                
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
April 23, 2024
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
This month’s offering are two letters written by St. Peter Damian to the Empress Agnes of Poitou who was queen of Germany from 1043, and empress of the Holy Roman Empire from 1046 until 1056. From 1056 to 1061, she ruled the Empire as regent during the minority of her son Henry IV, who was the subject of our March 2024 mailing. Like her husband, King Henry III, Agnes was of profound piety; her family had founded Cluny Abbey and Abbot Hugh the Great was the godfather of her son. 
In the Letter 124 written between 1065 and 1066, Damian offers her consolation in her unfamiliar loneliness using the bridegroom imagery he frequently used to describe the solitary’s union with God.  In his second shorter Letter 144 written a year later, Damian urges the empress to return to Rome with her traveling companion Cardinal Bishop Lopertus of Palestrina. Damian had agreed with archdeacon Hildebrand to send Agnes to the German court of her son Henry IV in search of military aid for the Vatican when it was thought the Normans were advancing on Rome. But Damian had an obvious change of mind and urged her to return to Rome with such flowery praise. 
As Rev Owen Blum points out, this is the only time in all Damian’s letters that he seems to advise daily communion, a rare occasion of such advice in the 11th century.
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #49 April 2024
St. Peter Damian’s Letter 124 (1065-66)1
 
TO HIS LADY, THE EMPRESS AGNES, the monk Peter the sinner offers service. 
 
(2) I think, venerable lady, that because the lord Rainaldus,2 bishop of the see of Como, the holy woman Ermensinde3, your former relation, and I also, your servant, have departed from you to our own places, your mind now wavers and, just as one is deprived of the solace of us all, it deplores the fact that it has remained alone. Perhaps the severity of very long silence is a burden, and it is tedious now that the presence of others for conversation is wanting, whom often, when they were present, you avoided, as you needed a more remote place for a refuge. For often we tolerate what is offered freely and enjoy what we obtain with greater difficulty. We consider of little value what is abundant, and we eagerly desire what we perceive to be lacking.
 
(3) Truly, may your pious mind, which burns ardently with the fire of divine love kindled by all prayers, never pine away because of the absence of human society. Rather, as much as it considers that earthly solace is wanting, so much more may it trust in the nearness of the paraclete, the Holy Spirit. Thus, when our Savior declared he was about to take himself to the Father after the glory of the resurrection, and he perceived that the minds of the disciples were not a little disturbed on account of this, immediately he added, “Because I have spoken these things to you, sorrow has filled your heart. But I tell you the truth, it is expedient for you that I go, for if I do not go, the paraclete will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him to you.”4 If, then, the illuminator of minds could not flow into apostolic breasts with  full diffusion unless Truth itself, was about to send him to them, remove his corporeal presence from their eyes, how much more necessary is that one who is simply human remove himself from the crowd of people, to become capable of achieving the gift of heaven. And thus, when the human mind is freed from the presence of people, it merits the entry of the Holy Spirit. 
 
(4) Therefore, do not count the absence of those who abided with you a loss. Instead, let the occasion for salvation, the profit of perfection and the propensity of our merit be counted as increased, because when the din of human conversation ceases, through silence the temple of the Holy Spirit is constructed in you. For this reason the sacred history attests that for the construction of the of the Israelite temple, “there was neither hammer nor ax nor any tool of iron heard in the house of the Lord when it was being built.”5 Indeed,  the temple of God grew through silence, because when the human mind does not focus itself on words, the building of a spiritual edifice rises up to the sublime summit, and in rising up, the more it is lifted to the heights, the more it is prevented on focusing on external things, enclosed in the protection of silence, for, “The guardian of justice is silence.”6 And Jeremiah says, “It is good to wait with silence for the salvation of the Lord, it is good for a man when he has borne the yoke from his youth. He shall sit solitary and be silent, because he has taken it upon himself.”7 Plainly, when the solitary is silent he raises himself above himself, because when the human mind is everywhere encompassed by the cloisters of silence it is led up to the highest places of the air, it is carried off to God through heavenly desire, and is kindled in his love through the ardor of the spirit. And, just like a living fountain, when it does not allow itself to be poured out hither and thither on rivers of words, it achieves the heights on rising waves. 
 
(5) Therefore, let the temple of your breast grow now through silence, let the edifice of spiritual virtues rise up in you as if made of celestial stones, where the heavily bridegroom, whom you love with all your heart, shall rest delightedly just as if on his marriage bed. Remember then what the Apostle says, that “another foundation no one can lay but that which is laid, which is Christ Jesus. If anyone has placed upon this foundation gold, silver, precious jewels, wood, hay, stalks, of whatever sort it shall be, fire will reveal it.”8 What one must understand by gold, silver, and precious stones if not the strength and jewels of virtues? What else but the weakness of vices is indicated by the wood, hay, and stalks? Make certain, then, that the edifice that is in you be not made from weak material, which can be subject to the flames, and which will be dashed by the blowing force of wind. Plainly, a voracious flame easily can consume wood, hay, and stalks, whereas gold, silver and precious stones do not know how to submit to fire. And certainly the same Apostle says, “Taking the shield of faith, in which you may be able to extinguish all the worst fiery darts.”9 Let the fire, then, which the hidden enemy sends, find the precious metals of the virtues in you, not the stalks and kindling of the vices. Let not a weak and rotten material fall meekly to the raging flames, which the cunning ambusher blows at you, but let the rigor of an impenetrable and robust solidity stand against him, so that the power of the Most High, which overshadowed the virginal womb, may also guard your mind  in the perpetual verdure of verdant modesty, and not -may it be avoided!- allow it to be burned by vapors of spiritual wickedness.
 
(6) Console yourself therefore, venerable lady, and expel from your heart all the tedium of harmful sadness. Let Christ be the one with whom you converse, let Christ be your companion and table guest. Rather, let your pleasures be Christ himself, let him be a meal of daily refreshment, let him be alignment of the most profound sweetness for you. Read together with him, chant the psalms continually with him, and finally prostrate yourself with him on the floor when about to say a prayer. Raise yourself up with him, when you are about to sleep let the bed receive you with him, let sleep come upon you with him. Let his modest and virginal embrace draw you close, so that what Isaiah said may be truly fulfilled in you: “And the bridegroom will rejoice over the bride, and your God will rejoice over you.”10 And you as a special bride will be able to say what the bride says in the Song of Songs: “My beloved shall abide between my breasts.”11 Now it happens that a person’s heart is situated between the breasts. Therefore, the beloved abides between the breasts of the bride when Christ is loved with entire heart by any faithful soul. Your holy soul says, then, to the bridegroom, “Behold you are fair, my beloved, and comely. Our bed is flourishing.”12 For he is the one “beautiful above the sons of men.”13 And because you have condemned the royal insignia on account of his love, despised imperial rank, he will be your crown, he himself will be for you above the purple, and he will prepare for you beautiful jewels of perfect glory. Thus, rightly, you ought to sing with the prophet, “The Lord has clothed me with a garment of salvation, and with a robe of gladness he has girded me, as a bridegroom decked with a crown, and as a bride adorned with the jewels.”
                Here he will console you for the absence of human society, here he will suffice for you in place of speech and command over all. Here, like another Elkanah, but far more preeminent, truly he will say, not “Anna,” but Agnes, “why do you weep, and why do you not eat, and why is your heart afflicted? Am I not better for you than ten children?”14 And since Elkanah means God’s zeal,  the redeemer’s love, will comfort you mind in every weary moment of bitterness and difficulty, so that you throw yourself on him in every moment of adversity you suffer, take refuge under his shade from the pain of human persecution, and rest sweetly secure in his embraces. He who has deigned to suffer for you storms and shipwreck on worldly billows will offer himself to you as a refuge of the most profound quiet. 
 
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 144 (January 1067)
 
To His Lady, The Empress Agnes, the monk Peter the sinner offers his service. 
 
(2) I can hardly tell you how distressed I am, as in dreadful suspense I daily await the joy of your return. What a fool I was, and why in my stupidity and lack of wit did I ever agree to your journey? And what is more, why did I not use force to oppose your departure. Why, in fact, did I not snatch the horses’ reins, and so far as that was permissible, prevent your leaving even with my bare hands? Indeed, after you were gone, your absence caused Rome to mourn, brought sadness to the church of blessed Peter, and sorrow to hold men and women in all of Italy. For like a golden star you appeared to lumine  the darkness of those who pursued earthly goals, and by inciting them to God, by your shining example you restored light to those who follow you. 
 
(3) And in a few short words, while I deplore your long absence, I dread to see the walls of Rome. Therefore, return, my lady, return and bring festive joy for those who grieve over you, reduced to tears at the sparkling gem in the heaven somehow torn from its setting in Rome, the capital of the world. May the regal splendor of the imperial court cause you disgust, and only the fisherman’s boat pleasantly satisfy your sense of smell. Along with Petronilla,15 may you too find your burial place in Rome, and may your illustrious father rejoice in his two daughters, one of the flesh, the other of the spirit, resting finally at his side. I also send greetings to my lord, Bishop Lopertus, and beg that he soon return.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval Continuation, The Letters of Peter Damian, 121-150, The Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., pp. 21-25; 148-149. 

2 Lord Rainaldus, also known as Marbodius of Rennes, was a prominent figure in the medieval Catholic Church and renown for his scholarship and support of reform. 

3 Ermensinde was Agne’s sister-in-law.

4 John 16.6-7.

5 1 Kgs 6.7.

6 Isa 32.17.

7 Lam 3.26-28.

8 1 Cor 3.11-13. 

9 Eph 6.16.

10 Isa 62.5.

11 Cant. 1.12.

12 Ps 44.3.

13 Isa 61.10.

14 1 Sam 1.8.

15 In The Roman Martyrology, first compiled in the 4th century and updated over the centuries, the Church acknowledges Petronilla as Peter’s daughter: “St. Petronilla, Virgin (and Martyr), daughter of the blessed apostle Peter, who refused to marry the nobleman Flaccus. Given three days for consideration, she spent them in fasting and prayer. On the third day, having received Christ sacramentally, she gave up her spirit.”
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