkness like a man long dead. He has walled me in so that I cannot escape, and weighted me down with fetters; even when I cry out and call for help, he rejects my prayer.”4 It grieves, worries, and laments, and because it is not permitted even to weep over its own miserable state, it is thrown into confusion by the sharp pain and bitterness that pervade it. At least it is able to voice these words of woe the prophet uttered: “For these things, therefore, I weep over my plight, my eyes run with tears; for any to comfort me and renew my strength are far to seek.”5 But how unhappy is the soul when it sees itself in this lamentable state, and still is unable to lament; when it beholds how far removed it is from salvation, as if it had been plunged into some deep pit of misery. If there were only some way to weep, some way to arrive at forgiveness for its sins. And thus, since he cannot mourn over his guilt, it seems to him that he has not yet taken a single step along the road that could lead him to salvation.
 
(29) Similar to his situation is that in which the prophet says, when speaking in the person of sinners: “My heart is consumed with longing for your ordinances at all times.”6 Now, one who does not yet long at all times for the law of God, which undoubtedly comprises his ordinances, but is already consumed with longing, in some way approaches it from afar, but has not yet scaled the heights of perfection. Hence the soul of this miserable man is filled with darkness and confusion, that wherever it turns, it sees itself living in the world, while it clearly knows that the world exists outside of it. He is therefore in the world, which has no part in him, since in his mind he conjures up fantastic images of the world that he has physically deserted. Now this disaster in the human soul is both sin and the punishment for sin. Indeed, it is right and just, that what one has voluntarily accepted, must be endured against his will. And being more specific, we may say that he who does not wish to live within the confines of his order, when he is able to do so, can never do without the world, even after he has left it. 
 
(30) And so, the soul of man, constrained by the burden of such extreme poverty and need, grieves and laments and deplores its miserable condition, because by the vice of restlessness, it has lost the purity of its innermost retreat, and is again mired in the filth of the world like a pig in its wallow.7 Then it bitterly charges itself with fickleness and inconstancy, violently accuses itself of vagrancy and deceit, and in truth agrees that God’s decree is just and equitable, as it says with the prophet: “The Lord is good to those who hope in him, to the soul that seeks him; it is good to wait in silence for the Lord’s deliverance. It is good, too, for a man to carry the yoke from his youth; he shall sit alone and hold his peace, because he has taken it upon himself.”8 For if it had loved solitude, it would rejoice that it had been elevated above itself, but now deplores that when it goes into the world, it sees itself lying prostrate under its own burden. 
 
(31) There is also something else which, even though all other obstacles were removed, should be enough to restrain monks from gadding about in the world. For who in our day is able to find a group of laymen among whom there is not someone who is under the ban of excommunication because of his sin? For years now, all sorts of crime have sprung up throughout the world, every shameful act now flourishes, and daily this condition becomes more widespread the closer we come to the end of the world. Wherefore, it is impossible for a monk who goes out among the people, to avoid meeting persons who are excommunicated or, which is nearly the same, those who should be excommunicated. For he will come in touch with murderers, perjurers, and the incestuous; with arsonists and adulterers, and even if he finds them repulsive, he often greets them with a kiss, and if necessity demands, eats with them from the same dish, even though the apostle exclaims: “You must have nothing to do with the any so-called Christian who leads a loose life, is unclean, or a robber or a drunkard. You should not eat with any such person.”9
 
(32) And indeed, it is most abominable and totally out of place to associate with those who are separated from God, especially for monks who are united with God with such a special, and, I might say, such a domestic familiarity, that after renouncing the word, they are unalterably dedicated to speaking with God alone. Just as one must be careful to avoid the head of the reprobate himself, so too must we shun his members, except when we are trying to convert them. Certainly, the same rejection and abomination is now deserved by those for whom, in the words of Truth itself, the same fire is prepared, since to those who will stand on the left hand, he says: “The curse is upon you; go from my sight to the eternal fire that is ready for the devil and his angels.”10 Therefore, we must not associate in crime with those whom we see on their way to another homeland, lest the inordinate love that brings us together, also involve us in the same torments of ultimate retribution.
 
(33) Now to make it abundantly evident how much keeping company with the wicked harms the good, let me cite the obvious reason that some of them have been recently excommunicated by episcopal decree, while others ought to be denied association only by the canonical sanction of the holy Fathers. But regarding those who were recently excommunicated, there can be no doubt that anyone who has commerce with them, will incur a similar sentence of condemnation. Regarding those, however, who for crimes committed should obviously be condemned by canonical authority, but have not yet been excluded from union with the Church by an actual decision of the living bishops, some are in doubt whether one may safely consort with them; but if we reflect on the matter more carefully, we find hardly any difference between them. For whether one is legally condemned by contemporaries or by the ancient Father, it is the same; nor does temporal difference absolve one who is bound by reason of committing the same offense, than the disparity of age does not prejudice the juridical decisions where the same fine rule of law determines the sentence.
 
(34) But I can more easily demonstrate the case that I am favoring, if I cite the actual words of the Fathers who are handing down excommunications, both ancient and modern. In fact, the sacred canons say: “He who does this or that, shall be excommunicated.” Accordingly, for those who use the same word, we should obviously interpret their sentence in the same way, and since every decision of current holy bishops depends upon the decrees of the ancient Fathers, the former would never presume to condemn anyone except those whom they knew had already been condemned by the latter. Hence, recent bishops do not innovate in sentencing just anyone, but by following their example confirm the sentence of the ancients already decreed. Therefore, we must reach the conclusion that, just as we are to avoid association with those who are excluded from membership in the Church by the decision of recent synods, so we must also avoid contact with those whom the ancient Fathers decided to banish.
 
(35) And so, this is not some minor consideration determining that a monk should refrain from moving about in the secular world, and remain permanently in the cell to which he had retired, because it is most unfortunate when one is indeed able to curb his own excesses, only to be contaminated by another’s faults, not to sin with others, and to suffer the punishment of another’s crime. For we are bound by the guilt of the wicked when, throwing caution to the winds, we are united with them in friendship. And thus Jehoshaphat, who was so greatly admired for the good deeds of his earlier life, was almost threatened with death for showing friendship for King Ahab, and by the prophet the Lord said to him: “Do you take delight in helping the wicked and befriending the enemies of the Lord? You deserve the Lord’s wrath. Yet there is some good in you, for you have swept away the sacred poles from the land of Judah.”11 Indeed, by the very fact that our life is characterized by friendly relations with the wicked, we are already at variance with him who is the supreme Good. Who is not terrified by the words of the apostle in which he admonishes us and calls us back from close relationships with evil men: “We command you,” he says, “in the name of the Lord Jesus, to avoid any brothers who wanders from the straight path and does not follow the tradition you received from us.”12 Therefore, if we must cautiously withdraw from all those who, in our opinion, are not living according to the tradition of the apostles, how many laymen are there with whom we may safely have friendly relations? Moreover, he who shows his contempt for apostolic traditions, and either by his manner of living or his teaching endeavors to introduce some new doctrine, does not deserve to associate with orthodox and religious men, as the apostle John testifies when he says: “If anyone comes to you who does not bring this doctrine, do not welcome him into your home or give him a greeting; for anyone who gives him a greeting is an accomplice in his wicked deeds.”13 Evidently, after hearing these words of apostolic truth, we should obviously agree with them, because those who physically associate as friends with persons living in sin, participate in their guilt and together with them are liable to a harsh sentence at the last judgment, even though in this life they have not committed sin in their company.
(To be continued) 
1 Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval Continuation, The Letters of Peter Damian, 151-180, The Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., pp. 170-227. 
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