 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
January 23, 20
 
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
A Blessed New Year to you all. 
Study Guide #29 concludes our review of the spiritual life and teachings of St. Peter Damian as  explained by the saint’s modern biographer and translator of his Letters, Owen J. Blum, O.F.M.
Father Blum’s dissertation was published in 1947 by the Catholic University of America Press in Washington, D.C. Study Guide #29 is based on Blum’s dissertation text. 
 
Although much of Peter Damian’s spiritual writings focused primarily on the religious life and those who had left the world, he was also concerned for the moral betterment and spiritual life of other classes of men including laymen. 
 
Chapter VI of his dissertation focuses on “Perfection in the World.”1 As Blum notes, Peter Damian’s reforming spirit embraced the whole field of Christian society. “It took notice of the morals of popes, cardinals, and bishops; busied itself particularly with refining the quality of sacerdotal life in his day, and reached out even to the laymen of every station of feudal life.”2 
 
For myself, and all League members who have come down with Covid, Damian’s advice on the “virtue” of illness and suffering will bring great comfort.
Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #29 January 23, 2022
 
The Spiritual Life of Saint Peter Damian Based On the  Doctoral Dissertation of Father Owen J. Blum3
 
Part III “The Life of Virtue”
 
Christian Virtue in the Lay State 
 
As Father Blum points out, “Damian’s interest in the spiritual advancement of laymen of his day is borne out by the correspondence which he kept up with a considerable number of them. For the most part, these letters were addressed to men and women of higher station, to emperors, to dukes and counts and other lesser rulers, and some few to men in the legal professions. His advice to men in authority usually took the form of an admonition to duty as the best means of living virtuously in their calling.”4 
Peter Damian insisted that those in authority maintain a greater sense of obligation toward the subjects living under their charge. 
In one particular case, Damian made his appeal to a newly married countess urging her to reform the injustices committed by her husband’s house into which she had just entered. He urged her to put an end to the practice of confiscating the property of the  poor and to try and abrogate the unjust laws and taxes that were imposed on the peasants. He urged her to put an end to plundering and unlawful gain at another’s expense and to restore that which was so acquired in former days before her marriage.5 
Secular Punishment of Evil Doers
Damian reminded the exalted personages of his acquaintance that it was their duty to correct remissness in meting out justice to evil doers:
 
The office of the prince called for severity toward the guilty, that crime might be punished, innocence spared, and the vigor of justice and equity upheld. He (the prince) carried the sword that he might avenge the law upon those living unjustly. But the priest was armed only with the staff of innocence with which he preserved discipline quietly and gently.6
 
Damian also reminded the rulers of the land including Empress Agnes, the mother of Henry IV with whom Damian had considerable communications that:
… kings are attired in purple and rule with power over their subjects. But tomorrow they  lie in tombs and become the food of worms…. The prudent lord should reflect upon the shortness of his life; that he must give an account of all that God has committed to him. What will all his riches profit him if he be cast destitute into hell?7 
 
In a similar vein, Damian warned an unnamed judge of Cesena who was inclined toward attachment to worldly pleasures: 
While the world is now smiling upon him, and he is in position of health and prosperity he should frequently ponder the eternal life that is to follow. While there is yet time, he should prudently examine the consequences of his deeds in this world. Certainly, in view of the last judgment he will discover that all temporal things are illusive and will soon pass away.8
 
Describing the happenings of the last day and all its terrors, Damian lays out for the judge in question the relationship between the ultimate Judge and the sinner. He pictured the fear that will come over all at the approach of the divine Arbiter, who has no need of witnesses nor lawyers. “He will judge each one’s thoughts, words, and actions, which shall be known to the culprit and to all there gathered, as if they were written out before them,” Damian continued.9
 
No Excuses at the Final Judgment !
Finally, in a dramatic and foreboding tone, Damian concluded his letter to the prestigious judge with the following warning:
What excuse can we offer, or what defense can we put up? What relief will be provided us by the penance we have despised in this life? What protection can we expect from the good works which in the present we failed to perform? To which Apostles or to which of the Saints can we fly,  since we despised their words and example? Perhaps our bodily frailties will excuse us. But the example of the Saints will cry out against such pretension, for by overcoming the weakness of the flesh in this life, they have taught us that what they have done, we also could do… Therefore, what answer shall they give the Lord when He asks: ‘If you were able, why did you not resist the desire of sin? If you  ... were not able, why did you not request My aid in overcoming it; or when struck down did you not use the remedy of repentance for your wound? Will they not have to be silent in the face of such accusations? … Examine your life diligently, picture your deeds always before your eyes, and fear the Judgment of God…; so that now, by becoming your own judge, you will not be judged hereafter.10
 
Offering Up Our Sufferings
In his writings to laymen, Damian emphasized the general problems and tribulations of seeking Christian perfection in the world. That advice is as helpful today as it was in Damian’s time. 
A favorite theme of Damian’s was the belief that we can shorten our life in purgatory by offering up our sufferings now:
Damian counseled the sick to be confident and not to murmur. Nor should they be sad and give way to impatience because of their illness. To the well-disposed suffering brings its reward in heaven; but for the obstinate it is only the beginning of the torments of hell. The latter should be glad and rejoice and have a song in their heart. The decrees of God must be praised, since He chastises His children now that He my spare them eternal punishment. To this end He oppresses us, Damian explained, that He may lift us up; cuts, that He may heal; casts to the ground, that He may exalt.”11
 
Striking a happy comparison Damian pointed to parallel occurring in ordinary life. When a physician despairs of a person’s life, he permits the patient to eat anything he desires. But if he hopes for a recovery,  he places him on a diet and prescribes bitter medicines. What wonder then, he added, if Almighty God, the Physician of our souls, treats those leniently whom He knows are worthy of eternal death; but restrains those with the severity of His Law whom He has chosen for life everlasting.12 
 
Damian concluded , therefore, that those who are afflicted in this life should thank God. They should not envy, but rather condole the temporal happiness of wicked men.13
 
Bringing Comfort to the Dying
According to Father Blum, in his role as priest and consoler, Damian was especially solicitous in bringing all the comforts of faith to bear on the dying:
 
In the touching words of the Commendatio animae, taken over by the Church in her own liturgy,  Damian trusts their souls into the hands of Almighty God, their Creator. He pictures for them the heavenly companions in attendance at their passing; the splendid assembly of angels; the college of the Apostles, the throng of glorious confessors, the jubilant chorus of virgins. 14
Soon they will come face to face with the meek person of their Saviour, Who will recognize them as His servants. The devil will be frightened away by their noble escort, and will not dare to impede the way.15
 
In a final word of consolation, Damian assures them that soon they will son enjoy the beatific vision and the wonders of paradise.16
 
Conclusion
As recorded by John of Lodi, Damian’s chief biographer, in the early years of his religious life, the saint preached extensively to the people of central Italy. Later, as cardinal and papal delegate Damian gave numerous public discourses to secular audiences. Not surprisingly, as a member of the Order of St. Benedict,  his overall outlook was Benedictine with a positive  appeal to the nobler and higher ideal of the eremitic life.
 
In his splendid summary of the teachings  of Saint Peter Damian on the spiritual life, Damian’s best and foremost contemporary translator, Fr. Owen Blum leaves us with these parting thoughts: 
 
Of his teachings, those deserving special attention are his treatment of compunction and the gift of tears, as well as his denouncement of the vices which lie at the root of man’s spiritual ills. 
 
Of contemplation Damian spoke with the greatest insight and he himself was granted it to a high degree. 
 
Perhaps the most novel discovery in his writings was the prominence he gave to the doctrine of the Mystical Body of Christ. The Pauline ideas are taught traditionally, but the application of the principle of Christian solidarity to the problem of the Church’s official prayers used in private by the individual was fresh indeed. More important, Damian’s exposition of this doctrine marks him as perhaps the clearest witness to this teaching among all the pre-scholastics. 
Other highpoints in his spiritual thought include his exhortation to frequent and even daily Communion, his devotion to the Virgin Mary in the form of the daily recitation of her Office and the observance of Saturday in her honor, his recommendation of extensive suffrages for the departed souls, and his deep respect for the Passion of Christ in the form of the veneration of the Holy Cross. 
Together his writings embody an ascetic richness that testifies to the justice of his title, Doctor Ecclesiae.17 
 
The End
 
1 Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., St. Peter Damian: His Teaching on the Spiritual Life – A Dissertation, Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., 1947, pp. 169-200.
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*****************************************************************************
Editor’s Note: The following two prayers of St. Ambrose  were taken from the New Roman Missal  - Rev. F.X. Lasance and Rev. Francis Augustine Walsh, O.S.B. (1937). The translation of the morning Ambrosian hymn Jam lucis orto sidere was made by Bishop Edward Bagshawe. The translation of the Ambrosian hymn  Telucis ante terminum was made by Cardinal John Newman. 
League members may want to consider framing or placing these beautiful prayers near your bedside so that they are the first and last prayers of the day you will see. 
Morning hymn of st. ambrose 
Now  that the star of light has risen
Let us to God most humbly pray, 
To save us from all hurtful things 
In all our actions of the day.
 
To bridle and restrain our tongue. 
That wordy war may not resound, 
To cover and protect our sight, 
From dangerous follies all around. 
 
To drive iniquity away, 
And purify our inmost soul,
And by spare use of meat and drink
Our rebel passions to control.
 
That when the day has sped away
And He again the night shall bring, 
We may, through holy abstinence,
With purity His glory sing.
 
To God the Father, glory be,
And also to His only Son,
With the Great Spirit Paraclete,
Now and while endless ages run. Amen.
Vesper hymn of st. ambrose 
Now  that the daylight dies away,
By all Thy grace and love,
Thee, Maker of the world, we pray
To watch our bed above.
Let dreams depart and phantoms fly, 
The offspring of the night;
Keep us, like shrines, beneath Thine eye,
Pure in our foes despite.
 
This grace on Thy redeemed confer,
Father, co-equal Son. 
And Holy Ghost, the Comforter, Eternal Three in One.
Amen
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