
St. Gregory the Great 
Feast Day: September 3rd 
 
Gregory was a monk, a pope, and a missionary.  
 
Gregory was born into a wealthy, and holy, family. His father, 

Gordianus owned large estates in Sicily and was an aristocrat. His mother, Silvia, is honored as a 
saint. His father’s sisters were also saints. While we have no details about his education, Gregory of 
Tours tells us that Gregory excelled in grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic. Given his career, he must 
have studied law.  
 
By his early 30’s, Gregory was Prefect of Rome. This role, while it had lost much of its old glory, just 
as Rome itself suffered badly when captured by the Goths, was still its highest civic office. After 
prayer, and inner struggle, Gregory resigned his post, made his vast estates into monasteries, made 
his home on the Caelian Hill a monastery under the patronage of St. Andrew, and became a monk.  
 
His first three years as monk were the happiest of his life. Prayer and meditation on the Scriptures 
filled his days, as well as the simplicity of monastic life, poverty, and physical austerities. In 578, 
Pope Pelagius II ordained him one of the seven deacons of Rome and, in 579 sent him to Emperor 
Tiberius as permanent ambassador to the court. Remarkably, Gregory continued to follow his 
monastic life and avoided the lure of the Byzantine Court. It was during this time that Gregory 
wrote his commentary on the Book of Job, eventually published as Morals. He confronted 
Eutychius, the Patriarch of Constantinople, who taught the impalpability of the Lord’s risen body. 
Gregory returned to Rome around 586, became abbot of St. Andrews which grew considerably 
under his leadership, and wrote Dialogues, a series of tales to console the broken hearted. It was also 
during this time that a deep desire to serve as a missionary to Britain awakened in Gregory after 
encountering English youth in Rome.  
 
The Tiber flooded its banks in 589, destroying the granaries that fed Rome. Pestilence followed. 
Pope Pelagius II died in February 590. The people of Rome elected Gregory as Pope but he resisted 
and appealed to the Emperor, who rejected his appeal. On September 3, 590 he was consecrated 
Pope. While he always regretted this appointment, he wholeheartedly embraced his responsibilities. 
He was the first monk to be elected Pope. He wrote his famous Pastoral Care, a practical book on the 
office of the bishop that is still used today in seminary formation. He addressed the physical needs 
of the people of Rome, still recovering from the flood and the disease that followed. He cared for 
their spiritual needs, was a masterful preacher, and reformed the Roman Liturgy. It was Gregory that 
introduced the “Our Father” being recited by the whole congregation before 
communion. He managed the vast estates owned by the Church and was 
exceptionally generous to the poor. He asserted the primacy of the papacy 
among the Patriarchs and was the first pope to refer to his office as the 
“servant of the servants of God.” He sought peace with the Lombards and 
the Franks who threatened Rome. He had to contend with divisions within 
the Church in Northern Italy, the heresy of Donatism in Africa, and the 
paganism in Gaul.  
 
Nevertheless, with the soul of a monk and the demands of the Papacy, 
Gregory never forgot about mission. He sent one of his monks from St. 



Andrew’s, Augustine, along with other monks to be missionaries to Britain. Gregory was in regular 
communication via letters to Augustine and suggested ways to convert the people to Christianity. 
One approach was to enculturate the faith by adding Christian saints and meanings to indigenous 
shrines, holy places, and holidays. The mission was eventually successful, and Augustine became the 
first Archbishop of Canterbury.  
 
Gregory died March 12, 604 after suffering years of physical pain. He was canonized by popular 
acclamation upon his death. In works of art, the dove, as a symbol of the Holy Spirit, is seen as if 
whispering in Gregory’s ear. There was a story told by his secretary that a dove would come to rest 
on Gregory’s shoulder. He would be silent, listen, and then dictate his homilies.  
 
St. Gregory, pray for us.  
 
Reflection Questions 
 

1) St. Gregory helped establish Christianity in England. Who brought it to you or, thinking 
about it another way, who was missionary to you and your family?  
 

2) Gregory loved to meditate on scripture. Why is meditating on scripture so important? Why 
do you think it is so important for missionaries?  

 
3) The Holy Spirit inspired Gregory. He listened deeply to the Holy Spirit. How do you listen 

to the Holy Spirit? What is the Holy Spirit saying to you? Where are you being sent?  
 
 


