 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
January & February 23, 2024
 
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 What a pleasure to greet you again on the 6th year of the founding of the League of St. Peter Damian. This is a double issue to make up for last month’s absence of a League mailing.
Letter 109 is written to Pope Alexander II, the ruler of the Papal States from 1061 to1073.
In the summer of 1064, Pope Alexander commanded Peter Damian to write a biography of Saint Rudolph, the bishop of Gubbio, who gave his castle to Peter Damian for a monastery and became a Benedictine monk and hermit; and of Saint Dominicus Loricatus, who lived a life of penance and asceticism in atonement for his parents who committed the sin of simony [gave the bishop a soft goat skin] to obtain their son’s ordination to the priesthood. Both belonged to St. Peter Damian’s  congregation. It’s rather amazing to read this letter by Peter Damian, himself a great saint, on two obviously holy hermits of his order who also achieved sainthood. Clearly, he loved and revered both during his own lifetime. 
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #47 January & February 2024
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 1091
   
On the Lives of Two Saintly Hermits 
 
TO THE BLESSED POPE, Sir Alexander, the monk Peter the sinner offers his service.
 
(2) Your blessedness, venerable father, commanded me never to send letters to you that might contain something trifling, frivolous, or properly forgettable, which the reader promptly throws into the devouring fire after a hurried perusal. But you stated that I should always write something for you that contributes to the edification of the readers and is deemed worthy of preservation among one’s important papers.  And so we should give thanks to the Father of Lights who illumined the recesses of your heart with the fire of his love, that you might always seek comfort in the lives of the ancient Fathers; and besides, where they do not appear to be suitable, you do not fail to promote their writing.
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(3) Recently, as I left you when visiting the city of Florence,2  a messenger suddenly arrived and turned midday into darkness for me, giving me the very sad news that the bishop of Gubbio was dead.3  If you remember, his life was such that it would truly edify those who heard of it.  It would also serve to provide a model for virtuous living and of applying discipline for the correction of abuses.  Now, about seven years ago, he and his mother and his two brothers, who were somewhat older than he, after first freeing their serfs, turned over to me his castle, impregnably fortified, with all the lands that belong to him, and entering the hermitage, made his religious profession.
 
(4) I then built a monastery on their lands, and for this holy house that now normally supports itself, I greatly rejoice in the Lord. Living there with their mother and other brother, who is in poor health, Rodulphus, who was later consecrated a bishop, and his older brother, Peter, led such a severe and disciplined eremitical life that their reputation became something marvelous to those who heard of it, and their conduct made them outstanding among their confreres. And, indeed, if I were to relate of Peter everything that is at hand, this piece of parchment would hardly suffice, and there would still be much to say.  But to speak briefly of at least one matter among many, while we were once having a discussion in chapter, debating the subject of our prescribed disciplinary practices, Peter, who was still a novice, used an  improper word that he was accustomed to say as a layman. Acting as if I were quite angry, I then corrected him harshly, and after a lengthy reproof, as if I were passing sentence on one who had been subjected to inquisition, I ordered him to abstain from drinking wine for forty days.  It was my intention only temporarily to put the fear of God in him and others for using improper speech, and then later to moderate the penalty and discreetly rescind it. But as it happened, I was preoccupied with various other matters, and since no one called this to my attention, after the prescribed number of days had elapsed, with a start I suddenly remembered and anxiously inquired what Peter had done about the penance that had been given him.  And so, from what the brothers told me, I learned that the penance had been fulfilled. I must admit that I was sorry for having imposed this sentence, but was happily surprised at this brother’s great patience, that for only one heedlessly spoken word he had borne so long a penance, and that neither of his own accord nor through others had asked for its remission.
 
(5) But now let us get back to the bishop with whom we began. Although Peter was the older and always took the lead in difficult tasks and in observing an ascetical life, still when Rodulphus was promoted to the episcopal office, he did not fail to practice in his diocese what he had learned in the hermitage. He continued to torment his body by wearing his usual hair shirt, and was satisfied with the same poor and despicable garments. Since he was young, and often suffered from grave melancholy because of his passionate nature, he used to attach ropes to the rafters of his cell, and inserting his arms, chanted the psalms while suspended. He never ate fat or eggs or cheese. Mortified in the use of food that was placed before him, he practiced such frugality, that sitting at table was more a battle that a meal, and while outwardly seeming to eat, he was rather waging an inner war with gluttony. I often argued with him that at least during the cold winter weather he should put straw under his papyrus mat, or at night sleep in his clothes. He would lay naked on a bare board, satisfied with wearing only his undershirt. He considered the church, moreover, to be his guest-house, while he thought of the solitude of his cell as his dwelling-place. By their irregular lives, his people never allowed him to place the mild yoke of the Lord4 on their undisciplined necks, but intent on earthly rewards, paid no attention to what their bishop had to say, looking to him for favors as from the hands of a prince. For the more this region is impoverished, the greater is its propensity to vice. Indeed, Gubbio (Egubium) seems to derive from the word “destitute” (egendo), that is, in need of something good. And therefore, by reason of his oath of office, when forced by my insistence, he again took possession of the diocese he had deserted, but continued to live in the hermitage.
 
(6) Whenever it was available here, he ate bread, like the kind of bread made in the hermitage. It was not the kind that was provided for the brothers, or that was usually given to children, but a variety that was made of pure barley, or rather of bran, remnants of the bread eaten by children that were thrown to the dogs. And even though he was content to eat this bread each day except on the greater feasts, he carefully weighed the amount of it on his scales. And so, at a time he complained to me that if he allowed himself the total amount he would feel like a glutton indulging his appetite for this bread. This young man chastised his body with such fasting, that whenever he became aware of his need to eat, he paid little heed to his empty stomach. At times, even on Sundays, passing up the stew, he lived only on fruit, bread, and water. He always wore an iron band round his waist, but took care to hide it under the folds of his stomach when he divested himself before the brothers. He never confessed his faults at a chapter in which he would not receive the discipline, and then was most happy when ordered to be scourged, not only by one, but by two of his confreres.  He often took on himself a penance of one hundred years, which he fulfilled in twenty days by lashing himself and applying other penitential remedies. When unable to finish two, he never failed daily to recite at least one psalter. Since he did this while in his cell, he normally said the whole psalter while taking the discipline, which he applied with both hands.
 
(7) Moreover, whenever he traveled, he would rise in the dead of night, no matter what weather, and continued praying the psalms with bare legs and feet until dawn. When in his cell, he observed this habit, night and day, without letting up. Whatever the rigors of the winter, he wore only stockings on his feet, while his brother was content to wear only sandals. Often he would solemnly charge me by the mercy of Christ, never to hesitate in punishing him if he should perhaps sin in anyway, but to apply to him every kind of discipline which monks deserved. In this way he laudably observed the Rule as a monk, and in turn preserved his authority as a bishop. On all occasions he engaged in preaching, and whatever he was able to spare from domestic expenses, he lavished on the poor. Each year he held a synod, never permitting the accustomed taxes or gifts to be demanded from the clerics, not even a payment from those who had fallen, except only as a penance. “God forbid,” he would say, “that I should sell a synod. I would rather lift up the fallen than feast on their dead bodies like a vulture.” I should rather not write any more, lest it seem that sorrow over Icarus were keeping his father’s hands from his painting.
 
(8) And so, after being graced with virtues of this kind, like a bright lily he withered in the winter of an untimely death, and when scarcely thirty years of age, departed this unhappy life to return to the Author of true light. “In a short time,” as Scripture says, “he came to the perfection of a full span of years. His soul was pleasing to the Lord.” And rightly was it said that in a short time he came to the perfection of a full span of years, for in the brief time that he lived, he held to the path of justice, and with all that was in him spent each year in the service of the Creator. Surely, what Wisdom had formerly reported of the holy man so applied to Rodulphus in everything as if it were especially  said of him. “It is not length of life,” she stated, “and number of years which bring the honor due to age. If men have understanding, they have grey hairs enough; for an unspotted life, pleasing to God, is the true ripeness of age.” And then she continued, “God accepted him and took him while still living among sinful men. He was snatched away before his mind could be perverted by wickedness or his soul deceived by falsehood. Therefore, he removed him early from a wicked world.” [image: OEBPS/images/image0003.jpg] SAINT Dominic Loricatus
 
(9) But as I looked about for someone to bring this letter to you, and he is not available, I suddenly think of something else, which, if put to writing, would more fully serve to edify you. Perhaps it was divine providence that failed to supply a carrier, so that in the meantime, with nothing else to do, I might write about yet another topic. And so, I come to that man of God, Dominic, my father and master, who died about a year ago. If his life should be written, I am afraid that it would be thought incredible by some of the brothers. But God forbid that I should lie in what I write. For as I truly do everything in my power to honor the truth, I will not allow any fabrication of falsehood. Nor am I unaware of the Apostle’s statement, who in saying, “If Christ did not rise from the dead, then our preaching is null and void, and so is your faith,” at once continued, “and we turn out to be lying witnesses for God, because we bore witness against God that he raised Christ to life, whereas, if the dead do to come back to life, he did not raise him.”5 In these words of the Apostle’s statement, not to belabor the case, the reader at once understands that whoever pretends that God or God’s servant has performed some marvelous deed, will not only not deserve a reward for his fabricated account, but will be found guilty of giving false testimony against him who he set out to praise.
 
(10) And so, while Dominic was still a cleric in the world and the heresy of simony was then prevalent — and would to God it were totally extinct — his parents gave the bishop a piece of soft goat skin what he might be ordained a priest. But since, as the Apostle says, “all things work together for the good for those who love God,” this one fault of this holy man later proved to be the source of many good deeds. For, terrified over this event, he despised the world, became a monk, and like a brave soldier, at once took up the difficult practice of the eremitic life. And because he had been improperly ordained, so long as he lived, he never dared to celebrate Mass. He remained chaste until his death, and never left the hermitage where he lived for many years under the direction of that blessed man, John of Montefeltro. In this hermitage, called Luceoli located in the region known as Ponterezzoli, there were eighteen cells that served as residences for the brothers, where he lived under the regimen that they would never drink wine, and never prepare their food with fat. They ate only one warm dish on Sundays and Thursdays, and five days a week fasted on bread and water, engaged only in prayer or manual labor. They did not farm, and owned no lands or other property, except one pack animal.  Along with this little ass or horse there was one attendant who faithfully went out either to buy or to mill grain, and only he supplied the hermits with all necessities. This was John, who afterward became abbot of this hermitage, and governed the community as an upright administrator. The whole weeklong they observed strict silence, which they broke on Sunday after Vespers and when their meal was finished, when they could then converse with one another until Compline. In their cells, moreover, they always went barefoot, with no covering for their legs. Dominic told me that when he was living with a certain religious named Anso, whom I also met, they used to apply the discipline to one another while reciting all the canonical hours. This same Anso once complained that he had nine daily rations of bread in his stomach at the same time. For they mortified themselves with such fasting, that the dry bread caused constipation, and could be passed only with difficulty.
 
(11) In that hermitage there was also another brother who often attempted to wander away from his cell. John, the prior, as was only proper, at first severely corrected him, and then commanded that he be thrashed in his presence. But when, at the master’s orders, he began to put on his clothes, he made some insolent remark. The master again told him to divest himself, and again had him beaten. But as he began to dress himself, he still did not hesitate to show his contempt for what had happened. And so, for a third, a fourth, and if I remember correctly, even a sixth time he was scourged without mending his ways. As he stripped and again put on his clothes, he was unable to respond with humility. But when he was whipped for the seventh time, and then began to clothe himself, he cried out in a loud voice, “Now the devil has left, now that wicked tenant who lived in my heart has fled, and has left me free of the bonds that held me. Now I will gladly obey my lord and master, and I promise to subject myself to his orders in all things.” In this way the brother returned to the observance of humility, and as he continued from then on to remain in his cell, he lived there blamelessly.
(12) Many years later, with the consent of his prior, this holy man saw fit in a spirit of marvelous humility to come to me, a miserable and unworthy servant, to ask if I would accept him and allow him to subject himself to me as a monk does to his abbot. But what he offered me, I did not accept. For, instead of receiving him under my obedience as a client, I was happy to accept him into this school of Christ as a true philosopher and teacher. Indeed, his whole life was a learned lecture as well as a sermon, it was both instruction and discipline. But since I have already included many of this holy man’s words and deeds in what I have written in other works, it does not seem out of place to insert them here in what I have in hand, in the very words I used before.  Surely, it is an easier task to construct a roof from dressed lumber, that to double the work by planing the wood and building at the same time. For it was written of the temple of Solomon, “In the building of the house, only blocks of dressed and perfect stone were used; no hammer or axe or any iron tool whatever was heard in the house while it was being built.”6 In my clumsy ways, I too have polished stones, which will surely suffice if I simply fit them into the structure just as I found them.
 
(13) In the letter I sent to Sir Teuzo, I find that I wrote the following, “But when recalling holy men, why do I go about looking in various odd places, since right here at home I have someone at hand whom I cannot even begin to praise sufficiently?  He and I are separated from one another by the church that stands between us, with our cells on either side, and if I were to stay up nights recounting his virtues, days would pass, I think, before I ran short of material to write about. I am speaking of Dominic, my lord and teacher, whose speech, to be sure, is the vernacular, but whose life is truly accomplished and elegant. His life is a better tool for edification when he preaches in living deeds, that some sterile language that foolishly weighs each word in the neat balance of classical usage. For many years he wore an iron corselet next to his flesh, and engaged in implacable combat with the evil spirits. This eager fighter was always ready for battle, armed not only in spirit, but also bodily went forth against the enemy lines. 
 
(14) “He was so accustomed  to this way of life, that hardly a day passed without chanting two psalters, beating his naked body with both hands armed with scourges, and that, even at times when we relaxed from our penance. In the Lenten season or when he had a penance to perform — often he took to doing a hundred years of penance — he then punished himself daily with blows of the scourge, meditatively reciting at least three psalters. Now a hundred years of penance, as I learned from Dominic himself, is performed in this way. While three  thousand blows regularly count as one year of penance here, chanting ten psalms accounts for a thousand blows, as we have often proven. Since we know the psalter contains one hundred and fifty psalms, five years of penance, if we count correctly, are contained in disciplining oneself throughout one psalter. Now if you multiply five by twenty or twenty by five, you arrive at a hundred. And so, when one has chanted twenty psalters while taking the discipline, one is sure that he has performed a hundred years of penance.
 
(15) “Yet also in this matter our Dominic surpasses many others, for while some use one hand in administering the discipline, he, like a true son of Benjamin,7 untiringly fights against the rebellious desires of the flesh with both hands. As he himself admitted to me, as is his custom, he easily completes a hundred years of penance in six days. I also recall that at the beginning of one of the Lents that was approaching, he asked me to allow him to take on a thousand years of penance, and completed nearly all of them before the season of fast was over.” And then a little farther on, I continued.
 
(16) “Now let me return to Dominic about whom I had begun to speak. Even now when he is bent down by old age and frequently weakened, moreover, by sickness, one must wonder at how fervent and eager he is in not letting down, always remaining tireless in his spiritual exercises. For, as I know from his own words, he often continuously recites two psalters while standing and taking the discipline, never once sitting down nor resting for a moment from flogging himself in an unbelievably fervent mood. When once I asked him whether he was able to perform any genuflections with the weight of his iron garment, he answered me in this rather obscure way, ‘When my health allows me to do what I wish, I am sometimes accustomed to perform a hundred genuflections for each fifteen psalms of the whole psalter.’ At that time I did not pay attention to what he had said, but later when thinking it over, I marveled that such a weakened man could perform a thousand prostrations in the course on one psalter. 
 
(17) “One day after Vespers he came into my cell. ‘Master,’ he said — his humility urged him to address me with this title that I did not deserve — ‘today I did something I do not remember doing until now: I completed eight psalters in the usual way during the course of a day and a night.’ His whole appearance seemed to be so beaten with scourges and so covered with livid welts, as if he had been bruised like barley in a mortar. Chanting the psalms has, indeed, become so easy for him because, as he asserted, he does not recite them verbatim, but vigorously  runs through their meaning mentally.
 
(18) “At one time he lived somewhat removed from my cell. When he came over and I asked him what norms he was now living by, he replied that he was now living sensually, and that always on Thursdays and Sundays he relaxed from his normal rigorous abstinence. When asked whether he ate some dish made with eggs or cheese, he said no. ‘What about fish or fruit?’ I asked, ‘If we have any fish or fruit,’ he said, ‘I give them to the sick, of whom, sad to say, there is quite a number in our area.’ When in determined fashion I backed him into a corner, saying, ‘How can you claim that on those days you relax a bit from your penance, when you eat nothing that needs cooking or is to be found on trees?’ he answered, ‘I enjoy eating fennel with my bread.’ So now I was an expert, knowing how sensually a man could live who considered fennel a delicacy.
 
(19) “He clearly has a copious gift of tears, but only from time to time. When he is all alone, living in the strictest silence, he breaks into tears just as often as he wishes. But if he takes part in conversation, he complains that he has lost the gift of tears. I would often reproach him over the lack of tears caused by my own dryness, saying, ‘Alas, my father, these tears of yours do not bear fruit, since they cannot beget tears in others when they ask. For I would surely wish that since you are a father to me, your tears should also beget my tears.’”
 
(20) I also remember inserting the following in my rule of the eremitic life. “I will speak of another, but who will know whether my statement should be believed or not? Yet one can make light of it if human audacity reproves a person whom the highest Truth does not charge with lying. There is a brother in our community who often spends a whole day and a night meditatively reciting the psalter nine times, and while so doing, almost continuously beats his naked body with scourges held in both hands. It should be noted that while he is so engaged, he does not sleep day or night, but at times while on his knees, he rests his head on the ground, and thus naked, he snatches a little sleep, and with that he is satisfied. At one time as we were engaged in friendly conversation, he confided to me that he had often recited these nine psalters, but could never come to a tenth.”
 
(21)                I further notice that I wrote the following in the letter I sent to the Countess Blanche. “I wish it were now possible for you to observe my lord Dominic, who would more readily teach and direct you by the example of his outstanding life than anything I might achieve by my unskilled words. For almost fifteen years now, this man wore an iron corselet next to his flesh, girded himself with two iron bands, and used two others that restricted his shoulders. 
 
(22) “Since, however, I have already related many things about him in my other works, I will now recount what he told me scarcely six days ago when he came to see me. On that occasion he said, ‘I happen to know that you wrote about me reciting nine psalters in one day while taking the discipline. Indeed, when I heard this, I began to tremble and worry, and as my conscience rebuked me, began to weep. “What a fool I am,” I said, “without my knowledge, look what was written about me, and I still don’t know whether I can bring this off. So, let me try again and find out for certain whether I can do it.” Therefore, on Wednesday I took off my clothes, and with a switch in both hands, stayed up the whole night, and did not stop chanting and whipping myself until on the following day, after finishing twelve psalters in this fashion, I slowly dragged myself through the thirteenth up to the psalm, “Blessed are they.”’8
 
(23) “Let me further enlighten you with an example of what often seemed to me a harsh and difficult thing, but which he considered child’s play and hardly worth noticing. A certain brother was terrified at beating himself, and considered it a fearful burden to scourge himself and bear up under it. But at length he accepted the advice that the lord Dominic frequently gave him, and kept on disciplining himself while chanting the entire psalter, to which he added fifty more psalms.
 
(24) “This happened during the night preceding a Sunday, the feast of St. Michael. The next morning this brother went to the old man, and fearing that he might be thought guilty of indiscretion, related exactly what he had done. Dominic replied in these words, ‘Brother, don’t be ashamed and lose courage over your present weakness. God can surely lift you up from lowly things to those that are higher, and toughen the milkweed days of your childhood until you grow to manly strength.’ And he added, ‘I also began gradually, and even though weak and frail, I slowly reached the goal toward which God’s goodness led me.’ And so it happened that he did not accuse the young man of excessive fervor, as the brother had feared, but rekindled his spirit, keeping him from despair for having done so little. Thus, by the example of this holy old man in taking the discipline, the custom spread in our area, so that not only men, but even noble women eagerly took up this form of purgatory. For the widow of Tethbaldus, a woman of noble birth and great dignity, once told me that by taking the discipline according to a predetermined norm, she had satisfied a hundred years of penance.”
 
(25) Also in the letter to John, the prior of the hermitage that lies near Mount Suavicinum, exhorting him and his subjects to pray with arms extended, I first spoke of one of our brothers named Adam, who was most fervent in the love of Christ, and then cited the example of Dominic in these words, “We have here a certain young brother who admitted to me that while chanting the psalter from beginning to end he held his arms aloft, so that often his hands touched the beamed ceiling of his cell. This he did with the proviso that, after completing each fifty psalms, he would lower his arms for a moment, and then immediately elevate them once more. We have another brother, a stooped old man of advanced years, who, as I secretly told you, is Dominic. Once he found a scrap of writing whereon it said, that ‘if one should chant the herein mentioned twelve psalms twenty-four times with hands extended in the form of a cross, one would regularly be able to compensate for one year of penance.’ At once he began to carry out what was said there, and in one turn, daily chanted the twelve psalms with his arms extended in the form of a cross twenty-six times, as was said, without pausing at all.” I perhaps wrote about this topic in other works of mine, but because they are either not at hand, or do not readily come to mind, I shall not now repeat what was already written, and shall move onto something new.
 
(26) Indeed, it seemed that divine fire always burned in his breast, never allowing him to rest in his spiritual effort. Once on the holy day of Easter, when the other brothers, as was customary, were taking a siesta. I asked him if he too were going to sleep. He said, “Truly, father, I said to myself, why should I sleep during the day, when nights are still so long. So I stretched out my arms in the form of a cross and started the psalter, and thus standing in prayer. I went right on till the three o’clock bell sounded.” Thus he combined the victory of the cross with the glory of the resurrection. Occasionally, as is our habit, when we talked together of daily events, he would say, “I will tell you what happened to me last night. As I finished sleeping and got up, I spread my arms in the form of a cross and started a psalter. When I had finished all the psalms, and the hymns and canticles that follow, and was at the point where I had only to say the psalm on the Catholic faith and the litanies, I happened to think that for the moment I would bypass them and recite a psalter for the dead. And so, without lowering my arms, I began the office of the dead, which customarily is composed of fifty psalms with three lessons interspersed. When this was finished, I returned to what I had previously omitted, and completed the remaining prayers of the first psalter. And as I then thought about going on to a third psalter, the blessed signal for Matins, as I call it, suddenly sounded, urging me to lower my arms and celebrate the office with the brothers. Certainly I did not know then that at this time of the year the nights were so short.”
 
(27) Some years before his death, moreover, he discovered a new kind of torture, changing from green branches to a whip for beating himself, and after once trying it, because it inflicted greater pain, he adopted this scourge as his discipline. Whenever he left the hermitage, he carried this instrument on his person, so that wherever he might be, he would not omit his scourging. But once when he was in a place where he could not completely take off his clothes, he did not cease from chastising himself, at least about the legs and thighs, and about the head and shoulders. To the four iron bands, which from long custom had become rather worthless for him, he added four others, wearing two about his hips and two others on his legs. The corselet, moreover, that he wore like a hairshirt or like a woolen garment, he washed every month or after a longer period, that it would be free of rust and would not cause sores on his dry skin. All of us who live in these cells, take precautions to protect our feet from the cold by wearing a habit that reached to the floor. But this, it seemed to me, was intolerable for him, for besides never wearing shoes or stockings in the hermitage he had a habit that barely reached to the middle of his legs. When he had taken off his clothes in chapter to receive the discipline, something he wished never to forego, his body was so emaciated from fasting and so worn by the weight of the rough corselet, that it seemed to have taken on the dark complexion of an Ethiopian. His worn and ghastly garments, I might say, seemed to be in tatters with age. He often had this to say to me, “Chanting the psalms quickly, benefits the chanter if he keeps his mind on the words, and if his mind truly understands what the tongue is saying. Otherwise, if the mind wanders, one will only slowly complete the psalms, as the tongue makes mistakes or at times grows tired.” He also said that sleep nourishes sleep, while staying awake begets wakefulness; for the human body, at first fed only a little at a time, is thereby afterward s gradually strengthened.
 
(28) But here, perhaps, someone might object that he is not interested in what kind of life this holy man led, but would like to hear of the miracles for which he was renowned. To such it will suffice to reply shortly, that we do not read of either Mary or John the Baptist performing miracles, but still their life is contained, not in just some ordinary work, but in the Gospel itself. And yet, only by giving birth to her Son, Mary undoubtedly surpassed the miracles and signs of all the saints. I may also say that the remarkable life of holy men is more rewarding for those who hear of it than a display miracles. The former, in fact, prompts imitation, while the latter promote only admiration. Miracles teach how holy these men were, but their life shows how men today can be holy. Moreover, you who seek miracles, does it not seem admirable to you, that a man still clothed in fragile flesh could live. I might say, like an angel, so that among countless thousands of men you can scarcely find one who was like him? And certainly, there are many men today leading mediocre live through whom almighty God sees fit to work miracles.
 
(29) As Jesus is my witness, I do not lie when I tell you that hardly three months ago, while I was staying at the hermitage of Gamugno, two young monks came there, one of whom said he was born in the duchy of Spoleto, while the other was a native of the city of Polo in the region of Venice. The Venetian, named Michael, as he told me in confession, at the very beginning of his religious life bound himself with an iron band, with this purpose in mind and resolutely requesting the goodness of almighty God, that when he found a monastery that would be conducive of his eternal salvation, the band would suddenly be broken. Then on the very day he entered this hermitage as a novice, scarcely three hours after his arrival, as he was struggling syllable by syllable through the Rule of St. Benedict, since he was unlettered, suddenly the spirit of compunction caused him to break into tears, and at that very moment the band was broken. Quickly passing over this miracle, because I recall that I have spoken of it elsewhere, I will simply relate another event that has not yet appeared in writing.
 
(30) Shortly after this had happened, on my orders he traveled to the city of Ravenna to collect his few belongings and the light luggage that he had left behind as he debarked from the ship. While there he went to the blacksmith who made new shackles of iron, and playing the role of both judge and criminal, he encumbered his limbs with many chains. Two pieces hung from his neck over both shoulders, one reaching to the genitals the other to the thigh; two went around the hips, and two around the arms. And thus weighed down by these multiple impediments, he returned to  the hermitage, secretly showed me what he had done, and at length barely obtained permission that I should not alter anything that he wished to do. But when these bonds began to cause him more torment than he could ever bear, and an offensive odor arose from his irritated flesh, it also came to pass that as he rejected all renown for what he was doing, he was greatly disturbed. For the rumor of this wonder began to spread, first among the brothers, and then on the lips of those who came to visit us. He therefore begged almighty God in his mercy to clearly indicate his will in the matter by some sign of his power. 
 
(31) In the meantime, however, as he persisted in this request, he was twice assured in a dream that his iron bands would soon be loosened by God. And then on the feast of the blessed apostles, Simon and Jude, which we were currently celebrating, as he attended the night office with the brethren, suddenly the two iron chains he wore over his shoulders, both of which hung low to restrict his stomach and waist, were completely broken, one into two parts, and the other into three. The remaining bonds, however, were not severed into parts, but became so loose, so soft and flexible, as if they were made of cloth and not of iron, and even if he had wished to restrict himself with these loosely flowing bands, he could not do so. And thus, this brother who was bound by the ardor of such holy devotion, was miraculously freed by God’s loving decision. So, what would be so great if God wished to work some wonder through Dominic, who was such a remarkable man, since he was fit to perform two miracles through this young man at the very beginning of his novitiate, for it is more praiseworthy to have done great deeds rather than novel ones? Hence, when David said, “Marvelous is God in his saints,” he at once added, “He will give his people might and abundant power.”9 He does not speak of signs and portents, but he will give might and abundant power.
(32) At one time, moreover, when a certain Roman named Stephen was presiding as judge of the sacred palace in the county of Osimo, Dominic went before him in a case that was pending, and earnestly petitioned him regarding a certain piece of property of the hermitage that he was holding up by authority of the Apostolic See. But the judge regarded him lightly because he was dressed so shabbily, and turned down his every request. When those who were in attendance said to him, “Do not treat him so harshly, for he is a holy man,” he bitterly replied, “He may be holy, as you say, but blessed Peter whose rights I protect in this administration, is certainly holier.” And so, Dominic returned to his cell empty-handed and shortly after, the judge went back to Rome. But  a young man of lowly station, who remained behind to finish some administrative tasks, devoutly carried out whatever Dominic had asked the judge. Not long thereafter, the latter returned to his home, where he died from wounds inflicted by assassins’ swords, and because he had no children, left his extensive wealth to be inherited by strangers.
 
(33) Dominic, moreover, was very cautious in his speech, so that the statement of James the apostle aptly applied to him, “One who never says a wrong thing is a perfect man.”10 For whenever he was asked what time it was, he would never reply that it was exactly any given hour, but always qualified his answer by saying  it was about nine o’clock or about twelve o’clock. When I asked him why he always spoke in this way, he replied, “By so doing I avoid lying. For whether is it already past the hour, or if perhaps somewhat before, it is still close enough, and approximately correct for the moment at which we were conversing.”
 
(34) At one time he had a cell near the monastery known as Santo Emiliano de Conjuctulo. On the vigil of Christmas he went out, prompted by the solemnity of the feast, since during the entire Advent he had stayed in his cell chastising himself with fasting and work, and humbly prostrated himself at the feet of the abbot of that house, begged for a penance, and with tears confessed his sins in thought and deed. But the latter was a young man, easy-going in manner and unaccustomed to giving spiritual advice, who would usually think it sufficient to impose a penance of one psalm or some other slight thing. But for the sins that Dominic had confessed he prescribed that he should chant thirty psalters. When Dominic came to his senses, struck by this sentence as by an arrow, he concluded that this had happened at the disposition of  divine judgment. Therefore, going back to his cell, he did not leave it until with the most constant zeal he had completed the prescribed amount of penance that had been given him.
 
(35) At times he used to drink wine, though most sparingly, yet long before his death, he determined to give it up altogether. And now, passing over other items in his career, we come to his death. He suffered from stomach trouble and besides had to endure frequent headaches. And since one thing is usually occasioned by the other, he decided to purge his stomach by taking a cup of some medicine. And so, on Friday he continued either chanting the psalms or scourging himself with this whip for almost the whole day. But that night, after rising from sleep, he took the medicine, and at once suffered great distress, complaining of the severe pain in his stomach. When the night office was over, and after the hymns for the Lauds, and while Prime was being chanted for him by the brothers who were present, he gave back his holy soul to God. Then they found a second corselet besides the one that he wore, wrapped under his ribs like a shroud. Hence the brothers suspected that this could never have happened unless he had always worn it, and since he was used to wearing it under the other when he was in good health, he did not remove it when he was sick.
 
(36) Now a certain brother dreamt about me that I would lose my sight. When I spoke of this to Hildebrand, the venerable archdeacon of the Roman Church, while we were in the Lateran palace, he said to me, “This is certainly not, as you fear, a sign that you are soon going to die, but it points to someone who is your friend, as dear to you as your eyesight, one who is brilliant in the performance of good works.” How true was this foreboding, but bitterer than gall! For three days after I left Rome, the cruel message reached me, every bit as bad as the notion that I would go blind, that Dominic, my lord and guiding light, had recently died. That it became clear to me, that while he enjoyed the presence of the Author of light, I would have to remain in this world of darkness. The very night he died, the brothers quickly buried his body in the ground dug up in his cell, lest it be taken away from them by neighboring monks. But on the very Sunday I arrived at the hermitage, I reverently removed his holy body from its resting place, as was only proper, and buried it in the chapter room. And even though it was already nine days since he died, I found his body whole and incorrupt.
 
(37) Now let those who are so inclined, delight in pampering their flesh; let them drink to the fill of the deepest pleasure, and nourish the eternal flames that await the slaughtered victim. Let them lift themselves up on the wings of pride, claim how innocent they are, and live as voluptuously as they will, so that their inmost being may later be embittered by the pains of avenging punishment. Like unbroken horses, let them now romp through the field of their voluptuous desire, and afterwards that they may be shackled, hand and foot, by the bonds of endless torture.11 Our Dominic, however, bore in his body the stigmata of Jesus,12 and fixed the sign of the cross not only on his forehead, but printed it on every part of his body. Burned out, and as dry as a reed without moisture, he was rewarded like the rushes, watered with an abundant rain of heavenly grace. In his life he was girt with an iron corselet, but in heaven he is clothed with the snow-white vesture of angelic glory. Here he was restrained by the harshness of his cell, but there he is comforted in the pleasant company of the patriarchs. His whole life was for him a Good Friday crucifixion, but now with festive splendor he celebrates the eternal glory of the resurrection. Now he sparkles amid the stones that flash like fire in the heavenly Jerusalem,13 now he lives in triumph with eternal praise adorned with the badge of his victory, and exults in happy union with the blessed.
 
(38) Saint Dominic died on the fourteenth of October in the reign of our Lord Jesus Christ, who lives and rules with God the Father and the Holy Spirit for ever and ever. Amen.
 
 
 
1 Owen J. Blum, The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval Continuation, The Letters of Peter Damian, 91-120, The Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., pp. 207-226. 

2 Pope Alexander II had attended the Council of Mantua. Afterwards he joined Pater Damian and toured through the Romagna, the historical part of Italy.  

3 Rodulphus  died in 1064.

4 Cf. Mat 11.30.

5 1 Cor 15.14-15.

6 1 Kgs 6.7.

7 Cf. Judg 20.16

8 Ps 31.1.

9 Ps 67.36.

10 Jas 3.2.

11 Cf. Matt 22.13.

12 Cf. Gal 6.17.

13 Cf. Ezek 28.14.
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