 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
October 23, 2021
Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 
It’s been a while since we have discussed the subject of Saint Peter Damian’s own spiritual life, and there is probably not a man better suited to do this than the saint’s modern biographer and translator of his Letters, Owen J. Blum, O.F.M.  
St. Peter Damian: His Teaching on the Spiritual Life, was Father Blum’s dissertation for his  Doctor of Philosophy degree. It was published in 1947 by the Catholic University of America Press in Washington, D.C. This Study Guide #27 is based on Blum’s book.
The text on the saint’s teachings on spiritual ideals and religious perfection is divided into four categories – (1) those dealing with conversion and the uprooting of vices; (2) the spirit of penance expressed in exterior mortification; (3) the life of virtue and the means of perfection; and (4) his views on the spiritual advancement of the clergy and laity living without monastic rule.
Members of the League who have been faithfully reading Peter Damian’s Letters for more than two years now, will already possess many excellent insights into the saint’s spiritual thoughts. It is hoped that Father Blum’s dissertation will enhance and expand these insights.  
God Bless you all, Randy Engel, Director[image: OEBPS/images/image0001.png]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STUDY GUIDE #27 October 2021
The Spiritual Life of Saint Peter Damian Based On the  Doctoral Dissertation of Father Owen J. Blum1
 
Preface by Father Blum: 
 
Historians of the eleventh century are agreed that a place of prominence must be given to St. Peter Damian. The almost exclusive interest in the reforming activities of the Church in that period has kept scholars from presenting an adequate portrait of some of the outstanding characters of the age. In particular Peter Damian has suffered from the emphasis on his career as a reformer to the neglect of the spiritual side of his life, the religious convictions that motivated his endeavors at reform.2 
…  “the traditionally morose picture of the reformer, seen in the fuller light of all his writings, is only a caricature that is sorely in need of adjustment. It is the purpose of this study to discover the spiritual ideals of Peter Damian and to correlate his teaching on spiritual perfection. Only a cursory glance at his works was needed to conclude that he offered no synthesis himself. Hence it was necessary to gather his teachings as they were found in his various writings.3 
 
Father Blum notes that the most important source for the life of Peter Damian is the Vita sancti Petri Damiani written by his friend, John of Lodi (1025-1105). As the disciple and intimate friend of Peter Damian, the hermit John of Lodi was the second successor as prior of Fonte Avellana and later became Bishop of Gubbio.4
Blum adds that, “it goes without saying that Damian’s own writings, of which the most significant are his Opuscula and sermons, offer the only source of his spiritual thought.”5
Blum’s introduction to his dissertation, which describes an era of great reform in the Roman Catholic Church, something much needed in our present state of affairs, is quoted in full: 
The eleventh century was a period of religious rebirth. It witnessed the transformation of the papacy from a plaything of the emperors to a self-contained, divine dynamic force that stirred western Europe from its spiritual lethargy. Closely associated with this revival is the name of Gregory VII. More than any man, it was he who molded the thought of that century and saw its ruling ideas through to victory. Accompanying him and even preparing the way for his reforming career were other men whose luster was absorbed by the greater light. In that group was one, older than Gregory by some fourteen years, an intimate friend, a fellow worker. His was the particular task of awakening in his contemporaries the sense of their spiritual responsibilities. That man was St. Peter Damian.6
A Reformer Begins With Himself
As Blum acutely reminds us, a reformer’s first duty is to reform himself:
To understand Damian’s work as a reformer, it must be borne in mind that he first reformed himself. His activities for the general betterment of Christian morals flowed from his own intense love of God, as from their natural source.  His inner or contemplative life, his striving to come ever closer to God, externalized itself in his reform work and in his writings. Thus, instead of accidental denunciations of corruption and evils, isolated comments on theological or clerical life, we have a coherent whole, a full expression of a well-ordered personality.7  
After personal reform, Damian turned to monastic reform, and later turned his attention to the sorry condition of the Church at his time, where the grave and deep rooted vices of simony (see Liber gratissimus)  and sodomy (Liber Gomorrhianus), and clerical incontinence and “marriage,” were rampant at all levels of the episcopate and lower clergy.8
St. Peter Damian was well aware that true reform in the Catholic Church began at the top, that is, with the papacy, thus the popes of his day were the prime targets of his reform movement especially in the realm of episcopal reform. He was also well aware that when his efforts at a spiritual renaissance were combined with that of the reigning pontiff, success was assured. 
According to John of Lodi, Peter Damian’s had a special devotion to the Passion of Christ, although his greatest interest, bar none, was the propagation of devotion to the Mother of God.9
The Foundation of the Spiritual Life
Father Blum begins his dissertation on St. Peter Damian’s spiritual life and teachings with a commentary on the nature of the spiritual life: 
The spiritual life, or the life striving for perfection has received varying treatments at the hands of spiritual writers throughout the centuries. Some have dealt with the matter of the soul’s relationship with God in a highly systematized exposition, while others have covered the field seemingly without plan or design. In this latter group we must place St. Peter Damian. His writings on things spiritual compromise almost every phase of asceticism, often in ways that fairly defy synthesis. It is the aim of the present study to present the teaching of Peter Damian on the spiritual life according to a definite plan. It is an attempt to understand the mind of an ecclesiastical reformer who believed that personal sanctity was the keynote of true reform (emphasis added).10                 
At the onset it must be made clear that Damian’s concept of spirituality was decidedly monastic. Throughout his writings the dominant character of his own religious vocation betrays itself, and if Damian’s backgrounds be kept in mind, the predominance of monastic coloring in his teaching can be readily understood. 
Two apparently conflicting systems of spiritual thought influenced his ascetic ideal. On the one hand, as is evident from frequent references in his writings, Damian revered and professed to follow St. Benedict and his Rule. There seems little doubt that Damian himself felt, and truly felt, that his monasteries and their spirit were in the true Benedictine tradition. But on the other hand, the distinct emphasis that Damian had laid on the eremitical life with its vigorous penance and individualistic religious practices showed the influence of St. Romuald. That Peter Damian considered these two systems compatible seems a sufficient reason for treating his spirituality as basically Benedictine, but with the added feature of austerer mortifications. This combination left its mark on all his teachings. Every subject that he approached bears the imprint of a dual asceticism, influenced at once by an ardent charity and by a penitential rigor that harmonized effectively when joined by his personality.11 
A Life of Spiritual Combat
Although the singular life of spiritual combat as enunciated by Peter Damian and related below by Father Blum, is directed to the religious life, much of it is equally applicable to the Catholic layman who seeks the spiritual life as lived out in the world: 
The beginning of the religious life is considered by Damian as conversion. By conversio he (Damian) understands a turning to God whereby one puts away his sins and is cleansed by the grace of remission; a renunciation of the world that has as its goal the arrival at the peace of contemplation. Thus Damian states, “That goal is not acquired without hard work and tremendous conflicts. Only after much difficult striving can the soul begin its search for the vision of truth by the grace of contemplation. The spiritual life then is a combat (certamen) (emphasis added). The enemies are within us. They are not separated from us by ramparts and turreted walls and deep moats. They reside in our very inmost hearts. They are the seven capital vices against which we must fight constantly if we would not perish.”12 
 With sharp insight into the spiritual processes involved in the act of conversion, Damian describes the movements of the soul in the struggle against the devil’s domination.  “First there arises a desire for one’s Creator which produces a warmth that dispels the torpor of negligence. With this yearning as its stimulus a previous cold insensibility melts at the fire of divine love. Finally, the consciousness of an inborn liberty is awakened, and the soul blushes at being held in servitude by its enemy.”13
“Then ensues the struggle with the adversary now thoroughly aroused. The evil spirit chafes at the sight of his captive untrammeled and seeking after God. In an effort to regain his lost domination he accepts the challenge to battle and employs his fiercest temptations against the soul of his former victim. A lifetime of combat is thus begun, and the soul that is prepared and circumspect will be victorious in this engagement.”14
“After his conversion the beginner preserves his regained innocence by the observation of the Ten Commandments, particularly of the last seven which pertain to love of one’s neighbor. By heeding the laws of general Christian morality the soul prepares itself for greater and more difficult things to come. Practicing the precepts of the Decalogue, is the basic step in the spiritual life. The next is the observance of evangelical perfection.” Damian enumerates seven commands taken from the Beatitudes which correspond, on a higher plane, to the seven he had listed above. Thus in general terms, he traces the steps to be taken on the road of spiritual progress.15
 The Importance of Confession  
Conversion, however important it be, is but a mere beginning. It must be followed by a true effort to prevent the reoccurrence of past offenses. On this, the negative side of spiritual growth, Damian puts great stress. The sins of the past are a retarding factor, and to get on in life of the soul, a realization of the malice of sin and its prevention is of primary necessity. “To thus purpose sacramental confession is required as the beginning of conversion. It provides the remedy for the wounds of sin incurred before entering a better life, engenders the spirit of repentance, and by sacerdotal authority  restores the temple of the soul which has been violated and ruined by grievous sin.”16                  
By giving assurance that the priestly absolution is confirmed interiorly by the power of God, Damian comforts the beginner, says Blum.  He encourages him with the thought that in the sacrament of Penance Christ restores the former beauty of the soul, and by his grace renders it even more resplendent. However, the accusation of sins must be made with humility, and not alone with devout posture and correct but empty words. “For by simulated contrition our morals are not reformed, and we repent only in word but remain proud in heart. A humble confession is accompanied by a prompt admission of sin and brevity of words (emphasis added). By the former, forgiveness is more readily obtained, while the latter quality declares our repentance with greater truth because it is the expression of sincerity.”17
According to Blum, while admitting the importance of turning away from the sins of the past, Damian would not concede this part of conversion to be the only, or even the most important step. 
In a lengthy discussion of what may be called “prolonged repentance,” he (Damian) censures the opinion that ordinary monastic discipline suffices for a person converting from the world, even when he has been guilty of grievous sins. In his judgment, there is here a lack of proportion, “because a greater offense demands a greater satisfaction.” “Moreover,” Damian asks, “what benefit is derived from ceasing to commit sins if one does not strive to wash away those already committed by the satisfaction of a vigorous penance?” 
“And how can the security of forgiveness be acquired if, after embracing a penitential life, a religious fails to perform penance as demanded by his vocation?”
“By disregarding atonement for past offenses the beginner jeopardizes his entire spiritual life. For in effect he must continue to live in the fear of punishment due to his former sins, and consequently  cannot feel free to advance wholeheartedly in the life of perfection.”18
Blum notes that Damian’s opinion regarding penance was that prescribed by the penitential system of the day. He explains:
However, it appears likely that, in this connection, his idea of penance was not restricted  by the norm laid down by the canons, but included also voluntary acts that should proceed from personal motives of contrition.19  
Sin and the Compunction of Tears
The “compunction of tears” was a frequent theme of St. Peter Damian, states Blum:
The spirit of repentance and sorrow must continue to grow into the broader concept of atonement and purification known as compunction which is a quality that springs from the love of God, which Damian presupposes has already been enkindled in the heart, observes Blum. “It was almost an axiom with him (Damian),” says Blum, “that the spirit of compunction will express itself in tears which wash away the guilt of past sins.”20 
According to Blum, fundamentally, compunction is but another name for sorrow, which produces tears when experienced intensely. The sorrow in question arises from the memory of former transgressions, offensive by nature to God, whom the religious seeks to serve. However, the “grace of tears” is not so easily acquired. If one is to arrive at this expression of compunction, he must remove all obstacles of worldly affairs… .21
Blum says that Damian believed:
Above all, the heart must be cleansed of malice, anger, hatred, and all other vices lest an accusing conscience dry up the flow of tears at its very source. On the contrary, conscience should be pure and bright, sincere and unstained by any spiritual blemish, and thus all obstacles in the path of compunction will be avoided.
The spiritual significance of tears lies not only in their power to purify from the contagion of sin, but also in their efficacy in making our good works pleasing to God. They fructify our hearts, as it were, and prepare the ground for the seeds of virtue to be planted there.
Tears which are from God rise to the throne of divine favor and immediately plead with confidence for the remission of our sins. They are a bond between God and man, an assurance to the doubting heart that it is not an enemy of the Almighty. 
The special value of tears of compunction lies in this, that, while they spring from the fire of divine love, they in turn tend to increase that fire. Each depends upon the other, so that… the soul that experiences this alternating process will surely be purged from all stain of guilt. The gift of tears has as its culminating effect the grace of contemplation, whereby the love of this world is changed into bitterness, and the soul is released from carnal affections and raised aloft to the enjoyment of God.22 
In concluding this section on the tears of compunction, Blum notes that St. Peter Damian admitted that it was not possible to always elicit these tears. In which case, he (Damian) concedes that it is sufficient to bemoan one’s excesses in the depths of a contrite heart:
There one must acknowledges his guilt and pass the sentence which a just examination shows necessary. Thereafter, everything that one suffers will seem light because of the realization that what we endure is our due, and is much less than we deserve (emphasis  added).23
(To be continued)
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