 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
September 23, 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 94 is a little unusual in that it is written to his own two older widowed sisters, Rodelinda and Sufficia.1 He especially looked upon Rodelinda as “a second mother.”
The holy monk urges them to pursue bodily and spiritual chastity, patience in adversity, and diligence in constant prayer. He further exhorts them to frequent confession, to kindness to those who wrong them, and to generosity to the poor. 
He warns them against substituting the accumulation of worldly goods for the loss of their deceased husbands, encouraging them  in their advanced years to turn away from the world and to concentrate on things eternal. Damian’s insistence on keeping control of one’s thoughts is key. 
Finally, he asks their prayers and solicitudes in exchange for his spiritual advice. 
Upon reading this letter, the lay person may well feel that St. Damian is speaking directly to her or him and sharing his holiness and wisdom intimately with each League member.
God bless you all,
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #43 September 2023
 
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 94 (1062-1063)
On Widowhood and the Importance of Thoughts  
 
Introduction
To MY DEAREST sisters in Christ,  Rodelinda, and Sufficia, the monk Peter the sinner sends the deep affection of a brother.
 (2) I render many thanks to divine providence, as I learn from the news that has been spread abroad, that you are of like mind in eagerly practicing the spiritual virtues, even though you are still subject to various afflictions in the world. It is well-known, of course, that in the normal pattern of higher justice the invisible Judge in this life instructs by inflicting temporal distress on those to whom he is disposed to grant the rights of an everlasting inheritance. With heavy blows he chastises like slaves, those whom, already in his carefully hidden decision, he has pledged to receive as legitimate children for the inheritance of his patrimony as their own possession. For if anyone, while leading an upright life, overflows with successes, he would rightly experience fear in his heart lest, while seeing good deeds rewarded with temporal wealth, they be repaid, perhaps with something less, or with nothing at all in eternity. But he who performs good works and is worn down by tribulations can now rightly rejoice in the certainty that he will be given, as a reward for his labors, a good measure, pressed down and shaken together.2 For he discovers that afterwards in our homeland, the sum of his accrued interest has grown to the degree that in this life he failed to receive even the payment of a momentary well-being. And so it is said by the blessed James, “my brothers, whenever you fall into various trials, count yourself possessed of every joy.”3 And to this point also Solomon says, “For whomever he loves the Lord reproves, and he chastises every son he receives.”4 
 (3) It is not without justification, therefore, that he rejoices who, firmly established on the path of a holy way of life, as he considers himself to be surrounded with avenging lashes, has no doubt of having been adopted into the company of God’s children. Only this must be avoided with anxious thought, that among the works of righteousness themselves, to which indeed a reward is owed, we should intermingle also some disordered things, be they very small, for which at least temporal punishment would be inflicted. Hence Pater says, “Let none of you suffer as a murderer or thief or slanderer or coveter of others’ things.”5 Whoever, therefore, covets the things of another or abuses anyone with slanderous words does not deserve a reward for his suffering because he suffers rightly. 
 (4) Now you, most beloved sisters, since by professing continence as widows after your marriage bond was dissolved, you have not only entered  into union with an immortal spouse, but with application of marvelous fervor have decided to suppress, even to crucify, all incentives to the enticements of the flesh, restrain yourselves from inflicting harm on anyone, and patiently bear injury done to you by others. So that, because our Redeemer  both did no evils and yet bore his cross, even now the pledge of union with that same heavenly Spouse may be apparent to you, so long as your life is in accord with his way. Even though you are as virgins, to follow the Lamb wherever he went, it would suffice for you to imitate him through the path of patience, who, indeed, through his death passed over to the resurrection of life. 
 (5) And lest long-lasting annoyances perhaps become tedious for you, set Anna in the Gospel before yourself as a model for your widowhood. After she had enjoyed the company of her husband for seven years, as Scripture attests without doubt, she had now as a widow reached the age of eighty-four.6 Did she, who had received such a drawn out and aged time for living, by remaining in idle conversation or by living in luxury, temper the difficulties arising from the stooped condition of old age? For after mentioning her many years of continence, the evangelist at once adds, “Because she never left the temple, but worshipped day and night, fasting and praying.”7 What I ask you, would this woman do, were she to read the Apostle’s exhortations, “Pray without ceasing,”8 and especially if she were to hear the Lord himself calling us to persevere in constant prayer?9 Moreover, because she fulfilled the Gospel before she could have learned of it, she was found worthy to recognize the Lord by prophetic inspiration, and, so to speak, having become an evangelist, to announce his presence. For as we read, ”Coming up at that hour, she was confessing the Lord and talking about him to all who were awaiting the redemption of Jerusalem.”10 
 (6) And so, earnestly impress this outstanding widow on your mind as you would a seal, that you may be worthy of winning the reward of true widowhood. Always keep in mind the words of the Apostle when he said, “One is truly a widow, however, and left alone, has hoped in the Lord and persisted in prayer night and day.”11 But you do not need to hear what follows , for with the grace of God you are taking care with energetic foresight. “But [a widow] given over to pleasures, though she lives, is [already] dead.”12
 (7) Surely, if wives of any sort with the greatest longing try to please their mortal husbands,13 how much more carefully and with what greater attention to detail ought holy widows contrive to make up the appearance of their inner being that they might be able to appear beautiful in the sight of their invisible spouse? For as the same Apostle says, “The unmarried woman has concern for the Lord’s business, to be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman has concern for worldly things, as to how she may please her husband.”14 
 (8) … Lastly, impress this securely upon your minds, and consider this in untiring meditation, when it is said, “that she [an unmarried woman] be holy in body and spirit.” For of what benefit is chastity of the body, of what benefit is chastisement or affliction of the flesh, if purity and cleanness of heart be wanting? “Blessed,” indeed, “are the pure of heart for they shall see God.”15 And so Jeremiah, using Jerusalem as a type, says to the soul who thinks harmful thoughts, “Wash your heart of malice, Jerusalem so that you may become saved; how long will harmful thoughts remain in you?”16 I have certainly learned and have sufficient – and more than sufficiently – had experienced, that  the farther you retreat from the occupations of the world or from secular contacts, the more trouble you have struggling with the bothersome din of attacking thoughts. This especially the case, since what is said prophetically through a mystery, is fulfilled in you, “An unjust brother has supplanted me, and every friend has fraudulently attacked me.”17
 (9) Wherefore, if among the bounteous fields of good works that you never cease to cultivate, certain briars of prickling thoughts should perhaps be growing from the roots of your afflictions, at once take up the hoe of salutary confessions and self-correction, and tear out at the roots this poisonous growth from the of your heart. In this matter, the divine voice commanded well through the prophet, saying, “Break up your fallow ground, and do not sow among thorns.”18 What he means by these earlier words, he at once explains when he adds, “Be circumcised to the service of the Lord, and remove the foreskins of your hearts, men of Judah and dwellers of Jerusalem.”19 Those, indeed, break up the fallow ground, who still frequently harrow the field of their hearts with the plowshare of pious confession, even though it had been previously plowed. And sad to say, the growth of carnal desire, since once dug out it never ceases to sprout and grow again, must always be cut away with the hoe of self-correction and repentance. Once the fallow ground is broken, we do not sow among thorns, because, by frequent harrowing with the plowshare of confession and correction, we cut away the thorny undergrowth of thoughts, so that we may scatter the seeds of virtuous living onto the neatly prepared soil of the heart (emphases added).  
 (10) It is specifically the men of Judah and the dwellers of Jerusalem who are given this command to carry out, so that they especially may be stirred to wage war against the desires within them, since, having turned their back on the disruptions of the world, are they firmly established in the confession of truth and they focus  continually on a vision of a higher peace. And this most aptly applies to you also, who by burning with a desire for God which is enkindled in the depths of your mind, endure the evils of the savage world, since you have not loved the allurements of the enticer. And since the clever schemer was unable to incite you to pay back those who had done you harm, you must especially beware lest he succeed in getting you to hate them even in secret. And because, after fighting with you for many years, with God standing by your side on the battlefield of action, he was forced to lose, you must make sure that he does not gain access to the home of your thoughts because you were not on your guard. When the hands are outwardly clean through innocence, he will scheme to show before the eyes of God a heart that has been polluted with hatred. Thus God speaks by the prophet to those who carry out the ceremonies of the Lord, “Who asked for these things from your hands? Your hands are filled with blood.”20 This he addressed to those whose hearts he saw to be full of malice. 
 (11) Therefore, my dearest sisters, since your life is considered so holy, so upright, and so disciplined, that as far as good works are concerned, it seems to have no need of my advice, nevertheless, that there may still be room for me to write something for your edification. I approach the innermost recesses of your mind, where, the more outstanding one becomes in practicing virtue the more astute one must be in guarding against temptation. For, the very thing which was made an occasion of victory, our sly enemy often transforms into a subject for battle. To this may be added that almighty God himself dwells in the minds of the elect. For even though we must believe that he dwells also in chaste bodies, as the Apostle says, “Your body is a temple of the indwelling Holy Spirit whom you have received from God,”21 his special seat, nevertheless, is attributed to the mind, which presides over the subject body with a certain authority of direction. And as the same Apostle says, “The Holy Spirit dwells in our heart through faith.”22 Of course, just as the soul gives life  to the members of the body, it too subsists in having been given life by God. Thus, if you wish to construct in your minds a chamber worthy of God, energetically strive to clear from your minds every kindling of hostility and hatred, and every stain of malice.  
 (12) … Therefore, since you guard your bodies in holy purity through the vehemence of tireless prayer, through almost daily fasting, and through the resplendence of matronly chastity, constantly hold forth a strict concern for your thoughts also, so that, as you are constructing in your mind a chamber for the heavenly Spouse, you may not permit anything there to be foul, anything disarranged which might offend his eyes. For, true light does not dwell in the darkness of hatred, and the price of Peace does not seek quarters in an unpacified mind. 
 (13) You are indeed not unaware that certain women who live according to the flesh grind up in their teeth various kinds of spices and juices, that they might more delightfully please their husbands with the charm of emitting a fragrance. Your tongue and lips should never be unoccupied with the praise of God, but always roll around [on them] the psalms and other prayers, as if you were chewing spices, so that you might offer up in the sight of God an odor of sweetness that will not go unrewarded. 
 (14)  It is no secret to you that, when girls growing up at home with their parents begin to come of age and to approach the benefits of marriage, knowing that the estate of their father is reserved mostly for his male heirs, they acquire purses or other kinds of pouches, so that whatever they can scrape together here and there, they carefully stuff into these bags. This is done so that when they enter their bridal chambers, the richer a supply of accumulated wealth accompanies them from their father’s house, the less ashamed they will have to be before strangers.
 (15) So now, you who hurry along with the strides of firm hope to heavenly nuptials, store away no small part of your goods in a safe place, that you need not pass over to your immortal Spouse with any embarrassment. But the pouch in which these things are stored away most securely is the pocket of the poor, the support of those in need (emphasis added). This, indeed, is a safe place of deposit, that, with absolutely no loss, will return whatever it has received. Do not,  therefore, leave everything to those who remain behind, and fail to provide for yourselves who will soon depart this life. But if there is a little at hand, and if the poverty of your estate constrains you, he who valued the widow’s mite above all the offerings of the rich, 23 will not be ungrateful in receiving your small gift or pittance into the treasury of his consideration. But if that too is lacking, which I hardly believe, it would suffice for you to offer pious tears, deep groanings, and lofty sighs. Even more, whatever you know, whatever you are capable of, whatever you live for, whatever it is that you aspire to, place it all on the altar of your devotion, and thus offer yourself to God as a sacrifice which is greater than all holocausts. 
 (16) Abhor conversations with people of the world, and avoid looking at carnal things. Your door should not give access to everyone. Until you know why they have come, entry should be denied to some. Judith also should be a holy model for your life and an instruction in widowed continence.24 
 (17) … One must consider how much praise this widow deserves, as she burned with such an intense a fire of divine love. Not content, moreover, with the limits of the widowed state, she had progressed to such a point in holy religion that she became a hermitess not simply by herself, but along with her handmaidens. Of her ordinary home she made a cloister, and, in a heavily populated town, ingenious love found solitude. With how many earthly endowments of prosperity did she abound! These were certainly enticing enough to attract to her a marriage with a suitor. For, as sacred history relates, “she was exceedingly attractive to behold, to whom her husband had left much wealth, a plentiful household, and landholdings filled with loads of cattle and flocks of sheep.25 And what was still more important than all this, it is also said that “she was everywhere renowned because she feared God very much, nor was there anyone who could speak an ill word about her. But when would she ever have occasion to meet suitors, since there was not easy access  for anyone to speak to her handmaidens? How would she concern herself with fashion, whose limbs were constantly worn down by sackcloth? Or would she perhaps be preoccupied with lavish banquets, whose daily abstinence was wasting away?
 (18) But perhaps you object to all this, that it is easy for her to practice virtue, since she abounded on all sides with so many advantages of wealth. But for those who are not permitted to live as they choose, how will it be to their liking to live a life of virtue? It is certainly easy for us to refrain from things that have been offered, but it is generally our habit to covet eagerly what has been taken away. To put it plainly, offering something of one’s own accord is a joy, but when one is compelled to do so, it befogs the wavering will. 
 (19) But go ahead and find an excuse in the fact that you do not have the abundance of wealthy Judith. Can you be unaware that Ruth, the impoverished little Moabite, suffered exile, disasters, hunger, thirst, the endurance of unbearable labors? Have you ever, for the sake of preserving the integrity of your most chaste widowhood, been reduced to such poverty as she, who gleaned the grain that was left behind by the reapers, and without any man’s help, indeed without any help at all, she used a rod and pounded out what she had gleaned? She, indeed, from whom a progeny of such great kings was going to emerge seemed to be delivered over to servile works like vile chattel. Yet, weighed down and hemmed in by so many difficulties, she did not abandon the spiritual virtues. She patiently carried the burden which weighed down on her, of living without resources, but considered it unbecoming to fall below the height of nobility deep within herself, who for instance was worthy to become the great-grandmother of David. She showed proper respect for her mother-in-law, maintain the chastity of a wife, remained faithful to her deceased husband, left her parents and a homeland given over to idolatry, and went over to the cult of the true God as a noble convert, without having received any formal teaching.26
 (20) So here we see Judith casting off the goods by which she was propped up in life, and Ruth embracing the hardships by which she was weighed down. Both were certainly of one mind, though they were in different circumstances. Both pleased the one God, and not without merit, since the latter did not succumb to adversities, while the former did not abandon herself to riches, forgetful of her own well-being. The one put up with her abundant riches, while the other rejoiced in what she had to bear. Each could doubtless say about the vicissitudes of worldly instability, “Just as his darkness, so too is his light.”27 And while one was content with her first marriage, and the other was prepared to enter upon a second, even though Ruth married again , she did not desert her disposition to chastity, because the continence of widowhood was changed into conjugal purity, not out of desire for carnal enticement, but rather because God ordained it so.  
 (21) And what shall I recall about the blessed Mother of God, who did not possess an abundance of earthly goods, and endured the bitterness of a most intense sorrow? To her, of course, it was foretold, “A sword shall pierce your soul.”28 For if almighty God considered the advantages of this life to be of great value, surely he would never have permitted this unique and perpetual virgin, from whom he deigned to be incardinated, to be afflicted with sorrows. Wherefore, “You also,” according to the statement of Blessed Peter “arm yourselves with the same thinking,”29 and conquer through patience the evils of the world, which, you certainly are not unaware, all the elect endured from the very beginning of the human race. Whence, the Apostle says, “It is fitting to pass through many tribulations to enter the kingdom of God.”30
 (22) Truly, it is not beyond belief that if this life were to be softened and thereby become pleasant for you, it would slow you down somewhat from racing toward the object of heavenly desire. And your mind would grow cold toward God to the extent that it found rest in the warmth of earthly possessions. Therefore, it is God’s plan to permit you to be tossed about on the high seas of this life by storms whirling all around, as by violent gusts of raging winds, so that your mind might turn more eagerly to desiring the things above, since down below it does not find a pleasant resting place. For Hagar, bolstered by successes, became puffed up against her mistress; but later, when she had been afflicted, and was wandering about in the wilderness as an exile, she received the address of an angel promising joyful things.31 When Rachel struggled under the misfortune of sterility, she showed reference of fitting worship to the true God.32 But after she merited the gift of fertility when Joseph was born, she stole the idol from Laban, her father.33If in answer to your petition, a wave of prosperity should arise and lift you up onto its heights, it would either draw in the wreckage of some sin, or at least draw your minds far from the shore of interior peace, with happiness flowing far away.
 (23) Hence, I exhort and earnestly admonish you not to be found ungrateful – far be it – for divine benefits, but always properly thank God, who steers you. By removing from you the opportunity of sinning, he deprives you, as it were, of poisonous foods, that he may carry you forth to the strength of eternal immunity. He surrounds you with harsher lashes and teaches you with blows, so that, by filing away and polishing his pearls now, he may afterwards set them in the edifice of his heavenly temple without the clanging of ax and hammer or without the noise any iron implement whatsoever.34 
 (24) Therefore, my dearest sisters, when, from the whirlwinds of this world, a storm rages more wildly and bursts down on you, when you suffer with severe setbacks from those who oppose you, seek refuge at once in prayer, have recourse to weeping and lament, and quickly seek the cool refreshment of tears, away from the heat of those who persecute you. When your soul is unable to find a secure abode outside itself, let it turn inward and there seek rest apart from the disturbance of every earthly distraction. Nor should your inability to weep keep you from persevering in prayer, especially if at the beginning of your effort tears will not flow. For it is of the very nature of fasting,  we know, something which you are accustomed to practice, that as it produces great success, it sometimes provokes us and lessens our ability to weep. That anger is incited through fasting, is also clear from the words of Isaiah, who says, “For your fasting leads only to wrangling and strife, and dealing vicious blows with the fist.”35
 (25) That tears are dried up by long fasting, is also the opinion of Josephus, who in telling about the vengeance wrought of Jerusalem and the Lord’s prosecutors by the emperors. Vespasian  and Titus, mentioned the following among the various kinds of avenging punishments, “Nor did they practice customary mourning and weeping for the dead, because hunger this totally impossible, and the dryness brought on by their need left no liquid for tears with anyone.”36 So when you are physically unable to invoke visible tears, it will suffice to deplore your sins within the secret recesses of a contrite heart. There you should take note of the darkness of your acknowledged guilt, and admitting that what you suffer is your due, pass judgement on it after proper examination. For light gains strength amid darkness, and Venus which in the daytime cannot be detected by the eye, at night shines with its own splendor. Therefore, if we wish to have the true light rise in our hearts, we should not pretend to be the light, but truly acknowledge the darkness of our sin; and then whatever we suffer will seem insignificant to us, because we judge that the punishment we deserve should be much more severe.  
 (26) It should be noted that, just as those who are blind hear more sharply, as if a vigorous sense of perception that is lost in one member is transferred with greater acuity to the other, so too it is that some who have distained luxuries are more greatly consumed with avarice. And while human concupiscence is restrained in its search for sexual pleasure, the appetite reaches out with greater vigor in acquiring wealth. In your case, may the love of riches grow cold together with your desire for marriage, so that your generosity in helping the poor may grow more active, and not burn, never to be extinguished , to satisfy the avaricious. God forbid that in your heart money should replace the love of your husband, but rather that a spiritual feast delight your hearts in exchange for bodily pleasure, that is to say, constant meditation on the word of God , the psalms, wholesome thoughts, the frequent practice of good works, preparation for death, the hope of future life, and similar matters on which the soul is profitably nourished and has its fill, in fact as at a heavenly banquet. 
 (27) But now, since I have prolonged my conversation with you in all charity, breaking all the rules that govern letter writing, I am, so to speak, sending you a brief, and have not been very brief about it. For as I seek to promote your edification rather than my own elegance of style, by speaking too much I have not observed the proper norms of speech. Finally, you will show me no small favor if you make every effort to be perfect in the practice of the holy virtues. For as I have no doubt that Lazarus was restored to life at the prayers of his faithful sisters,37 I have every confidence that through your merits, if, as I believe, they were deserving, I too will absolved from my sins and restored to innocence of life. May almighty God, the zealous lover of souls, lead me by your prayers on the way to virtue, and by my exhortations guide you to still greater deeds. Praise be the name of the Lord. 
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