 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
October 23, 2022
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 31,1  better known as the Book of Gomorrah, is perhaps the best known of the holy monk’s written works. This version of the Book of 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 Part VI of his work, Peter Damian quotes Saint Peter who says, “When angels sinned, God did not spare them; he sent them down to the underworld and consigned them to the pits of hell, to be held for punishment until the day of Judgment … And he reduced the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes and destroyed them completely, as a warning to those who would act wickedly in the future.”2 Then Damian asks, “Why is it, that after recalling the fall and damnation of the devils, the Blessed Apostle then turned his attention to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, unless it was his purpose to show that unrepented sodomites who are addicted to the vice of impurity, will be condemned to eternal punishment together with the unclean spirits?”3
Happily, Damian also offers  a detailed exhortation to the clerical sodomite to reform his life and reminds us that Christ is more powerful than the devil who tempts us.
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director  
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STUDY GUIDE #36 October 2022
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 314
 (1049 AD)
The Book of Gomorrah 
Part VI (continued)
By The Humble Monk, Peter Damian
 
(56) If carnal men are to be consumed by the sword of God, why do they now love their flesh to be damned for it? Why do they limply pamper the desires of the flesh? This is just the sword with which the Lord threatens sinners when he spoke through the words of Moses: “I will whet my sword like a bolt of lightning.”5 And again he says, “My sword shall feed on flesh,6 that is, my fury will swallow those who live on the delights of the flesh. Just as they who combat the monsters of vice are supported by the help of heavenly virtue, so on the other hand, those who have capitulated to carnal impurity are held for the special sentence of divine vengeance. To which point Peter also says, “The Lord knows how to rescue the good from ordeal, and to hold the wicked for their punishment until the day of Judgement, especially those who are governed by their corrupt bodily desires.”7 And elsewhere he rebukes them when he says, “They consider it among the delights of God to revel in the dissipation of pollution and disgrace, to carouse with you. They have eyes looking for adultery and endless sinning.”8
(57) Nor should those who are sacred orders pride themselves if their lives are detestable; for the higher they stand in their eminence, the deeper they will lie when they fall. Just as  now they are required to surpass others in holiness of life, so afterwards they will be required to bear more frightful punishments, as Peter says: “When angels sinned, God did not spare them; he sent them down to the underworld and consigned them to the pits of hell, to be held for punishment until the day of Judgment … And he reduced the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes and destroyed them completely, as a warning to those who would act wickedly in the future.”9 Why is it, that after recalling the fall and damnation of the devils, the Blessed Apostle then turned his attention to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, unless it was his purpose to show that they who are now addicted to the vice of impurity will be condemned to eternal punishment together with the unclean spirits? He does this further to suggest that, along with the very author of all wickedness, the unquenchable flame will devour those who are tormented by the libidinous fires of sodomy. The apostle Jude who aptly concurs in this sentence, when he says, “The angels who had supreme authority and did not keep it and left their appointed sphere, God has kept down in the dark, in eternal chains, to be judged on the great day. Like Sodom and Gomorrah and the nearby towns in the same way fornicating and going after alien flesh, they have become a warning in paying for their crimes in eternal fire.”10 It is evident, therefore, that like the angels who did not keep their supreme authority and earned the punishment of hell’s darkness, those who fall from the dignity of holy orders into the abyss of sodomy deserve to plummet into the depths of everlasting damnation.11
(58) Now, to bring this all to a brief conclusion, whoever shall have soiled himself with the sin of sodomy by any of the methods we have enunciated above, unless he has purged himself through effective penance, he can never obtain the grace of God, will never be worthy of the Body and Blood of Christ, will never cross the threshold of the heavenly fatherland. That is why John the Apostle clearly states in Revelations, when speaking of the glory of the kingdom of heaven: “No one unclean may come into it, no one who does what is loathsome.”12
An Exhortation to Reform for One Addicted to Homosexuality
(59) Rouse yourself, I tell you, arise and be awake, you who were overcome by the sleep of pathetic pleasure; come alive at last, you who fell before the deadly sword of your enemies. The apostle Paul is here. Listen to him as he briskly demands a hearing, knocking at your door and calling to you in clearcut words: “Wake up from your sleep,” he says, “and rise from the dead, and Christ will revive you.”13 If you hear Christ who restores life, why do you feel uncertain of your restoration? Listen to his own words: “If anyone believes in me,” he says, “even though he dies he will live.”14 If life-endowing Life itself seeks to raise you up, why do you further tolerate lying dead? So beware of drowning in the depths of despondency. Your heart should beat with confidence in God’s love and not grow hard and impenitent in the face of your great crime. It is not sinners, but the wicked who should despair; it is not the magnitude of one’s crime, but contempt of God that dashes one’s hopes. If, indeed, the devil is so powerful that he is able to hurl you into the depths of this vice, how much more effective is the strength of Christ to restore you to the lofty position from which you have plummeted? “Shall he that has fallen never get up again?”15 If the ass of your flesh has fallen amuck under its load,16 it is the goad of penance that urges it and the hand of the spirit that manfully draws it free.
Because the mighty Samson wickedly revealed his secret to a flattering woman, he lost not only the seven locks of his hair by which his strength was nourished, but was also blinded after his capture by the Philistines. Yet when his hair grew out again, he humbly called for help to the Lord his God, destroyed the temple of Dagon, and killed a far greater number of his enemies than he had ever killed before.17
(60) Then, if your impure flesh has deceived you with homosexual persuasions, if it has stolen the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, if it has extinguished not merely the light in your countenance but that of your spirit, do not be depressed and utterly despair. Once again collect your forces, bestir yourself like a man, dare to perform great deeds, and by so acting you will have the strength, through the mercy of God, to triumph over your enemies. The Philistines, indeed, had the power to shave Samson’s locks but not to uproot them, which means that the evil spirits too, even though for a time, they may deprive you of the charismatic gifts of the Holy Spirit, they will never succeed in denying you the remedy of God’s forgiveness (bold and underlined added). How, I ask, can you despair of the bountiful mercy of the Lord, who even reprimanded the Pharaoh because after his sin he had not sought refuge in the remedy of penance? Listen carefully to what he says, “I have broken the arm of Pharaoh king of Egypt, and he has not begged that it be healed and made strong enough to wield the sword again.”18 
(61) What shall I say of Ahab, king of Israel? After he had built idols,19 and foully murdered Naboth of Jezreel,20 he at last to some degree humbled himself and so was also in part shown mercy. As we read in Scripture, after hearing the warnings of divine terror, he “tore his garments, put sackcloth next to his skin and fasted, slept in sackcloth and walked with his head bowed down.”21 And what followed? “Then the word of the Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite, and said: have you seen how Ahab has humbled himself before me? Since he has humbled himself on my account, I will not bring the disasters in his days.”22 Hence, if the repentance of this man was not despised, even though, as we know, he did not persevere, why do you doubt the generosity of God’s mercy if you strive with all your strength to persevere? Begin an unremitting struggle against the flesh, always standing armed against the dangerous disease of passion. If the flames of unclean desire burn in your bones, extinguish them at once by calling to mind the everlasting fire; if the sly tempter puts before your eyes an enticing vision of the flesh, address your thoughts at once to the tombs of the dead and take careful note of what you find there that pleases the touch or delights the eye.23
(62) Consider, moreover, that the poison now causing such an intolerable stench, that the corrupting matter that breeds and nourishes worms, that everything seen lying there in arid dust or ashes was once thriving flesh that in its prime sustained passion like this. Notice finally the rigid sinews, the naked teeth, the dissassembled array of joints and bones, the arrangement of all the members in horrible disarray. Thus, indeed, does the horror of this formless and confused vision dispel illusions from the heart of man. Think again of the peril of this exchange, that for momentary pleasure experienced at the moment of ejaculation, a punishment will follow that will not end for thousands of years. Ponder how sad it is that because one member is not satisfied to the full. The whole body together with the soul is afterwards tortured forever in a dreadful holocaust. By using the impenetrable shield of thoughts like these, rive off the evils that threaten you and purge past sins through penance. Break the pride of your flesh by fasting; nourish your soul at the banquet of constant prayer. Thus by disciplinary firmness the dominant spirit takes the lead in compelling its subject flesh and urges it daily to quicken its pace in striving for the heavenly Jerusalem.24 
That It is Indeed Profitable to Consider the  Rewards of Chastity as a Means of Subduing Passion  
(63) It is also well worth the effort that you constantly keep in mind the promised rewards of chastity and that, stimulated by their sweetness, you may with unencumbered faith overcome any obstacle thrown in your path by the wiles of the crafty plotter. If you are seeking the happiness that is not attained except by death, the pangs of dying become light, just as the ditchdigger eases the tedium of his work by eagerly  anticipating the wage that is his due. Ponder, therefore, what the prophet says of the knights of chastity: “The Lord says this to the eunuchs who observe my sabbath and resolve to do what pleases me and to cling to my covenant: I will give them a place in my house and within my walls, and a name better than sons and daughters.”25 They are indeed eunuchs who repress the excessive demands of the flesh and cut away from themselves the longings for wicked behavior. Many of those who are in bondage to the delights  of carnal pleasure long to perpetuate their own memory through their posterity. This they pursue every waking moment since they are sure that they will not be wholly dead in this world if they continue their name in a fruitfully surviving progeny.26
(64) But much more eminently and happily do celibates achieve this objective toward  which those that bear children strive with such burning ambition; and that, because they are always remembered by him who because of the condition of eternity is not restrained be the laws of time. On the word of God, a name better than that of sons or daughters is promised to eunuchs, because without any threat of oblivion they deserve to have their name remembered forever, something that generations of children succeed in achieving only for a brief time: “The just man, indeed, will endure in eternal memory.”27 And again John says in Revelation: “Because they are fit, they will come with me, dressed in white, and I shall not blot their names out of the book of life.”28 Again in the same work it says, “These are the ones who kept their virginity and not been defiled with women; they follow the Lamb, wherever he goes;”29 and they sing a hymn that can only be sung by the hundred and forty-four thousand.30 Only those, moreover, who have kept their virginity sing this unique song to the Lamb, because they, more than all the faithful, rejoice with him forever, also because of the integrity of their flesh. Indeed other just men cannot claim this, even though they are worthy to hear themselves ranked in the same blessed company; and this is true because, while through love they have joyously achieved their blessed state, they do not however attain the level of their reward.31 
(65) Wherefore, one must bear in mind and make every effort to reinforce the thought of high dignity and great excellence of being ranked at the top, where being even  in the last place is perfect joy; rising there to the highest privilege, where it is most fortunate to enjoy a status equal to that of others. Of course, just as Truth itself testified, not everyone in this world can accept what I have said.32 So also, in the future not everyone achieves this glorious reward. Consider these points and many more like them, my dear brother, whoever you may be, ponder them in the secrecy of your heart, and with all your effort be quick to immunize your flesh from the attack of passion so that as the Apostle teaches us, “you may know how to keep your body in a way that is holy and honorable, not giving way to selfish lust like the pagans who do not know God.”33 If you still stand firm, beware of falling; if you have fallen, reach out with confidence for the anchor of repentance that is always at hand. If like Abraham, you are unable to live away from Sodom, you might like Lot, move out when the heat of the fire nearby becomes intense. And if you should be unable to reach port with your ship unharmed, it is enough to have endured the storm and escaped shipwreck. If, moreover, it is not your fate to reach shore without harm, you may, as you lie out of danger on the beach, wish to sing with an eager voice that rhythmic chant of blessed Jonah: “ All your waves and your billows, washed over me. And I said, I am cast out from your sight, but I shall look again on your holy temple.”34 
(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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