 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
June 23, 2022
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
This month we continue with Part III of Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 31,1 better known as the Book of Gomorrah. It is perhaps the best known of the holy monk’s written works. 
This version of the Book if Gomorrah is based on the original manuscript as translated by Father Owen J. Blum, O.F.M. It includes the postscript letter from Pope Leo IX which will appear at the conclusion of the treatise. 
In this section of the Book of Gomorrah, Peter Damian clearly demonstrates that the “insanely foolish” church canons of his day involving the immorality of clerical and lay acts of fornication and sodomy were in desperate need of reform by the newly reigning Pope Leo IX. The reader will note that writing as early as 1049 AD, the holy monk rejected the idea that sodomites are “born that way,” that is, are created by nature, and instead attributes the vice to learned human perversity. Readers should note that the 25-year penance for sodomy was endorsed by the Church Fathers at the Council of Ancyra in 314 AD. By the year 1049 AD, however, as Peter Damian noted, the penance for sodomy had fallen to a much lesser number of years for both laymen and clerics. 
Bless you all,  
Randy Engel, Director
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 STUDY GUIDE #33 June 23, 2022
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 312 
(1049 AD)
The Book of Gomorrah 
Part III (continued)
By The Humble Monk, Peter Damian
 
A Conclusive Rejection of Aforementioned Canons
(23) Now, to go back to the beginning of this deceptive chapter. It states that a priest not in monastic vows, who sins with a girl or with a prostitute, shall do penance for two years. 
Who is there so stupid or so irrational as to think that a penance of two years is a fitting penalty for a priest convicted of fornication? Anyone who has only a smattering of canonical science, or who has been barely introduced to the subject would obviously know that the penance assigned for a priest who sins by fornication is at least ten years, to say nothing of more severe penalties. A penance of two years for fornication should be considered too light, not only for priests, but even for laymen, for whom the sentence is three years if, after their fall they are willing to make amends.
Next, it is said: If one (that is, if a priest) should sin with a nun or a man, and if this is habitual, a fast of five years should be added. In like manner, deacons who are not monks, as well as monks who are not ordained, must do penance for two years. 
There is an item at the beginning of this senseless statement which I am explicating, that caught my eye and thoroughly interested me, namely, where it says, “If … with a nun or with a man.” Now my good sodomite, look closely at this passage of yours that you love so dearly, embrace so eagerly, and thrust forward as a shield for your defense, and notice that it does not matter whether one sins with God’s handmaid or with a man, for the sins are equated and the sentence imposed is the same. So now there is nothing over which you can contend with me, nothing in which you can rightly dissent from my allegations.3 
(24) But who would be so insanely foolish or become so utterly blind that he would decide to impose a penance of five years on a priest who sinned with a handmaiden of God, that is, with a nun, or a penance of two years on a deacon or a monk? Is this not the noose awaiting those who are about to die? Is this not the snare for erring souls? Who indeed  could censure such a statement as this: “That a cleric not in monastic vows, who has intercourse with a girl, shall do penance for half a year”? And who is such an expert in the science of Sacred Scripture or so resourceful in the subtle art of dialectic that he would presume to condemn such a penalty imposed by the law, or the judicial decision of an authority so deserving of contempt? What is the source that prescribes three years for a layman while deciding that a cleric is to do penance for six months? Clerics who commit fornication are indeed fortunate if they are subject to the decision of sodomites, for the very same amount they measure out to others they seek to measure out to themselves.4 This author of error is so hungry to win souls for the devil that, while attempting to cause the destruction of monks, he expands his perverse doctrine to include the clerical ranks (bold added). This murderer of souls, unable to glut his vicious appetite only by the death of monks, lusts to stuff himself  at the expense of the other.5
(25) But now let us see what follows: “If one should sin like a sodomite, some say he should do penance for ten years; he who is habituated in this sin must be more severely punished; if he is ordained, let him be degraded to do penance as a layman. One year of penance is assigned if a man should fornicate between the thighs; if he repeats the act, he must do penance for two years; if he should commit anal intercourse, he must do penance for three years.” But since sinning like a sodomite, as you yourselves assert, is the same as having anal intercourse, how is it that your  canons in just one line show such disparity, enjoining a penalty of ten years for those who sin like sodomites, but restrict penitential practices to a short three years on those who have anal intercourse, which is the same thing. Are they not rightly to be compared to those monsters, not produced by nature but devised by human craft, some of which have the head of a horse and the hooves of a goat? (bold and underline added). With which canons or decrees of the Fathers do these ridiculous ordinances agree, in that they are so self-contradictory and leap about like horn-headed creatures? If they do violence to one another, by which authorities will they be supported? “Every kingdom divided against itself is heading for ruin, and a house divided against itself shall fall. And if Satan is divided against himself, how can his teaching stand?” 6 At one point, indeed, they seem to inflict a sentence, another they display a certain cruel mercy. Like some chimerical monster it will roar frightfully in the form of a menacing lion, and then humbly bleat like a poor little she-goat. By such varieties of forms they cause a person to laugh rather than feel penitential compunction.7
(26) The items that follow are also similarly marred by error: “Whoever fornicates with cattle or draught must do penance for ten years. Also, a bishop who sins with quadrupeds must do penance for ten years and be deprived of his office; a priest , five; a deacon, three; a cleric two.” 
Since first of all it says that anyone who fornicates with cattle or draught animals will be punished with ten years of penance, how do we arrive at the statement that follows, that for lying with animals a priest should be assessed five years of penance, a deacon three, and a cleric two? The source that holds everyone, also every layman, to a penalty of ten years, is the same that imposes five years on a priest, that is, that remits half of the total punishment. Now, I ask, with what page of Holy Writ are these lightheaded dreams that are obviously self-contradictory in agreement? Who does not realize, does not see at a glance that these and similar texts, falsely inserted into the sacred canons, are forgeries of the devil, cleverly manipulated to deceive unsuspecting souls? Just as poison is deviously mixed with honey or with any other more delicious foods, so that while their flavor entices one to eat, the deadly poison is disguised to enter more readily into one’s system; so too these cunning and deceitful fictions are inserted into the Sacred Writings to avoid the suspicion of forgery. They are covered over, as it were, with honey, in that they are supplied with the flavor of feigned piety. But beware of them, whoever you are, lest the Sirens’ song allure you with its deadly sweetness, and your soul, like a ship, go down in the whirlpool off the Scyllaean rock. Do not be terrified by the sea of exaggerated austerity found in the holy councils, and do not allow the shallow Syrian sandbanks of apocryphal canons to attract you by the promised gentleness of their waves. A ship avoiding rough waters often suffers shipwreck by coming too close to the sandy shore, while, on the other hand, by plowing through heavy seas, it sails out safely without loss of cargo.8 
That These Ridiculous Statutes, Because They Seem  to Have No Certain Author, Are Rightly  to Be Excluded from the List of Canons  
(27) But who is responsible for forging these canons? Who has dared to sew sharp-spined thorns and thistles in the purple grove of the Church? Everyone knows that every authentic canon is found either in the revered decrees of the councils or in the pronouncements of the holy fathers, the pontiffs of the Apostolic See. No man on his own authority is allowed to publish canons, for this privilege belongs to him alone who is currently presiding in the chair of Blessed Peter. But these spurious canonical suckers to which I refer are obviously unrelated to the holy councils and are demonstrably foreign to the decrees of the Fathers. It follows therefore, that since they clearly derive neither from the decretals of the Fathers, nor from the sacred councils, they are in no way to be included among the canons. Accordingly, whatever is not included among the species is without doubt also alien to the genus. Now if we inquire about their author, he cannot be named for certain, since there is no uniformity of authorship in the various codices. In some it is written, “Theodore says”; in others, “The Roman Penitential says”; in another, The Apostolic Canons.” In some places they are entitled in one way, and elsewhere, in another, and while they are not credited with having one author, they doubtlessly lose all authority. Since they totter on such flimsy authorship, they demonstrate nothing with clear authority. And so it is necessary that these forgeries, which produce in their readers the darkness of doubt, stop basking in the light of sacred writings, where all doubt has been removed. Now, therefore, that we have eliminated from the canons this dramatic nonsense on which the sodomites have relied, and having clearly convicted them with reasonable arguments, I will now set before you canons about whose fidelity and authority there cannot be absolutely no doubt.9
In the Council of Ancyra [314 AD]  is found the following:
“Of Those Who Commit Fornication Irrationally,  That Is, Who Commit Immoral Acts With Animals,  or Who Defile Themselves with Men”
(28) “Of those who have acted irrationally, or who are now acting in this way: Whoever have committed such a crime before their twentieth year, after spending fifteen years as penitents, may then participate in common prayer; then after five years in this state, they may finally receive the Eucharist. Their manner of living during the years they are penitents must also be examined, and only after that may they be pardoned. But if they were grossly addicted to these crimes, they must submit to a longer period of penance. 
Those who are over twenty years of age and are married, and have fallen into this sin, may participate in community prayers after spending twenty-five years in penance. Following five years in this state, they may finally receive the Eucharist. If married men over the age of fifty should sin in this fashion, they may receive Holy Communion at the end of their lives.”
(29) Notice that in the very title of this revered authority we see clearly that not only those who practice anal intercourse, but also those who sin with men in any form are compared throughout with those who practice bestiality. Moreover, if we look to the choice of words, we observe that they are used cautiously and with great discretion, as when it is said, “Those who have intercourse with animals or who defile themselves with men.” Now, if by the phrase, “those who defile themselves with men,” the council had meant those who practice anal intercourse, it would have been necessary to use two words, since it could have expressed the idea well enough with the one phrase, “to have intercourse.” Indeed for economy of style it would have sufficed to express the whole sentence in one word, namely, “those who have intercourse with animals or with men.” For those who fornicate with animals and  those who have anal intercourse with men copulate in the same way. But since he speaks of some who have intercourse with animals, and of others who do not have intercourse but are defiled with men, it is obvious that at the end of the sentence he is speaking of those who defile men and not of those who corrupt them. It should be noted, however, that this conciliar regulation was directed especially to laymen, which by inference can easily be gathered from what follows: “Those who are over twenty years of age and are married, and have fallen into this sin, having spent twenty-five years as penitents, may participate in community prayer, in which state they must remain for five years. Then finally they may receive the Eucharist.”10 
(30) Now, if laymen guilty of this crime, who after performing twenty-five years of penance are to be admitted to common prayer, but not as yet to the reception of communion, how can a priest be judged worthy, not merely of receiving but of offering and consecrating these sacred mysteries? If the former is scarcely permitted to enter a church and pray with others, how can the latter be allowed to approach the altar of the Lord to intercede for others (bold added)? If a layman is not worthy to hear Mass until he has endured such a lengthy period of penance, how is the priest to be thought deserving of celebrating the sacred mysteries? If the former, who has sinned less grievously, in that his life is spent on the broader paths of the world, is unworthy to receive the heavenly gift of the Eucharist in his mouth, how will the latter be judged qualified to take such a tremendous mystery into his polluted hands? But let us continue considering the Council of Ancyra and its second definition in regard to this crime.11
“Of Those Who Once Defiled with Animals or with Men,  or Who Still Succumb to This Vice”
(31) This holy synod has commanded that those who have committed acts of bestiality and have polluted others with the leprosy of unnatural vice, must pray among those possessed by an unclean spirit (demoniacs).” Obviously, since the text does not say, “Who have corrupted others with the leprosy of unnatural vice,” but “who have polluted them,” which also concurs with the wording of the title that speaks of pollution and not corruption, it follows that a man, driven by lust, who is defiled in any manner with another man, is commanded to pray with those possessed by the devil and not with Catholic Christians. Hence, if sodomites of themselves are unable to discern their own identity, they may at least be enlightened by those with whom they are assigned to a common confinement for prayer.12
(32) Certainly, it is quite proper for those who, contrary to natural law and right reason, hand over their flesh to demons by such foul practices should share a common nook to pray with the diabolically possessed. Moreover, since human nature itself rebels at these evil deeds, and since the problem of not being of different sex is repugnant, it becomes perfectly clear that they would never undertake such queer and repulsive deeds unless evil spirits had completely possessed them like “vessels of wrath made for destruction.”13 But once they begin their possession, they pour out the hellish infection of their malice into those they have seized, so that now they passionately desire, not what the natural emotions of the flesh might demand, but only that which the devil’s urging suggests. For when a man assaults another man to practice sodomy, this is not a natural urging of the flesh but only an incitement of diabolical origin. The holy fathers, therefore, were careful to ordain that sodomites should pray in the company of demoniacs, since there was never any doubt that they had become prey to the same satanic spirit. But how can a mediator, exercising the priestly office, stand between God and the people if he is excluded from associating with the  congregation of the people and is never allowed to pray except with those possessed by the devil? However, since we have taken pains to use two texts from the same holy council, let us also quote what the great Basil thought about the vice we have been discussing, “that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.”14
(To be continued next month)
 
1 Peter Damian Letters 31-53, translated by Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church, Mediaeval Continuation, Catholic University of America Press, Washington, D.C., 2005, pp. 3-53. The reader will note that in the Blum translation, the translator put Pope Leo IX’s letter of appreciation at the front of the text, while for practical purposes, this editor has placed it at the back of the Book of Gomorrah since no manuscript of the original document includes the letter of the pope, which was, in fact, a reaction to and not a preface to the work.
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3 Blum, p. 22.

4 Cf. Matt 7.2.

5 Blum, p. 22.

6 Luke 11.17-18. 

7 Blum, p. 23.

8 Ibid., pp. 23-24.

9 Ibid., p. 25.

10 Ibid., pp. 26-27.

11 Ibid., p. 27.

12 Ibid., pp. 27-28. 
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Editor’s note: When the full text of The Book of Gomorrah is completed, all members of the League of St. Peter Damian will received an electronic copy of the work with endnotes in sequence. 
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