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Three popes in the Church’s history have been called “the great”: Leo the Great, 

Gregory the Great, and Nicholas the Great. This sobriquet is the verdict of history 

and not ecclesiastical legislation. And it remains to be seen if this extra-canonical 

title will stick to Pope St John Paul II. Time will tell. We know less about Pope 

Nicholas. But one thing these popes had in common was courage and tenacity in 

the face of enormous obstacles.  

John Paul II was a seminarian and young priest in a Poland conquered and 

brutalized by Nazi conquest. Then he was a bishop in a nation under Communist 

suppression. You may remember when the Holy Father went to his homeland and 

told the Polish people: “You are not what they say you are.” He also barely 

survived a KGB-linked assassination attempt. 

But the focus today is on Pope Gregory the Great, who was the Supreme Pontiff 

from 590-604. And today is the Feast of Title of the Ordinariate congregation in 

the Boston area, which wisely chose Pope Gregory as its patron. Much is made, 

and rightly so, of the evangelical activity of this Holy Father in sending Catholic 

missionaries to England. “Gregory brought us baptism” was the way St Bede put it. 

Pope Gregory had the support of many good friends. Among them were the 

Spanish brothers Saints Isidore and Leander of Seville. To Leander, Gregory wrote 

“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 dispensation 

of God, I have assumed the guidance. The rotten planks already sound of 

shipwreck.” If you think the attacks on the Catholic Church in the secular press are 

bad in our own day, Pope Gregory called it “the old and rotten ship” whose “rotten 

planks already sound of shipwreck.” And that was in the year 591! The difference 

being that Gregory was a believer, and the editors and owners of The New York 

Times are not!  

As Holy Father, Gregory was such a remarkable administrator we might be 

tempted to call him a micro-manager. Very little escaped his notice, even 1400 

years before internet service was hooked up in the Vatican! Gregory never stopped 
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writing letters. Over 800 of them survive. The seat of empire had already moved to 

Constantinople, creating a power vacuum in the West. Pope Gregory picked up the 

pieces. As a consequence, the Holy Father became involved in making peace 

treaties, trade agreements, equipping armies, and sending ambassadors. And yet 

Pope Gregory also preached, wrote, revised the Church’s Sacramentary, and 

trained a choir. His charities were enormous, and he provided food daily for the 

hungry, and held himself responsible when a beggar died in Rome. And all the 

while, Gregory battled life-long ill health. Pope Gregory’s theological writings 

rank him among the Four Doctors of the Latin Church, along with Ambrose, 

Augustine, and Jerome. There was no teacher of the Catholic Faith of equal stature 

for the next 500 years, until Anselm came along.  

I mentioned Pope John Paul II living under Nazi and Bolshevik regimes and 

having a personal encounter with a KGB-financed bullet. For Pope Gregory, the 

ever-present scourge was the Lombard invasion. Before his pontificate, weak 

leaders in Italy had asked the Lombards for help against the Goths. That effort 

succeeded. But the Lombards stayed! And they were a nasty lot. Their leader, 

Albion, made his wife use as a drinking cup the skull of her own father, who 

Albion had slain. Enough said. Lombard brutality consisted of a steady recipe of 

ravage and ruin: desolated and deserted cities, blackened churches, destroyed 

monasteries, including the famed Monte Cassino, abandoned dwellings, and 

uncultivated farmland. (This reads like the inspiration for the Russian Army in 

Ukraine!) And when the Lombards entered Rome, they massacred and mutilated in 

the city. To top it off, the Roman soldiers, assigned to defend the city, went on 

strike for back pay. No wonder Pope Gregory longed to return to monastic life. 

Pope Gregory reigned as Supreme Pontiff at the moment when the civilization in 

which the Catholic Church had been born and nurtured was trampled on and done 

to death by barbarians. But the Latin Church survived this ruin of culture, and 

actually imposed on the wrecked civilization a new form, which, under God, was 

largely due to Gregory the Great. No wonder he is often called “the founder of 

medieval Europe.” 
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Fast forward about 140 years. The Anglo-Saxon Church held a series of councils at 

a place called Clovesho between the years 742 and 825. To this day, no one knows 

where Clovesho was located. It was probably near London, but you can get 

medieval scholars into a royal cat fight over proposed sites. My word processor 

didn’t even want to print the word! But fortunately the records of these councils 

remain. In the year 747, and presided over by Cuthbert, Archbishop of Canterbury, 

the Council commanded an annual festival be observed in England and solemnly 

celebrated in honor of “our Father Gregory.” (The Venerable Bede, who had gone 

to God on Ascension Day in 735, had said of Gregory: “He is our Apostle.”) You 

may never have heard of Clovesho, and its whereabouts are lost in history, but 

1275 years later, there is linkage with our Mass today. It has been said: “The seal 

of his apostleship are we in the Lord.” Holy Gregory, pray for us. 

 


