 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
November 23, 2024
Dear Members and Friends of the League,
A Blessed Advent to all League Members and readers of our monthly mailings.
Damianus, the son of Peter Damian’s sister, was among his favorite nephews and a frequent subject of his advice. 
The holy monk also had an older brother named Damianus, who became a monk in later years. 
St. Peter Damian warns his nephew against excessive or uncontrolled ascetic practices while praising his zeal, and invites him to return to the cloister to the superior practices of religious life found in the hermitage. 
I wish to draw the attention of the reader to the extended allegory on the significance of the poles and axes of the Cross found at the end of this letter. A positive thought to contemplate throughout Advent: 
“To be sure, this cross is rightly called “holy to the Lord,” because the world, which until then had been profaned, is blessed by it.”  
 
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE # 52 November 2024
St. Peter Damian’s Letter 158 (Lent 1069)1
Advice to His Nephew Damianus 
 
TO HIS NEPHEW Damianus, the monk Peter the sinner sends the affection of paternal love.
 
(2) If God who led his people from Pharaoh’s workhouse had ceased to be their guide in the desert, Israel never would have been able to reach the promised land.  It needed a guide for the journey who was the author of their going forth. Therefore, [God] had said to Abraham: “come into the land which I will show to you.”2  Because he does not say “go,” but instead says, “come,” he promises to be a participant in the future journey.  And what is actually added next, “into the land which I shall show you,” clearly reveals that he who challenged him to go forth from the land of his birth would be his guide until the goal of his journey had been achieved.
 
(3)I have rejoiced greatly that this is not unlike what had begun to befall you, as I learned of some of the distinctions of your novitiate’s fervor zeal from a report of a completely reliable man, brother Ubaldus.3  Among other things, he said that at a time when he was shivering from the very harsh winter’s cold in those Alps, so that the accumulation of snow covered the tops of whatever shelters or houses exist there, you, after having cast off your clothes, secretly buried yourself naked in the depths of the snowy drifts, and there this brother found you almost half-dead.  And when he reproached you very severely, as was appropriate, you are said to have replied to him: “the flesh attempts to slay me, but I will slay it instead.”  And afterwards, you were found not under the open sky but under some building — I do not know which — similarly covered in snow.  In this event, although the correction of the rule ought not be neglected, I prefer nevertheless that a person’s excessive fervor exceed the measure of discretion than that a torpor of cowardly idleness restrain base minds. 
 
(4) For it is easier to drain off the reflux from a vessel that has overflowed than to fill one which is empty.  It requires far more effort to graft onto a trunk branches it does not have than to cut off those that are superfluous to the tree.  A horse which requires reins to restrain its impatience for a race is worth more than one which reveals, by the listlessness of its natural torpor, that its flanks must be pricked with spurs.  Indeed, a horse that is agile and swift when he prances, whirling about like a bird, is easily held in check after the bridle has gradually been relaxed, when he is whipped and struck; but one that is still not spurred on to the speed of a horse’s natural agility reveals himself to be just like an ass, on account of the listlessness of a genuine torpor.
 
(5) Therefore, although it would certainly be wrong to exceed the limit of discretion, it is better for you to be reproached for excessive ardor than to be known for the foul disease of idleness.  I do not want, then, this flame of praiseworthy zeal to abate in you; nonetheless, when it is necessary, I want the power of your prior and the discipline to check this aberration of indiscretion, with you left unharmed. For through this zeal that is said to live in you, I have understood that that spirit which admonishes you to go forth from your home like Abraham has not abandoned you, but, having become a guide for your journey, has not ceased to go before you.4
 
(6) Nevertheless, I suffered it badly, because I knew that you had entered the monastery of the blessed Bartholomew to learn the modes of ecclesiastical chants.  When I heard this, it certainly seemed to me that the tender lamb had jumped out of the sheepfold and rushed to the cruel jaws of the predatory wolf. But even then, and when brother Ubaldus brought this message to me concerning you, which was not what I wished for, Peter, the abbot of the monastery, distinguished by the genuineness of his religious ways of life, approached and recalled to mind with much affection that there flourishes in the city of Salerno a building decorated with the title of blessed Benedict. He is the one who told me that a hidden wolf, hungry for men, attacked a little boy from the family of our monastery, snatched him up, and went off. After this the mother, pierced with grief, said, crying aloud: “I adjure you, you beast, through the blessed Benedict, whose servant he is, not to ravage my son further but to release him with haste.”  After the wolf heard this, he immediately dropped the one he carried from his open mouth, sprang unexpectedly upon another boy, and, cutting off the trunk of the corpse, he suddenly spurned it, and once he seized the severed head, the excited wolf carried it off to his den.
 
(7) I too, then, who fear that you have been seized by the teeth of the invisible wolf, trust in the deliverance of our same holy father, Benedict, whose servant you were made.  For why would you have descended from the hermitage to that monastery unless the artful ambusher dragged you out by the bite of his pernicious cunning?  Nevertheless, I do not want to pursue this first sin any longer, which, as I believe, did not arise from light-minded inconsistency on your part, but proceeded from the unadvised caution of the ones giving orders, especially since the already mentioned Ubaldus told me that in the end, unwillingly and only when forced to do so, you would barely consent to this command.
 
(8) Return to the hermitage, then, beloved son, with all due speed, lest as monastic laxity seduces your youthfulness, at some time the severity of the hermitage would become hateful — may God forbid — through having forgotten its practice.  Immovably plant the trophy of your cross there, hang yourself there together with Christ, so that, as the apostle says: “being rooted and founded in charity, you may be able to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth, and length, and height, and depth.”5
 
                
(9) This is without any doubt the cross of the Redeemer.  All of Christian religion is depicted in this sign of celestial victory, the whole perfection of the spiritual virtues is designated in the character of this life-sustaining sign.  For since the entire divine law consists in the three virtues, namely, faith, and hope, together with charity, and the multitude of all the virtues proceeds from them, faith, which is the foundation of Christian religion, is symbolized by that part of the Cross which is fixed to the ground.  The entire fabric of a good work rests upon this foundation, and the entire frame of the spiritual virtues is supported on it, so that it can stand. Thus the apostle said to the disciples: “For you stand in faith.”6  Hope is understood by the highest point on the vertical shaft, which stands out above the others, by which our soul is challenged to seize the heavens.  Truly, the breadth of twin charity is indicated by that wood which, placed in the middle, is stretched to two arms, one on each side. 
 
(10) Without any doubt, the number of the four cardinal virtues is expressed by the sign of this same life-giving Cross; from these the harvest of all the virtues is germinated as if from seeds, to wit, justice, fortitude, wisdom, and temperance. By the higher point on the shaft, which gazes upon heaven, justice is symbolized, just as one may gather from the words of the Redeemer himself.  Because, although he had first said, “The Holy Spirit will convict the world of sin, and of justice, and of judgment,”7 a little later he added: “And of justice, because I go to the Father, and you will see me no longer.”8  And a wise man said: “Justice exalts the nations,”9 no doubt, to heaven.  The lower part of the Cross, which supports the upper structure, indicates fortitude, which bears burdens and misfortunes of every sort with equanimity.  The right arm of the Cross actually expresses wisdom, with which we cast down the darts thrown by the wicked spirit, as if blocking them with the right hand, and once we have pierced him with the lance of a fervent spirit we carry back the spoils of victory, strongly overthrowing him, guarded by divine protection.  Temperance, not improperly, is indicated by the left side of the shaft.  For there is less strength in the left hand than in the right.  Therefore, we attract strength, in certain manner, by the tempering of our virtue when we live modestly and temperately, when often we soften the rigor and judgment of justice with the skill of a teacher’s discernment.
 
                
(11) What shall I say, but that the law of the Old Testament, at the very beginning of its own promulgation, already was redolent of the mystery of the Cross, when namely just as the latter was framed of wooden beams, so no less is the former known to have been inscribed by the finger of God on twin tablets.  And because the number ten is expressed by the letter “X,” which represents the sign of the Cross, and it is certain, moreover, that the law was given through the decalogue, it is evident that the clarity of evangelical grace, while shining throughout the world, later revealed that the law also contained in itself the mysteries of the salvific Cross, although in a hidden way.  Thus it is said through Zechariah: “In that day, that which is upon the bridle of the horse will be called holy to the Lord.”10  The holy Gospel is the bridle of the horse, which certainly reins in the appetite of carnal desire as if with a horse’s reins.  The Cross, then, is upon this bridle because whatever is commanded through evangelical precepts is undoubtedly related to the Cross, as the Lord himself proclaims: “Whoever will come after me,” he says, “let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”11  To be sure, this cross is rightly called “holy to the Lord,” because the world, which until then had been profaned, is blessed by it.  But since we have written at greater length elsewhere about the holy and precious Cross, lest perhaps the same thing happens to be repeated here, we decide that the things treated here in haste in an epistolary summary suffice. 
 
(12) Paint this sign of your life, dearest son, as if on your forehead; also imprint it no less on the threshold to your heart, so that when the avenging angel perceives this, he will not delay to pass over without causing you injury.  Let these phylacteries hang before your eyes without cease, let these marks brand your body on every side, just as the apostle testified concerning himself: “I,” he said, “bear the marks of Jesus in my body.” 12 Break the body with fasts, abstain from your own desires, submit yourself in very prompt devotion to the command of another’s order, let the modest judgment of silence check the impudent remarks of an insolent tongue, let the charms of droll speech not break out, let the rigor of severe continence tear out the illicit motions of the carnal  passions, so that for you who die now with Christ of your free will, the heavier his Cross is observed to be in your religious life, the more fully the glory of his resurrection will accrue to you. 
 
1 Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval Continuation, The Letters of Peter Damian, 31-60, The Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., 1989, pp. 263-271.

2 Gen 12.1.

3 See Ubaldus, Saint | Catholic Answers Encyclopedia. Ubaldus, Saint, confessor, Bishop of Gubbio, was born of noble parents at Gubbio, Umbria, Italy, towards the beginning of the twelfth century. He was closely related to another saint,  Blessed Peter de Honestis of Vienna, who some years before had established a very fervent community of canons regular. Ubaldus went to Vienna to learn the details and the practice of their rules, wishing to introduce them among his own canons of Gubbio. This he did at his return. Serving God in great regularity, poverty (for all his rich patrimony he had given to the poor and to the restoration of monasteries), humility, mortification, meekness, and fervor, the fame of his holiness spread in the country, and several bishoprics were offered to him, but he refused them all. However, the episcopal See of Gubbio becoming vacant, he was sent, with some clerics, by the population to ask for a new bishop from Honorius II who, having consecrated him, sent him back to Gubbio. To his people he became a perfect pattern of all Christian virtues, and a powerful protector in all their spiritual and temporal needs. He died full of merits, after a long and painful illness of two years. Numerous miracles were wrought by him in life and after death. At the solicitation of Bishop Bentivoglio, Pope Celestine III canonized him in 1192. His power, as we read in the Office [for his feast, is chiefly manifested over the evil spirits, and the faithful are instructed to have recourse to him “contra omnes diabolicas nequitias” [against all diabolical wickedness].

4 Cf. Gen 12.1.

5 Eph 3.17-18.

6 1 Cor 16.13.

7 John 16.8. 

8 John 16.10, 

9 Prov 14.34. 

10 Zech 14.20. 

11 Luke 9.23.

12 Gal.6.17.
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