 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
February 23, 2025
Dear Members and Friends of the League,
Today marks a landmark date for the League as it is St. Peter Damian’s birthday and a New Year for us.
We have a two-part series on Letter 96 written to Pope Alexander II of Milan during Lent 1063.
To say that Damian was writing during a turbulent era in the Church would be the world’s understatement. I found it fascinating that in the midst of all his woes, the Pope should write to the blessed monk and ask for some correspondence. 
 Pope Alexander II, formerly, Anselm of Baggio, was among the many great popes of the Middle Ages about which Catholics generally know nothing. He was the ruler of the Papal States from 1061 until his death in 1073, which meant his reign was besieged by politics in addition to attacking the two grave moral sins of the hierarchy and clergy of the day – simony and violations of clerical celibacy including clerical “marriage.”
In his letter to the pope, Damian stresses the need for clerical reform when “the whole world is nothing but gluttony, avarice, and sex,” and urges the pope to use his office to reform and punish the evildoers. 
History records that Pope Alexander obliged Peter Damian.  
Randy Engel, Director 
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 STUDY GUIDE # 55 February 2025
 St. Peter Damian’s Letter 96 1 [Part I]
 Letter to Pope Alexander II on the Turbulent Times  
 
TO SIR ALEXANDER, bishop of the highest see, the monk Peter the sinner offers his service.
(2)  When the letter from your holiness arrived, brought by some ill-tempered priest, I received it with joy, kissed it as I opened it, and eagerly read it with great haste. But since the burden of office weighing on you is so great, that it would have sufficed had you directed someone under your authority to write a few lines, I find in it such flowery eloquence, such pleasant words filled with paternal grace and not, I should say, with masterful command, that what was sent to a poor little person like me would have been worthy of his royal majesty himself. 
(3) Yet I find two matters in your letter that, I must confess, cause me to blush. For you said, if not in these words, that because of my constant efforts at practicing contemplation, I should not put off occasionally writing to you. Seeing that you heartily agree with me, venerable father, in laying aside my episcopal burden, I indeed enjoy the leisure to engage in contemplation and writing, but am not able to breathe easily because of the difficulties and troublesome affairs that stand in my way. However, as I restrict myself to the confines of my cell, it is as if I live in safe harbor or at a lonely post on the shore. But of what good is that to me? For while I am here in apparent security, eager to partake of the peace of quiet leisure, the blasts of the savage world strike at me, and a flood of overwhelming affairs violently swells in on me. I am battered by the dashing waves of personal damage, disturbed by the wrongful loss of lands and of any profit that might emerge from them, and I must say with the prophet, “I hoped for peace, and find nothing good; for a time of healing, and all is disaster.”
(4) In the meantime, there are always those who demand advice for the welfare of their souls, and in addition, which is still more difficult, they attempt to extract an episcopal decision from one who is no longer a bishop. Thus, in fleeing the episcopacy I cannot avoid being a bishop, and now grow weary of the episcopal burden after abandoning the dignity of the episcopal throne. And thus hemmed in by these worries, I keep trying to practice contemplation. I strive, but at once grow weary;  I never reach the heights of contemplation and never break forth in tears of compunction. A soul that is darkened by worldly affairs tries in vain to lift itself up to the summit of contemplation, but because of secular concerns it is weighted down, as it were, by heaps of heavy stones. Just as shoe leather, after it has been saturated by muddy waters cannot be greased, thus unless the soul of man has been sucked dry the moisture  of worldly cares, it will not receive the grace of heavenly bounty. A dry skin absorbs oil, but when moist it repels it. The human heart also, so long as it is swollen with moisture of secular affairs, will not allow the oil of interior grace to enter. Hence we read that the law was given on Mount Horeb, which has the meaning “dryness.” The soul, therefore, that is lifted up above earthly things by the love of what is spiritual, is the mountain on which the blameless law of God, which undoubtedly is charity, is divinely promulgated. And this mountain is truly Horeb, which is called dryness, from which the moisture of all vice has been boiled away, and by the rays of the sun of justice all rheum of licentiousness and carnal pleasure has been dried up. Thus, it was that at Solomon’s command Hiram cast the vessels of the temple in clay-filled soil that would absorb the water. 
(5) Now among these vessels is that which yearns to be filled with rain from heaven, when it says, “My soul is athirst for you like land without water.” And so, burning with desire, it calls, “My soul thirsts for the living God. When shall I come to God and appear in his presence?” And of these vessels we read in the third book of Kings that “in the plain of the Jordan the king cast them in clay-filled soil between Succoth and Zarethan.” “Succoth” may be translated as “tabernacles,” while “Zarethan” has the meaning “those in trouble,” or “those who destroy or cause affliction.” What else should be understood by “Succoth,” which we said has the meaning “tabernacles,” if not holy men who say, “here we have no permanent home, but we are seekers after the city that is to come”? And to this point Peter also says, “I know that very soon I shall not lodge in this body.” And what should we make of the word “Zarethan,” which we said means “those in trouble,” except to say that it signifies the persecution of wicked men who cause us trouble? These men are destroyers and people who cause distress, for as they try to demolish and destroy the structure of our faith or of our good works, they afflict us with pressing calamities and injury, which are hard to bear. And so, the vessels of the temple, that is, all the elect, are cast in the plain  of the Jordan, that is, in the lowliness of baptism between Succoth and Zarethan, that is, between the just and the wicked, so that the model of good men may be set before them as an example of an upright life for their imitation, while the persecution of the wicked serves to increase their merits. Indeed, “as the work of a potter is tested in the furnace, so good men are tried by suffering.” Thus the temple vessels are cast in arid soil, since the soul of man is not fit to receive the gift of heavenly grace unless it is first drained of all the moisture of carnal desire. A heart that is dry produces a clear and harmonious sound, but one that is moist lacks resonance. A drum will sound dull if water gets to it, and it becomes damp. Thus the moisture or carnal pleasure must be extracted from a man's soul if its prayers are to resound in the ears of almighty God.
(6) For just as a blind man exposes himself to the rays of the sun and tries in vain to see, attempting to open the hollow sockets of the eye and the empty eyelids, but never beholds the splendor that comes down from it, so too is it useless for one to search for the light of contemplation who lost the keenness of his soul by immersing himself in the life of the world. For if someone unknown breaks into the king's chamber, and like one of the family tries to wait on him, the king will not speak to him because he does not value his company as someone he previously came to know. And so, we unhappy and miserable men, and this I say also of others like me, we often spend long hours alone in the narrow confines of our cells, trembling in the presence of the sun of God’s majesty, but because our sins are an obstacle in its path, we never deserve a single spark if interior illumination or the grace of compunction.
(7) Thus, indeed, we are seen, as it were, standing in the presence of the King, but since he does not recognize us as leading a virtuous life, we are unable to enjoy the pleasure of intimate discourse with him. But oh how sweet as honey it is, when the Lord delights in his servant and the servant in his Lord! Hence the psalmist says, “May my praise be pleasing to him, for I will rejoice in the Lord.” How miserable I am, for though the will to do good is present, I am unable to carry through. For I find nothing worthwhile in my body, and while I long for this goodness and yearn for it with all my heart, I never succeed in achieving it because my sins hold me back. The guilt of a worthless life is an obstacle in my way, and external affairs do not allow me to see the glory of this interior light. And this very disturbance caused by earthly involvement, which obscures the sharpness of my mind, keeping it from contemplative insight, deprives me also of the ability to write. To this I might add that, even though I were able to dictate a few things, I have no scribe to copy them in book hand. But why do I complain about the lack of a copyist, since there is no one free to transcribe what I write, nor even quickly to read it through? Almost all heads of churches whose duty it is to supervise ecclesiastical matter, are involved in such a daily whirl of worldly events, that while they are distinguishable from laymen by their lack of beard, they do not differ from them in their duties; they do not meditate on the words of sacred Scripture, but are busy with legal statutes and litigation in court. The judicial tribunals and the royal courts are not large enough for the crush of bishops, since they spew forth crowds of clerics and monks, complaining about the lack of space. The cloisters are empty, the books of the Gospels remain closed, and affairs of state are on the lips of men who belong to the estate of the Church.
(8) But would that we were content only with legal disputes and decrees. Rather we take up arms, engage in battle with naked swords, and contrary to the rule of our estate, fight not with words but with steel. To us the Apostle says, “The sword of the spirit is the Word of God,” but in reality distress of such enormous pressure weights upon the Church, that it seems to be surrounded by the forces of the Babylonian army, and that Jerusalem with all its inhabitants appears to be under siege. Lay princes usurp the rights of the Church, subvert its provisions, invade its possessions, and then brag that they carry off the means of supporting the poor as if they were enemy spoils. These very lords, moreover, plunder one another’s property, one trying to surpass the other, and finding themselves living in the same world, fight with one another because they are unable to prevail alone. Then they set fire to the thatched roofs of the farmers, and shamelessly pour out the venom of their fury on unarmed serfs, since they find it impossible so to attack their enemies. Thus, that the prophet sang is literally fulfilled, “When the wicked man grows proud, he sets fire to the home of the poor.”
(9) In all of this, a serpent’s poison is a nobler thing than man’s cruelty. For the serpent flees from a naked man, but goes on the attack to bite one who is clothed. And so, a brave and noble warrior avoids an unarmed man, but attacks one who comes at him with sword unsheathed. Also the hawk will not plunder in a wide area surrounding its nesting place, nobly bypassing easy prey that lies close at hand, but hunts farther afield where he must work harder for his victory. But these princes attack unarmed people, and while their enemies get out of their way, they lash out at those who do no harm. Moreover, when one is first to invade, the other at once attacks and is not satisfied to reply with an eye for an eye, as the Law suggests, but returns injury with interest. Indeed, retaliation which is described by Cicero’s law, is known in our days, and self-restraint in practicing vengeance, that was formerly observed by pagans under the Empire, is now ignored, despite the Gospel’s terrible warning to practice forgiveness. Therefore, in return for a beating with rods they will use the bullwhip, for the lash the mace, for words iron, for a pole the sword. They blush at not exceeding another’s injury, and find it below their dignity to cause equal pain. They strive to appear as conquerors and terrorists, and with a passion seek after trophies of their victory. And so, as one is roused to anger, the other is provoked to frenzy; madness begets madness and fury induces fury. 
(10) For it is known from experience, that if a rabid dog by chance bits a man, the dog’s madness is at once, and with such force, transferred into the man’s bowels, that quickly young dogs are produced in his bladder. This is proved by clear evidence, that if someone is bitten by a dog and drinks crickets, a kind of fly, shredded into water, he at once, but not without experiencing great pain, dispels the pups along with the urine. And surely we should not reject what is deemed a marvel, namely, that young ones are born from dried up teeth in which, indeed, no semen is to be found; for what nature cannot easily do by means of the male organ, it produces by the fertility of teeth, but in a different way. And perhaps it is not wholly mysterious, that by this animal, called the cricket, poison is discharged that is generated by the rabies in the dog. It is called a charmer or a preacher in sacred Scripture, since it is said in the psalm, “Like the deaf asp which stops its ears and will not listen to the sound of charmers, and the spells that are muttered by the wizard.” And elsewhere we read of the preacher who is spiritually impaired, “Who will heal the charmer when he is bitten by the snake?” And in Proverbs, “Like vinegar in soda, so is the minstrel to the hard-hearted.” Therefore, just as the poison of rabid fury is dispelled by crickets, so is malicious anger calmed by the exhortation of a holy preacher.
(11) But now let us get back to what we were discussing. With the world in flames because of this and similar madness, torn to pieces by its citizens everywhere fighting with one another, its violence strikes also at us who have been divorced from such things and dulls our spirit, keeping us from writing and from interior contemplation. Add to this, that even though perhaps there is someone still writing, as I said above, no one is at hand who can transcribe, no one finally who will at least hurriedly read it through. 
(To be continued)
 
1 Owen J. Blum, O.F.M., The Fathers of the Church Mediaeval Continuation, The Letters of Peter Damian, 91-120, The Catholic University Press, Washington, D.C., 1989, pp. 51-67. 
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