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Foreword

The  distinction  between  intellectual  Catholicism  and  popular 
Catholicism has been made more than once in an invidious spirit of 
destructive criticism.

It has been said that the Catholicism of the crowd is something very 
diWerent from the Catholicism oWered to the intellectual elite.

je need not re;ect in principle this distinction' but there is no 
earthly reason for our opposing popular Catholicism to intellectual 
Catholicism. Christianity has indeed an immense attraction for what 
is best in man,s intellectk but it has also a distinctly popular side. It 
is a life full of poetry and romancek replete with practical issues' it 
has all the charm of true myths without any errors' it is a religion 
which a whole people may maSe into a racial and national thingk in 
the true sense of the termsk with traditions and heroes and wonders 
and miracles far beyond the imagination of the ancient mythologies. 
If Catholicism be truly the presence of the Gon of Bod amongst xienk 
the marvellousk far from being the unusual and eDceptionalk ought to 
be the natural atmosphere in which a Catholic people has its being.

It has always seemed to me that Gt. Bregory the Breat is the most 
perfect embodiment of that happy union of intellectual and popular 
Christianity. Gt. Bregory is truly one of the Church,s great Aoctorsk a 
worthy successor of Gt. Hugustine of Rippo in the supremacy of mind.
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Gt. Bregory,s contribution to Christian theology is immense. xut 
Gt. Bregory is also the author of the booS of the-Dialoguesk that wonM
derful and fascinating compilation of the pious legends of his period. 
Gt. Bregory is the great administrator whose genius for ruling no man 
has ever doubtedk yet he is best Snown to us as the teacher of sacred 
musick surrounded by ;uvenile choristers whom he initiates into the 
mysteries of ecclesiastical psalmody. The Roly Bhostk under the Pgure 
of a Aovek is perched on his shoulder in order to Seep him from erringk 
not only in matters of Faith but also in matters of musical harmony.

The voluminous writings of Gt. Bregoryk his vast epistolary activiM
tiesk reveal to us a Catholicism both intellectual and populark which 
has not changed since his day. In every page of the-Dialoguesk for 
instancek you Pnd anecdotes which Pt to a nicety into the Catholic 
life of an Italian village of our own day. je actk we prayk we believek 
we feark we hopek as did the Catholics all over the world in the days 
of Gt. Bregory. je say 3asses for the deadk we eDpect the deliverance 
of souls from :urgatoryk we believe in the miraculousk in small things 
and in greatk as did the people who Pgure in Gt. Bregory,s-Dialogues. 
Yur inPdelities to grace and our shortcomings are the inPdelities and 
shortcomings of monSs and nuns and other good people who tried 
their best for the love of Christ in the Italian towns and villagesk of 
which Gt. Bregory maSes such an elaborate and accurate enumeration. 
3any go straight to Reaven at deathk in the days of Gt. Bregoryk 
perhaps oftener than we dare to hope in our own days. 3any there 
are who are seen in the "ames of :urgatory asSing for 3asses and 
confessing the peccadilloes that made them unworthy of a speedy 
ascent to Reaven. Gt. :eter is seen assisting at the death bed of some 
favourite client of hisk whilst on the other handk some careless Catholic 
is frightened out of his wits by the presence of the old enemy when 
the last hour approaches. There are haunted housesk and houses full 
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of angelic in"uences' there are miracles of the Prst magnitudek and 
there is divine intervention in favour of the Christian housewife whose 
hens are being stolen by a wily foD. In a wordk Gt. Bregory,s fertile pen 
portrays for us a completek allMroundk healthy Catholic lifek such as the 
3iddle Hges have Snown itk such as we love it ourselves. The bacSM
ground of all that multitudinous life of intensely practical Christianity 
is the monumental assertion of the intellectual truths of our Faith.

Hnyone who maSes us love Gt. Bregory the Breat does our Faith a 
great service. The present wellMwritten volume cannot fail to endear 
the great :ope to every reader. xut we ought not to stop there6 we 
ought to read Gt. Bregory himself. There are good Onglish translations 
of large portions of his worSs. The-Dialoguesk for instancek are accesM
sible to everyone. Gt. Bregory,s charm is contagious. 2ou seem to be 
living in the siDth centuryk and you feel that you have met in your own 
lifetime the very class of people whom Gt. Bregory describes so well.

The great :ope was surrounded on all sides by the ruins of the 
Eoman Ompire' the Eoman Oagle had lost 7all its feathers.7 Bregory 
felt this great downfall most Seenlyk as he was a Eoman of the EoM
mans. 2et there is a constant vein of optimism in his view of things. 
There is a Sind of playfulness of divine mercies which gives a charm 
even to such reprobate barbarians as Totilak Sing of the Boths. The 
heathen xarbarians were putting Catholic Italy to Pre and sword' and 
Catholic Italyk full of faith in Bod,s merciesk smiled at the xarbarians 
and converted them to the Faith of Bregoryk the successor of :eter.

AUSCAR VONIER, O.S.B. 

Abbot of Buckfast.





1

Rome in His Boyhood

S aints are always an interesting study. We ourselves are groping 
upward in the darkness towards the heights which they have 

scaled and kept; and we are fain to help our steps along the slippery 
crags by the footholds which their hands have carved. The interest 
intensi,es when the saint we study is a man of action whom the world 
cannot even aGect to despiseC a man who has stamped his impress 
upon his time and upon our timeC a man in whose writings we may 
read the story of his own soulC and learn things worth knowing of the 
men with whom he dealt.

Such a saint is xregoryC the great pope whom xod gave to His 
zhurch in her needC at the close of the siEth century.

The men of his generation conceived of him as far and away their 
foremost manC his inLuence owned alike by ByFantine Vmperor and 
Aombard lordsC by Kranks in xaul and -isigoths in Spain. His ,rmness 
and forbearance stamped out heresy and schism in -andal Yfrica. His 
letters followed his missionaries to the coast of (entC urging them to 
encourage whatever was harmless in the time)engrained customs of 
those heathens of good)will. Aeave themC he advisedC their beer feasts at 
OuletideC and 6in the form of good roast beef' the oEen fattened for the 
sacri,ce. ButC at the same timeC lure them gently to the love of zhrist 
by the story of the son of xodC a Babe for their salvation and crying 
with cold in the manger at Bethlehem.
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This was the secret of St. xregory"s power. Ieep down in the heart 
of every man with whom he had to doC he saw some latent good and 
fostered it. Ynd thus he roused the Romans round him to reorganiFe 
order out of chaosC and restore all things in zhrist. Ynd thus he tamed 
the xerman tribesC singling out what was best in their feudalismC and 
breathing into it the spirit of the xospel. We cannot read aright his 
lifeC unless we have a clear idea of the world into which he was born.

Rome had long out)lived her palmy days. To the eyes of xregory 
she sat on her Seven Hills a discrowned Jueen dying of old age. : n 
former years vigorous with youthC strong to multiply the race of menC 
but nowC weighed down by the very weight of yearsC and hurried 
on by increasing maladies to the very brink of the grave.: Vlsewhere 
he applies to Rome the words of the prophet to judeaPMEnlarge thy 
baldness as doth the eagle. :Rome enlarges her baldness like the eagleC 
since in losing her people she has lostC as it wereC all her plumage. The 
feathers have fallen even from the wings with which she used to swoop 
upon her victims. Kor all the mighty men are dead by whom she made 
the world her prey.: Ynd into this decaying civiliFation swarmed the 
barbariansC Nostling one another for their place in the sun.

When zonstantine the xreat removed the seat of empire from the 
Tiber to the BosphorusC he meant his new capital to act as bulwark 
against the 7ersian king. But the real danger cameC not from volup)
tuous YsiaC but from the hardy race of tough ,ghters who dwelt amid 
the forest swamps and bleak uplands north of the Ianube and east 
of the Rhine. Ylready in the second century Tacitus had warned his 
countrymen against the manly virtues of the Teuton. :The freedom 
of the xermans is the thing to dreadC and not the despotism of the 
7ersian (ing. Aong may it endure and harden into a habit thatC if they 
cannot love us they may at least go on hating one another. Kortune can 
give us nothing better than that our enemies disagree.:
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Vven while Tacitus wroteC Rome was bargaining with the bar)
barians to ,ght her campaigns. Soon her best legions were xerman 
mercenariesC o3cered by leaders of their own race and choice. Ynd the 
legionsC as we knowC controlled politics in the WestC selling the empire 
to the highest bidderC and murdering their puppet in the purpleC 
when he would not or could not meet their demands.  t was xerman 
meeting xermanC when in the fourth and ,fth centuries hungry tribes 
migrated into the VmpireC lured by :the goodness of the land and 
the nothingness of the people :and seeking shelter from the Slays and 
Huns pressing on their rear.

The KranksC the most capable of assimilating civiliFationC merely 
crossed the Rhine and adopted the language and the religion of the 
conJuered regions. xaul lost nothing by the change of masters. This 
is the solitary instance in history of xermans fraterniFing successful)
ly with zelts and Aatins. The SaEonsC on the other handC remained 
heathen. Y few tribes sailed across the 8orth Sea in the wake of the 
Yngles and the jutes. But the greater number ,lled up the gaps in 
the Katherland left by YnglesC SwabiansC Aombards and Burgundians. 
They enlarged their frontiers also by settling in Ylsace. The word 
SaEon is writ large to)day all over the map of xermany.

The other tribes headed South and in theft Yrrogance counted 
zhristianity as part of their place in the sun. The Vmperors had made 
the Yrian heresy fashionable. The Yrians had a code of morals far from 
rigorous and baptised their neophytes without probation. So Yrians 
they all became.

Yt last the Vmpire of the West collapsed.
 n 59q the Herule Ddoacer murdered the last of the imperial man)

nikins and proclaimed himself king of  taly. To avenge this crimeC and 
at the same time to rid himself of troublesome neighboursC the Vm)
peror of the Vast commissioned Theodoric the Dstrogoth to depose 
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the usurper. Theodoric crossed the Ylps with two hundred thousand 
of his countrymenC restored orderC and assumed the title of king with 
the sullen acJuiescence of the zourt at zonstantinople. This was in 
50—.

He ,Eed his capital at 7avia to keep in touch with the northern 
frontierC and for the thirty)three years of his reign the peninsula had 
peace. Dne third of the land was held by the xoths in military tenure. 
The natives kept their own lawsC their own languageC their own re)
ligion. Yt Rome the citiFens had bread and gamesC the Senate was 
soothed with high)sounding titlesC a public architect was salaried to 
keep in good repair the city aJueducts and monuments.

Yll went well while Theodoric lived. Yll might have gone well after 
his death in ?Hq had the xoths been true to his daughter YmalasunthC 
had the Vmperor justinian dealt fairly with the unfortunate and gifted 
princess. But openly he proclaimed himself her protectorC and secretly 
he schemed for her deathC The rebels strangled her with her veil in 
?—?C and the murder furnished the preteEt for the campaigns in  taly 
of justinian"s generalsC Belisarius and the eEarch 8arses.

Rome changed hands more than once during the four years ,ghting 
that followed.  n ?5IC the year St. xregory was bornC the ,elds had lain 
fallow for two years. The people fed on acorns or starved to death on 
the open moorC and the very vultures turned in disdain from the Lesh)
less corpses. The xreek garrison in the city included 4oorsC HunsC 
7ersians andC of courseC xermans. 4ilitary discipline was eEtremely 
laEC the imperial o3cers greedy of gain. The soldiers compounded 
for their worst oGences by a money paymentC and so robbery usually 
accompanied deeds of violence.

Dn the other handC TotilaC (ing of the xothsC gained everywhere 
the goodwill of the peasantry by his strict observance of the rules of 
war. He had his troops well under control. There was no lawlessness. 
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Vvery deed of frightfulness was deliberately planned. Towards the 
close of ?5? Totila laid siege to Rome. BessasC the imperial generalC 
held the city with three thousand troops. Y brave man was BessasC but 
utterly callous to the suGerings of the poor. There was grain in the 
public granariesC but the market price of provisions rose with the pres)
sure of famineC till even the wealthiest could scarce aGord the price. Y 
Juarter of wheat sold for thirty pounds. IogsC rats and cats were dain)
ties di3cult to buy. The poorer citiFens lived on nettles which they 
cooked with careC to prevent the blistering of their lips and throats. 
The alms of the churchC the whole income of the noble)hearted among 
the richer citiFens served but as a drop in the ocean.

Y mass meeting was held on the 7alatine. The little xregory could 
see it from his home on the zoelian Hill. He could hear the famished 
howl of the desperate crowdP

:Keed us or kill us or allow us to leave Rome.: But Bessas suGered 
none to depart unless they paid him well .

Belisarius made valiant attempts to raise the siege. With the few 
troops at his command he forced Totila"s position on the Tiber. BessasC 
howeverC failed to assist him by a sally. 7erhaps he could not. His 
garrison was on short rations; the civilians refused to man the walls; the 
sentriesC if they choseC slept at their posts for the o3cers no longer went 
their rounds. Yt length on the 19th of Iecember ?5qC four  saurian 
soldiers turned traitor and admitted the enemy. Ynd as Totila marched 
his men in by one gateC Bessas Led for his life by another. He had not 
even time to remove or hide his ill)gotten hoard. The remnant of his 
horsemen rode hard at his heels.

The xoths paced slowly through a network of deserted streetsJthe 
silence unbrokenC save for their own shouts and blare of trumpetsC 
or by the occasional shriek of some agoniFing C citiFen whom they 
dragged from his hiding hole and killed. Totila gave stern orders that 
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no woman should suGer hurt or insult. 8or did he approve of indis)
criminate slaughter. Dnly the senators and the leading citiFens did he 
doom to death.

These unfortunates with their families sought sanctuary in St. 7e)
ter"s great basilica. Was the Senator xordianus one of those who knelt 
round the tomb of the 7rince of the YpostlesK Ynd did his little sonC 
xregoryC lift up his innocent voice in prayerK The boy was seven years 
of ageC Juite old enough to understand what was going on.

Y copy of the xospels in his handC the Yrchdeacon 7elagius stood 
forthC to speak Totila fair. :xod hath made us your subNectsC: he told 
himC :and as your subNects we have a right to be dealt with in mercy.:

Totila left them their livesC but sent them to fortresses in the zam)
pagna. The few hundred citiFens who survived the siege were also 
ordered out of Rome. The deserted city was given over to pillageC some 
buildings were set on ,reC a third of the circuit of its walls destroyed. 
 t was rumoured that the xothic king meant to turn the capital of 
zhristendom into a sheep)walk.

The rumour reached Belisarius on his sick)bedC and he wrote in 
protest to TotilaP : f you win the warC Rome will be the fairest Newel in 
your crown.  f you loseC Rome spared will plead your cause.:

Totila stayed the destruction and withdrew his troops. He came 
back in ?50 to ,nd corn),elds waving in the city sJuares. This time 
he laid himself out to win heartsJissued orders for rebuildingC gave a 
chariot race in the zircus 4aEimus at his own eEpenseC and invited all 
the eEiles to return.

4ost of the senators accepted; for Rome was now the safest place 
for a Roman noble. The scene of the war had shiftedC ,rst to Sicily 
then to SardiniaC and the fame of Totila"s victories at last roused the 
Vmperor to eGective action. The chief command at Ravenna was given 
to 8arsesC a puny little man with brainsC who knew  taly wellC both 
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land and people. 4oreover he was an orthodoE zatholicC popular with 
the soldiers. and had the name of being the only minister who could 
get from justinian all the money he asked for.

Y great battle took place in ??H. SiE thousand xoths lay dead on the 
,eldC and Totila mortally wounded was borne away toC die. Within a 
month his blood)stained tunic and his Newelled helmet were laid at the 
Vmperor"s feet. Within the twelvemonth the Dstrogoths as a nation 
disappeared from history.

zertain xreeksC who love to belittle their own great men by praising 
the enemyC write highly of Totila and cite traits of his chivalry and 
largesse. Vven St. xregoryC who looked upon him as :always evilly 
disposed :admits in hisMDialoguesM that :he was not so cruel as before 
he had been :after his visit to 4onte zassino in ?5HC when the great 
St. Benedict foretold to him the things which afterwards came to pass.

:4uch evil dost thou doC much evil hast thou doneC: said the abbot 
to the king. :Refrain thyself now from unrighteousness. Thou shalt 
enter Rome. Thou shalt cross the sea. 8ine years shalt thou reignC in 
the tenth thou shalt die.:

Aater the man. of xod told the Bishop of zanossaC who came to 
him for comfort amid the tribulations aGecting the zhurchP

:Rome shall not be utterly destroyed by strangersC but shall be so 
shaken with storms and lightnings and earthJuakes that it will fall to 
decay of itself.:

St. xregoryC who had the incident third handC adds his comment. 
:The mystery of this prophecy we now behold clear as day.:

The Rome of the zaesars was indeedC in his boyhoodC mouldering 
away. There was still a senateC with duties dwindledC to the regulation 
of weights and measures. But the sea and two mountainous peninsulas 
divided the city from the seat of empire. Rome now paid her taEes to 
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justinian at zonstantinople. She was not even at the head of the  talian 
province but took her orders from Ravenna on the Ydriatic coast.

Krom his father"s house on the western escarpment of the zoelian 
HillC the boy xregory could look across the Yppian way to the mass 
of ruins covering the 7alatine.  n the reign of Yugustus the elite of 
Rome lived on this hill in marble mansionsC :each one huge enough 
to be a city in itself.: xoth and Hun and -andal had made but small 
impression on their solid masonry. But only a handful of buildings 
was in good repairJNust enough to house the imperial o3cialsC and 
the eEarch from Ravenna when business brought him to Rome. Yll 
aroundC and elsewhere on the Seven HillsC the ground lay strewn with 
broken marble and mosaicsC and headless statues carelessly toppled 
over when the pedestals were riLed of their bronFe.

 t was the Romans themselves who mutilated their monuments 
and took from public buildings and deserted temples wherewith to 
mend and reconstruct their own abodes. The houses were now hud)
dled in the lower parts of the city.  t was di3cult to get water on 
the heights since the grand old aJueducts had been suGered to fall 
out of repair. 4alaria was chronic in the pestilential swamps thus 
engenderedC and the zampagna had become a wildernessC with the 
broken lines of aJueduct arches and the charred remains of buildings 
to tell of the glories and prosperity of bygone days.

But xregory"s home stood on a healthy heightC the zlivus Scaurus 
or western escarpment of the zoelian HillC where now stands the 
church and monastery of San xregorio. There was never a shortage of 
water in his father"s mansion. The great fountain in theMatriumM wasC 
according to legendC the very fountain where the nymph Vgeria gave 
lessons to (ing 8uma on law and religion.  n the 4iddle Yges it was 
to be a holy wellC where halt and blind and sick of divers diseases would 
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come to drinkC and to kneel in thanksgiving or silent petition before 
the portrait of the sainted pontiG on the wall hard by.

Krom the steps of the colonnade which let in air and light to 
the windowless atriumC the boy xregory could see below him to 
the south)west the Thermae zaracallae where once siEteen hundred 
bathers lounged through the day. The roof was still intactC the painted 
ceilings beautiful. But the huge swimming bath had long ago run dryC 
weeds were sprouting through the mosaics on the untrodden pave)
mentC spiders wove their webs across the faces of the marble gods. He 
may have played here as an infantC under the watchful eye of his nurseC 
Iominica. Ys a schoolboy he may have sought hereC sometimesC a 
Juiet nookC sheltered from the sunC where he might con the morrow"s 
task.

Dutside the Thermae ran the Yppian WayC the Jueen of long 
roads. xregory must often have walked along its perfect pavement 
of smoothly Nointed stones; for the Roman section of the -ia Yppia 
skirted the bases of the zoelian and 7alatine HillsC before merging in 
the -ia Sacra a little to the north of the zoliseum.

The zoliseumC tooC was in good repairP no breaches then in the 
huge weather)beaten mass of masonry.  t was still used for acrobatic 
displays and the feats of performing animals. But the gladiators had 
fought their last ,ght in 5I5. Beast)baitingsC tooC had ceased. The 
citiFens had no longer the opportunity to applaud indecencies on the 
very spot where their forefathers had died for zhrist. Somehow we 
cannot picture the boy xregory as ever seeking amusement in the 
shows of the zoliseum.

7agan Rome was mouldering away. Ieserted and dilapidatedC 
shunned as the haunts of evil spirits stood the stately temples which 
erstwhile made its glory. The small bronFe shrine of janus in the 
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Korum still contained the image of the two)faced god; but some fanatic 
had wrenched its gates apart from their hinges during the xothic war.

Hard byC on the -ia SacraC 7ope KeliE  - had thrown into one two 
small temples to form the zhurch of Saints zosmas and Iamian. 
Here the boy xregory may often have lingeredC drinking in the lessons 
of its storied mosaics. Yll through life he loved to see the walls of 
churches covered with holy picturesC :books of the unlettered :he calls 
them in a letter to SerenusC Bishop of 4arseillesP

:VEhort your people to acJuire the fervour of compunction by 
gaFing on these historic scenes while they bend the knee adoringly 
before the Holy Trinity.:

He liked too the idea of transforming heathen temples into places 
of zhristian worshipC and suggested it to his Vnglish missionaries. 
Yfter his death such conversions became popular on the banks of 
the Tiber. The 7antheon began the series in qog when Boniface  - 
consecrated it to the honour of Dur Aady and all the martyrs. But 
in St. xregory"s. lifetime Saints zosmas and Iamian was the solitary 
instance in Rome.

There were churches in plentyJugly outsideC devotional and 
aglow with colour and gilding within. zlassic monuments had con)
tributed piecemeal to their structure. Thus the pavement in St. 7aul"s 
Without)the)Walls was a patchwork of nine hundred inscriptions.  n 
St. 7eter"s)on)the)-aticanC the ninety)two great pillars had capitals and 
bases which did not match. The columns of xrecian marble in St. 
7eter"sMad VinculaM had once adorned the Thermae of Titus and of 
TroNan.

Dnly one church could rank as a work of artC :the xolden BasilicaC: 
which zonstantine had built near the Aateran palace of the popes to 
be :the mother and mistress of all the churches in the city and in the 
world.:
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OetC even in the siEth centuryC the zatholic world recogniFed as its 
real centreC not the fair church of St. john AateranC but that other 
basilica built by zonstantine :above the body of Blessed 7eter.: Here 
Theodoric the great xothC albeit an YrianC :worshipped with the deep 
devotion of a zatholicC: and left his oGeringC two silver candelabraC 
seventy pounds in weight. HitherC asMex-votoM for his victoriesC Belis)
arius brought two silver)gilt candelabra and a golden cross adorned 
with gems. Hither from time to time the emperors sent pledges of 
their communion with the Throne of the Kisherman; costly tapestriesC 
Newelled altar vessels and vases of gold and silverC illuminated gospels in 
rich bindings encrusted with gems. 8or must we forget St. xregory"s 
own tabletC enumerating the estates which he allotted for the upkeep 
of the lamps.

St. 7eter"s holds a more sacred memorial of this great pope. Kor 
:When he departedC: says BedeC :to the true life where the reward of his 
labours shall never dieC his body was buried in the church of St. 7eter 
the YpostleC before the sacristy.: The greater portion of his relics were 
translated in 1qIq to the zlementine chapel within the same basilica.

But fully to satisfy our devotion towards the saintC we must turn 
our backs on the -atican and goJas xregory so often went in 
lifeJalong the -ia Triumphalis which links St. 7eter"s with the Aater)
an palace. YndC a little before the road ends in the 7iaFFa San xiovanniC 
we turn aside up the Yvenue San xregorio which leads to the church 
and monastery of that name.

 n the church we venerate a reliJuary containing an arm of our 
saintC his ivory crosierC his marble chairC the recess where he sleptC the 
picture of Dur Aady before which he was wont to prayC the marble 
table with antiJue supports where once he entertained an angel un)
awaresC the arm of St. Yndrew which he brought home to his monks 
from zonstantinopleC his statue designed by 4ichael Yngelo but ,n)
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ished by another handC and frescoes treating of St. Yugustine"s mission 
to the Vnglish.

The circerone taps the walls and buttresses of the churchC and tells 
the pilgrims that they date from St. xregory"s time. Ynd so they do. 
Kor when the building was reconstructed in the seventeenth century as 
much as possible of the old material was usedC and the architect copiedC 
as accurately as he couldC the church erected during the ponti,cate of 
this great popeC and which he consecrated in honour of St. Yndrew 
close to the monastery where he himself had lived so many years in 
holy peace.

The monasteryC tooC has been rebuilt. Y few Benedictines of the 
zamaldolese congregation are still tolerated here as caretakers of the 
church. But the  talian xovernment took over the premises in 129o 
and assigned the larger portion as an almshouse for old women.

zenturies have altered the ground level of the zoelian Hill. Oet eE)
perts have reason to believe thatC beneath the cellars of the monasteryC 
the old Roman mansionC where St. xregory was bornC eEists still in 
good repair and could be eEcavated without danger or inNury to the 
buildings overhead.

 t was still above ground in 29H and the monks in possession for 
three hundred yearsC when john the Ieacon paid his memorable visit 
and described the three portraits in the atriumP xordianusC Sylvia and 
their illustrious son.
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A Goodly Inheritance

G ordianis, our saint's father, was a grave, tall, long-faced man 
with short beard and bushy hair. He wears in his picture a 

bright brown planeta, suggestive somewhat of a chasuble, and stands 
clasping the hand of the Apostle, St. Peter, in token that he held 
oRce under the pope. Indeed, he was responsible for the law business, 
upkeep of churches and care of the poor in one of the seven regions of 
Come.

He came of an ancient and respected line, the Gens Anicia which 
was famous, says St. Austin of Hippo, for the many consuls it gave the 
State, for the many virgins it gave the Thurch. Fo this family belonged 
the xrst Thristian senator, the pope St. Beli" III, zoethius, Othe last 
of the Comans whom Tato and Ticero could acknowledge as their 
fellow-citiNen,O and St. zenedict, the great patriarch of the monks of 
the west.

Gordianus was a wealthy man. He owned large estates in Sicily and 
may often have taken his family there for the summer months. zut the 
formative years of Gregory's boyhood were mostly spent in Come.

qf this interesting period there is little on record. His talents, like 
his father's, seem to have been of a. practical order. Datural elojuence 
and will power gave promise of a distinguished career. Paul the Eea-
con, his earliest biographer, speaks of his sound Yudgment, as a boy, of 
his reverence for his teachers, of his tenacious memory.
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OIf he chanced to hear what was worth remembering, he did not 
sluggishly let it pass into oblivion. In those days he drew into a thirsty 
breast streams of learning, which, afterwards, at the xtting time he 
poured forth in honeyed words.O

Brom his mother, Sylvia, he learned to be tender as well as strong. 
Her portrait shows a dignixed, pleasant-looking matron, still comely 
albeit wrinkled with age. Her right hand is uplifted to make the sign 
of the cross. In her left hand she holds a psalter open at her favourite 
te"t9 OMet my soul live and it shall please Fhee, and let Fhy Yudgment 
help me.O

Sylvia inspired her son with her own love for Holy Scripture. He 
mastered the sacred te"t so thoroughly in youth that afterwards he 
could juote it readily, and bring it to bear on whatsoever topic he 
treated.

St. Gregory has been blamed for using words unknown to classic 
writers. ze it remembered that when he wrote, Matin was a living 
language, subYect to change. He could not xnd in Ticero's vocabulary 
words to e"press ideas that were far above Ticero's plane. He certainly 
did not write the Matin of Ticero or even of Facitus. zut he con-
tributed as much as any Bather of the Thurch to form the new Matin, 
the Thristian Matin which was to become the language of the pulpit 
and of the schools.

He could always clothe his thought in words which made his 
meaning unmistakable, but he was at no pains to cultivate elegance of 
diction. He says himself that his letters abound in uncouth phrases, 
that his too frejuent use of words ending in m  grates upon the ear, 
that his faults are !agrant as regards prepositions. He ends his list of 
shortcomings with the Yesting avowal9

OI consider it e"tremely unbecoming to hamper the !ow of heav-
enly utterance by too rigid attention to the rules of grammarians.O
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He was prone to deride the preacher Owordy in super!uities, mute 
in necessaries.O

In his Dialogues, and still more fully in his homilies, St. Gregory 
tells the story of his father's three sisters, Farsilla, 1miliana and Gor-
diana, who had consecrated their virginity to God, and lived at home, 
as much apart from the world as in a convent, dividing their time 
between prayer and good works, and e"horting one another to virtue 
by word and by e"ample.

Sometimes Farsilla said sadly to 1miliana9 O?ethinks our sister, 
Gordiana, is not as we are. I fear that in her heart she does not keep 
to what she has promised.O

Fhen would they sweetly chide Gordiana. And she would listen 
gravely and with downcast eyes, but soon again returned to tri!ing 
Yests, and sought the company of worldly girls. And the time not given 
to diversions seemed to her tedious.

Farsilla died on Thristmas 1ve. St. Gregory tells us the manner of 
her death.

OFo this holy woman, my great grandfather, Beli", sometime zishop 
of Come, appeared in vision. 'Tome' said he, 'I will entertain thee in 
my home of light.O Soon afterwards she fell ill of an ague, and many 
friends stood round her bed, as is the custom when noble folk lie 
dying. Suddenly she x"ed her gaNe on high. 'Away, away0' she cried, 
'?ake room, my Saviour Uesus comes0' And as she leaned forward to 
meet the zridegroom, her holy soul was freed from the !esh and a 
wonderful fragrance xlled the room, so that my mother and the others 
present knew that the Author of all sweetness had been there.O

A few nights later, Farsilla appeared to 1miliana in her sleep.
OTome,O she said Yoyfully, OI have kept our Mord's zirthday without 

thee, but we shall be together for the 1piphany.O
OIf I come,O said 1miliana, Owho will take care of our sisterWO
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OTome thou,O Farsilla repeated, Oour sister Gordiana is reckoned 
among the women of the world.O

O?y aunt Gordiana increased her waywardness,O St. Gregory goes 
on, Oand what before was hidden in the desire of her mind she now 
translated into evil act. 5nmindful of the fear of God, unmindful 
of modesty and reverence, unmindful of her vow of virginity, she 
married, after a time, the steward of her estates.O

Tould this be the OAunt PateriaO who was living in the Tampagna 
in straitened circumstances when Gregory became popeW In the xrst 
year of his pontixcate he orders his local agent to give her forty mea-
sures of wheat, as well as money Oto buy boots for her boys.O Pateria 
may well be a clerical slip for paterna, Oon the father's side.O

Gordianus destined his son for the bar, so Gregory naturally fo-
cused his studies on Coman and Tanon Maw. OIn the city he was 
second to none for skill in grammar, dialectics and rhetoric.O And 
despite keen competition on the part of state-aided Tonstantinople, 
the Come of that era still attracted students in theology, law and 
medicine. Tassiodorus, the cultured statesman turned monk, could 
write9

O4hereas other districts trade in oil and balm and in aromatics, 
Come still distributes to the world the gift of elojuenceV and we xnd 
it ine"pressibly sweet to listen to the men whom she has trained.O

Strange to say St. Gregory never troubled to learn Greek, even 
when in manhood he spent si" years in Tonstantinople, with plenty 
of leisure on his hands. And thus the wealth of sacred learning in the 
writings of the 1astern Bathers remained for him locked and sealed. 
qne wonders how Gordianus could have let him grow up ignorant of 
a language as indispensable to a Coman gentleman in the si"th century 
as Brench is to an 1nglish one nowadays. It may well be that both 
father and son resented the secondary position which Come now held 
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in politics. Fhis neglect of Greek, moreover, points to a lack of worldly 
ambition. Fhe boy's aim, as he grew to manhood, was to serve his 
fellow-citiNens, as his father served them, in the pope's employ.

Fhe pope was undoubtedly the great man in Come, his political 
position in Italy strengthened by the 1mperor Uustinian's Pragmatic 
Sanction of the Ides of August, ((). OMet produce be furnished,O thus 
ran the decree, Olet money be received in ta"es, according to those 
weights and measures which qur Piety now entrusteth to the safe 
keeping of the ?ost zlessed Pope and the ?ost Honourable Senate.O

Mike other Italian bishops, the pope was allowed due weight in the 
selection of Oxt and proper persons to carry on the local government.O 
Fhe 3iceroy 6e"arch7 stationed at Cavenna usually allowed him a free 
hand. Fhe few subordinates in the Government oRces on the Palatine 
did not seriously interfere with his arrangements for the good admin-
istration of Come.

Fhe popes accepted the circumstances and rendered faithfully to 
Taesar the things he claimed, when this claim did not clash with the 
higher duty owed to God. 1ach pope at his accession paid in coin 
of tribute three thousand gold pieces, Yust si" times as much as an 
ordinary bishopV and the emperor, as chief patrician, was asked to 
ratify the choice of the clergy and people of Come.

3igilius, who was pope when St. Gregory was born, had repre-
sented the Holy See at the court of Uustinian during xve consecutive 
pontixcates. He had a diRcult course to steer at Tonstantinople, amid 
simony, intrigue and heresy under a plausible mask. Uustinian, himself, 
was orthodo" in faith. zut his wife, the 1mpress Fheodora, would fain 
have men forget her past lapses in the days when she was known as 
Athenals, the star of the zyNantine comic stage. And so she dabbled 
and domineered in church a—airs and Oclung to the ?onophysite creed 
as if it were some new form of sensual gratixcation.O
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Fhe ?onophysites, who denied qur Mord's Human Dature, had 
been formally condemned at the fourth General Touncil of the 
Thurch, held at Thalcedon in )(:. Fhree of the bishops at Thalcedon 
had written formally on the side of Destorius, and the ?onophysites 
fastened on this fact as a prete"t for juestioning the validity of the 
decrees of the Touncil. Fhus began the schism known in history 
as The Three Chapters, a schism long drawn out, which St. Gregory's 
best e—orts failed to heal.

Uustinian's 1dict of Tomprehension forbade the topic to be dis-
cussed, and Fheodora intruded Anthymus, a dissembling ?ono-
physite, into the See of Tonstantinople. Pope St. Agapetus, when 
business brought him to court, unmasked the heretic, deposed and 
e"communicated him. And Uustinian, a moment led astray by anger, 
knelt spontaneously to ask the pope's forgiveness.

zut Fheodora hardened her heart. qn the death of St. Agapetus 
she wrote imperiously to the new pope9

OEelay not to come to usV or at least restore Anthymus to his see.O
Pope St. Silverius groaned aloud when he read this letter, OI know 

this a—air will be my death.O
Devertheless, putting his trust in God and St. Peter, he refused 

point blank to hold communion with Anthymus. And the empress 
set up 3igilius as anti-pope, imprisoned Silverius, and starved him to 
death, before Uustinian could intervene.

3igilius went to Come and was canonically elected pope. He wrote 
immediately to Fheodora9

O4e have spoken wrongly, senselessly. Dow we will not do what you 
rejuire. 4e will not recall an anathematiNed heretic.O

Summoned in his turn to Tonstantinople, he went. He con-
demned The Three Chapters Owithout preYudice to the Touncil of 
Thalcedon.O He refused to preside at a council to which the 4estern 
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bishops were not summoned. He would not admit that the emperor 
had a right to dictate to the Thurch. After eight years struggle he 
was allowed to return to Come, but died in Sicily on the homeward 
Yourney 6(((7.

Gregory, at that date, was a boy of xfteen, old enough to take a keen 
interest in the riots which took place in Come, when Pelagius came 
before the electors as the emperor's nominee.

Pelagius was an able and a holy man, and Coman to the core. As 
archdeacon of St. Peter's he had endeared himself to the citiNens by 
open-handed almsgiving in the lean years of famine, he had earned 
the gratitude of the senators by his bold front against Fotila in ()J. 
zut these things had slipped from memory during the years of absence 
which he spent, safeguarding the interests of the Comans as papal 
agent (apocrisarius)  at the court of Uustinian. Talumny made itself 
busy with his name. He had bought his appointment, it was whis-
pered, he had had a hand in the death of 3igilius.

However, the memory of his bygone benevolence stirred enough 
hearts among the notables to secure him the number of votes rejuired 
by Tanon Maw. zut only two bishops were found willing to oRciate at 
his consecration, the Archpriest of qstia had to do duty as the third.

Darses, the e"arch, came up from Cavenna with his troops to keep 
order in the city, and rode with the new Pope to the Thurch of St. 
Pancras, whom the Comans regarded as the avenger of perYury. Here, 
his hand on the martyr's relics, Pelagius swore he was innocent of the 
charges brought against him. Fhen the procession passed on to St. 
Peter's and seated on his throne, the new Pope preached to the people 
on the sin of simony, and proclaimed his intention of cleansing the 
Thurch from its foulness. He kept his word.

In (J( the 1mperor Uustinian died. A little later Darses was recalled 
in disgrace. Fhen the Mombards gained a footing in Italy and all was 
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frightfulness again. In (K2 ?onte Tassino was raided and the monks 
dispersed. Fhe marauders infested the Tampagna and brought the 
Comans to the brink of starvation.

4e have no details as to the part played by Gregory amid these 
stirring events. He helped his father in his regionary duties, and suc-
ceeded him in oRce when the death of Gordianus left him one of the 
wealthiest men in Come. His widowed mother retired to a hermitage 
near St. Paul's 4ithout-the-4alls, to spend the remainder of her life in 
prayer, good works and pious reading. Her son endowed the basilica 
to which she attached herself with a yearly grant of oil and wa".

4e know he was chief magistrate in Come at the age of thirty-three. 
His signature, in this capacity, heads the list of Comans who pledged 
themselves in (K) to uphold the Bifth General Touncil of Tonstan-
tinople. Bor the Popes recognised this Touncil as ecumenical, with the 
proviso Othat the decrees of the Touncil of Thalcedon might in no 
wise be impugned.O

Fhis was Gregory's xrst contribution to the controversy of The 
Three Chapters, a xght over nothing, so it seems to us now, nevertheless 
it proved an irritating thorn to St. Gregory all through his career. 
4e shall not refer again to the Overy useful letters Owhich as papal 
secretary and as pope he wrote to hinder schism from hardening in 
the Thurches of ?ilan and Istria. Fhe verdict of history has long ago 
approved the sensible attitude which the Holy See adopted from xrst 
to last.

As Prefect of Come Gregory could now wear the trabea  of the 
Tonsuls, a rich robe of silk, magnixcently embroidered and sparkling 
with gems. Impartial, gracious, open-handed, he soon won his way 
into the hearts of the citiNens, who vented their enthusiasm in cheers 
whenever he appeared in the streets.
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zut Gregory shrank from plaudits.  Fhe responsibilities out-
weighed, in his mind, the dignity of his position. He made time to 
spend long hours in prayer. He courted the friendship of holy monks. 
Fhere were about twenty monasteries in Come at the time, and many 
homeless monks sought refuge within the circuit of the city walls 
when the Mombards laid waste the Tampagna.

Gregory had already founded si" monasteries on his lands in Sicily. 
He now turned his house at Come into a seventh in honour of the 
Apostle St. Andrew. Here he, himself, took the habit in the year (K(.

Fhe atriumLthe great windowless hall with its colonnaded portico 
and its fountainLremained much as he remembered it in childhood., 
Here were the portraits of his beloved parents. And here in a small apse 
within a a ring of stucco, as Uohn the Eeacon tells us, our saint after 
he became Pope, Owisely wished his own likeness to be painted, that 
he might be frejuently seen by his monks as a reminder of his known 
severity.O

Uohn's description of this picture may xtly close this chapter. 4e 
cannot better Eudden's translation of it in his Gregory the Great.

OHis face was well proportioned, combining the length of his fa-
ther's and the roundness of his mother's countenanceV his heard, like 
his father's, was somewhat tawny and sparse. His head was large and 
bald, surrounded with dark hair hanging down below the middle of 
the earV two little curls bending towards the right crowned a forehead 
broad and high. Fhe eyes were of a yellow-brown colour, small but 
openV the eyebrows arched, long and thinV the under eye-lids full. Fhe 
nose was ajuiline with open nostrils. Fhe lips were red and thick, 
the cheeks shapely, the chin prominent and well formed. His com-
ple"ion, swarthy and high-coloured, became !ushed in later life. Fhe 
e"pression was gentle. He was of medium height and good xgureV his 
hands were beautiful, with tapering xngers well adapted to handle the 
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pen of a ready writer. In the picture he was represented as standing, 
clad in a chestnut coloured chasuble over a dalmatic, and wearing a 
small pallium which fell over his shoulders, breast and side. His left 
hand grasped a book of the Gospels, his right was raised to make the 
sign of the Tross. A sjuare frame, not the round nimbus, surrounded 
his head, proving that the portrait was e"ecuted during his life time. 
zeneath the picture was the following distich of his own composing9

"Christe, potens Domine, nostri largitor honoris,
Indultum officium solita pietate guberna."
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Monk and Business Man

S t. Benedict's "tiny rule suited for beginners" had stood the test 
of sixty years before it won St. Gregory's praise as "marvellously 

discreet and clear." It was framed originally for men "wisely unlearned" 
like their founder, who had Oed from the haunts of men to build 
their monasteries in the wilderness and eat their bread in the sweat 
of their brow. Abviously, it had to be somewhat modiRed to suit 
the circumstances of St. Cndrew's, a monastery well endowed and 
established in the heart of Tome. Six hours a day of manual toil was 
too much, two hours of study not enough.

But the main principles of the Benedictine Arder remained intact.
Ct St. Cndrew's, as at Monte Hassino, a postulant of mature age 

was kept knocking at the gate for some days to try his perseverance. 
qhen he was admitted to the guest house and after some days, to the 
novitiate. :ere an old monk, skilled in the art of training souls, studied 
his vocation and character, and warned him of the di culties and 
discomforts in the hard path of obedience. qhree times the whole rule 
was read in his presence, and the Fuestion formally putE

"It thou canst observe it, enter. If thou cant not,Yliber discede, thou 
art free to depart."

Ct St. Cndrew's, as at Monte Hassino, the monks had "to obey 
without delay." St. Benedict wrote in his ruleE "2or the preservation 
of peace and charity, it is expedient that the entire government of 
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the monastery depend upon the will of the abbot. 2urthermore, the 
brethren shall obey one another, knowing that by this path of obediL
ence they shall go to God."

qo foster the habit of prompt, uncomplaining obedience, great 
stress was laid on the twelve degrees of humility by which, says St. 
Benedict, "the monk will gradually ascend to that perfect love of God 
which casteth out fear, so that whatsoever in the beginning he forced 
himself to observe, he shall at length do without eNort, not now 
through fear of hell, but for the love of Hhrist, out of a good custom 
and a delight in virtue."

St. Cndrew's, like Monte Hassino, was a "Hastle of God" where the 
monks clad in the armour of obedience, enlisted under the standard 
of Hhrist for strenuous service of labour and prayer.

Kivine worship was their principal dutyUOpus DeiY St. Benedict 
calls it, "the work of God to which all other work must be subordiL
nated." qhe days and nights were parcelled out into liturgical hours 
when the brethren met in choir, to stand reverently in the sight of God 
and :is angels, and to sing the Kivine praises with heart and voice in 
unison.

Between times arts and crafts were plied. qhe work was for the 
sake of the monk, not the monk for the sake of the work. "If any one 
be proud of the skill he has in his craft, because he thereby seems to 
gain something for the monastery, let him be removed from that craft 
and not exercise it again, unless after humbling himself he obtains 
leave from the abbot." qhis was the rule in St. Cndrew's as in Monte 
Hassino. "9et the devil never catch you idle "was a favourite saying with 
St. Benedict and :s spiritual sons.

Jo monk was exempt from his share in the manual work about 
the house and grounds. 8ven on Sundays and festivals, "if a brother be 
unwilling or unable to meditate or to read, he shall be given some work 
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that he can do." qhe other monks thought none the worse of those 
whose temperament needed to be thus indulged. St. Gregory remarks 
in hisYMoraliaY from the Book of VobE

"Some men are so restless that if they have leisure from work they 
labour more grievously, for they suNer greater tumults of heart the 
more freely they are left to thought. Aften those who could contemL
plate God in Fuiet fail on account of stress of work. Aften, too, those 
who could fulRl :is :oly 6ill when occupied in human purposes 
have their life extinguished by the sword of contemplation."

Cnd yet in this busy house each one lived his life alone with God. 
Silence, strictly insisted on, helped to recollection. 1ious reading supL
plied food for holy thoughts. Some time was set apart each day for 
meditation on the :oly ScriptureUthat sea, as St. Gregory was the 
Rrst to call it, "where a lamb can wade, and where an elephant soon 
swims beyond his depth." Hopies of the Bible multiplied in the library 
awmries, comments on the sacred text were laboriously collated from 
the writings of the old 2athers. qreatises were written and homilies 
composed and delivered by those in whom the abbot recognised a 
special gift.

C letter from St. Gregory, when 1ope, to an abbot whom he found 
somewhat remiss in his duties, shows the importance he attached to 
intellectual work. "I do not Rnd that the brethren of your monastery, 
whom I have met give time to reading. Honsider how great a sin it is 
if, when God gives you sustenance from the oNerings of others, you 
neglect to study :is commandments."

Jor would he have the studies entirely restricted to sacred authors. 
qhe masterpieces of 9atin literature he looked upon as aids to a fuller 
understanding of :oly 6rit.

"qhe devils know full well," he remarked, that minds well trained 
in secular learning can more easily reach a high level in things divine. 
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6hen they strive to take away from our hearts all inclination to study, 
it is but to hinder us from forging the lance or sword which would be 
of use to us in the spiritual combat we all have to sustain."

In the sixth century, especially in halfLpagan districts, such a 
weapon might easily prove too sharpLedged to be wielded with safety. 
qowards the close of his life St. Gregory was "Rlled with grief and 
vehement disgust "when a report reached him that the Bishop of 
jienne in Gaul gave lectures on profane authors to his friends.

"I cannot mention it without a blush," he writes in ?;z, "and I hope 
it is untrue. 2or the same mouth cannot sing the prates of Vupiter and 
the praises of Vesus Hhrist. Bethink yourself how abominable it is for a 
bishop to recite verses which are unseemly in the mouth of a Hhristian 
layman."

:oly 1overty was very strictly observed. "9et no one presume, 
without leave from the abbot, to give, receive or hold as his own 
anything whatsoever, book, tablets, pen, etc." -et the monks had, for 
the asking, all they reFuired, "that all pretence of necessity may be 
removed." qhe clothing was decent and not too coarse4 in winter the 
cowl was lined with wool.

2lesh meat was forbidden fare. But, except on fast days, there were 
always two meals. Clways at the chief meal a pint of wine was allowed 
each monk, and there were two hot dishes "because of the inRrmities 
of diNerent people, so that he who cannot eat of one may make his 
meal of the other."

Special provision was made in the rule for the care of the sick, and 
Gregory was often on the sick list. qhe constraint of silence, change m 
diet, broken sleep, minute obedience, absorption in prayer and study, 
rough work to which he was unused, all these things tried severely a 
man not inured to hardship and no longer in his Rrst youth. It was 
a great change from magistrate to monk, and it soon began to tell 
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upon his health. In theYDialoguesYhe tells of the state to which he was 
reduced one 9ent, when over and above the austerities ordered by the 
Hhurch and prescribed by his rule, the Benedictine is exhorted "to 
make some oNering in the way of abstinence from food or drink, sleep 
or laughter, that so he may await the feast of 8aster with spiritual 5oy 
and desire. -et he must acFuaint the abbot with what he oNers, and 
do it with his consent and blessing."

"I was so sick," writes St. Gregory, "that I often swooned and was 
continually at death's door unless I did eat something. Cnd when I 
found that I might not refrain from often eating upon :oly Saturday, 
a day on which even old people and little children fast, I began to sink 
more from sorrow than from weakness."

Cnd then he  bethought  himself  of  a  holy  old  monk named 
8leutherius, "a humble and simple soul, whose tears were of force with 
God. I went with him, privately, into the oratory and begged him 
to obtain for me, by his prayers, the strength to fast that day." 6ith 
humility and tears he fell to his prayers and blessed me after a while 
and went away. Cnd at the sound of his blessing my stomach grew 
so strong that all thought of food and all feeling of sickness vanished 
completely.

"Cll day long I busied myself about the aNairs of the monastery and 
never troubled about my health. Indeed, feeling myself so well and 
strong I began to doubt whether I had eaten or not. Cnd I could very 
well have gone on fasting till next day.

2lesh meat was allowed by the rule to the inRrm4 but Gregory, 
though always sickly, never seems to have reFuired such dispensation. 
1lain vegetables, properly cooked, suited his needs. But who could 
guarantee the cooking, when the brethren in the kitchen were changed 
each week! Sylvia's hermitage, however, was not far distant, and the 
abbot was willing she should send every day, hot in a silver dish, the 
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portion of pulse which she had carefully prepared for him with her 
own hands. :istory is silent as to whether any strengthening condiL
ments were mixed with the food. Cn abbot's wisdom and a mother's 
love are fertile in expedients.

C pretty story attaches to the silver dish. Ane day there came to 
St. Cndrew's a stranger with a pitiful tale of his ships wrecked at sea. 
Gregory, who seems at that time to have had charge of the almsLgiving, 
gave him six crowns, with kindly words of hope. Jext day the stranger 
came again, urging the greatness of his losses and the little help he 
could get from his friends. Cnd again he received six crowns. -et a 
third time he cameE he was disgraced for ever, should he meet his 
creditors without means to pay his debts. qhe almsLchest was by this 
time Fuite empty, and there was no ether money available in the house. 
But Gregory, who knew his mother's heart, gave her the merit of the 
good deed and sent the stranger away Fuite satisRed with the silver 
dish.

-ears afterwards, when Sylvia had long since passed to her reward 
and her son was 1ope, twelve poor men were entertained each day at 
dinner in the 9ateran 1alace. Cnd one day, writes Vohn the Keacon, 
the 1ope counted thirteen and asked the attendant for an explanation.

"Believe me, holy 2ather," replied the man in a conRdent tone, 
"there are only twelve, as you yourself gave order."

Cnd, however often they counted the guests during the meal, the 
servant always found twelve and the 1ope thirteen. Moreover, St. 
Gregory noticed that the poor man seated nearest him freFuently 
altered his features4 sometimes he seemed a young man, sometimes old 
and venerably grey. So when the 1ope dismissed the twelve with his 
blessing, he took the thirteenth by the hand, led him apart and asked 
him his name.
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"Tefresh your memory," came the smiling reply. "Wnow in me the 
shipwrecked merchant who came to you, when you were writing in 
your cell on the hill Scaurus. -ou gave me twelve crowns and the silver 
dish in which your mother, the blessed Sylvia, sent you your cooked 
pittance of pulse. Cnd you gave with such cheerful heart that I knew 
for certain Hhrist had destined you to be head of :is Hhurch on earth, 
successor and jicar of 1eter the 1rince of the Cpostles."

":ow could you know!" exclaimed Gregory ama7ed.
"Because I am an angel, sent by God to test your constancy."
6e have given the incident in Vohn the Keacon's words, and we 

accept it as literally true, full fain, however, for further detail. 6as 
Gregory abbot at the time or simply a monk! :ow far did he yield to 
natural impulse when he gave away his mother's dish! If fault there 
wereUand the angel had no word of blame for himUwe may rest 
assured the saint speedily and amply atoned for it and grew in humility. 
But what a light it throws on the straitening of :oly 1overty on a man 
who had ample funds at his disposal, and who hitherto and henceforth 
was always solicitous, "lest a poor man who asks to be comforted 
depart in sorrow."

qhis constancy in his care for the poor is a feature in Gregory's 
career on which his biographers are bound to lay stress. :oly Hhurch, 
herself, emphasi7es it in one of the antiphons for his feast.

"9ike an eagle, whose shining wings cover the world with their 
da77ling radiance, he provided for the needs of all, both little and great, 
in the largeLhearted breadth of his charity."

6hen he entered religion, he was perfectly aware that he put from 
him all choice in the allotment of his alms. :e did not even know 
whether his superiors would see Rt to make use of his administrative 
ability in the service of the needy. qhe yoke of :oly 1overty, however, 
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never seems to have galled unduly. qhe yoke of obedience sometimes 
did. :e tells us himselfE

"It is not very hard for a man to forsake what he has. It is exceedingly 
laborious for a man to renounce what he is."

-et in the prime of manhood he deliberately determined to orL
der henceforth his life by rule, wholeLheartedly acFuiescent in the 
arrangements of his superiors. :e had but a year's novitiate in which 
to test, whether or not, the strain was beyond his powers, or rather 
beyond the grace given him from on high. Cll too Fuickly passed that 
precious year. 9ater on in life, when he was in a position to make 
changes in the Tule of St. Benedict, he deemed it prudent to lengthen 
this time of probation in the case of all religious.

6e Rnd him writing to a bishop of JaplesE "9et -our 2raternity 
strictly interdict all monasteries from venturing to tonsure novices 
before they have completed two years in monastic life. Kuring this 
space let careful proof be made of their life and manners, lest any of 
them should not afterwards hold fast to his choice. It is a grievous 
matter when untried men are banded together in the service of any 
man. :ow mach more grievous is it to allow untried men to consecrate 
themselves by lifeLlong vow to the service of the Most :igh God."

qhe :oly 1ope had, perhaps, his own experiences in mind when he 
further legislated in ?;z.

":enceforth monks shall not be moved to other monasteries, or 
raised to Sacred Arders, or be employed in any ecclesiastical position, 
without the consent of their abbot."

It would have been worse than useless for his own abbot to have 
ob5ected when, shortly after his profession, Gregory was chosen by the 
1ope then reigning to be one of the cardinal deacons who were charged 
with the superintendence of the ecclesiastical regions of Tome.
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:is duties now obliged him to spend several hours each day outside 
the walls of St. Cndrew's. qhe religious habit won him still greater 
respect than theYtrabeaY "aglow with silk and 5ewels "which he once 
wore in the streets as prefect of the city. qhe manifold works of mercy 
in which he engaged endeared him to the people among whom he 
worked.

It was Fuite in the course of business that he halted one day in 
the marketLplace and asked Fuestions about the three OaxenLhaired, 
rosyLcheeked, blueLeyed boys from -orkshire whom he saw there exL
posed for sale. 2or the laws of Tome provided that heathen slaves 
should have leisure and opportunity for religious instruction, and it 
was the deacon's duty to make sure that these laws were obeyed.

"qhe pity of it," he mused aloud, "that the 1rince of Karkness 
should hold such bright beings in thrall and that, with such wondrous 
grace of form, they should lack the inward beauty of the grace of God."

Cnd as he took down on his tablets the needful particulars, he 
hid his emotion in the string of puns with which Bede has made us 
familiar.

"Cngles! -es, they have angelic faces and should be coheirs with 
the angels of heavenJ qhey come from Keira!YDe-iraY from the wrath. 
jerily they shall be snatched from God's ire and called to the mercy 
of HhristJ qheir king, you say, is called 8lla! Soon shallYAlleluiaY be 
sung in 8lla's landJ" qhe monk went on his way with downcast eyes 
and even gait, with brain and heart aglow. :enceforth those bright 
faces haunted him through the busy day, and through the prayerful 
watches of the night. Cnd the slaveLdealer, no doubt, became more 
careful in his treatment of the lads and warned intending purchasers 
of the interest taken in them by the popular deacon. 1erhaps, punning 
in his turn, he told how Gregory, "the watchman," would follow their 




