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INFLUENCE OF ST. GREGORY THE GREAT.

Introduction.

The word "Great11 has justly been attributed to 
St. Gregory who stands as a dividing mark between the Ancient 
World and the Middle Ages, and who, undoubtedly, did more 
than any other one individual to direct the course of European 
progress and development. Gregory was one of those dominating 
personalities whose influence was felt not only during the age 
in which he lived, but also down through the great cycles of 
time even to the present moment. Not the Catholics alone, but 
all Christians living in the world today, share in the fruits 
of his beneficent labors, and therefore owe to Gregory a debt of 
gratitude which more than thirteen centuries have not effaced, 
but rather increased. For are not these all descendants of those 
nations of Europe whose ancestors belonged to the ancient 
tribes who owe their civilization to Gregory? Gregory has 
played a prominent part in secular as well as in ecclesiastical 
history, and the seed of his influence has brought forth a 
rich harvest. Europe at the close of the sixth century cannot 
be studied intelligently without surveying the life of the 
first Mediaeval Pope.



In that crucial period of history-the sixth century- 
when Italy was harassed on all sides by barbarous hordes, and 
Rome in its chaotic state was ruled only by lawlessness, God 
gave to the world one who was to combat these evils with the 
weapons of sanctity - weapons stamped with the seal of Divine 
authority.

2.

Gregory - Prefect of Rome.

Surrounded by culture and refinement in his home, 
Gregory, son of the sainted Sylvia and the noble Senator 
Gordianus, was given all the educational advantages that his 
wealthy parents could obtain for him. But the religious atmos
phere of his home was probably the strongest influence in his 
young life. Early in Jiis youth Gregory showed great force of 
character, capacity for action and a remarkably keen intellect. 
That his ability was recognized is proved by the fact that 
when he wasnlittle more than thirty the Emperor Justin ap
pointed him Prefect of Rome. The precarious condition of the 
country, owing to the ravages of the Lombards, demanded a 
man of more than ordinary efficiency for this office. The 
Prefecture, although robbed at this time of some of its 
former splendor, was still the highest dignity in Rome. The 
civil administration was in the hands of the Prefect and he 
aided the Magister Militum in making the necessary preparations 
for defending the city.
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He cooperated, too, with the Pope in the distribution of corn. 
While the authority of the prefect, then, in some departments 
was less than formerly, still, his position at this time was 
an influential one; and Gregory in assuming this office of 
responsibility acquitted himself so well that he won the res
pect and admiration of all the people.

Gregory1s Call to the Religious Life.

Amid all this earthly grandeur, this recurrence of 
praise and glory, Gregory was not at peace. Pleased with his 
success in his management of the city and flattered by the 
noticeable appreciation of the people, Gregory vainly tried to 
convince himself that he was fulfilling his destined work in 
life. True, he spent many hours in prayer each day and devoted 
much of his time and money to the poor, but he was not satisfied 
with himself. God had called him to a life of closer intimacy 
and he was resisting the call. Gregory, on the death of his 
father, inheriting the family estates, became one of the richest 
men in Rome. He determined to devote part of this fortune to the 
extension of Christianity. He founded and endowed six monasteries 
in Sicily. The seventh, dedicated to St. Andrew, was his old 
home. He removed all signs of luxury and wealth from it and 
remodeled it on the plan of the other monasteries.

Again the struggle with Divine Grace began. He 
hesitated and deferred making his decision. Finally, no longer 
able to resist the call of Christ, he sold the remainder of his
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possessions and distributed the money to deserving poor. The 
popular and brilliant patrician prefect, having resigned his 
office and having laid aside every vestige of his former rank, 
donned the Benedictine habit in place of the trabea and began 
his religious life- in his old home - known now as St. Andrew's. 
The three years spent by Gregory in this monastery were fruit
ful years of penance and sacrifice. In God's vineyard he worked 
with renewed energy and fervor, seeking no exemptions or priv
ileges. He practiced such rigorous austerities that he imperiled 
his health, but this did not lessen the joy of his service. In 
after years he always referred to this time as the happiest 
period of his life and often yearned for the calm seclusion
of the cloister. He speaks of this longing in his Dialogues

\

"Infelix quippe animus meus occupationis suae pulsatus 
vulnere, meminit qualis aliquando in monasterio fuit; 
auomodo ei labentia cuncta subter erant; quantum rebus 
omnibus quae volvuntur eminebat; quod nulla nisi coeles- 
tia cogitare consueverat; quod etiam retentus corpore, 
ipsa jam carnis claustra contemplatione transibat; 
quod mortem quoque, quae pene cunc.tis poena est, vide
licet ut ingressum vitae et laboris sui praemium amabat." ^

Gregory - Deacon of Rome.
Pope Benedict I. had noted the success of Gregory as 

Prefect of Rome. He knew of his popularity, his legal skill and

Sancti Gregorii Hagni - Dialogorum, Liber I. Pp. 149 and 152,Migne.
1 .



his capacity for administration. He had rejoiced when he saw 
this remarkable young man sacrifice a brilliant career in the 
world and choose instead a life of poverty and renunciation; 
and he regarded him as a man of great character. In the monas
tery he again noted the deeply religious monk and resolved to 
appoint him as one of the seven deacons of Rome. Reluctantly, 
but obediently, Gregory again busied himself in external 
affairs and looked after the ecclesiastical business of the 
district allotted to him. Although still residing in the 
monastery his work required him to mingle with the people of 
the world for several hours each day. His just dealings and 
his charity toward all, again as in the days of his Prefect- 
ship, won the hearts of the people . Thus he influenced many 
to lead better lives.

Interest in the Anglo-Saxons.

It was in his office of Deacon that Gregory’s atten
tion was called to the Saxon slaves in the market. The incident 
in the slave market is too familiar to need répétition. These 
Saxon youths had elicited his sympathy, and he resolved to 
undertake the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons. Gregory was not 
ignorant of the fierce nature of the race he was seeking to 
convert, for the brutality of the people in the distant island 
was well known to the Romans. Gruel as the Lombards had been 
in their invasion of Rome, the Saxons surpassed them in their 
inhumanity. They were the least civilized of all the German 
tribes. The Britons offered a strong resistance to the Saxons,



6

but were not equal to their terrible foes either in numbers or 
in fighting power. The Anglo-Saxons finally succeeded in reducing 
the Britons to a condition of dependence, and introduced their 
own language and heathenism.

Gregory had determined to convert these barbarians, 
so he begged the Pope’s permission to go to the island. But,
Pope Benedict realizing the perilous condition of the country 
was reluctant to grant his request. Gregory renewed his pleading 
and finally influenced the Pope to give his consent to the 
undertaking. With that irresistable persuasive power with which 
he had won the Pope to his cause/he now aroused enthusiasm in 
the hearts of his companions and induced some of them to accom
pany him. But the obedience of Gregory was again to be tested.
The missionary band had proceeded but a few days on their 
journey, when Pope Benedict recalled them, for the people in 
Rome on learning of Gregory’s departure begged the Pope to send 
after him. They reminded him of the dangers of the journey and 
the great loss Rome would suffer if any misfortune befell him. 
Gregory, at the call of the Pope, returned again to the monas
tery1. His first effort toward foreign missionary work had been 
a failure and through no fault of his. Like Moses of old, he 
was not permitted to enter his “Promised Land", but later would 
commission others to accomplish what he so zealously planned.

Apocrisiarius at Constantinople.

Pelagius II, the successor of Benedict I., also 
recognized Gregory’s superior ability, and again the saintly



monk was called from his loved solitude to assist the Pope in 
safeguarding the Church. The Lombards for many years had kept 
Italy in constant danger. Monasteries and homes had been ruth
lessly destroyed and many towns had been captured. Rome was 
in great peril for the city was not properly defended. A few 
Byzantine troops and a smaller city militia was not sufficient 
protection against the swords of the Lombards. Embassies had 
been repeatedly sent to Constantinople requesting reenforce
ments , but the imperial army was busy with the Persian war and 
the Emperor had no time to interest himself in Rome. Meanwhile 
conditions in the Holy City were growing more serious. The 
choice of Gregory as Papal Apocrisiarius or Nuncio in these 
difficult times shows the confidence the Pope had in his ability.

The task assigned Gregory was doubly difficult 
because of the former unsuccessful petitions made to the Emperor. 
Gregory by his magnetic personality won the friendship of 
persons of influence and the respect of the Byzantium Emperor. 
Tiberius was touched by the earnest pleading of Gregory who 
begged him to send aid to Italy. The Emperor was a kind man 
but a weak statesman. Engrossed in the successful issue of the 
Persian war he failed to realize the danger of his neglect in 
the West. Moved, however, by Gregory's persuasive eloquence 
which visualized the alarming condition of Italy, he promised 
relief. Unable to spare more than a handful of troops, he 
endeavored to win over some of the Lombard chiefs by offering
them large rewards. He was partially successful. Gregory 
remained at Constantinople as Apocrisiarius for six years.

7.
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Surrounded on all sides "by luxury he longed for the simplicity 
of the monastery. Compelled by duty to remain there, he did 
not neglect his religious life. He and his companion monks 
performed their religious exercises with exactitude and Gregory’s 
leisure moments were given to prayer and study. Clad in his 
monastic habit, he must have been a singular figure in that 
magnificent court. It was in the midst of this worldly splendor 
that he composed his Magna Moralia.

After the death of Tiberius, Gregory renewed his 
pleading for Italy to the new emperor, Maurice. Maurice had shown 
his regard for Gregory by making him godfather to his son and
Gregory used this ovation of friendship in behalf of Italy.

\
The Emperor negotiated with the Franks and tried to persuade 
them to help the Romans against the Lombards. He sent gold to 
Childebert who organized three invasions. But this help was 
ineffectual and Gregory’s long stay at Constantinople may seem 
to have been futile. True, he failed to get sufficient help to 
quell the Lombard invasion entirely, but this very failure was 
an invaluable experience which he recalled later when acting 
as Pope. He saw the uselessness of depending on the Emperor for 
aid, and he realized then that Italy and Rome would have to 
act independently. The future would prove that the six years 
had been profitably spent. He had, during his sojourn, studied 
the Eastern Church, learned its needs and its tendencies. He 
considered the weakness of the Imperial government and was 
brought to the realization that Italy and the West of Europe 
were drifting apart from the Eastern Empire. The intimacy of
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Gregory with the Bishops at Constantinople had silently 
influenced them. He had made friends without seeking to 
ingratiate himself into their favor. They' admired his fear
lessness and his respect for authority. They watched with 
interest his successful spiritual combat with Eutychius who 
taught that our bodies after the last Judgment will be too subtile 
to be perceived by our present bodily senses. Eutychius, unable 
to argue with the eloquent Gregory .wrote a lengthy book in 
which he tried to prove his theories. Tiberius listened to 
the arguments of the two disputants and condemned the error 
of Eutychius who before his death was won over to the views
of Gregory, and retracted his error. 'The presence of Gregory

\

at Constantinople at this opportune time, undoubtedly, pre
vented Eutychius from perverting the minds of many by his false 
doctrines. It was probably due to his sojourn at Constantinople 
that the break between the Eastern and the Western Church did 
not take place sooner.

Gregor?/ - Abbot of St. Andrews.

At the expiration of the six years, Gregory was 
recalled to Rome. It was with a glad heart that he left Constan
tinople and returned to the monastery. He was elected Abbot 
a.nd in that responsible position worked for the spiritual and 
temporal progress of his order. His long absence from the 
monastery had not lessened his fervor. He was an example for 
all and instilled a love of prayer into the hearts of his
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disciples. He devoted much time to the study of Scripture, 
and required the monks to employ a certain portion of each 
day in this same work. He himself expounded parts of the Old 
Testament for them. During these years as Abbot, besides 
performing the manifold duties of the monastery, he acted 
as secretary to the Pope. The controversy caused by the "Three 
Chapters" kept the pen of Gregory wet. Thus in the silence of 
the cloister - in that seclusion so loved by him - this great 
soul was influencing the hearts and minds of his brethren, 
and touching, too, the multitudes outside to whom his letters, 
written at the Pope’s dictation, were directed.

Gregory - First Mediaeval Pons..
\

At this period of history Italy was in a deplorable 
condition. In Rome, the Tiber had overflowed and as a result 
of this inundation the waters were stagnant in the streets for 
days, bringing on a terrible plague. A great number of people 
succumbed, among them Pope Pelagius II.

At a crisis like this, when Rome was suffering from 
the horrors of the plague within, and the- Lombards were brandish
ing their swords without, a Pope of extroardinary power was 
required to calm the sea of general confusion. Only a statesman 
of great practical ability, tact and courageous patriotism 
could deal with the Exarch and the Lombard princes, and watch 
over the safety of the city with the scanty band of soldiers 
then on hand. The new Pope must be familiar with ecclesiastical
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affairs, he must he a valiant defender of the rights of the 
Papal See and above all a man of deep spirituality. All eyes - 
those of the people as well as those of the ecclesiastics - 
were turned to one man, the Abbot of St. Andrews.

Is it strange that Gregory shrank from the awful 
responsibility facing him and longed to continue his life of 
study and prayer? He begged the Emperor, "Zaurice, not to 
sanction the election, but Germanus, the governor of Rome, 
intercepted the messenger carrying the letter, and Gregory 
was elected. The future and destiny of all Europe were now 
dependent upon this humble religious, the first monk to act 
in the capacity of Pope.

\ The scenes which greeted Gregory were discouraging 
indeed - a poverty and plague-stricken people in Rome; 
distress and anarchy in the world without; the aggressive 
imperialism of the East; heresies threatening the Church on 
all sides. Gregory, however, shouldered the burden, that God, 
through the voice of his people, placed upon him. He did not 
waste time in useless lamentations but with his characteristic 
zeal and enthusiasm studied the dangers confronting him, and 
adopted means to combat them.

During the fourteen yea,rs of his pontificate, in 
spite of bodily sufferings a-nd while the care of the churches 
all over the world demanded his attention, he had the added 
duty of establishing peace with the barbarian peoples of 
Europe. He was forced to extend a helping hand to Italy for 
the Emperor was indifferent and the Byzantine Court failed to
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recognize the danger of the Lombards who were the most intract
able of all the German tribes. No better picture of the devas
tation of these ruthless barbarians can be given than his own 
description in his letter to the Emperor Maurice. The following 
extract depicts the situation:

MPrimum quod mihi pax subducta est, quam cum Longobardis 
in Tuscia positis sine ullo reipublicae dispendio fec- 
eram. Deinde corrupta pace, de Romana civitate milites 
ablati sunt. Et quidem alii ab hostibus occisi, alii 
vero Narniis et Perusii positi; et ut Perusium teneretur,
Roma relicta est. Post hoc plaga gravior fuit adventus 
Agilulphi, ita ut oculis meis cernerem Romanos more
canum in coliis finibus legates, qui ad Eranciam duce-

1.bantur venales.f’
The struggle with the Lombards continued with little 

respite during the entire pontificate of Gregory. Unable to 
secure aid from the Eknperor, he was forced on many occasions 
to assume the duties of a commander-in-chief and form his own 
army, for the Lombards were attempting to overthrow ecclesiasti
cal as well as civil power. Bishoprics were destroyed, church 
property confiscated - everywhere were seen bloodshed and devas
tation. The Pope in this entire struggle received no encourage
ment in his defense of Italy, but rather reproach and criticism 
from an apathetic Emperor and a jealous Exarch. Although anxious 

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Vol. III. Epistolarum Liber V"
Epistola 40, Pg. 767, Iligne.
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for peace, Gregory would not permit the barbarians to take the 
city, and neither would he stoop to any duplicity. The fate of 
Rome was in Gregory's hands and it was through his influence 
that peace was made between the Lombards and the Romans.
Gregory had won the good will of Agilulph, King of the Lom
bards, when he was preparing to attack Rome, and persuaded 
him to withdraw his troops. The Pope was now anxious to 
arrange a permanen t peace. He secured the cooperation of 
Q,ueen Theodilinda, the Catholic wife of Agilulph, and she 
influenced the King and her people to consent to this Peace.
But Gregory was not so successful with the jealous Exarch at 
Ravenna., Romanus, who misrepresented the condition of affairs 
at Rome to the Emperor. Although Emperor Maurice knew that 
Gregory's plea was for the good of Rome, yet,because of the 
Exarch’s insinuations,he refused to consider the question of 
peace. The Pope was exasperated at the action of the Emperor 
and several letters passed between them but with no favorable 
result. He did not, however, give up his hope for peace, but 
waited for a more opportune time.

Under the new Exarch,Callinicus,he renewed his solici-
\

tations with the Emperor. The Holy Father was finally instrumen
tal in having the peace terms signed in 599. This lasted for 
only two years but was frequently renewed. Through the mediation 
of Theodilinda, Gregory secured the conversion of her people.
He wrote frequently to her, and to her dedicated his Dialogues.
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When we realize that Gregory without allies and with 

scarcely a,ny soldiers in Rome, "but by his influence alone, 
preserved the city from destruction "by the Lombards, softened 
their rough natures, won their respect and confidence and 
finally converted them, we must acknowledge our indebtedness 
to this ’’Apostle of the Lombards", this patriot and peacemaker, 
who prevented the total destruction of civilization in the 
west by not allowing Rome to pass into the hands of a half- 
civilized Lombard ruler, and thus sink into decay. Gregory 
saved Rome not only from these barbarians but also from the 
other tyrants who emerged from the general disorder. In the 
absence of an active Exarch and a responsible Emperor, he did
not hesitate to act independently for the safety of his

\

country. He provided ammunition for war, gave orders to his 
soldiers, and assumed the control of affairs, which the Emperor 
and Exarch shirked. The effects of the authority, which Gregory, 
forced by circumstances, exercised, la,sted for centuries.

Organizer of Missionary Enterprises.
A - Missionary Labors in Spain.

The powerful influence of the Roman Pontiff extended 
beyond Rome to Spain. While Gregory was Apocrisiarius at Constan 
tinople, Leander, Monk and Bishop of Spain, and also brother-in- 
law to Leovigild, the Spanish King, was sent to Constantinople. 
Hermenigild sent him to the Byzantine Emperor to seek aid 
against his father, Leovigild, who after conquering the Sueves, 
tried to force them and his other Catholic subjects
1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Vol. Ill, Epistolarum Liber II.

Epistola XIV. Migne
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to give up their faith and embrace Arianism. A warm friendship 
was formed between Leander and Gregory and the Pontiff, no 
doubt, encouraged the Bishop in his apostolic work of 
restoring Catholicism again to Spain. ¥/hi}.e Leander was 
in Constantinople, Leovigild laid siege to Seville . and 
captured Hermenigild. In spite of all the torture the unnatu
ral father made his son endure, Hermenigild would not give up 
his faith, The cruel Leovigild then ordered his "apparitores" 
to put an end to the life of the unconquered prince. His 
death was followed by another persecution which lasted 
for two years. Leovigild with the cries of the dead still 
ringing in his ears, faced death himself, In an agony of 
remorse for the lives he had taken, he prayed for mercy. He 
recalled Leander to Spain, and he hoped by persuading his 
son, Reccared, to become a Catholic, that he might atone for 
his own sins. Leander and Reccared endeavored to carry out Le- 
ovigild’s wish. Reccared was instructed by the Bishop and 
became a fervent Catholic.

Gregory, when Pope, appointed Leander his Papal 
Delegate in Spain and encouraged him in his missionary labors. 
With his companion monks, Leander succeeded in winning back 
the people to Catholicism. From the letters which passed 
between these two close friends, we learn how much Leander 
relied on the Pope for direction and advice. The letters 
reveal his anxiety about the country, and he directed Leander 
most minutely about the spiritual government of Spain. He sent 
him his Pastoral Rule and the first and second carts of the
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Morals. Through his influence the Benedictine order was now 
flourishing in Spain. Gregory had the happiness of seeing the 
country again Catholic and one of the most peaceful and 
settled provinces of the West.

B - The Church in Africa.

In North Africa Catholicism had made great progress 
until the savage Arian Vandals gained control and began a 
persecution of the Catholics, during which the Church lost 
many of its members. At the time of Gregory’s accession the 
African Church was divided on account of the heresy of the 
Donatists. They taught the pernicious doctrine that since 
only the good belonged to the Catholic Church, it followed 
that they, the Donatists, formed the true Church. They taught 
too that the sacraments were not valid if the priest who admin
istered them did not have the highest moral character .
Baptized Catholics were rebaptized by these heretics. This 
evil which had been growing for more than two centuries caused 
Gregory much anxiety, and he resolved to check the activity 
of the Donatists. He felt that the Catholic clergy in Africa 
were not zealous enough in working against this evil. He 
adopted the wise policy of influencing the civil authorities 
to cooperate with the clergy in working against the spread of 
the heresy. Gregory appealed to the Bishops and in numerous 
letters endeavored to arouse them to a stronger sense of duty,
and begged them to be more vigilant with the souls entrusted to 

1
their care. He prudently corrected them for breaches in
1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Vol. III. Epistolarum Liber IV.Epistola 35, Migne.
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ecclesiastical discipline, which he had noted. Yet he was 
careful to use consideration and moderation so as not to es
trange them from him. The influence of his words awakened an 
apostolic spirit in the bishops, which resulted in a gradual 
check of the heresy, and it finally disappeared altogether.

C - ’Qie Gallican Church.
In Gaul, Gregory,although dealing with Catholics, 

had to combat two evils, simony and lay intrusion. The King 
regarded the bishops in Spain with respect but considered them 
his vassals. He arrogated the right to himself of appointing 
bishops to certain sees without the Pope’s approbation. Moreover
bishoprics were often sold and laymen, without any preparation

\

for their sacred duties, were consecrated. These, as Gregory 
declared, were bishops in name only. They were friendly to the 
rulers - for selfish purposes and utterly disregarded the wishes 
of the Popes. Many abuses had crept into the Gallican Church, 
and it was still suffering from the effects of the Prankish 
invasion. The task before Gregory was no easy one. He hoped, 
however, without embittering anyone, to strengthen the connec
tion between the Gallic Church and the Holy See.

In order to accomplish this the more easily, he 
granted the united request of Childbert, King of Austrasia, 
and Virgilius, Bishop of Arles, to send the latter the pallium. 
He also made him vicar in the domain of the King. Gregory now- 
relied on the combine d aid of Childbert and Virgilius to free
1. Sancti Gregorii Magni, Vol III. Epistolarum Liber V.

Epistola 53, Migne.
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the Church in Gaul from the evils which were afflicting it, 
and he was not disappointed. He finally succeeded in promoting 
unity among the bishops themselves, and in bringing about a 
closer relationship between the Holy See and Gaul. He enforced 
discipline among the clergy, and abolished the evil of simony.
Much was also accomplished by Gregory to strengthen the 
monastic spirit in Gaul.

Since it was the monks who undertook the noble work 
of Christianizing the barbarian Franks, we must offer homage to 
the zealous Pope who influenced them to prepare for this great 
work. Though he could not during his life time see all the 
results of his efforts, yet in later years its effects were 
discernible. In establishing friendly relationship between 
Gaul and Rome, Gregory was preparing the way for the conversion 
of the Anglo-Saxons. It would be necessary in order to secure a 
safe passage through Gaul to be on friendly terms with the rulers.

It was a great gain to the world to have Italy 
brought again into close relationship with Spain and Gaul by 
uniting them in one common Christian fold at a time when there 
was so much discord and jealousy among the people. The success 
of Gregory as a diplomatist in bringing peace and concord to 
these nations increased the Papal power in both civil and 
religious matters. He was regarded by all as a friend and 
advisor. Ambassadors and court officials from the Lombards and 
Franks, as well as Bishops, sought his aid and advice in times
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of distress. He was gracious and accessible to all, and his 
paternal feeling for them prompted him to give the necessary 
help.

Dudden, although a Protestant biographer, 
praises Gregory's dealings with the Franks:

"In Gregory's dealings with the princes of the Franks 
we look in vain for any trace of a political motive. He seems 
to have had no desire to make use of them either against the 
Lombards or against the Empire. There is nothing whatever in 
his correspondence to justify the idea that his relations 
with the court were determined by any political design. Not 
a single action of his can be reasonably pointed out as 
giving color to such an hypothesis. Gregory was no schemer. 
His sole object in all his negotiations was the reformation 
of the Church in Gaul, and the establishment of the rule of 
righteousness. His motive throughout was that of the 
Christian Bishop and not that of the temporal prince. It was 
the Church and not the Court that he cared about. To attri
bute to him any deep laid projects of a political character
is to misinterpret utterly the principles and the character

1.of the man. "

D - Missionary Labors in England.

Burdened as Gregory was with the care of disordered

1. Gregory the Great. His Place in History and Thought, 
by F. H. Dudden. Vol.II. Ch. VII. Pg. 72.



Italy and the surrounding nations, he was not forgetful' of 
England, whose conversion he had sought to accomplish before 
he wore the Papal robes. If he had been influenced by any 
other motive but love of God, he would never have undertaken 
the conversion of England at this time, for the barbarians 
cou^d not profit him in a worldly sense. If it was only 
anxiety about the preservation of learning, he would have 
overlooked the isle to the north and have directed all his 
attention to the flourishing school of Alexandria, the special 
ally of the Pope; yet learned Alexandria was overlooked, until 
the conversion of England was realized.

x Gregory was indeed a patron of foreign missions.
His zeal in that direction is more remarkable because of the 
manifold duties demanding his attention within Rome. But his 
all embracing charity would include the English nation"situ- 
ated in a corner of the world. 11 Never was a project contem
plated by any Pope or ruler which brought such momentous results 
to the world.

Gregory, since his accession, had been making prep
arations for this cause, so dear to his heart. The Benedictine 
monks at his suggestion had been preparing themselves for 
missionary work among these distant people. Perhaps some of the 
very missionaries who had with him offered themselves for this 
undertaking twenty years previous were members of the new band. 
Gregory appointed St. Augustine head of the missionaries.
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Unable to accompany them himself he imbued, them with his zeal 
and love for souls. He begged God's blessing on the enterprise 
and sent the missionaries on their journey with words of 
encouragement and affection.

Gibbon, who so often is niggardly in his recog
nition of the contributions of the Church, says,

uThe conquest of Britain reflects less glory on the name 
of Caesar than on that of Gregory, the First. Instead of six 
legions, forty monks were embarked for that distant island,
and the Pontiff lamented the austere duties which forbade him

1.to partake the perils of their spiritual warfare."
Augustine and his companions traveled by sea 

until they reached Southern Gaul. Here, the inhabitants, 
remembering the horrors of the Saxon invasions, described in 
darkest colors the savage characteristics of the people the 
monks expected to convert. Alarmed by these harrowing reports, 
the missionaries realized that in spite of their zeal, there 
were difficulties of a practical nature which seemed to make the 
task impossible. They were unacquainted with the customs of the 
people and were not able to understand or speak their language. 
They now felt themselves to be unqualified and inadequately 
prepared for the work. Unwilling to proceed further, they 
consulted with their leader who returned to Gregory and 
stated their objections.

The Pope, however, would not allow them to give up 
1. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Edward Gibbon,

Chap. VI., Pg. 108.
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his long cherished plan for converting the distant race..
He was kind but firm, and his earnest words soon dispelled
all discouraging thoughts from the mind of Augustine. He sent
him back to the missionaries with a letter which stimulated
their fervor and zeal. It is unnecessary to repeat here this

1.oft-quoted missive , in which Gregory expressed his regret
at not being able to participate in their la/bors, and reminded
them of the eternal reward assured them. He facilitated their
work as much as possible. Augustine was appointed Abbot of the
little community, and was advised to take with him some

2.
Franks as interpreters. The Pope sent letters to the
Bishops and rulers in Gaul asking them to give assistance to 
the monks when they passed through their territory.

With some of their difficulties obviated and animated 
with a new enthusiasm, the devoted missionaries continued 
their way. After their long journey, which in spite of Gregory's 
thoughtful precautions was not an easy one, they reached the 
island of Thantt on the east coast of Kent. This island is of 
special interest to the historian, for one hundred and fifty 
years previously the Jutes under Hengist and Horsa had arrived 
on this same spot to destroy the remains of Roman colonization. 
One object of St. Augustine was to restore what the Jutes had 
destroyed - to bring back the Roman influence to Britain while 
Christianizing and civilizing the people.

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni, Epistolarum Liber VI. Epistola LI. 
Pg. 836 - Migne.

2. Bede's Ecclesiastical History. Book I. Chap. 25.
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His first act was to inform King Ethelbert at Canterbury of 
their arrival. Ethelbert was king of Kent at this time, and 
his government extended from the River Humber to the Channel.
The Franks on the opposite side of the Channel also felt his 
power. Bertha was the wife of Ethelbert and the daughter of 
Charibert of Paris. One of the conditions of the marriage 
was that she should be allowed to practice her Christian 
religion freely, and retain her chaplain. This marriage 
was important in the sense that it made the king more kindly 
disposed toward Christianity. When Ethelbert received Augus
tine's message, he was not altogether unfamiliar with the 
doctrine the missionaries wanted to preach. The King provided 
for the needs of the monks and a few. days later met them.
He listened to Augustine's explanation of the truths of religion, 
and while he was not convinced himself, he gave permission 
to him and his community to preach to the people and convert 
them, if possible. He also provided a residence for the mission
aries at Canterbury, the metropolis of his kingdom. Here they 
lived their strict monastic life, and the time not spent in 
preaching was devoted to prayer. The purity of their lives 
influenced the people not less than did their words.

On the feast of Pentecost, 597, King Ethelbert, the 
first Christian King of the Saxons,was baptized. Although the 
King forced Christianity on no one, ten thousand of his 
people voluntarily followed his example. Christianity rapidly 
spread or er the island.
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The exchange of letters "between Augustine and Gregory 

reveals the dependence of the Abbot on the advice and guidance 
of the Pope, for the spiritual government of the people, and 
also reveals the patient and the painstaking efforts of 
Gregory to answer the questions clearly. As the work progressed 
new recruits were sent from the monastery to- aid the original 
small band. Sacred vessels and vestments were also supplied 
by the Pope. Augustine, who had already been consecrated Bishop 
by Vergilius of Arles, was now given the pallium by the Pope.
To perpetuate his work among the Britons, Gregory advised him 
to ordain twelve bishops subject to his jurisdiction. His 
plan for the arrangement of the Church in England is best 
described in his letter to Augustine. The following is s.n 
extract from it:
"Ad Augustinum Anglorum Episcopum. Et quia nova Anglorum 
Scclesia ad omnipotentis Dei gratiam eodem Domino largiente 
et te laborante perdueta est, usum tibi pallii in ea ad 

sola missarum solemnia agenda concedimus, ita ut per loca 
singula duodecim. episcopos ordines, qui tuae ditioni subja- 
ceant; quatenus London!ensis civitatis episcopus semper in 
posterum a synodo propria debea consecrari, atque honoris 
pallium ab hac saneta et apostolica, cui auctore Deo deservio 
sede percipiat. Ad Eboracam vero civitatem te volumus episco
pum mittere quern ipse judicaveris ordinandum; ita ut si 
eadem civitas cum finitimis locis verbum Dei receperit, ipse 
quoque duodecim episcopos ordinet, ut metropolitan! honore 
perfruatur, quia ei quoque, si vita comes fuerit pallium tri- 
buere Domino favente disponimus, quern, tamen tuae fraternitatis
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volumus disposition! subj acere. Post obi turn vero tuum ita
episcopis quos ordinaverit praesit, ut Londoniensis epis-
copi nullo modo ditione subjaceat. Sit vero inter London-
iae et Eboracae civitatis episcopos in posterum honoris
ista distinctio, ut ipse prior habeatur qui prius fuerit
ordinatus. Gommuni autem consilio et concordi actione
quaecunique erunt pro Christi zelo agenda disponant, un-
animiter recta sentiant et ea ouae senserint no sibimet

1.discrepando perficiant."
Thus with a regular hierarchy established and 

an increase of missionaries, the Church in England was 
able to progress.

The fruit of Gregory’s life-long prayer for the 
11 Angels of the North" was sweet indeed. ¥fithout his persever
ance and determination in sending the. missionaries to the 
distant isle, in the face of apparently almost insurmountable 
obstacles, and without his kindly encouragement and gentle 
influence the Christianizing of England might have been indef
initely postponed. His detailed letters encouraged the mission
aries when disheartened, and he minutely outlined the means 
which would provide for the permanence of their labors among 
the Anglo-Saxons. The English people today owe their high 
place in civilization to the influential apostle who gave 
them their first incentive on the road of education and

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni, Vol. Ill• Ipistolarum XI. Epistola65, 
Pg. 1200-1201, Migne

128835
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religion when he sent them the messengers of Truth. Gregory
then is justly called the “Apostle of the English" a title

1.first used "by the Venerable Bede; for though he never had
the happiness of preaching to the converted race in person,
yet his spirit guided the missionaries and gave birth to a
new Christian England. Dudden says, "Christianity was a potent

2.factor in the creation of the English nation.“ The English
nation, grateful to Gregory, have deservedly called him,
"Papa noster"; “Apostolicus noster"; "Doctor noster"; "Noster

3.
Gregorius."

/

Gregory’s Relations with the Bast.
A-The "Ecumenical" Controversy.

The Holy Bather, during the entire pontificate had 
to battle with the Byzantine spirit. While at Constantinople as 
Apocrisiarius, Gregory learned many things which now aided him 
in dealing with the Eastern Empire. To maintain friendly relations 
with the Byzantine Court and at the same time to uphold the 
rights of the Papal See; to render obedience to an Emperor who 
coveted the spiritual power of the Pope; to protect Italy and 
the surrounding country when the Emperor failed to act, forced 
the Pope into a position where he had to use extreme delicacy and

1. Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. Book II. Ch. I. Pg. 59.
2. Gregory the Great. His Place in History and Thought.

Vol. II. Ch. VII. Pg. 120
3. St. Gregory the Great and England - F. A. Gasquet 

Catholic World. April 1906, Pg. 28.
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tact to avoid a conflict with the East which might cause a 
spiritual revolt. Yet while Gregory wished to prevent a 
break between the East and West, he displayed no servile 
weakness, but energetically resisted any attempt of the 
Emperor to usurp a prerogative belonging to the Holy Father.
He protested against the Emperor’s decree forbidding 
anyone in civil office to become a monk and succeeded in 
having it modified. He strongly censured and condemned the 
assumption of the title "Ecumenical Patriarch" by John the 
Faster, Bishop of Constantinople. Gregory expressed his 
condemnation both to John and the Emperor, who was upholding 
the right of the Bishop to the title.

In the synod to be held at Constantinople, Gregory
feared that the title might be debated and the Bishops would
yield to the wish of the Emperor to have it bestowed on the
Patriarch. Although the act would have no validity without
the recognition of the Pope, yet Gregory, to avoid future
difficultv, warned the Bishops not to signify in any way their

‘ 1.approval of the spurious title. Probably this action was 
one of the reasons for the synod's not meeting.

Gregory has been severely criticized by some his
torians for his apparent narrowness in objecting to the use of 
this title by John. They maintain that this controversy of 
years was based on groundless fears and prompted by jealousy. 

l.Sancti Gregorii Magni, Epistolarum Vol. Ill, Liber IX
Epistola 68 - Migne
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The title "ecumenical11 according to them could mean "universal" 
applied to that portion of the world only under their juris
diction, and thus used would he simply a mark of honor.
Gregory, however, interpreted it in a different light. He 
considered the assumption of the name to be an attack on 
the primacy. It was not the mere title, then, that was 
offensive, but rather the arrogating to the See of Constan
tinople the primacy which belonged to Rome alone. He insisted 
on its surrender because he considered it an encroachment 
on the Pa,pal right of jurisdiction in ecclesiastical matters 
over the world. Gregory had in mind also the various heresies 
which had originated in Constantinople and feared the division 
that might arise from undue authority in that center. Certainly 
any one who has made a close study of the character of Gregory
can never in justice accuse him of pride or jealousy in the

1.matter. "Servant of the Servants of God" was the title first
used by Gregory - one which has been retail® d down to the presm t
Pope by the successors on the throne of Peter.

The fact that John was upheld by the Emperor in
his retention of the title would indicate that it meant more
than a name to Maurice. Gregory in a very lengthy letter to

2.
Maurice explained the evil that might result, but still 
the Emperor showed no disapproval. While Gregory did not

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni, Vol. Ill, Epistolarum Liber VI. Epistola 51.
2. Sancti Gregorii Magni, Vol. Ill, Epistolarum Liber V. 

Epistola XX, - Migne.
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succeed in persuading John the Faster or his successor, 
Gyriacus, to give up the name, yet his influence brought 
results later. The struggle ended during the pontificate 
of his successor, Boniface IV., when the Emperor prohib
ited the use of the title.

One must admire the strong determination 
evinced by Gregory during the entire struggle. He was 
looking to the future of the Church and he, who understood 
so well the tendency of Byzantine imperialism, succeeded 
in delaying the separation of Eastern and Western Christen
dom. Whether or not he exaggerated the results which he 
said would follow the recognition of the title which John 
had assumed is a question not easily answered, but that it 
was necessary for him to exercise the greatest vigilance to 
prevent the Eastern Church from weakening the ties wMch 
bound her to the Holy See was proved by the final Greek 
Schism.

B - The Letter to Phocas from Gregory.
In speaking of Gregory’s relations with the 

Eastern Empire we cannot overlook a shadow which might seem 
to be cast over the memory of the great Pope. In spite of 
the many criticisms historians have heaped upon him for 
his congratulatory letters to the Emperor Phocas and the 
Empress Leontia, after the usurpation of the throne of 
Maurice, one might assume that Gregory is not deserving 
of the condemnation of these critics. He was either
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ignorant of the circumstances under which Phocas gained the 
throne, or the letter of congratulation was addressed to 
the Emperor in the capacity of Ruler with no reference to 
his personality. To understand his letters we must note 
the situation in the East when Phocas seized the power.
After the Persian War had heen concluded, Maurice employed 
the troops in an expedition against the Avars in spite of 
the objections raised by the Senate and his own family. 
Scarcely had the march started, when he ignominiously 
gave up the enterprise and returned to the palace. During 
the eight years which followed the Avars devastated the 
Roman territory and the Emperor did not take the necessary 
means to check them. The soldiers were dissatisfied under 
incompetent generals and the unpopularity of Maurice in
creased, when he refused to ransom twelve thousand prison
ers whom the Avars had seized. The ransom was small - twenty 
seven thousand francs - but Maurice gave as an excuse for his 
non-payment that the treasury was low and many of the prison
ers were deserters. The resulting massacre aroused in the 
people intense bitterness against the unfeeling Emperor. 
Conditions grew worse until they reached a climax, when 
Maurice, in order to save expense, ordered the army to winter 
across the Danube River in the cold territory of the Sclavon- 
ians. Open insurrection followed. The centurion Phocas was 
elected as their commander and they proceeded to Constantin
ople. When Maurice found that all his subjects were deserting
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him he fled. Phocas was proclaimed Emperor hy the people 
and was crowned. After Maurice had "been compelled to witness 
the slaughter of his four sons, he himself was slain "by the 
order of Phocas. Later Constantina, the wife of Maurice, 
and her three daughters were put to death. Phocas showed 
himself the worst of tyrants, and for the first time since 
the foundation of Constantinople, we find an Emperor in power 
"because of the dethronement "by insurrection of the rightful 
ruler.

The name of Phocas was soon hated "by the revolu
tionists for his great cruelty, cowardliness and sensuality.
As was customary, the accession of the new emperor was
announced to the Pope by the imperial messengers. Gregory

\with the returning embassy, sent letters of congratulation
1 .

to the Emperor and Empress. These are the letters - too 
long to quote here - which have aroused so much animosity 
against Gregory. Examining the letters in the modern light, 
we might condemn him for his language, which sounds like 
flattery to us, knowing the circumstances under which Phocas 
gained the throne. But we must remember that the so-called 
flattery used in the letters which is so repugnant to us now 
was the official language of the time. If we read the letters 
carefully, we will note, also, that Gregory does not refer 
to the deceased Emperor directly, but rather to the deplor
able conditions of the government under Maurice.
1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Vol. III. Epistolarum Liber Xiii. 

Epistola 31, 38 and 39 - Migne.
Italy and Her Invaders. Vol. V. Gh. X. Pp. 444-446, Hodgkin 
Gregory the Great, Vol. II. Gh. XI. Pp. 261-263, Dudden.
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Gibbon's interpretation "The joyful applause with which he
1.salutes the fortune of an assassin" is false. The close 

reading of the letter admits no such interpretation, for 
not once does he refer to Maurice directly.

We have every reason to suppose that Gregory 
did not at the time of writing the letters know the details ' 
of the insurrection. The other actions of his life would 
contradict a letter showing joy in the tragic death of one 
he knew so intimately at Constantinople. True, their rela
tions were strained during the preceding yea,rs owing to 
Maurice's refusal to aid him, but Gregory would not counten
ance actions like those of Phocas, during the few remaining 
months of his life. When Maurice gave Gregory cause for 
annoyance, the Pope did not hesitate to rebuke him in his 
letters in spite of their former friendship. What reason 
would he have, then, to show affection for an Emperor less 
worthy?

News at that time traveled very slowly for the 
navigation of the Bosphorus was closed during the winter 
months and previous to the death of Maurice the Pope had no 
Apocrisiarius at Constantinople, for herrwrote to Phocas 
about the appointment of one. It is very probable that
Gregory received his first intimation of Maurice's death

\

1. 'The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Pg. 117, Gibbon
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from the imperial messengers. They, of course, obeying 
instructions would represent Phocas in as favorable a 
manner as possible. Some of the historians cite as an 
instance of Gregory's "fulsome flattery of the reigning 
Emperor" the date of his letter concerning his Apoc- 
risiarius and the letter to the Emperor. The dates would 
indicate that they were written some months after the 
accession of Phocas, when Gregory should know the truth 
about the new Emperor, but we have every reason to suppose 
that these two letters were sent at the same time with the 
first letter of congratulation to the Emperor but were 
not entered into the register until later.

Again the congratulations of Gregory were addressed 
to the new Emperor, the Ruler of the Holy Empire, as form 
required, and it would be justifiable not to refer to his 
person in his first letter. We have no evidence that 
Gregory knew a.bout the insurrection, and neither have we 
any later letters to show how he felt toward the usurper. 
Finally, judging Gregory by his other actions in life, there 
seems to be every reason to conclude that he was not ac
quainted with circumstances of the revolution, prior to the 
coronation of Phocas, when he wrote these letters.

1• Italy and Her Invaders. Vol V. Pg. 446, Thos. Hodgkin
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The Patrimony of St. Peter.

To Gregory is sometimes attributed the title,
"Founder of the temporal power of the Papacy." While the 
temporal power of the Pope did not really have its origin in 
Gregory's time, yet he did much to systematize and regulate 
the management of St. Peter's Patrimony. The Church had ac
quired its large possessions by various voluntary donations 
of rulers and wealthy citizens. We know that the Church 
owned property long before the time of Gregory, for Constan
tine in the fourth century in his Edict of Milan commanded 
the people to return all property which had formerly 
belonged to the Church,A and he himself gave generous finan
cial aid. We learn from Gregory's letters that the Holy 
See possessed patrimonies in Gaul, Africa, Dalmatia, Southern 
Italy and in the islands of Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica.
Besides being administrator of these lands, other circumstan
ces made Gregory a strong temporal ruler and the people 
turned to him not only for spiritual aid, but also for the 
temporal aid that the Emperor refused to give them. Thus 
Gregory felt it a duty incumbent upon him to help the 
people protect Rome from the invaders. His authority was 
respected both by Romans and barbarians.

When he became Pope he found that the vast 

1. Translation of the Milan Decree. Pg. 3, Rev. F. S. Betten. S. J.
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domains of the Church were in a state of confusion, and he,
with that inherent business efficiency , endeavored to
establish order in these estates. He defended the rights
of the people and appointed men to look after the Church
property. Gregory wished to have conscientious land agents
and.therefore,chose clerics for this duty - so important in
his eyes. He impressed upon their minds the responsibility
of their office and obliged them to render a strict account
of their charge. The patrimonies were managed by agents of
different grades of rank and functions. The Rector of the
Patrimony had the supreme control of it. The Defensor of the

1 .Church was an agent who acted as Rector independently, 
or who was given charge of certain districts under the 
Rector's management. In the smaller patrimonies the Bishop 
sometimes looked after the estate.

We find many characteristics of the later feudal 
system in the relations between the different graded land
lords and the tenants. The Rectors and the Defensors of the 
patrimonies were given various duties by the Pope besides 
the management of the estates. They had to maintain eccles
iastical discipline, provide for the welfare of the
churches, monasteries and hospitals. These duties are minute-2.
ly described in the letters of Gregory.

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Joanne Diacono Liber II - 20 
Pg. 94 - Migne

2. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Epistolarum Liber I,
Epistola LXVIII., LXX.- Migne
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The tenants engaged on the farm lands when Gregory 
"became Pope were suffering hardships on account of the cruelty 
of their landlords, and the destruction of the crops during 
the incursions of the Lombards. The agents of the Papal 
property were in many instances,like their unscrupulous 
neighboring landlords, overtaxing the tenants for their 
own gain and making the farmer's position almost unbearable. 
Gregory energetically fought these evils and saw that resti
tution was made if any act of injustice had been committed.
He succeeded in bettering the condition not only of the 
tenants on the P$.pal property, but also of all the neighboring 
classes. "He was the first statesman of Europe who with a
clear purpose worked for the emancipation of the farming

1.class." Gregory's influence went still further. We
might say that he advocated the theory of abolition of 
slavery, and while he did not live to see it exterminated 
yet he deserves great praise for his initial step in that 
direction. To stamp out this evil he appealed to the justice 
and charity of men, reminding them of the debt of grati
tude they owed to God for their freedom from sin by the death 
of His Son.

"Cum Redemptor noster,. totius conditor creatu- 
rae, ad hoc propitiatus humanam voluerit carnem assumere, ut, 
divinitatis suae gratia dirupto quo tenebamur capti vinculo

1. General History of the Christian Era, Guggenberger,
Vol. I. Art. 203.



servitutis, pristinae nos restitueret libertati, salubriter
agitur si homines quos ah initio natura liberos protulit,
et jus gentium jugo substituit servitutis in ea qua nati

1.fuerant manumittentis beneficio libertate reddantur."
With money from the ecclesiastical treasury Gregory fre
quently bought slaves and freed them, and through his 
influence laws were passed for their protection.

The Jews, everywhere oppressed, found a friend 
in Gregory, and Rome became for them a haven of justice.
Much as Gregory desired their conversion he would not 
permit the over zealous to force Christianity upon them.
When the Jewish slaves became Christians, he secured their 
freedom, often paying the price of redemption from the 
Papal revenue.

We find in Gregory’s labors for the poor 
people in Rome another phase of his social activity. A

2.
portion of the Church’s revenues was expended in charity. 
This noble undertaking was well organized, for Gregory 
knew that the work could be carried on more effectuaJLly 
if systematized. His method of procedure is well described 
by John the Deacon and in his own letters.

1. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Epistolarum Liber VI.
Epistola 12, Pp. 803 and 804 - Migne

2. Sancti Gregorii Magni. Epistolarum Vol. III. Liber I.
Epistola 72 - Migne
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From each of the seven ecclesiastical districts of 
Home a special administrator supplied the poor with food. A 
list of those deserving charity was made and a certain day 
was set aside each month for the distribution of the food. 
Carriages carried nourishment to the sick and old, or to 
those too proud to approach the general distribution places. 
Gregory often gave individuals gifts, when he felt they 
were deserving, and each day he entertained twelve strangers 
at his own table. Special tempting delicacies found their 
way to the sick. His munificence was not confined to Rome 
but extended to all parts of the world. Public institutions, 
monasteries and Churches in need of assistance found in him 
a ready ally.

Gregory always regarded the Patrimony of St.
Peter as a sacred trust and the revenues that accrued from 
it were used for the needs of the Church - expenses of 
ecclesiastical government, payment of troops in the Lom
bard War, redemption of slaves and captives, support of 
foreign missions and missionaries, and the poor. For this 
reason he was careful and exact about the collection of 
the revenues and he distributed them with liberality and 
judgment. Generous and charitable as Gregory was he never 
allowed himself to be imposed upon but made inquiries about 
the poor so that only the deserving should receive help.
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The Pope showed in his work connected with the Patrimony his 
talent for organization, his business sagacity, his great 
charity and prudence. Thus we find him active in the various 
fields of Christian charity. As a philanthropist he sought 
always to relieve the sufferings of others. Our social 
workers of modern times can find much to be admired and 
imitated in this great social reformer of the sixth century.

Gregory - "Father of Monks11.

Gregory, who had spent his happiest years in 
the monastery was well acquainted with the needs of the 
monks. Therefore one of his first acts as Pope was to approve 
.the rule of St. Benedict and give it the sanction of the 
Apostolic See. He provided for the inviolability of the 
monastic property and labored earnestly to extend the Bene
dictine Order. Gregory realized that the Catholic Church 
through the instrumentality of the monks gave a new Christian 
social life to Europe, and he understood, too, that the 
value of the contributions made to the world would be in 
proportion to their fidelity to the rules.

Through the inroads of the Lombards many of the 
monks had been expelled from their monasteries and as a 
result of the genersd. disorder abuses had crept into some 
of the convents, and the fire of spiritual fervor burned low.
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Gregory, although charged with so many labors, considered 
it one of his most important duties to restore discipline 
where it had grown lax and to rouse the monks to greater 
zeal. He extended the time of the novitiate from one year 
to two, and his letters reveal his careful directions 
about receiving candidates. He wished the motives and 
character of those seeking admission to the monastery to 
be well studied, and the monks to be free from any entangle 
ment in business affairs. No point of discipline - not 
even the smallest - seems to have escaped his notice, and 
he called attention in his letters to any relaxation of 
the rules that he had noticed. He suggested remedies and 
insisted on strict adherence to the monastic regulations, 
laying special stress on poverty. We see, therefore, that 
while Gregory as Abbot strongly influenced his associates 
by his exemplary life and earnest exhortations, yet as 
Pope his influence was still more ma,rked.

In sending the monks to convert England he 
emphasized one purpose of their order - foreign missionary 
work. To Gregory, too, is due the credit of making educa
tion one of the chief aims of the Order. St. Benedict had 
in his rule assigned certain hours of the day to the 
reading of Holy Scripture. This necessarily produced an 
intellectual culture. Many of the monks had been highly 
educated before entering the monastery and they were



41

permitted to spend much of their time reading the Latin 
Fathers, studying and transcribing the Sacred Scriptures. 
Benedict did not discourage learning, but it remained for 
Gregory to make intellectual pursuits one of the objects 
of the order. As a result of the Pope’s encouragement of 
study we have the Venerable Bede - a type of the Benedictine 
student - who has given the world such a valuable contri
bution in history.

Gregory is deservedly styled the "Father of 
Monks" because he so earnestly guarded and protected the 
Benedictine Order against any outside unjust legislation; 
he sought to gain recruits and open new houses outside of 
Rome; he freed the monks from episcopal control and gave 
them the right to elect their own abbot. He jealously 
guarded the monastic rules and permitted no deviation 
from the primitive spirit of the order. It was chiefly 
through the influence of Gregory that the Order of the 
Benedictines grew so rapidly, because he directed the 
attention of the world to it, not only by his own claim 
to membership, but also by his Papal sanction of the Order 
and his splendid portrayal of St. Benedict in the Second 
Book of the Dialogues.

The right of the Benedictine monks to do 
active work for the good of souls, to administer the 
Sacraments, to preach, etc. was clearly defined by Gregory.
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He maintained that it was necessary for some of the monks to 
do parochial work, and if the Bishops did not have sufficient 
priests for the parishes, they could take them from the 
monastery with the Abbot's permission, and ordain them priests. 
The monk could not then be regarded as a member of the Order 
but would belong to the diocesan clergy. If, however, the 
religious could live together as a community and devote only 
part of their time to the parish belonging to the monastery, 
they could still be considered members of the Benedictine 
Order. Gregory's regulation,then,referred only to those 
doing parish -work and living permanently away from the mona
stery and community life. He himself always kept monks in 
the Vatican and continued his religious life in spite of the 
many outside distractions. This rule of Gregory was observed 
for centuries, but necessity has forced the Church to modify 
the regulation and permit monks now to devote themselves to 
parish work away from the monastery.

We- have stressed the influence of Gregory on the 
Benedictine monks, because he was brought into closer con
tact with them, but his interest was manifested in orders 
for women as well. Today all orders - both men and women - 
must thank Gregory for giving the monastic system the 
sanction of the Holy See and a recognized position in the 
Church.
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Church Discipline.

We have noted the influence of the Pope in
«correcting any laxity in the discipline of the monasteries. 

As "Reformer of the Church Discipline" he was no less 
active for he realized that good laws enforced are essen
tial to good government in the Church. We have observed 
how he abolished simony in Caul, his prohibition against 
the selling of the episcopal sees and receiving gifts at 
ordination. His letters are his best spokesman, reflecting 
his anxiety to correct ecclesiastical abuses and settle 
canonical questions.

He exacted a strict observance of all eccles
iastical laws and insisted upon freedom in episcopal 
elections. While he did not interfere with the elections 
unnecessarily yet he required that the elections be 
carried out according to the canons of the Church. He not 
only refused to recognize a person whose election was not 
in accordance with the canons of the Church, but he barred 
him from all ecclesiastical honors. He did not hesitate to 
relieve unworthy bishops of their charges. Frequently he 
summoned councils in the different dioceses to discuss 
disputed points of discipline. Three of these councils were 
convened in the Holy City, .and the Pope himself presided 
at them. He established the system of appeals to Rome.
He substituted clerics and monks for the lay attendants in
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the Vatican, and his choice of them was based on their 
sanctity and education. His attendants were all cultured, 
refined and highly educated, historians who accuse him of 
being an enemy to learning need but to investigate the 
attainments of those employed in the Pontifical palace. 
Gregory, anxious to make the above custom permanent, 
procured a decree in a council held at Rome that all atten
dants rendering service to the Pope should be clerics.
It would be impossible to enumerate his many steps in 
Church Discipline. He considered no matter too small 
to deserve his concern. We must remember, too, that in 
Gregory’s time there were not the many congregations that 
we have-' at the present day to aid the Pope. Each matter 
relating to the Church required not his signature alone, 
but his personal attention. The high ideal he had of his 
calling is expressed in his Liber Pastoralis Curae and 
in his own life he lived up to the high standard described 
in this book.

The Liturgy and Church Music.

Carrying on his shoulders the burden of admin
istration during one of the most trying times in history, 
one marvels that Gregory found time for any work other than 
the political affairs which demanded his attention. Yet not
withstanding the many weighty problems requiring a solution
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he did not neglect the "inner life" of the Church. He
improved the Roman Liturgy and rendered important service.
to Church music. Historians do not agree as to the extent
of his reform of the Liturgy, hut we have conclusive proof
that the essential foundation of the "Sacramentary" can he
traced hack to Gregory. He did not compose the Mass prayers,

1.
hut he revised and collected them into one volume,
using as a oasis the Gelasian Sacramentary. Since the time

\of Gregory other changes have heen made partly from the 
Gelasian and partly from the Gallican sources, so the 
Missal used hy the priest today is not the original Sacra- 
mentarium Gregorianum.

The name of Gregory has always heen associated
with the "Canto Fermo11 or "Plain Chant". Just how much
Gregory did for Church music is a difficult question.
Gevaert, President of Brussels Music School - in recent
years - endeavored to prove that the compilation of the
Mass music belonged to the seventh century. The resulting
investigation was not satisfactory. It is generally conceded
now that Gregory banished the "canto figurato" from Church
music because it was too light and that he tried to restore
the solemnity of the Ambrosian Chant. John the Deacon and
others speak of his Antiphonary, a collection of the parts
of the Mass to be chanted.

The first singing school of which we have any
1. Sancti Gregorii Magni Vita. Vol. I., Auct. Joanne Diacono, 

Liber II., 17 - Migne
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record was established at Rome by Gregory. For the chanters 
of this school he had two houses built - one close to the 
Basilica of St. Peter; the other near the patriarchate of 
St. John Lateran. Children with good voices were received 
into this school and Gregory personally superintended 
their training, amid a multiplicity of other duties. This 
school was still in existence three centuries after his 
death. It is not necessary to enter into the many argu
ments given by historians for and against Gregory’s 
improvement of the Liturgy and Church music. That his 
influence is felt must be admitted.

The Writings of St. Gregory.

If we wish to know Gregory the Great, we must study 
him in his writings. The great mental activity shown in 
his many books - the result of the leisure moments of a 
very busy life - is astounding. The number of his writings 
exceeds the total of those of all his predecessors together. 
With the exception of Benedict XIV. no Pope left so many 
works for the instruction of the clergy. His writings for 
centuries after his death were the foundation of the moral, 
theological and spiritual teaching. He displays na elegance 
of style, but his simple and unartificial language is clear 
and convincing.

1. Gregory the Great and His Influence, Chap. IV. in 
Memoirs and Papers by C. H. Brigham
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His diction is especially suited to letter writing, 
and his more than eight hundred letters are valuable sources 
of information for the modern historian of Mediaeval Europe. 
Indeed, without these detailed letters, picturing so vividly 
the scenes about him, much of the history of the sixth cen
tury would be a blank. One sees in his writings the hand of 
a practical, intelligent man who records the events of his 
time from an unprejudiced and impartial viewpoint. His 
epistles were addressed to all classes of men and sent to 
all parts of the world. They are written on a variety of 
subjects and reveal the time and careful deliberation em
ployed in penning them.

^ 1.
In the Encyclical of Leo XIII. on the Condition

of the 7/0rking Classes . we find him promulgating principles 
that Gregory the Great asserted over thirteen hundred years 
ago in his letters treating of the relations between the 
peasant and his landlord. He upheld the rights of the 
peasants and stated principles that are basic in any well 
organized society of men today.

But besides the epistles dealing with disciplinary 
and business matters, in which the Pope sometimes seems stern 
and exacting, another side of his character is revealed in

1. The Condition of the forking Classes - Encyclical Letter 
of May 15, 1891. From The Popes and the Peorle.
Rt. Rev. Mgr. Parkman, Pp. 178-219
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his personal letters of friendship. These exhibit the gentle 
and affectionate nature of the Pope and his kindly interest 
in the affairs of his friends.

Attention has been called to his Liber Regulae 
Pastoralis-. The influence of this book can hardly be overes
timated. It was translated into Greek and King Alfred had 
Anglo-Saxon versions sent to every Bishop in his Kingdom. 
This book consisting of four parts was a classic and manual 
for pastors in the Church for centuries. Many maxims gleaned 
from the book are still quoted. Its counsels are applicable 
now in the twentieth century as they were for a Bishop of
the Mediaeval period.

\

The work of converting the Lombards was hastened 
by his Dialogues. a copy of which he gave to the Lombard 
Queen, Theodolinda. 'The book gives us a picture of the 
religious life in Italy during the sixth century and was 
the most popular reading of the Middle Ages. The Pope was 
a highly gifted mystic, but his is a mysticism purely 
spiritual and religious; the effort of the soul to be 
united to God in prayer. Much has been given to us by him 
on this subject, not in any set form of mystic theology, 
but in his descriptions of his own personal experiences.
His Book of Morals was composed at the request of Leander, 
when he was at the court of Constantinople. It consists of a 
series of conferences, addressed to the group of monks who

1
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were with him at the Byzantine Court. These sermons are inter
esting to us now because they give us an insight.into the 
teaching given to the Benedictine religious by this first 
great Benedictine writer and monk. Because he united the 
teachings of the earlier Fathers and made them coincide with 
the opinion of his time without introducing new matter, his 
theology has become the compendium of the Middle Ages.

It would take too long to enumerate all the 
writings of this extroardinary Saint who has been assigned 
a place among the four great Doctors of the Western Church.

Although Gregory has given so many valuable 
contributions to the educational field, yet some incredu
lous moderns have accused him of being hostile to profane 
science. Howorth, in referring to his lack of sympathy
with- culture says, “He put back the finger on the clock of

1.human progress very materially.“ The actions of Gregory's 
entire life contradict this statement. Surrounded by culture 
and refinement in his own home and highly educated himself, 
he sacrificed all that the world holds dear. But this does 
not mean that he was less cultured or that the renunciation 
of a brilliant career meant a distaste for cultural studies 
or profane literature. It is hardly possible that he would 
have been appointed Apocrisiarius to the court of Constantin
ople if he was not a highly educated and cultured man.

1. St. Gregory the Grea.t - Howorth.
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He did not, it is true, set as high a value on secular learning 
as some of his contemporaries, because he was more interested 
in purity of doctrine. In no part of his writings can we find 
a direct condemnation of the study of the classics. That he 
tried to prevent the study of Tully and Livy can not be sub
stantiated. Since these are the least offensive among the pagan
writers, why are they mentioned? The statement that Gregory

1.destroyed the Palatine Library is a groundless accusation.
If this building was destroyed by the order of Gregory, why 
then did he not order the destruction of the pagan classics 
in every institution of the world? The first writer to utter 
these slanders is John of Salisbury who lived six centuries after 
Gregory. That no writer during the intervening centuries 
mentions the burning of the library, and that John cites no 
proofs seem to be conclusive evidence that Gregory did not 
perpetrate this act. An act of this description would certain
ly be commented upon, and even in Gregory’s own letters we 
would have some mention of it, for Maurice would not have 
permitted it without censure. We repeat again, that the 
writings of Gregory, which have come down to us, are the best 
refutation of these false accusations.

His books appeal to every intelligent man whether 
he be devoted to history, science, music or liturgy and all - 
statesman, lawyer, bishop and theologian - can find much to
1. Gregory the Great - His Place in History and Thought, Vol. I. , 

Gh. II. Pg. 291 - Dudden 
Birkhaeuser - Gh. II. Pg. 170
St. Gregory the Great, Gh. XVI. Pg. 328 - Abbot Snow



interest them in the works of this most influential writer of 
the Sixth Century.

Conclusion.
Thus we see that Gregory has exercised a remarkable 

influence on the world and in many diverse directions. As a 
religious, business man, patriot, writer, reformer, apostle 
and Pope - he seems equally successful. He had the happy 
faculty of combining practicability with extreme holiness.
He faced many hard and trying situations; he was exposed to 
the harsh criticisms of jealous imperial officers; for many 
years in"his enfeebled health he stood alone; he solved 
momentous problems beneath the eyes of a disapproving world, 
anxious only to satisfy his conscience and please God.
Another man would have weakened under the long struggle, but 
with heroic fortitude Gregory overcame all obstacles. His 
character was molded and strengthened by the very circumstan
ces into which he was plunged.

No previous. Pope was distinguished for such great 
triumphs for the Church. He founded the Mediaeval Papacy 
and strengthened its influence. Rome continued to be the center 
of the Christian world and the people sought the Pontiff in 
the Papal capital in times of distress. He worked for the 
cooperation of Church and State, and yet at the same time kept



them apart and distinct. He used every effort to save the 
East and strengthen the West, animated with no other motive 
than love of God.

He was the "best of the Papal administrators, the 
reformer and protector of monasteries, the peace maker of 
the Lombards, the apostle of the missionaries, s,nd the 
Father of the Mediaeval Papacy. After thirteen centuries 
the mora,l force of this great central figure of the Middle 
Ages is felt, and his spiritual power over the Church is 
asnstrong today as in his own time. The memory of this 
Saint, whose title of Great has "been confirmed "by his 
strongx influence on posterity, is one of the richest 
treasures in that line of noble names from St. Peter down 
to the present Pontiff, Pius XI.
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