 
 
  
 
 
 
 
March & April  2021
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
It is good to be back with you all again. Thank you for your prayers for a quick healing.  I’m back in action although with a limited computer time and a half dozen exercises. 
This League’s  Study Guide #22 features Letter 23  written by Saint Peter Damian to a lay judge and good friend on the necessity of preferring spiritual wisdom over worldly wisdom. 
Not surprisingly, this  was also a favorite theme  of Saint  Thomas Aquinas who stated in his  Summa Theologica :  ... yet the slenderest knowledge that may be obtained of the highest things is more desirable than the most certain knowledge obtained of lesser things, as is said in de Animalibus xi.1
As Scripture constantly reminds us, “The prudence of this world is hostile to God. it does not submit to God’s law, indeed it cannot.” What an apt warning to faithful Catholics in these horrific times. 
Please, also read down to  a letter received from Barnard, a prisoner who is also a founding member of the League. It is quite wonderful. 
Saint Peter Damian Pray for Us,  Randy Engel, Director[image: OEBPS/images/image0001.png]
 
  
 
 
 
 
STUDY GUIDE #22 March & April 2021
 
Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 232 (1047)
On the Value of Spiritual Wisdom Over Earthly Knowledge
 Introduction
 
To The Wise Man, Bonushomo, the monk Peter the Sinner expresses the unbreakable bond of his affection.  
(2) I am not unaware, brother, that when one of my many letters is delivered to laymen, it is at once carefully searched for elegance of speech. The logic of the arrangement of subjects is investigated, whether it gives evidence of rhetorical color, whether the contents involve propositions of dialectical subtlety, or whether, finally, categorical or other hypothetical syllogisms demonstrate the propositions with incontestable arguments.
(3) But those who live in the spirit of God, despise these and similar elegant buffooneries  as something truly frivolous and vain, and as the Apostle says, count them as so much garbage.3 Paul also asserted that he had not spoken to his disciples in the language of worldly wisdom, so that the fact of Christ on his cross might have its full weight.4 How fine, indeed, how useful, how honorable is the discourse that, while pretentiously inflating its author’s ego with long-winded vainglory, annuls the value of the cross of Christ, which is the salvation of the world.
(4) Now, my friend, you should not expect to find in my letters the frequent bite of wanton sarcasm, nor should you look for the graces of studied style. May you rather take pleasure in the simplicity of the lamb that leads one to God, than to the serpent whose venom deals death. “The serpent ,” says Scripture, “was more cunning  than any beast of the field.”5 For the Lord who had placed implacable enmity between the woman’s seed and that of the serpent, claimed to be the shepherd, not of serpents, but of sheep, and did not say: “My serpents,” but “My own sheep listen to my voice, and I know them and give them eternal life.”6
(5) The wise of this world, moreover, consider the simplicity of the servants of God to be something despicable. And to this point Moses said, “The Egyptians may not eat with the Hebrews, and think such feasting an abomination.7 By why is this so? He explains it elsewhere when he says: “All shepherds are an abomination to the Egyptians.”8 For as Truth itself says: “The worldly are more astute than the other-worldly in dealing with their own kind.”9 And so, the cleverness of the serpent pleases them, but they abhor the guileless simplicity of the sheep. But the Lord said to Peter, “If you love me, feed my sheep, feed my lambs.”10 Do you think he said: “Feed my little foxes, feed my dragons”?
(6) I wished to tell you this, my good friend, so that you too might be on your guard against the raw cunning of the serpent, and that your holy prudence might steer a middle course between folly and craftiness. So it was that the Apostle James, when precluding the wisdom of the serpent by saying: “This is not the wisdom that comes from above; it is earth-bound, sensual and demonic,”11 shortly after pointed out the kind of wisdom we must possess: “But the wisdom from above,” he said, “is in the first place pure; and then peace-loving, considerate, and open to reason; it is in harmony with the good things, rich in mercy and good fruits, judging without dissimulation.”12 Therefore, also Paul says: “You should not think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment.”13 
(7) How great the gulf, moreover, between spiritual wisdom  and earthly prudence was indicated elsewhere when he says: “Because the world failed to find God by its wisdom, God chose to save those who have faith by the folly of our preaching.”14 And again: “The prudence of the world is hostile to God: it does not submit to God’s law, indeed it cannot.”15 … it is proper that all spiritual wisdom should have the upper hand in the soul, and that the cunning of carnal prudence should perish.
(8) And so we read in David, that “he made a great name for himself when he returned after taking Syria in the Valley of Salt and killing twelve thousand men.”16 For Christ was the true David, strong and forceful and handsome to behold, as he slew twelve thousand men in the Valley of Salt, when, through his apostles, he triumphed over the facetious , indeed the fictitious wisdom of this world. By having these twelve warriors in the spiritual combat on his side, he destroyed with their help just as many thousands of men by persuading wise fools to abandon the vanity of frivolous wisdom. One such warrior said to the Corinthians: “For we live in the flesh, but not according to the flesh are we soldiers. The weapons we wield are not those of the flesh, but are divinely potent to demolish strongholds  and destroy the devices of the flesh; we lay low sophistries and all that rears its proud head against the knowledge of God; we compel every human thought to surrender in obedience to Christ.”17 …
(10) Now you, my dear friend, if I speak to you in the words of the prophet, “learn where wisdom and power and prudence reside.”18 They are found essentially in God, and certainly one must ask him for them. But since you fill a position of some importance in the world, and cannot completely avoid using the language of the world in your contact with your associates, or at times  devoting yourself in some degree to literary studies, you should follow this norm, that is, make yourself rather listless about your secular studies. But in your studies regarding the spirit you should exert all the vigor of the mind; in the former you should appear indifferent, but in the latter full of vitality. Therefore, because on your own it is not possible to be totally lacking in the adroitness of the serpent regarding the affairs of this world, see to it at least that the wisdom of the spirit totally swallow your earthly talents, that is, convert it, so to speak, into the hidden parts of its own body, as Scripture relates of Pharaoh’s magicians: Each one threw down his staff and it was changed into a snake; but Aaron’s staff swallowed their staffs.19 The staff of Aaron, in fact, swallowed the staffs of the magicians, because the wisdom of Christ which is prefigured, annulled all the learning of this world and united its scholars with the flesh of his body, which is the Church. 
(11) It is absurd and completely improper, moreover, to use the same prudence  and the same exactness in human affairs as one might extend on those which are spiritual and divine. …
(12) … Whoever, therefore, devotes himself to secular learning, or to any other earthly affairs, with the intensity one should reserve only for inner scrutiny to please God, deserves to perish because he dissipates the incense reserved for God alone, on temporal and perishable things. 
(13) In fact, what we are saying about learning, must also be applied to any other enjoyment of this life. Indeed, it would make more sense if earthly wisdom should wither in us, and that only spiritual wisdom should flourish , as the Apostle exhorts us, when he says: “If then you were raised to life with Christ, aspire to the realm above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God, and let your thoughts dwell on that higher realm, not on this earthly life.”20 It were, indeed, better had this life not flourished in our heart, and that having totally died out in us, it had no attraction at all for us who are dead, as the same Apostle says: “By baptism we were buried with him, and lay dead, in order that Christ was raised from the dead by the splendor of the Father, so also we might set our feet upon the new path of life.”21 But since these conditions are impossible for some, especially for laymen, who find themselves totally unable to excel in the affairs of both worlds, they should be admonished to attempt at least to subordinate those things which they cannot completely despise. 
(14) And since this life delights a great many laymen almost as much as marital intercourse, they must strive, even though, because of weakness of spirit, they cannot hate it, as should be done, at least not to begin loving it unduly. And so, if they are not forceful enough to give it a note of divorce, they should be ashamed to yield the permanent place in their affection to it rather than to eternal life. …
Saint Peter Damian then cites Saint Paul on the offspring of the  “two wives of man” – virtue and sensual pleasure:
(18) … Ask the Apostle Paul: “Anyone can see,” he says, “the kind of behavior that belongs to the lower nature: fornication, impurity, lewdness, and indecency; idolatry and sorcery; quarrels, a contentious temper, envy, fits of rage, wrath, dissensions, party intrigues, jealousies, and homicide; drunkenness, orgies and the like. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who behave in such ways will never inherit the kingdom of God.”22 …Listen to what he says next; “But the harvest of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, forbearance, goodness, kindness, gentleness, fidelity, modesty, continence, and chastity.”23 
(22) … If, therefore, my friend, you are as yet unable to be content with only the spiritual life, as with bedding down with only one wife, but are still bound fast to the pleasures and false enticements of worldly living, then let the love of eternal life be preeminent as the firstborn of your heart, while your interest in temporal affairs becomes subservient and plays a subordinate role . …
(23) Moreover, what I have been saying about this passing life, I also, in consequence advise with regard to worldly prudence, namely that your interest in both this temporal life and in secular learning subside, as if the mind had trampled it underfoot. On the other hand, the love of eternal life and the study of spiritual wisdom should be of paramount concern, as if it stood surveying all from the heights of our affection, so that while despising this fragile life and its wisdom, you may come by this happy exchange to be filled with the Spirit of God , who invites you to eternal glory.
The End
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A Commentary on the Blessings of the League 
 
[The following inspiring letter was received in February 2021. I think it expresses the heart-felt appreciation of the many incarcerated men who receive our mailings as founding-and new members of the League. The letter is a reminder to us that God continues to work  miracles, in good times and bad. I hope you will remember Barnard and all the other League members who are in prison in your nightly prayers.  Your comments will be most welcome. Editor, RE]
 
Dear Friends of the League:
It is astonishing how fast time flies. Just two short years ago this work of God began. I have not been able to comply with the commitments to pass on the documents to bishops, or priests, or others who will instruct souls in these works of our Patron, Saint Peter Damian, since I reside in prison. What is even more restrictive is that we suffer further under the current Covid-19 protocols with no visitation, no access to family, nor friends, nor are priests allowed to attend to the prisoner’s sacramental needs. We find ourselves confined to our cells more than ever. It is difficult for those on the outside of prison who are free, to be locked down. For us prisoners who are locked down, it can be just as hard to maintain our freedom. Freedom is not that of a physical nature, but is the freedom from and a freedom for. Freedom from sin and freedom for doing the will of God.
The fear of this current pandemic has caused many to worry unnecessarily over the possible suffering or possible complications or death from the disease. The loss of faith and supernatural vision is the cause of this lack of trust in God. This is the day the Lord has made, let us be glad and rejoice. If every soul lived from this providential perspective, there would be no fear. We are all in God’s hands, but we do not all trust in God’s handling of our lives. Yet there are those of us who live by faith and not by sight. We make our spiritual communions when we are away from the sacraments of life and love, so too we should make our commitments spiritually when we cannot do so physically. Let us make our inability an ability in the Lord. 
For me, reading the works of our Patron is a renewal of faith and hope. It is the charity of these words that relate the love of God. Every thought, every teaching, every truth and expression of the faith expounded and confirmed is a reaffirmation and renewal of the love of God poured forth into our hearts by the Holy Ghost who is given to us. Veni Creator Spiritus, mentes tuorum visita, imple superna gratia, quae tu creasti pectora. Each morning while singing this chant sotto voce I prepare to be blessed during the day by the sweet guest of the soul who brings the balm of love and transforming grace that sanctifies the soul even as one knows it not.
With these writings of our Patron, Saint Peter Damian, we are enlightened, we are instructed, we are informed and reformed in the faith and the Holy Ghost renovabis  faciem terrae – the terrae from which we are made (Gen 2:7). The times we live in are very comparable to the 9th through the 11th century, and daily they seem to get worse and worse if you focus on the media and the secular concerns for safety and physical wellness. We may see the similarities of these times and come to realize that we are called today to a similar or greater sanctity. How easy it is now to find real world applications for the words and counsel of our Patron. We can offer the Lord all our imperfections, our defects, our shortcomings, and our effort to live the endless grace that God gives to each of us at every moment of our lives. If we but heed the counsel and the words of another great saint, Augustine, who said, fear the grace of God which comes once and returns not. As the water from a stream constantly flows over the rocks, it continues and returns not. So we should open the pores of our heart and soul to allow this grace to transform  us deep within. The grace of the moment is as unique and irreplaceable as an individual snowflake, never to be repeated. It is for us to marvel at this grace, its beauty, to embrace it as if It were the only grace we were to ever receive, the only grace we will ever need. Over a year ago I went to confession. I received the Eucharist. That was the last time I could profit from this grace from that time till now. Since it had not returned to me, I embrace it as a viaticum, for I do not know if I will receive it again any time soon. I fear losing it by being neglectful, tierce and hardhearted in the faith, by sin, by failing to fear its power to make me a saint like our Patron. How easy it is for us to become saints, great saints, today. We have every opportunity to practice patience,  endurance, and what we believe. What sacrifices we have to offer. What charity this life affords us. We find that the bishops, priests and religious and even the faithful abandon us and leave us confined to a solitary existence, yet this is the life of Christ – abandoned, rejected, and forgotten. All we need to do is to imitate Him. 
We can look to Him in His infancy, in His hidden life, in His ministry and passion, in His death and resurrection, and find many opportunities  to be just like our Lord, offering all to the Father for the salvation of souls .It is the way that the Truth is laid out for us to walk and the life that the LIFE lives as an example for us all. A blueprint of holiness and a gymnasium of charity. I was to be perfect as we are all asked to be perfect, if only we imitate the Lord and prove our love for Him by keeping His commandments and staying on His path.
I have been inspired by the writings of our Patron to take this path radically. 
Imprisoned now for four years, with six more years left to serve, at 60 years old, I have very few years left in order to be the saint called by God from my mother’s womb. Every moment now must be exploited in His Service. Vita mea pro Christo est. We all need a battle cry, a motto, like so many saints of Holy Mother Church. To cry out in these bitter times as Saint Paul, for me to live in Christ, for the world is crucified to me and I to the world. 
I bless God daily for the grace to be  a co-founder of this holy League. I thank Randy Engel who accepted my request to join the foundation and I recall the tears I shed as I read the invitation from her accepting my request to join. 
I was an apostate given another chance to love unconditionally. 
I could add nothing, for I have nothing, broken and left to die in my misery. I had no silver. I had no gold, but I turned to all that I had  and knew it not, to Christ , to His Sacred Heart. For he said, “if any man comes to me, he I will not cast out.” (John  6:37).
Daily I offer my simple prayers, works, joys and sufferings for all the founding members of the League of Saint Peter Damian, and all the members to come. I ask: God to rescue them from every evil threat and to draw them safely to his Heavenly Kingdom  (2 Tim 4:18).
I remain frater tuorum et servus in ipso.
Bernard
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