 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
November 23, 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
 Saint Peter Damian’s Letter 159, written in 1069, after Lent, is one of the more difficult of his letters to read, but if you stick with it, you will be amply rewarded in this communication of Peter Damian to Abbot Desiderius of the Monastery of Monte Cassino. 
The subject is, why in the artistic representation of St. Peter Damian’s day in all the provinces bordering Rome, in pictures of St. Peter and St. Paul with Christ, is Peter depicted on Our Lord’s left side and Paul on His right side, even though Peter is the first of the apostles? 
Peter Damian suggests that it is because Peter symbolizes the active life, whereas Paul, who had God as his personal instructor, symbolizes the life of contemplation. 
The holy monk’s description of the life and ministry of St. Paul is very beautiful as are his thoughts of St. Peter, with lots of wonderful ideas to ponder. 
I wish you a happy and fruitful read, and a blessed Advent, 
Sincerely, Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #45 November 2023
 
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 159 (1062-1069, after Lent)1
Insights on Saint Peter and Saint Paul  
 
Introduction
To LORD ABBOT Desiderius of the holy way of life and to the religious community, the monk Peter the sinner offers service in the Lord.
 
(2) As I learned that lord Martin2 is undertaking a journey to you, I immediately ordered a scribe to come in next. But seeing that I spent the entire Lenten cycle with you in close familiarity, venerable father, whatever things seemed necessary to discuss we discussed face-to-face, and since we intimated very often what things had to be communicated or treated, I do not understand how anything new could be written to you, when I consider that very often, we were able to communicate to one another whatever was necessary in conversation. What then should I do? Now that I have begun to speak, shall I become stupidly quiet for lack of material?
 
(3) But when I observe the scribe’s hand armed with a pen and poised for writing according to the practice, a fresh topic presents itself to me, for which my mind may be eagerly roused to discussion.  Indeed, from the very right hand of the scribe there suddenly occurred to me precisely what you yourself had demanded from me in a question regarding order, which you have often posed: namely, why is it that in copies of pictures throughout all the provinces bordering on Rome Peter, who is the first [of the apostles], is placed on the left, whereas his fellow apostle Paul is placed on the right, when according to common opinion the proper order demands that Peter, who is the first member of the apostolic senate, by right should occupy the right side of the Lord, whereas Paul, who is junior, should occupy the left? But it is terribly difficult for us to imagine that such a long-standing and pious practice devoted to God, should have allowed so distinguished and celebrated an order of the apostolic arrangement without consideration and unadvisedly. Neither may one believe that the emperor Constantine, or rather Pope Silvester, and the many princes and priests after them who were vigilant and intelligent concerning the correction of ecclesiastical discipline, would allow this order of such great princes to be neglected, if they thought it was in some way deserving of correction.  Lest, therefore, the order of the sacred history appear disordered, let us briefly make clear to your holiness what seems to us to be the case. 
 
(4) Who doubts that Paul clearly came from the tribe of Benjamin? Moreover, in the Hebrew language Benjamin is called, in Latin, the “son of the right hand.”  Why is it remarkable, then, if the one who draws the name “of the right hand” from paternal right is placed on the right?  For in truth, so that the old history be seen to accord clearly with blessed Paul, Scripture says, not without reason, that “when Rachel’s soul was departing, for pain and death were now at hand, she called the name of her son Benoni, that is the son of my pain. But his father called him Benjamin, that is, the son of the right hand.” For through Rachel, who is called a “ewe” or “the first to see,” the Church is indicated, not undeservedly.  For assuredly she both lives innocently like a ewe and burns in her inmost soul, through a devotion to contemplation, to see the appearance of her Redeemer.  It was he who said to the Jews demanding to know about him: “I am the beginning, who also speak to you.”3 The mother Rachel died therefore as Benjamin was born, while as Saul approached the light of regeneration, he cruelly assailed the Church with persecutions.  For just as Luke said in the Acts of the Apostles: “Saul made havoc of the church; entering houses, and dragging away men and women, he delivered them to prison.”4 Rachel called him appropriately, then, “Benoni, that is, the son of my pain,” whom Jacob named “Benjamin, that is, the son of the right hand.” Because Paul, who was the pain of Mother Church, who slew her by attacking her in some manner as she was born, is called the son of the right hand by God the Father when divine power, as if through his strong right hand, contended against the Gentiles through him, violently hurled back verbal darts, endured the salubrious wounds of the heart, and triumphed through him with glory once the enemies had been conquered and laid low.  This is the reason that this same Paul said to the Galatians: “When it pleased him, who separated me from my mother’s womb and called me by his grace, to reveal his Son in me that I might preach him among the Gentiles, at that time I did not find peace in flesh and blood.”5
 
(5) Paul, then, is called not undeservedly the son of the right hand, through whom every multitude of the nations, which has to be placed on the right hand of God, is gathered up to the sacraments of the faith.6  Indeed, he is girded with the Word of God, which is the sword of the Spirit,7 and today until the end of time it contends against the madness of all of the vices and the iniquitous spirits, and cuts off the stiff necks of those who resist God with gleaming swords of heavenly eloquence, just like Christ’s lightning hand. Correctly, then, Paul, who did not hesitate to exercise the power of God’s right hand, obtains the dignity of the right side next to the Redeemer.  Now, does he not confess that in some manner he is the right hand of God fighting against the devil when he says: “I therefore so run, not as at an uncertainty; I so fight, not as one beating air”?8
 
(6) He comes to that side because Paul ascended, taken up to the third heaven,9 where he heard secret words unsuited for speaking to people.  Moreover, who is ignorant of the fact that the earthly life signifies the left side of God, whereas the heavenly life signifies the right, just as the bride says in the Song of Songs: “His left hand is under my head, and his right will embrace me.”10  Now, the left is said to be under the head because the present life, which is undoubtedly the “head” of thoughts, is trod under the mind as something despised among any of the elect.  But the right side the bride of God is said to embrace, because when a faithful and holy soul is kindled to its burning desire by the fire of the Creator, it is warmed on every side just as if with certain divine embraces.  Therefore, the one who, when still surrounded by the frailty of the flesh, is known to have ascended to a heavenly life, is properly called the son of the right hand. God almighty away stretched out this son of the right hand, as if he were his own right hand, across the entire breadth of the world, and through that hand he gathered up the adoptive peoples to the unity of faith.
 
(7) The perfect farmer turned this right hand to the threshing floor of his church, winnowed with it the spiritual grains, in order to introduce cleansed kernels of mystical corn to heavenly granaries.  God stretched his right hand hither and thither at a great distance when Paul traversed the entire surface of the earth to gather up the nations in the mystery of faith.  Indeed, as much as he burned with a powerful love, so much did he turn himself about, wandering from place to place.  He wanted to pass to some places from others because the goad of love itself, which filled him, drove him on.  For, situated far away from the Romans, he wrote: “I make a commemoration of you always in my prayers, beseeching that somehow by God’s will, I may at last have a successful journey to come to see you.  For I long to see you.”11  Held at Ephesus, he wrote to the Corinthians: “See now a third time I am ready to come to you.”12 And delaying again at Ephesus, he spoke to the Galatians, saying: “I would willingly be present with you now and change my voice.”13 Also, when he was locked up in the custody of a prison in Rome, because he was not permitted to go by himself to the Philippians, he promised to dispatch a disciple, saying: “I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you shortly, that I also may be of good comfort, when I know the things concerning you.”14  In addition, when he was bound in chains and held at Ephesus, he wrote to the Colossians: “For though I am absent in body, yet in spirit I am with you.”15
 
(8) See how much the apostolic heart boiled over from a fire of brotherly love, how much he was driven to exert himself by a desire for the salvation of the nations. Held in one place in the body, he was led to another in the spirit, and he extended to those who were absent from him the affection of fatherly love, which he applied to those who were present to him. He displayed works for those in his presence, and expressed solemn promises to his audience. For those with whom he was, he was effectively present;  nevertheless, he was not absent from those with whom he was not.  We recognize his love better if we consider also his words to the Corinthians. For he said: “Now I will come to you after I have passed through Macedonia, for I will pass through Macedonia, and perhaps I shall abide or even spend the winter with you.”16  Why is it that he was divided so anxiously among so many places, unless because he was constrained by a single love directed toward all? For love, which is wont to unite those that are divided, forced Paul’s one heart to be divided among many. This heart, nevertheless, the more ardently it collected itself in God, the more widely it extended itself through holy desires.
 
(9) Therefore, while preaching, Paul wanted to say everything at once; while loving, he wanted to see everyone together because, still remaining in the flesh, he wanted to live for all, and, passing from the flesh, he wanted to benefit all by the sacrifice of faith (bold added). Nor is it remarkable if the eminent preacher burned more ardently in brotherly love, if the riches of true love abounded in him beyond all other mortals, when the Fountain of life, which called him a vessel of election,17 determined that he would flow into him more abundantly, and deigned to refresh him in an incomparable fashion at the streams of his mysteries. This is the reason that he says: “Do you seek a proof of Christ, who speaks in me?”18
 
(10) Clearly, by a privilege of singular grace the Savior of the world bestowed on blessed Paul that which he asked of no mortals after the mystery of the Incarnation. For once the blessed and divine humanity of the Redeemer was lifted up to the court of paternal majesty, so that he would no longer be present among people in a corporeal manner but would instead preside over the powers of heaven, he effectively instructed [Paul], not through a teacher, but he instructed him in a special way by himself, and he ascribed to himself the mysteries of all of his acts, so that not only would he in no way require the teaching of his predecessors, but would surpass them besides in the depth of all heavenly wisdom. Thus even the first of the apostles, Peter, admired his wisdom, saying: “And also our dear brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, has written to you, as also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things, in which there are certain things hard to understand, which the unlearned and unstable distort.”19
 
(11) Moreover, so the fact that he had no human teacher at all for learning the mysteries of evangelical doctrine but had God instead as the special instructor, he himself attests when he speaks in this way at the beginning of his epistle to the Galatians, saying: “Paul an apostle, not of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ, and God the Father, who raised him from the dead.”20  For the Fountain of eternal life, who poured out the streams of his wisdom among the other apostles over long periods of time, plunged himself whole, all at once, just like a huge torrent, into the vessel of his election (bold added). And a little later: “For I made it known to you, brethren, that the Gospel which was preached by me is not according to man, for neither did I receive it of man, nor did I learn it, but by the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ.21  What, then, the Lord, while still mortal, taught Peter through many proofs, he revealed as whole, all at once, to the blessed Paul after he was already constituted in the glory of paternal majesty, just as if any teacher when he is in private life would teach disciples but afterward, once he has ascended to obtain the scepters of the royal empire, chooses from among many to instruct the most distinguished one, after having removed the one who is the most noble from the body of companions.
 
(12) In order, though, to return to the discussion with which we began, when the blessed Peter is placed on the right side, the primacy of the one who was chosen from among the other apostles is honored. But when Paul occupies a place on this same right side, he hints at the mystery of a mystical symbol in Benjamin, whose son he is, although let this also not be wanting in mystery that blessed Peter holds the left side of the Lord. Through him, indeed, the active life is signified. And just as the contemplative life is expressed by the right side, so too the active life is expressed by the left. Moreover, that Peter symbolizes the present, that is,  active life, is especially demonstrated by this: just as very often the evangelical history attests that Peter loved the Lord more than all his fellow disciples, and the Lord assigned not to Peter, but to John instead, the prerogative of his special love,22 John designates the contemplative life, but the active life, as was already mentioned, is designated by Peter. Because in this life all the saints love God more, according to Peter’s example, and are, as it were, loved less, as they sustain labor’s harsh burdens on account of him, nevertheless, they do not achieve the sweetness of his embrace still enclosed in mortal flesh.  These, however, who are already with God, love him less in some sense, but are loved more as they experience no buffeting winds of toil on his behalf, and nevertheless they enjoy the pleasures of his most intimate familiarity. It is not remarkable, then, if blessed Peter is sometimes seen to occupy the left side, who, from the authority of the Scriptures, contains a symbol of the active life.
 
(13) Whereas there appears in blessed Paul the one who is distinguished, because, although all the apostles obtain their own chairs23 among the regions of the earth apportioned to them, he, while he holds none in a special sense, seems to preside in some way over all in general.  Clearly, because he established the universal church over the entire surface of the world, just as he spread the seed of faith among all, he is worthy even to hold the right of presiding over all.  Now, he said to the Corinthians: “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace has not been void in me, but I have labored more abundantly than all of them; yet not I, but the grace of God  with me.”24  Moreover, to the Romans he said, “I give glory to God in Christ Jesus for the obedience of the Gentiles by word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, in the power of the Holy Spirit, so that from Jerusalem round about as far as Illyricum I shall minister by the Gospel of Christ. And I have so preached this Gospel not where Christ was named, lest I should build on another’s foundation, but as it is written: They to whom he was not spoken of shall see, and they that have not heard shall understand.”25 This is the reason, then, why Paul may not hold any specific chair, because if we dare to entrust the lesser to the highest, he seems by an unbroken right to preside over all the churches of the other apostles, according to a likeness in Christ.
 
(14) Moreover, as far as the common interpretation is concerned, since the Lord suffered in Jerusalem, not the Roman but the Jerusalemite church instead ought to be in charge over all the churches.  But since according to the authority of the canons the Roman church should hold the first place, the Alexandrian the second, the Antiochene third,  Constantinopolitan fourth, and Jerusalemite the fifth, it follows that the Lord, the Savior, does not preside over any single chair by a special right, but rather the one shepherd presides over all generally. It is clear therefore that the order of the churches is disposed according to the privilege of Peter, not according to the incomparable excellence of the Redeemer. Since all the apostles obtain this authority according to their measure through the grace of a gift that has been bestowed on them, Christ possesses the whole through the authority of a natural majesty. Paul, properly speaking, enjoyed a certain likeness to Christ, in so far as he presided over not one church but over all. Not without reason, then, does blessed Paul obtain the right side in pictures, when the weightier accumulation of fruits would in no way demand it, but only the mystery of a symbolic understanding.
 
(15) The mind yearns to write still more on this theme, but the letter-carrier who speeds to hurry to you, as he wishes to fly rather than to run, does not permit me to have even brief moments of writing [further].  May divine compassion instruct you, beloved, that your holy brotherhood not cease to pray for me.
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