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When preaching on this occasion several years ago, I said a “feast of title” is 

always a happy occasion. It means a group of Christ’s faithful people have decided 

to place their worship and work (for the spread and extension of Christ’s Kingdom) 

under the protection and patronage of some aspect of the Lord’s work, or, as is so 

often the case, under the oversight of a specific saint of the Church. In this way, a 

feast of title is an affirmation of, and a logical outcome of, our belief in the 

Communion of Saints. In Christ’s flock we are all in this together. 

 In this case, the specific saint chosen was Gregory the Great. I do not know the 

circumstances for this happy choice. But there are only three popes who have 

commonly been called “The Great” They are Leo I, Gregory I, and Nicholas I. 

Nicholas, (not to be confused with the saint whose name is often pronounced 

“Santa Claus”) is the least well-known of the three. In our lifetime, the sobriquet 

“The Great” has been attached to Pope John Paul II as well. 

Several years back I also mentioned Gregory was not great in terms of being an 

original thinker. He did not have the intellectual brilliance of Athanasius or 

Augustine, or the vast and solid learning of Jerome. Gregory’s greatness was more 

like that of another Latin Doctor of the Church, St Ambrose. With Ambrose, 

Gregory distilled the ideas, teaching, and wisdom of the earlier Fathers, and then 

applied them to the practical needs of the Church and world in his own day. 

Gregory’s conception of Christian discipleship was entirely monastic. But Divine 

Providence had other ideas! Gregory was never permitted a life of entire seclusion. 

When elected, this monk shrank from the papacy. He wrote to the Byzantine 

Emperor asking him to reject the election. But the letter was intercepted, and 

another sent from the Roman Senate and people, and the Emperor gave imperial 

assent. Gregory fled from Rome in disguise, but was found out. And right from the 

start of his papacy, in 590AD, the burden of sacred and profane business fell on 

this monk like a ton of bricks. 

Gregory wrote to his friend St Leander in Seville one year into his reign. “Now I 

am in this place tossed by such billows of this world that I am in no way able to 

steer into port the old and rotten ship over which, in the hidden disposition of God, 
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I have assumed the guidance. Now in front of me the billows rush in; now at the 

side, masses of foam swell up; now from behind, the storm follows on. And in the 

midst of all this I am sometimes compelled to steer in the very face of the opposing 

waters, and sometimes by turning aside to avoid the threat of the billows. The 

rotten planks already sound of shipwreck.”   

As Pope, Gregory’s steady diet of problems consisted of natural disasters such as 

floods, plague and pestilence, political disasters such as invasions by Goths and 

Lombards, and mutiny within the Church. This monk wept when he recalled his 

former times of seclusion, self-discipline, and peace, when through spiritual 

contemplation he had almost seemed to escape the limits of painful flesh. And yet 

for all this, Pope Gregory concentrated on the business he faced, and brought to it a 

marvelous knowledge of detail. His correspondence is fascinating. When a bishop 

in Syracuse found false measuring scales for rent collection, Gregory congratulated 

him on having replaced the faulty equipment, and directed the overpayment be 

returned to the renters. When Gregory learned the Diocese of Ancona desired a 

certain archdeacon as bishop, the pope discovered the candidate did not know the 

Psalms and directed a neighboring bishop to find out how many Psalms the 

archdeacon knew from memory. Another bishop had no money, so Gregory sent 

him a winter coat. There are many other examples.  

It all means Gregory was the right man at the right time. He took charge in a power 

vacuum when both the Byzantine emperor, and the nominal leader in the west, (the 

Exarch at Ravenna), were weak. Ecclesiastical affairs and civil administration were 

all rolled into one. The notion of separation of church and state came along 

centuries later. So where Athanasius, Augustine, and Jerome were great theological 

minds, Pope Gregory’s greatness was of a practical kind. Not given to abstract 

speculation, His genius was his capacity to apply doctrine to every-day conduct 

and life. In this way Pope Gregory crowned the work of the other great Doctors of 

the Church, as together they made possible the transition of the old world into a 

new world nearer the pattern of the Kingdom of God. Holy Gregory, pray for us! 

 


