 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
September 23, 2022
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
This month we continue with Part V of Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 31,1  better known as the Book of Gomorrah. It is perhaps the best known of the holy monk’s written works. 
This version of the Book 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 this section of his work, Peter Damian explains that the services of a sodomite priest will spell ruin for the people: “For God’s sake, why do you damnable sodomites pursue the heights of ecclesiastical dignity with such fiery ambition? To what purpose are you so eager to ensnare the people of God in the meshes of your own perdition? Is it not enough that you yourself are plunging headlong into the depths of sin? Must you also expose others to the danger of your fall? … If you are willing to accept your own destruction, beware of being responsible for the damnation of others.2 The holy monk advises that, “Everyone, in fact, should discreetly judge himself and not dare to accept the office of the priesthood if accursed vice still has power over him.”3 
O Sacred Heart of Jesus, Have Mercy On Us.
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #35 September 2022
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 314
 (1049 AD)
The Book of Gomorrah 
Part V (continued)
By The Humble Monk, Peter Damian
 
That We Should Be Sorry for the Soul That Does Not Lament 
(42) Therefore, miserable soul, I weep for you with unrelenting grief because I do not see you weeping. For this reason I lie prostrate on the ground for you because  I see you wickedly standing erect after your grievous fall and even striving for the highest rank that the ecclesiastical order may offer. If, on the other hand, you had restrained yourself with humility, I should have rejoiced with the Lord with all my heart, assured of your reform. If compunction, which is the property of heartfelt contrition, had shaken your soul to its foundation, I would have rightly cheered and danced for joy. But as it is, you are truly to be wept over because you do not weep; and thus you need the grief of others because you do not grieve over your perilous calamity. And since you appear to be undisturbed by any personal sad feelings of regret, you need all the more the bitter tears and compassion of your brothers. Why do you merely neglect to gage the measure of your damnation? Why not stop heaping up vengeance for yourself on the day of wrath5 by plummeting on occasion into the depths of sin and at other times soaring with conceit? I tell you, the curse that David hurled at Joab and at his house when he shed Abner’s blood, falls upon you. This disease, called gonorrhea, which brought vengeance to the house of Joab because of this savage assassination, now infests your body. When Abner was slain, David cried, “I and my kingdom are innocent forever of the blood of Abner son of Ner; may it fall on the head of Joab and all his father’s house! May the House of Joab never lack men suffering from gonorrhea,” for which another version reads, “suffering from a discharge of semen, or from leprosy, or only fit to hold a distaff, or falling by the sword, or short of bread.6 Truly, to be covered with leprosy is to be afflicted with the stain od serious sin. And to hold distaff means abandoning the brave deeds of a manly life to engage  in the alluring softness of feminine behavior. One falls by the sword if he incurs the fury of divine wrath. One is short of bread if, as a punishment for his sin, he is compelled  to abstain from receiving the Body of Christ, for “he is indeed the living bread which has come down from heaven.”7
(43) Therefore, unworthy priest, if after the discharge of semen you became a leper and were forced by the Law to live outside the camp,8 why are you still attempting to reach even the highest positions of honor within the camp? Did not king Uzziah though he proudly planned to offer sacrifice on the altar of incense, patiently allow the priests to drive him from the temple after recognizing that he had been divinely struck with leprosy, and even of his own accord did not hurry to leave? This is what is written: “When Azariah the chief priest and all the other priests looked at him they saw the leprosy on his forehead and they quickly drove him out.” And then shortly thereafter we read, “And he himself hurried to leave in fear because he was instantly aware that the Lord had struck him.”9
(44) If a king afflicted with bodily leprosy does not bridle at being ejected from the temple by the priests, why do you, with leprosy on your soul, not allow yourself to be removed from the holy altar by the judgment of so many holy fathers? If the former, after relinquishing his royal dignity and command, was not ashamed to reside until death in a private home, why should you be disturbed at stepping down from the eminence of priestly rank to bury yourself in penance and eagerly to accept yourself as a dead man amidst the living?  
But to return to the allegorical history of Joab: If you yourself have fallen by the sword, how will you be able to lift up another by the grace of the priesthood? If you yourself, as you rightly deserve, are in need of bread, that is, if you are forbidden to receive the Body of Christ, how will you be able to provide others with food from the heavenly table? If you have been struck on the forehead with the leprosy of Uzziah, that is, if you bear the marks of infamy on your face, how will you be able to purge others from the accumulated deposit of crimes they have committed? Shame on your pretentious pride! Let it not seek vainly to rise above itself for the burden of its own guilt weighs it down far below itself. It should learn to assess its ills with careful scrutiny and humbly discover how it compels itself to live within the bounds of his own limitations, not arrogantly seizing what it is in no position to attain. Indeed, it may lose forever that which true humility might hope to achieve.10
That the Services of an Unworthy  Priest Will Spell Ruin for the People
(45) For God’s sake, why do you damnable sodomites pursue the heights of ecclesiastical dignity with such fiery ambition? To what purpose are you so eager to ensnare the people of God in the meshes of your own perdition? Is it not enough that you yourself are plunging headlong into the depths of sin? Must you also expose others to the danger of your fall? 
If perhaps someone should come to me and ask that I intercede for him with a powerful man who is angry at him, but unknown to me, I should reply: It is impossible for me to negotiate because I do not know him very well. Therefore, if one is embarrassed to act as intercessor with a man with whom he is not at all acquainted, how can one dare to act as an intercessor for the people before God if, in view of his life, he knows that he is not on friendly terms with the grace of God? Again, how can one ask him to pardon others if he does not know if God is well disposed towards him? In this matter one must doubly fear this further complication, that he who is thought competent to appease God’s anger might himself deserve to feel its effects because of his own guilt. Certainly all of us are aware that when one who has caused displeasure is sent to negotiate, the disposition of the offended party is provoked to an even uglier response.11
(46) Let him, therefore, who is still bound up in earthly desires, beware lest, reveling in his pride of position, he become the cause of destruction for his subjects for having more grievously inflamed the anger of a rigorous judge. Everyone, in fact, should discreetly judge himself and not dare to accept the office of the priesthood if accursed vice still has power over him. Nor should he who is a victim of his own depravity aspire to become an intercessor for the sins of others. Forbear, I beg you, and dread to inflame the inextinguishable fury of God against you, lest by your very prayers you more sharply provoke him whom your wicked life so obviously offends. If you are willing to accept your own destruction, beware of being responsible for the damnation of others. Remember this: The more circumspect you are about your present lapses into sin, the more readily will you rise in the future when God in his mercy extends his hand, inviting you to penance. 
(47) But if Almighty God himself refuses to accept the sacrifice from your hands, whom do you think you are in presuming to thrust them upon him against his will? “The sacrifice of the unclean is abhorrent to the Lord.”12 But those of you who are furious with me and sneer at heeding my writing, should at least listen to the prophetic voice that speaks to you; give him a hearing, I tell you, as he preaches and proclaims, as he rejects your sacrifices, and openly cries out against your prayers. Here are the words of Isiah, renowned among the prophets, or rather the Holy Spirit speaking by the mouth of Isiah: “Hear,” he says, “the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom; listen to the command of our God, you people of Gomorrah. What are your endless sacrifices to me, says the Lord? I am sick of the holocausts of rams and the fat of well-fed beasts, and the blood of bulls and sheep and of goats revolts me. When you come to present yourselves before me, who asked you to trample over my courts? Bring me your worthless offerings no more, the smoke of them fills me with disgust. New Moons, sabbaths, and other festivities I cannot endure; your assemblies are wicked. New Moons. Your New Moons and your appointed feasts I hate with all my soul. They lie heavy on me, and I am tired of bearing them. When you stretch out your hands, I will turn my eyes away from you; when you multiply your prayers, I shall not listen. Your hands are covered with blood.”13 
(48) You will notice, consequently, that even though the sentence of God’s condemnation bears commonly on the evil inherent in all vice, it is principally leveled, however, at the leaders of Sodom and Gomorrah. If, perhaps, the rash opinion of those who would contest this view is not prepared  to believe human evidence pointing to the moral quality of this vice, it should at least agree with the testimony of God.14
(49) If, moreover, someone should object that in the statement of the prophet, it says in conclusion: “Your hands are covered with blood;”15 as if he preferred us to understand that this pronouncement of divine anger referred to murder rather than to carnal impurity, he should know that in Holy Scripture all sins are called blood, as David affirms when he says, “Deliver me from blood, O God.”16 In fact, if we also carefully study the nature of this vice and recall the statements of physical scientists, we find that the discharge of semen has its origin from blood.17 For, as by the agitation of the winds sea-water is converted into foam, so also blood is turned into liquid semen by handling the genitals.
(50) Consequently, we may be quite confident that it is not contrary to sound reason to assert that the statement, “Your hands are covered with blood,” seems to refer to the plague of uncleanness. And perhaps this is why the vengeance against Joab related only to the crime of shedding blood, namely, that he who has voluntarily spilled another’s blood would be suitably punished if against his will he had to tolerate the discharge issuing from his own blood.
(51) But since we have reached the point in this long disputation where we have clearly shown that the Lord abhors the sacrifices of the unclean and categorically forbids them, why should we sinners be surprised if we are despised by them because of our admonition? If we see the command of God’s voice belittled by gross hearted reprobates, why should we marvel that we who are of earth are not believed?18
That No Holy Oblation, Soiled  by Impurity, Is Acceptable to God 
(52) Now, therefore, he who despises the revered Councils of the holy fathers, who distain the commands of the apostles and of apostolic men, who is not afraid to reject the prescripts of the canons, and male light of the solemn command of God himself, should at least be advised to conjure up before the day of his death; and should have no doubt that the more gravely he sins, the more severely he will be judged. As the angel says, speaking figuratively of Babylon, “As she exalted herself and played the wanton, so give her a like measure of torment and mourning.”19 He should be admonished to consider that so long as he continues to be afflicted with this vicious disease, he does not deserve a reward even if  it is evident that he has done something good. Neither monastic observance, nor mortification , nor a life of perfection has any value in the eyes of the supreme judge if it is stained by the shameful filth of impurity.20
(53) But that we may prove the truth of what we say, I would suggest turning to the evidence of the Venerable Bede: “Whoever,” he says, “gives alms but does not abandon sin, does not benefit his soul which he allows to wallow in vice.”21
The truth of this statement a certain hermit proved in deed. After living a life of high virtue with a companion, this diabolically induced thought entered his mind; that whenever he should be excited by passion, that he should eject semen by handling his organ, just as if he were blowing his nose. Because of this, when he died, his companion saw him handed over to the devils. This companion, not knowing his guilt and only remembering his virtuous deeds, was almost in despair, and said, “If this man was damned, can any man be saved?” But an angel appeared to him, and said, “Do not be disturbed. Even though this man had achieved much, he defiled it all by the vice which the Apostle calls impurity.”22 
That All Four of the Methods Mentioned Above Are Sodomy
(54) Therefore one should not flatter himself because he has not sinned with another, if while alone he abandons himself to this debasing lust. For we know that the unhappy hermit, who was handed over to the devil just before he died, did not defile another but destroyed himself by his impurity. Just as various branches sprout from the same clump of vines, so also the four shoots that we have enumerated above emerge from one defiling sodomy as from a poisonous root. No matter from which of them one should pick the baneful cluster of grapes, he will immediately die of poisonous infection. “Their stock springs from the vinestock of Sodom and their progeny from Gomorrah: Their grapes are grapes of gall, and their clusters are bitter.”23 The serpent we have sought to crush with the cudgel of our disputation is four-headed, and with whichever head it bites, it at once spews forth all its vicious poison. 
(55) Therefore, if one defiles himself, or is convicted of sinning with another by touch, by femoral coitus, or by violating him from the rear, even though he does not indulge in these practices indiscriminately, he is, without a doubt , still guilty of the crime of sodomy. We do not read that the natives of Sodom practiced posterior intercourse only with strangers; more likely we can be sure that, given the urge of their unbridled lust, they indulged in various shameful methods on themselves as well as on others. Surely, if one were to show any leniency in dealing with this destructive vice whom would we more likely pardon than the poor hermit who sinned through ignorance and fell through simple inexperience, thinking that this was allowed him as an ordinary natural function? Let these miserable souls learn to inhibit this detestable vice, manfully conquer the wantonness of enticing lust, repress the lascivious urging of the flesh, and fear in their bones the terrible judgment of divine anger. Let them always recall the threatening words of the Apostle when he says, “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”24 They should also remember the menacing tone of the prophet when he says, “In the fire of the anger of the Lord all the earth will be consumed,25 and all flesh by his sword.”26
(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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