 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 23, 2023
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
I believe you will find St. Damian’s Letter 54, On The Benefits of Correction, a very wise and practical guide to accepting reproof with a spirit of thankfulness, and not anger. 
Damian’s discourse on reproof is given to his young secretary and hermit, Ariprandus, who wishes to advance in the spiritual life, and the holy monk obliges him. “Do you not see that if the practice of correction is removed from a monastery, vigorous discipline is totally weakened? And all religious life is ruined?” Damian asks. 
What makes Letter 54 so special is Damian’s recounting of the meeting of Saints Peter and Peter in Antioch when Paul opposes to his face the prince of the Apostles, to whom Jesus gave the keys of the kingdom, before the whole congregation no less. As Paul wrote  to the Galatians, (Gal 2.11-12) he corrected Peter because Peter was clearly in the wrong in making the newly Gentiles converts conform to the Jewish way of living.  
Happy reading and a blessed Lent to all, 
Randy Engel, Director
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STUDY GUIDE #38 March 2023
 
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 541  (1056-1057 AD)
On the Benefits of Accepting Correction 
 
Introduction
To my most dear brother, Ariprandus,2 the monk Peter the sinner sends the fondness of paternal love.  
(2) You have urged me, my dear son, to write something for you, and beg that since at my dictation you have frequently written to others, something should also be composed for you.  But how can I more properly begin writing to a scribe than by referring to the mystic dignity of writing itself.  Now in your case, that which writes are three fingers and one hand; but he for whom you write is the one God in three persons.  Since, therefore, from several letters you make up one continuous word, you should always direct your purpose to that one, whose mystery,  by a certain resemblance, you behold in yourself.  And since while you were still in school along with others boys and your ruddy young face had not yet grown a beard, not even the slightest down, the fervor the Holy Spirit had encouraged you, not to become a monk, but rather to take up the vocation of being a hermit, you should be on your guard lest under the pretext of your still untested youth, you break the rule of this holy institute and weaken the rigor and severity of this blessed way of life.  You should not wish to change the normal practices sacredly observed here, to presume to introduce novelties of foreign invention.  For he who is the Lord of the angels in heaven followed the manner of living on earth as he found it.  Nor did he disdain to live according to earthly customs, even though he had come to bring that which was heavenly. 
 
(3) But to pass over countless other items, why did he allow his head and his feet to be anointed by the hands of a woman, if it had not been customary in Palestine and the region of Judaea for the inhabitants there to be frequently anointed?  And so he said, “But when you fast, anoint your head,”  And why should we wonder that during his life the Lord observed the custom of his homeland, since he did not ignore the sacred obsequies used at his burial?  For as John relates, “Joseph of Arimathaea and Nicodemus took the body of Jesus and wrapped it with the spices, in strips of linen cloth according to Jewish burial customs.”3  Since, therefore, he who is wisdom itself, through whom all things were made, did not refuse to observe the traditions of men even in those things that seemed to have hardly any significance, how presumptuous it would be for one to break the rule of discipline which he knows was handed down by the holy fathers?
 
(4) And so, among the other important items of this holy way of life which, indeed, you see observed by others and which you yourself thought the bounty of God’s mercy are already impeccably carrying out, be careful of one thing in particular, namely, that you never take offense at correction, never grow ashamed and on any account to be reproved, even by those younger than you. This is a thing so adapted to this holy place and so inborn, that should anyone refuse to be corrected, he would not be able to live in our midst.  For this purpose a man leaves the world and submits to the authority of regular discipline that he might cleanse away by the polish of sharp correction the mildew he had contracted in the alluring world. To this point wisdom spoke in Proverbs, “If only you would respond to my reproof, I would give you my spirit.”  He did not say, to my flattery, but, “If only you would respond to my reproof.”  And thus he said of certain men who refused to be corrected, “They shall rise in the morning and shall not find me, because they considered discipline hateful and have not chosen to fear the Lord, and have spurned all my reproof.”  For that reason he gave this warning, “My son, do not spurn the Lord’s correction or take offense at his reproof; for those whom he loves the Lord reproves, and like a father takes delight in his son.”4
 
(5) Rightly, therefore, this correction is said to belong to the Lord and not to men, since for the love of Christ chastisement is imposed on a fellowman by his neighbor. He strays far from the way of wisdom who does not bow his proud head to divine rebuke. And so the same Solomon says, “He who loves correction loves wisdom; he who hates reproof is a fool.”5  Wherefore in the book Proverbs the same fool complains, “Why did I hate correction and set my heart against reproof?  I did not listen to the voice of my teachers or pay attention to my masters.”6  On the other hand, one who calmly accepts correction is not removed from the register of the wise.  And so it is written “Whoever listens got reproof in his life shall enjoy the society of the wise. He who refuses correction is his own worst enemy.”7  Now stepfathers spoil their stepchildren, but fathers very often use hard blows on their own offspring. The former spare those whom they hate, but the latter instruct and punish those whom they love. Consequently it is written, “A father who spares the rod hates his own son, but one who loves him keeps him in order.”8  And elsewhere, “Open reproof is better than love concealed. The blows a friend gives are better than the perfidious kisses of an enemy.”9  And again it is written, “Chastise your son while there is still hope for him, but be careful not to flog him to death.”10  A father truly flogs his son to death when he sees him doing something wicked, and then not only does not reprimand him, but even delights in his actions that ought to punished, and does not fear to compliment him with pleasant words, when he ought to beat him within an inch of his life.
 
(6) Therefore, whoever is wise will deem austere punishment dealt him to be medicine for the wounds of his soul.  And so it is written, “Reprove a wise man, and he will understand the correction.”11  And again, “A reproof is of more benefit to a man of discernment than a beating to a stupid man.”12  And it is also said of this man of discernment, “To be patient shows great understanding, but quick temper is the height of folly.”13  One who is impatient shows what a great fool he is, because the more often he is harmed by others because of his ill temper, the more savagely he rages against them in his daily quarrels.  And so we read, “An evil man is always looking for arguments, but a cruel angel is sent against him.”14  A cruel angel is sent against one who looks for an argument, because it is right that a cruel occupant should invade the mind in which cruelty dwells, since, as the apostle says, “Anger is possessed of a devil.”15  Hence, just as the wise man taught that a cruel angel would be sent against the impatient man, he at once added, “Better face a she bear robbed of her cub than that a stupid man who trusts in his folly.”16  Of this stupid and impatient man it is written, “Never make friends with an angry man nor keep company with a bad tempered one; be careful not to learn his ways or you will put yourself in danger of sinning.”17  Moreover just as a sick man who does not take his medicine will die, so to one who cannot be corrected is unable to free himself from the ills that afflict his soul.  To this point Solomon says again, “Do not withhold discipline from a boy; take the stick to him, it will not kill him.  If you take the stick to him yourself, you will keep him from going to hell.”18
 
(7) Would you like to hear what threatens those who refuse to be corrected, who disdain reprimand by their elders?  A man,” he says, “who stubbornly despises correction is subject to sudden death, and well-being will not be his lot.”19  And a little further on he continues, “correct your son, and he will be a comfort to you and bring delight to your soul.”20  When a horse is still not broke, one strikes it on the underpart of the foot so that later it will allow nails to be driven into its hooves on the iron footrest.  A garland made of limber grapevines is put on a young bull, so that after becoming accustomed to this training, it will later not be in a mood to refuse the yoke.  And so, every young brother should also be rebuked, even when he has not done wrong, so that afterwards he will calmly bear the discipline of the real correction. On the other hand, it is written of one who is not corrected, “Pamper a slave from boyhood, and in the end he will prove ungrateful.”21 And the wise man says of such a slave, “An ass is tamed by fodder and switch and burden, but a slave by bread and discipline and hard work”22
 
(8) My dear son, I have not amassed for you so many citations from Scripture that they might serve to ensure your upright disposition and your actions, but rather to counsel those of your generation by the opportunity that you provide.  You did not bring me a bowl filled with the water of Jericho, into which, like Elisha, I might sprinkle the salt of heavenly wisdom and thus cleanse it of its bitterness.23  Nor did you present yourself as a pot filled with wild gourds called colocynth, whose bitter taste was made sweet by the finely ground meal of God’s word, and this became edible to the sons of the prophets.24  You did not appear as a reed in the wilderness, shaken by the wind,25 but rather as one which produced honey by which John, the precursor of the Lord, was nourished.  You have conducted yourself, my brother, as a beehive filled with overflowing honey. You have shown me that you are a field, not to be weeded by the hoe, but teeming with scythes at the cutting; not overgrown with thorns and brambles, but as one turning to gold by the beauty of its abundant harvest.  
 
(9) On the other hand, the wise man says of the negligent man and the fool, “ I passed by the field of an idle man, and see, it was all overgrown with thistles.”26  Clearly, for ill-tempered men corrections are like swords.  But if they wish these swords to be turned into sickles, the prickly thorns of their vices with which they bristle, must be changed into standing grain.  Hence, after the prophet had first said of our Savior that “he will be judge between nations and arbiter among many peoples, “at once he continued, “they shall beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning knives.”27  This is certainly the correct order of things, for first the sinner is reproved, and then swords are made into plowshares and spears into pruning knives.  For when an inpatient man, made meeker by discipline, is broken up like a level field by the plowshare of correction, and then is planted with the gentle seed of holy preaching, it is thus finally filled with an abundant harvest of good works.  For such a man swords are made into plowshares and spears are turned into pruning knives.  For he who first allows himself to be reprimanded, as if pierced by a sword, will then willingly accept the plowshare of sacred doctrine that he must bear fruit, and await the pruning knife of the heavenly harvesting that he might fill the larder of God’s granary.
 
(10) Surely, every spiritual group that does not with brotherly solicitude use frequent correction, mystically suffers want like the people of Israel, who at the beginning of Saul’s reign had not blacksmiths.  For Scripture says that “no blacksmith was to be found in the whole of Israel.”28  Moreover as iron by its strength overcomes all other metals, so also the hammer or correction checks the vices of those who sin, and by its blows breaks, as it were, the obduracy of the inflexible heart.  And so Isaiah says of the leader of all spiritual blacksmiths, “It was I who created the smiths to fan the coals in the fire and forge implements each for its purpose.29”  Of iron also Ecclesiastes says, “When the axe is blunt and not as it formerly was, but rather dull, it is sharpened only with much labor; so too, after much effort, we become wise.”30  Now the Philistines carried off all blacksmiths from the land of Israel when the evil spirits, under the guise of false piety, removed all zeal for correction from the lips of the brothers.  And so it was further said, “ For the Philistines took care that the Hebrews made no swords or spears.”31  And a little further on, “So the blades of the plowshares and the mattocks, of the tridents and axes were dull and the goads needed sharpening.”32 Since the Philistines fear swords, they take away the blacksmiths, so that while the making of weapons is restricted, there is also no one available to make other tools needed for working, as the Apostle indeed notes, “The sword of the spirit is the word of God.”33 Because the evil spirits fear this sword, they remove blacksmiths from the land of Israel, so as to deny the uses of the discipline to show who should rebuke the erring for their faults. And so it comes to pass that because of this dissolute negligence, in many monasteries the servants of God not only do not hear the preaching of the word of God, but also fail to practice useful trades.  For since the strict discipline of authority does not reprove them, while occupied with their own whims, they never learn to write, and never become proficient in any suitable trade or manual skill, even though the Apostle says, “The man who does not work, shall not eat.”34
 
(11) And still, since these tasks must be performed, they employ laymen, even evil ones, because these skills cannot be found in their own community.  And so it was said in Holy Writ, “The Israelites had to go down to the Philistines for their plowshares, mattocks, axes, and sickles to be sharpened.”35  The Israelites did not go up to the Philistines, but went down to have their tools that they needed sharpened, since monks lower themselves to the level of laymen to get something that will serve their use.  Do you not see that if the practice of correction is removed from a monastery, vigorous discipline is totally weakened?  And all religious life is ruined, because when each one follows his own free choice, he violates the practice of spiritual observance by retuning to things that are secular.  Hence, whoever burns with fervor for regular life should freely accept correction, and even when it is underserved, will delight in being reprimanded, not that his conscience torments him for having gained, but because he hopes the others will profit when they hear of it; so that while he who is pure and innocent is reproved, others who have fallen or who are perhaps likely to fall may be reformed.
 
(12) As I write these things, I am reminded that Paul, as he wrote to the Galatians, rebuked his fellow apostle Peter.  And yet, in his own mind, he agreed with him who seemingly he reproved by disagreeing with him.  “When Peter came to Antioch,” he said, “I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong.  For until a certain person came from James he was taking his meals with gentile Christians; but when they came, he drew back and began to hold aloof, because he was afraid of the advocates of circumcision.”36  And then he added, “The other Jewish Christians played along with his pretense, so that even Barnabas was carried away by this false show.”37  What harsh words these are on the surface, and if you take them only syllable by syllable, how completely foreign they are to the dignity of the head of the apostles.  Is Peter blameworthy, he to whom all the kingdoms of the earth were committed for censure and correction?  Is he to be opposed to his face, when it is at his command that the gates of the kingdom of heaven are opened to Christ’s faithful?  Is he to be called the model of presence, when his is the first among the preachers of truth?  And to heighten the injury still more, carefully note what follows: “But when I saw that their conduct did not square with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before the whole congregation, If you a Jew born and bred, live like a gentile, and not like a Jew, how can you insist that gentiles must live like Jews?”38
 
(13) What is the meaning of this, Blessed Paul, that you abuse your superior with such rebukes, that you heap on him such reproof?  How can you dare shame him in the sight of all, when by special right he was granted the privilege of presiding over the Universal Church throughout the world?  Have you perhaps forgotten what your common master taught you?  “If your brother,” he says, “commits a sin against you, go and take the matter up with him, strictly between yourselves.  But if he will not listen, take two or three others with you.”39  Yet you did not meet with him alone, nor speak to him privately before witnesses, but rebuked him openly before all; and what is still worse, you swore that you had done this so that it came to the notice of all posterity.  Have you also forgotten what you advised Timothy?  “Never be harsh with an elder; appeal to him as if he were your father.”40
 
(14) But because Paul publicly reprimanded Blessed Peter in the presence of all, Peter appeared outwardly to be his opponent, yet in conscience he carried out his wishes.  When those who had converted from the Jewish faith were present, Peter never dared to sit at table with gentile converts lest the former be scandalized, and on that account promptly abandon their faith which was still immature.  And so, he who was accustomed to eat with gentile Christians, left  their company when certain persons came from James, fearing that if Jewish Christians should see him eating with gentiles, they might be in danger of losing their faith. Now that in all of this Peter agreed with Paul, namely, that gentiles should not be compelled to observe Jewish rites, there can be no doubt if one should read the Acts of the Apostles. 
 
(15) Moreover, it was undoubtedly Peter who is now accused by Paul of being some sort of transgressor, who first among all the apostles was the author of the following statement: “Why do you now provoke God by laying on the shoulders of these converts a yoke which neither we nor our Fathers were able to bear?  No, we believe that it is by the grace of the Lord Jesus that we are saved, and so are they.”41 And so Peter wished especially to be charged in the presence of all; he rejoiced at being embarrassed by disparaging invective, so that what he had done unwillingly he would refrain from doing after he had been rebuked, and that he find company in what he feared doing alone.  Paul, therefore, when he opposed him was really in agreement with Peter and undoubtedly concurred with him in his heart while externally accusing him. Otherwise how could Paul condemn in another what he had done when faced with a similar necessity?  For it was on account of Jewish Christians, who contended that the Law must be observed and the ancient rites maintained, that he circumcised Timothy, who was the son of a gentile.  And he himself, fulfilling his vow, shaved his head and offered sacrifice according to the ceremonies of the ancient rite.42
 
(16) Thus, while appearing to rebuke Peter, he was in agreement with him, rather than his adversary. As Porphyrius thought, he did not proudly campaign against him but served him in all humility.  This rebuke by Paul, then, was given in the service of obedience, and was not a disciplinary correction; it was not bold invective, but a harmonious meeting of wills.
 
(17) You too, dear brother, when on occasion you receive correction, even if your conscience does not accuse you for having sinned, freely accept the charge against you and humbly admit before your brothers that you are guilty.  This will then be for them a model that they can imitate, and for you it will provide an increase in virtue. Remember what Solomon says: “It is better to be rebuked by a wise man that to be deceived by the praise of fools.”43 Your will should be such that if someone perhaps harshly rebukes you, you should agree with it internally. And when in some matter you are sharply assailed, you should rather appear to be pleased that show yourself opposed.  Your action will therefore be a shining example to the present, and for those who are a absent your renown will be held in benediction.  As I said before, be like a field that overflows with its harvest, redolent with heady spices, so that Almighty God may also be delighted with you and say, “Oh, the smell of my son is like the smell of teeming fields.”44  And since you are called Ariprandus, and the Latin ares means ‘virtue,’ like a bountiful field you may bear fruit a hundredfold, and be able to set before God a meal of your virtues.
 
The End
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