 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
May 23, 2022
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
This month we continue with Part II 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. 
As noted in our April 23, 2022, mailing, 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 hurls invectives not only against sodomite clerics and priests, but against  their superiors and bishops “who wink at the sins of their subjects that need correction and who by ill-considered silence allow them license to sin.”2
“Listen, I say, and be shrewd enough to understand that all of you alike are deserving of death, that is, not only those who do such things, but also they who approve those who practice them, ” Peter Damian shouts from his letter.3 Even worse, he says, are those “who commit these absolutely damnable acts with their spiritual sons. Who can expect the flock to prosper when its shepherd has sunk so deep into the bowels of the devil?” the holy monk asks.4  
Bless you all,  
Randy Engel, Director
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 STUDY GUIDE #32 May 23, 2022
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 315
 (1049 AD)
The Book of Gomorrah 
Part II (continued)
By The Humble Monk, Peter Damian
 
(11 ) Consequently, sodomites attempt violently to break in on angels when impure men attempt to approach God through holy orders. Surely, they are struck with blindness, because by the just decree of God they fall into interior darkness. They are thus unable to find the door because in their separation from God by sin they do not know how to return to him. One who tries to reach God by the tortuous road of arrogance and conceit, rather than by the path of humility, will certainly fail to recognize the entrance that is obviously right before him, or even that the door is Christ, as he himself says: “I am the door.”6 Those who lose Christ because of their addiction to sin, never find the gate that leads to the heavenly dwelling of the saints. 
(12) They have become confirmed reprobates, since in failing to measure the exact weight of their guilt in the balance of personal judgment they conclude that the leaden burden of their punishment is but light and trivial. Now the Apostle explains what was previously said, viz. “They struck the men who were outside the house with blindness,7 when he states, “God abandoned them to their reprobate ideas.”8 He obviously comments on the following phrase: And they could not find the doorway,” when he continues, “To do that which is reprehensible,” as if he were saying that they were trying to enter a door that was closed to them. To be sure, one who is unworthy of holy orders and tries to break into the service of the altar does the same as he who abandons the obvious gateway and tries to enter through some impassable obstacle of the wall. Since such persons, moreover, are denied free access, while promising themselves that they will enter the sanctuary, they are forced instead to remain in the forecourt, frustrated by their presumption. They can go ahead and band their head against the rocks of Sacred Scripture, but they will never be able to enter by way of this divine authority. And while attempting to break in where they are not permitted, they can do nothing but vainly grope their way along the hidden walls. To such as these one may aptly apply the word of the prophet: “They grope their way along at noon day as if it were night.”9 Since they are unable to cross the threshold in straightforward fashion, they wander about in circles, dizzied by the maddening rotation. Of such the psalmist says, “My God, make them like a wheel, 10 and again, “the wicked walk in a circle.”11 Paul also speaks of them in the passage cited above, as he continued, “Those who do such things deserve to die, not only they who do them, but they also who approve those who practice them.”12
(13) Unquestionably, one who is not awakened by this awful thunder of apostolic invective must be thought more likely to be dead than asleep. And since the Apostle makes such an effort to intensify the severe punishment of this sentence, and that, not for the faithful among the Jews, but for the gentiles and for those ignorant of God, what, I ask, would he have said had he beheld this deadly wound reeking in the very body of the Holy Church? And especially, what grief, what fire of compassion would kindle his devout heart upon learning that this destructive plague was raging even among those in sacred orders? Listen, you do-nothing superiors of clerics and priests. Listen, and even though you feel sure of yourselves, tremble at the thought that you are partners in the guilt of others; those, I mean, who wink at the sins of their subjects that need correction, and who by ill-considered silence allow them license to sin. Listen, I say, and be shrewd enough to understand that all of you alike “are deserving of death, that is, not only those who do such things, but also they who approve those who practice them.”13  
Of Bishops Who Practice Impure Acts With Their Spiritual Sons
(14) What an unheard of crime! What a vile deed, deserving a flood of bitter tears. If they who approve of these evil-doers deserve to die, what condign punishment can be imagined for those who commit these absolutely damnable acts with their spiritual sons? Who can expect the flock to prosper when its shepherd  has sunk so deep into the bowels of the devil? What man will continue to be under his authority, knowing that he is so hostilely estranged from God? Who will makes a mistress of a cleric, or a woman of a man? Who, by his lust, will consign a son whom he has spiritually begotten for God  to slavery under the iron law of satanic tyranny? If a man violates a woman for whom he has stood as godfather, will anyone hesitate in deciding that he be deprived of Holy Communion, or in ordering that he undergo the ordeal of public penance according to the norms of the sacred canons? For it is written that “spiritual begetting is greater than physical.”14 Indeed, there is scarcely any difference between receiving a person from the lay state into the clerical order and thus begetting a spiritual son to God, and baptizing or standing as godfather for one baptized. To be sure, the canonical institution of orders is a renunciation of the world and as such is, in some wat, a second baptism.
(15) It follows, therefore, that the same sentence is rightly inflicted on him who assaults his own daughter, or who by sacrilegious intercourse abuses his spiritual daughter, and on him also who in his foul lust defiles a cleric whom he has ordained. Perhaps we should distinguish here the quality of both crimes: in the two prior cases, even though he practices incest, he is sinning naturally, because he sinned with a woman; in the latter case, by his shameful action with a cleric he commits a sacrilege on a son, is guilty of the crime of  incest on a man, and violates the law of nature. It seems to me that it is more excusable to indulge in lustful acts with an animal than with a man for one should be judged less severely for losing his own soul than for dragging another with him to destruction. What a sorry state of affairs that one’s ruin depends upon another, so that when one dies, the other must necessarily follow.
Of Those Who Confess Their Crimes to the  Same Person with Whom They Have Sinned
(16) So that we are not unaware of the devil’s clever devices, let me put before you some of the tools that he and his council have designed in his ancient laboratory of evil. I would be remiss if I allowed the fact to be hidden, that some of those who are shot through with the poison of this crime, when their conscience begins to trouble them, confess to one another lest their guilt come to the attention of others. Despite the fact that, as actual culprits, they are ashamed to look others in the eye, they themselves become judges and each happily grants to the other the blanket forgiveness that he aspires for himself. It follows, then, that they have become penitents involved in great crimes, and still their lips are not pale from fasting nor are their bodies wasted by self-denial. Moreover, since they do not hesitate to gorge themselves, their passions are basely aroused to their usual lust. Thus it happens that he who has yet to weep for the sins he has committed, is guilty of still more lamentable crimes.
(17) The Law commands, however, when one has contracted leprosy, he should show himself to the priests.15 But when an unclean man confesses to another, defiled by evil that they have committed in common, it is a case of a leper showing himself to a leper and not to the priests. Now, since confession is by definition a revelation, what does he reveal, I ask, who tells his hearer something already known. Or, in what sense can this be called a confession, where nothing is revealed by the penitent but what the hearer already knows? By what right or what law can one bind or loose the other when he is constrained by the bonds of evil deeds common to them both. He who is himself tied in chains, labors in vain to release another from his shackles. He who would be guide a blind man on his way must himself have sight, or he will be the cause of his client’s fall, as the voice of Truth declares when it says, “If one blind man leads another, both will fall into the pit.”16 And again, “Observing the splinter in your brother’s eye, you never notice the plank in your own.” Hypocrite! “Take the plank out of your own eye first, and then you will see how to take out the splinter that is in your brother’s eye.”17 
(18) By these texts from the Gospels it becomes perfectly clear that he who us oppressed by the same guilty darkness tries in vain to invite another to return to the light of repentance. While he has no fear of extending himself to outstrip the other in erring, he ends up accompanying his follower into the yawning pit of ruin.18
That He Who Prostitutes a Monk Is to  Be Legally Deposed Just like One Who Violates a Nun 
(19) But now we meet face to face, you sodomite, whoever you might be. Do you refuse to confess your deeds to spiritual men because you are afraid to lose your clerical status? Yet, how much more salutary it would be to suffer passing shame in the community of men than to undergo eternal sentence before the tribunal of the heavenly Judge. Perhaps you will tell me: If a man sins with a man only by femoral intercourse, he is certainly in need of penance, but from motives of  human compassion he should not unalterably be denied sacred orders. But I ask you: If a monk should have relations with a nun, in your judgement, should he remain in the order? It follows, therefore, that what you admit as reasonable for the nun, you should also logically allow as applicable to the monk. And since you apparently concur in this judgment regarding monks, by the same token you must include clerics in your determination. As I said before, however, we must be discriminating; your case should be judged the worse in that, since both are of the same sex, it is palpably contrary to nature. Since, moreover, in passing judgement on sins one rightly always inquires into the free decisions of the sinner, it follows that he who fouls a man’s thighs would, if nature so allowed, achieve with the man with the same act of insane, unbridled lust as he would with a woman. He did what he could, going as far as nature would allow. And so he was unwilling in setting a limit to this crime, in that the law of nature had placed a functionally impassable barrier. Therefore, because the same law obtains for monks of both sexes, we must conclude that since one who violates a nun is rightly deposed, so also one who corrupts a monk must absolutely be prevented from exercising his office.
That Both He Who Sins with His Daughter or  Goddaughter, and He Who Defiles His Son by the Sacrament  of Penance, Is Guilty of the Same Crime 
(20) But now let us go back in our discussion to those holy, I mean, those cursed confessors. If any diocesan priest should sin with a woman whose confession he has heard even once, no one would doubt that he deserves to be degraded by syn or to whom he had gone as synodal decree. However, if he should sin with a priest or with a cleric in major orders, whose confession he had heard or to whom he had gone as a penitent, shall he not in justice be deprived of the benefice attached to his status? For it is the common expression to call him a “son of penance,” just as we say also “son of baptism.” Thus we read of blessed Mark the Evangelist,” He is Peter’s son in baptism.”19 And the famous preacher who said, “For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the Good News,”20 also said on another occasion, “What is it that we are proud of before the Lord, if not you? It was I who begot you in Christ Jesus by preaching the Good News.”21 And again he said this to the Galatians: “My children, I must go through the pain of giving birth to you all over again, until Christ is formed in you.”22 Therefore, if he who has sent not to baptize but to preach the Good News, and, in so doing, to incite to penance, begot and endured the pains of childbirth, then he is properly called a son who receives penance, and a father who administers it. Now, then, if we pay close attention to what is said above, it will become perfectly obvious that both he who seduces his own daughter or his daughter by baptism, and he who sins shamefully with his son begotten in sacramental penance, are guilty of the same crime. And just as it is proper in law, that he, who sinned with a woman whom he had begotten, or of whom he is godfather, or to whom he had administered sacramental penance, should be kept in every way from exercising his office; so too should he be treated who commits unclean acts with his son by the same sacrament.
On Spurious Canons Which Mislead Completely  Those Who Rely on Them23
(21) But since a certain amount of nonsense is found mixed in with the sacred canons, and on this nonsense desperate men rely, let me quote some of it that I might presumptuously rely, let me quote some of it that I might clearly prove that these and similar documents, wherever they turn up, are false and completely apocryphal. Among the other items, note the following: A priest, not in monastic vows, who sins with a girl or a prostitute,24 shall do penance for two years and three Lents, always fasting on dry bread on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays; if he sins with a nun or with a man, and if this is habitual, a fast of five years should be added.25 In like manner, deacons who are not monks, as well as monks who are not ordained, must do penance for two years. A few lines down one reads this: A cleric, not in monastic vows, who has intercourse with a girl, shall do penance for two half a year;26 if he sins frequently, let him do penance for a year. Likewise if he is a canon; if he sins frequently, two years.
(22) Again, 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 ordained, let him be degraded and 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 practice anal intercourse, he must do penance for three years; if a boy, the penance is for two a deacon, three, a cleric two years. Whoever fornicates with cattle or draught animals must do penance for ten years. 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. Many other deceitful and sacrilegious elements can be found interpolated into the sacred canon by the devil’s cunning, which I would rather destroy than copy, rather contemptuously spit upon than make lists of such wanton claptrap. Now, it is on these fantasies the sodomites reply, they place their trust in them as if in revelations given in dreams, and thus delude themselves with an illusory assured hope. But let us see whether these documents agree with canonical authority and demonstrate textually and in real life whether they should be accepted or rejected.27 
(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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23 Many of the Church canons on acts of sexual deviancy including homosexuality as quoted by Peter Damian in this section of the Book of Gomorrah were taken from the Decretum assembled by Cardinal Burchard of Worms (950/965 – August 20, 1025). The twenty volume monumental work was  completed no later than 1023, 26 years before the competition of the Peter Damian’s work. Both works were exceptional in terms of sexual explicitness found in medieval penitential handbooks used by priests for hearing confession. Cardinal Burchard was born into a wealthy and illustrious family in the northern German Hesse region of the Holy Roman Empire. His older brother Franco served as the bishop of the Imperial City of Worms from 998 to 999, and his sister, Mathilda,  was the abbess of a monastery near Worms from 1010-1015. Burchard succeeded Franco as the Bishop of Worms in 1000 A.D. and used his vast fortune to build great monasteries and churches and to train a large army of Church canon lawyers and scribes. Beginning in 1012, with the active cooperation of Bishop Walter of Speyer and Benedictine chronicler, Albert of Metz, and three other prominent regional clerics, Burchard compiled his references and materials for his great work titled the Decretorum Libri Viginti, which became a very influential and popular source of canonical material for penitentials for centuries to come.
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