 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
July & August 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 Welcome to the summer double issue of the League of St. Peter Damian mailing, Letter 48, that was written in the fall of 1057 shortly after his “forced” elevation to the cardinalate on orders from Pope Stephen IX himself. 
This correspondence is unusual in that it appeared as an “open letter,” from a new cardinal, that is,  Peter Damian, to six other cardinals and it stresses the need for them to set examples of virtue for other bishops and their flock.  According to Damian’s biographer, Father Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., this letter found its echo in the narration of the now famous Papal Election Decree In nomine Domini issued by the Roman Synod in April 1059 under the presidency of Pope Nicholas II, Pope Stephen XI’s successor. In an effort to regulate and stabilize papal elections, the decree settled the matter by placing the election of a pope solely in the hands of the College of Cardinals with the consent of minor clergy, leaving only ceremonial rights to the German king.1 
Damian reminds his fellow cardinals that they are not only bishops, but the teachers of bishops and as such need to be models of virtue. His language is strong and he pulls no punches. 
 
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director 
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STUDY GUIDE #42  July & August 2023
 
St. Peter Damian’s Letter 482
Cardinals As Models of Virtue 
 
Introduction
To the venerable and holy cardinal bishops in Christ, attached to the church of the Lateran, the unworthy Peter sends his goodwill and heartfelt devotion.  
 
(2) The guards on the towers and turrets of a castle, wishing to demonstrate their greater alertness, often call out to one another as they stand watch on a stormy night.  Thus while each rouses the other, they surely maintain a greater vigilance in their role as lookouts.  And, I too, who was compelled - however it was done - to participate with those who fight for the strongholds of the Church’s army, write these words to you, venerable fathers, and in my unpolished style make a great disturbance with my grating voice, not to waken you from your sleep, since you are vigilantly on guard, but rather to arouse myself, now meanly yawning under the influence of listless inactivity.  Frequently we learn best while teaching, and, as it were, at the sound of our own voice we are compelled to carry out what we advise to others, as Solomon notes when he says, “A workman’s spirit plagues him because his mouth spurs him on.”3
 
(3) And so, my dear friends, you will observe that the whole world, prone to evil, rushes headlong to its ruin on the slippery paths of vice, and the closer it approaches its end, which is already at hand, the more it daily heaps upon itself the burden of still grave crimes.  Discipline that should characterize the Church is everywhere neglected, proper reverence is not shown to bishops, the debts of canon law are despised, and only earthly interests are eagerly promoted as being worthy of God.  Moreover, the legal order in contracting marriages is thrown into disorder, and, what an impious thing it is, those who superficially cloak themselves with the title of Christians live indeed like Jews. Where do we not find plundering? Where are we secure against theft?  Who have any fear of perjury, of pandering, or of sacrilege?  Who finally are horrified at committing the most heinous crimes?  At the same time we repudiated the practice of virtue, and a plague of every kind of perversity has broken out like a wild beast on the attack. But let me not appear the stilted actor proclaiming a tragedy; it will be enough for me to quote the words of the Apostle, for like prophecies his words came forth when he said, “You must face the fact: the final age of this world is to be a time of troubles.  Men will love nothing but self and money; they will be arrogant, proud, and blasphemous; with no respect for parents, no gratitude, no piety, no natural affection; never at peace, scandalmongers, intemperate and fierce, strangers to all goodness, traitors, adventurers, swollen with self-importance.  They will be men who put pleasure in the place of God, men who preserve the outward form of holiness, but are a standing denial of its reality.”4
 
(4) Now amid these profound hazards that might shipwreck an endangered world, amid such yawning depths threatening damnation for the human race, the one and only harbor is obviously the Roman church; and, if I may put it so, the boat of the poor little fisherman is ready to rescue from the swells and angry waves those who confidently resort to it, and bring them to peaceful and life-giving shores.  For this reason the Roman church is endowed with greater privileges than those of all other churches throughout the world, and there can be no doubt that it was founded and endowed to possess sacred mysteries. Just to cite one of many items, the church of the Lateran, since it bears the name of the Savior who is indeed the head of all the elect, it is also the mother, the crown, and the summit of all churches in the world.
 
(5) This church possesses seven cardinal bishops who alone, besides the pope, may go up to its sacred altar to celebrate the mysteries of the divine liturgy.  In all of this one clearly sees the prophetic words of Zechariah, “Here is the stone that I set before Jesus; a stone in which are seven eyes.”5  This stone is without doubt the rock of which the true Jesus spoke to Peter when he said, “On this rock I will build my Church.”6  This rock has seven eyes, since Holy Church is resplendent with the same number of gifts of the Holy Spirit, with which it glows like a golden lampstand that cannot be extinguished, driving away the darkness of ignorance and illuminating the minds of men to contemplate the Sun of Justice.  Of which the same prophet says, “I looked,” he said, “and I saw a lampstand all of gold with its lamp at the top and with seven lights on it.”7  In the Apocalypse also the Blessed John did not hide the fact that he had learned of this mystery, and to him it was said, “Here is the secret meaning of the seven stars which you saw in my right hand, and of the seven lamps of gold: the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lamps are the seven churches.”8
 
(6) And so this church, erected in honor of the Blessed Savior and built to be the peak and summit of all Christian religion is, if I might put it so, the church of churches and the holy of holies.  It has on either side churches erected at various sites in honor of the blessed apostles Peter and Paul, but by association in its mystery they are united without distinction, because by standing in the middle it rises like the head above its members.  With these like the outstretched arms of God’s mercy, this highest and Universal Church embraces every area of the world.  All who would be saved it fosters and protects in the bosom of it’s maternal love. Supported by this highest see, Jesus, the supreme pontiff, binds together this Church throughout the world in mystic unity, so that as there is but one Church.  And so it was said by the prophet, “Here is the man whose name is ‘He who is to come’; he will shoot up from the ground beneath him and will build the temple to the Lord.  It is he who will build the temple, he who will assume royal dignity, will be seated on his throne, and govern, and he will be a priest upon his throne.”9  But since it is not my purpose to include here all the mystic allegory of the Church, I will let its explanation to others and turn my attention to a sequence of exhortations, as I had planned.
                
(7) Now we, my brothers, if I may dare to include myself in your number, we, I say, who are like seven eyes in the stone, who bear the likeness of stars, who share the dignity of angels in our office of proclamation, let us observe, brilliantly reflect, and announce the words of life to the people, not only with our lips but also by our deeds.  The tongue, indeed, proclaims the word of the preacher, but his life commends it.  Moreover, since various people from all the world come to gather at the Lateran palace, it is imperative that there, above all other places, one should always find the proper kind of life, that there a strict discipline of high morals should be observed.  And so, like money that is continuously thrown into the furnace to remold the image on damaged coins, so too must men correct the baseness of their lives in the residence of the bishop.  But if the matrix for the coins should become obscure or worn, and its impression is then made in metal, it does not produce money but counterfeit.  Depravity in other men is never so damaging as that of bishops, since it is held up for imitation.  For if he who appointed the leader for the trip should himself fall from the cliff, it is sure that whoever follows his steps will plunge to the same death.
 
(8) And now, let us consider what that celebrated preacher had to say about this subject.  “He who aspires to be a bishop, aspires to perform good deeds.”10  Here we see clearly that a bishop is nothing more than one who practices good deeds.  He did not say that he aspires to high dignity or honor, but, “He who aspires to be a bishop, aspires to perform good deeds,” as if he were saying, he who strives to be a bishop without practicing good works, foolishly wishes to assume the title without assuming the reality of the office.  Therefore, the office of bishop does not consist in peaked caps of sable or of some other wild beast from overseas, not in blazing red garments, topped by collars of marten fur, not in flowing gold coverlets as ornamentation for their horses, and finally, not in the prancing lines of massed knights, nor in neighing horses champing at their spuming bits, but in uprightness of life and the practice of virtue.  And then he continues, “The bishop must be above reproach.”11 He would wish the bishop to be so perfect, that almost preternaturally he might be called an apostle.  For who, while he still breathes, can live so cautiously, can be so careful and circumspect in everything that he cannot now and then be blamed?  Woe to those who live reprehensibly, and still more reprehensibly yearn for a place where they can live without reproach.  To this class, indeed, belong those who, forgetful of their affection for kindred and homeland, follow the camps of kings through unknown and barbarous kingdoms of the earth. And to this end, ambition for perishable honors impels them, from which the promise of heavenly reward could not rescue them.  Since they are not satisfied with what they have at home, they become wanderers in foreign lands; and so that, even if belatedly, they might hold the pastoral staff over others, they serve a harsh vassalage to royal lords.  Indeed, it would have been an easier way if they had paid once and for all to buy the honors they had acquired, rather than submitting to such laborious hardship and distress.  For when the prophet said of the just man that “he held back from every gift,”12 who will defend him from the offering of bribes if he himself submits to the authority of another’s service and, at the same time, wastes his substance on costly campaigns of long duration?
 
(9) It is clear that we should understand the prophet’s statement in this way: we may speak of three kinds of  gifts, namely, a gift of the hand, a gift of service, and a gift of the tongue.  Obviously, a gift of the hand is money; a gift of service is the obedience required by vassalage; a gift of the tongue is flattering approbation.  And since the prophet says that one must hold back from each of these, one is found guilty of implicating himself in all of them if in striving to obtain honors he frequents the courts of powerful men of high estate.  Moreover, since no small sum is expended in acquiring horses, equipment, and supplies of various kinds, he will without doubt be dependent on grants of money.  There will also be little doubt that he must serve as a vassal to him whose subject he has become, exerting himself in an inferior role with much effort and travel.  Finally, as he strives to please his lord and agree with his wishes in all things, he will often flatter him with all kinds of slavish applause.  And what is more, whoever in giving and receiving ecclesiastical dignities is corrupted by only one of the banes we have mentioned, he will be judged guilty of supporting the heresy of simony.
 
(10) What excuse, therefore, do they offer for themselves if, even though they did not enter a verbal contract to buy or sell, by their deeds they were found guilty of being entangled in not one, but in all of these snares?  And so they boast and pride themselves that they are not at fault because they did not pledge themselves to pay for the honors that they received.  But tell me good cleric, whoever you may be, if when you bought a gold vessel or an estate, the dealer should require that you keep them, but instead of payment you should work in his interest, would it not afterwards be consistent for you to say that you obtained what you paid for at a just price, not indeed because you gave him money, but because you rendered him service?  You might say, and you would perhaps be shameless in putting it so, “I paid more dearly in burdening myself with such effort and in expending so much of what I owned, than if once and for all I had handed out a fixed amount of money.”  In no way, therefore, can such men guarantee their innocence and be assured that they are free of the sin of simoniacal heresy, if even though they have not paid in sparkling coins, they have satisfied their debt for honors received by vassalage, just as if it were money.  Let these adversary remarks suffice for those who deny that they are guilty of commercial deals, while at the same time they are burdened in their quest for power by hard and long service.
 
(11) But you, my dear friends, who were appointed by the authority of the Apostolic See to correct these and other abuses, present yourselves as a model for upright living to others, not only to the faithful but also to bishops.  In your life let them observe how one should act and what one should avoid; let no idle words escape our lips, let a barrier of discreet silence restrict our priestly tongue, let us not engage in jest, nor let unrestrained lightheartedness prompt us to hearty laughter.  No more childish games, enough of this biting eloquence and refined style.  Beware of sounding like a fool and of engaging in nonsense.  For how can unsullied prayer be addressed to God from the lips of a bishop if they are soiled by the squalor of improper speech?  Or how can the tongue be brought to mediate between God and men if because of its own guilt it deserves an angry judge?  A defendant pleads in vain when his attorney himself is found guilty.  Remember what was said to priests, “You are salt to the world.”13 But as  Truth itself says, “And if salt becomes tasteless, how is its saltiness to be restored?”14  With just a little salt, indeed, many things are sweetened, and by a small number of priests the totality of Christian people is instructed and informed.  Just as the bishops are known to have obtained the primacy of the twelve apostles, so too priests in the Church represent the order of the seventy disciples.  This very thing is figuratively indicated by the encampment of the Israelites at Elm.  For twelve apostolic springs of water were flowing there, filling the parched hearts of men with the flood of God’s word.  Seventy palm trees flourished there, just the number of disciples who, after the tyrannical slavery of the devil had been suppressed, would carry forth the palms of Christ’s victory.  The springs, to be sure, watered the palm trees, since the message of holy bishops is more than enough for other priests in the Church to thrive without interruption in the hope of heavenly reward.  Now these who in number are ten times seven, seem to indicate that the decalog is fulfilled by the sevenfold grace of the Holy Spirit.
 
(12) Therefore, my dear friends, since you should not only be bishops but the teachers of bishops, it is imperative that your life should be a design, as it were a seal made of the hardest steel that produces a rule of life for others.  A seal made of steel impresses its image on other metals without taking its form from them.  When, therefore, the crowds arriving from all parts of the world rush in upon you, when people from various backgrounds shout to you, when each of them unduly wishes you to accommodate them, your appearance should always be the same, displaying a certain festive serenity, lest unthinkable, childish lightheartedness should emerge in any way.  Mature dignity should distinguish the bishop’s face, so that the weak audience is not frightened at this excessive sternness. Our good humor should be so appealing to others that our seriousness does not turn into wantonness and rudeness.  If someone begins to laugh or engage in levity, immediately as he comes into our presence he should break off in the middle of a word, and with a finger to his lips, take alarm and be silent.  And so, indeed, by deservedly becoming Peter’s partners, we will receive the keys of the Church while presenting ourselves as a true model of living and a seal to the rest of the faithful.
 
1 See Fanning, William. "Papal Elections." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 11. New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1911.
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