Gregory the Great® Missionary Example:
The Roman Mission to England

Pope Gregory the Great was one of the most outstanding men ever to st on the papd
throne. Within his fourteen-year tenure (590-604 A.D.), he produced agreat anount of work
and achievement. Hislist of responsbilities was long, ranging from feeding the poor of
Rome, to managing the large land holdings of the Church, to reparing and mantaning the
infragtructure of the city, to protecting the city from foreign invader's, to reforming the
abusesin the church, to the everyday duties bestowed on abishop of any city ! dl while his
fral hedth was under congtant atack from fever, indigestion, and gout. But, not only did
Gregory manage to adeptly perform his duties, he aso was able to see beyond them, to care
for another land where the nation as awhole knew little of the name of Jesus. In this repect,
Gregory was avisonay, and near the end of the sixth century, his Sghts landed on bringing
the message of Good Newsto the peoples of the Angli.

Rarely isaPope found a the forefront of amissons venture. But without Gregory
the Great, the Roman mission to England could have been ddayed for centuries. Addison
summarized it well:

InthisndadeaePaeGragry | anaved thepan, gopanted thewakesfranhisoan

monedtery, launded theman ther jaurney, and subssuently ket in dasetauch with ther

adimvities and aupdlied thar leadar with goadficingrudians Furthemore @ wesa nav
expaimat whidh thePgoewes meking This was the first missonary enterprise on
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aconcerted plan, sent out by the head of the Western Church to evangelize

the nation.&
His example and vison trandformed anation for Chrisendom, which would in turn touch
other nations with the same fath, which would eventudly reach much of the world with the

Gospd of Jesus Chridt.

Gregory@ early life

Around 540, Gregory was born into aprominent Roman family. His family was extremely
devout: one of his ancestors had held the papd office, two of his aunts had taken avow of
celibacy and had later been canonized as saints, and after his father®@desth, his mother had
joined amonastery and was enrolled as a saint. Gregory himsdf received a solid education in
Rome, probably one of the finest he could have received in that day. Later, his exceptiond
abilities in administration caught the Emperor@attention, and he was gppointed as head of
the civil adminigtration of the city.

Through much of hislife, Gregory was undoubtedly attracted to the monastic way of
life. Whether he technicdly became amonk is under debate, but he embraced the lifestyle of
amonk and led an ascetic life. Richards asserts, He was the legidator, the popularizer, and
the champion of monasticism in dl itsforms, regarding it as the most perfect expresson on
earth of man@search for God. 3 When his father@desth brought Gregory great wedth, he
used it to found Sx monasterieson Scily ! even turning hisown ancestrd home into a

monastery which he named . Andrew. He gave the rest of his wedth to the poor. Addison

SS,

1J.T. Addison, TheMaied Misianary: A Study an theCanvasan d Nathen Eurgoe A D 500-1300 (1936), p. 107,
italics mine,
2 J Richards, Canall d Gad: TheL ifeand Timesd Gregry theGreat (1980), p. 255.
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..dthaugh na tehnicdly amork, [Gregry] wesavey idedl nok in hisheart and
agardians.. Heidedizad themokish lifeand monkish ganderds.. With thisided o
life hewesthefirg durdimen o gest partswho cdibaratdy placsl thenrk @rdeand
@ex aboetha of hissalar brahren®

By 586, he had served six years as a Papd representaive in Congtantinople, and had
returned to Rome to become the secretary to the Pope. Four years later, the degth of his
superior Pelagius 11 created avacant postion a the head of the Western church. Popular
acclam and the support of the clergy swept him into pgpd office, though he was reluctant to

accept the pogtion. However, he continued to prove tha he was a very able administrator,

and excdlled beyond expectationsin the tumultuous times of late Sixth-century Rome.

Gregory@ inspiration for the mission
According to tradition, Gregory, before his pgpacy, met some Angle davesin the Forum
who ingpired him to reach the land of the Angli for the Gospdl. Richards quotes this account

from the Whitby L ife which can dso be found in Be9 Edeiagicl Higay o Endandt

Theeisagaytdd by thefathful thet, bfarehebaame pae theeameto Rorea@tan
peed aur retian, fair-kinned and light-haired. When heheard o ther arrival hewes
e tosethem bang prarpted by a fatunateintuition, bang puzzled by ther nevand
unusd apperance and, abovedl, bangingared by Gad, heremved thanand asked
whet raethey bdangad ta (N avsoresay they warebeautiful boys whiledhers say thet
they warearly-haired, handsameyouths) They ansnael, Fhepaplevebdagtoare
dled Andes@ngsd Gad Grerglied Then heasked furthe, OWhat isthenamed
thekingdf that peple?dThey sid, @dlihherapm hesadt @l lduia, Galdpraise
mugt behesrd theeOhen heasked thenamed ther oan tribe towhich they ansnared
@éraCand hergdied, They $dll fleeframthewrath of Gad tothefaith®

3 Addison, p. 81, quoted from H. H. Howorth, S. Augsgtined Cantebury (1913), p. x.
4 Richards, p.p. 238-239, quoted from Whithy L ifed Gregry theGregt, ed. B. Colgrave, 1968.
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And &fter this encounter, Gregory asked the Pope for permission to go to England to
evangdize the land of the Angli. According to the story, the Pope was willing, but the public
would not dlow Gregory to leave the city, and he therefore remaned in Rome.

Whether this event actudly occurred isamatter of scholastic debate. Snce Bede
atributesthis gory to ord tradition, he admitted that he had no historicd evidenceto
support it. Therefore, some critics assert that the earliest recorded encounter between
Gregory and the Angles is pontiff@ known purchase of Saxon daves in 595.

However, Richardshas another theory. Firgt, the anonymous of Whitby had access
to sources which Bede did not, drawing from a separate Roman tradition and yet ill
supporting Bede@story.® Second, an active dave trade flourished during that time between
Britain and Gaul, and between Gaul and Itay, which would make the presence of English
davesin Rome unsurprising. Third, King Adllareigned before Gregory@dection, in 560-
588. Therefore, the case is strong that Gregory® meeting with the English daves actually
occurred in history.

In fact, Richards suggests tha the purchase of the Saxon davesin 595 and the
sending of the misson in the following year is part of one plan, citing tha the tone of
Gregory® letter to Queen Brunhild suggests that his missonary plans were an immediate

regponseto hislearning of the affarrs of staein Engand.

Gregory® motives for the mission
Missonary activities were of the utmost importanceto the pontiff, and he madeit one of his
primary activities. Some have asserted that Gregory wanted to beat the Irish and the Welsh

to the conversion of the English, but this postion is supported by little substantia evidence.

® Richards, p. 239.
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Richardsingists that the Pope knew nothing of the competing church@eactivities® Richards
aso opposestheideathat the Pope merely wanted to extend pgpd jurisdiction into new
lands because his letters pointed more toward the mord issues than the jurisdictiond
aspects of the mission.” Gregory himsdlf writes:
... it hesametoaur knoatesehowthat theretion d Andi, by Gad@pamisian, is
desraus o bamming Chridian, but thet theprietswho arein ther neghbourhaod haveno
pestad didtudewith regrdtothem And les ther sousdaud hedy paishindend
damatian, it hasbem ar aretosand tothemthebeare d thesepresants Augdinethe
sant o Gad.?
Gregory@desire to send people to England was purdly pastord, and his heart truly cared for

thelost of England.

Gregory@® sending of the mission

Religion in England & thistime was faling. Though aformer province of the Roman
Empire, it had been invaded and overrun by Germanic tribes -- mainly Angles and Saxons --
150 years prior to the misson, and they had settled on the eastern parts of England. In the
northern parts, Chrigtianity was not known. Findly, the descendants of the Roman
provincids, who were Chrigtians, had been begten off by the invadersto the western portion
of the great idand. Sdfishly, the clergy of western Britain did not wish to minister to ther
enemies to the eagt, which incited Gregory@disapprova, and strengthened his resolve to

send missionaries to England?

6 Ibidl, p. 246.
7 1bid., p. 246.
8 P. Schaff and H. Wace, Eds,, CEpistle LI X: To Brunichild, Queen of the Franks OA Sdet L ibrary of Nianeand
Pat-NianeFathersd the Chrigian Churdh. Second Series. Vol. Xl 1. Trandlated by James Barmby, 1952, p. 205-206.
9 Ibid, p. 206.
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It seemsthat the missionariesOpath was prepared even before they landed in
England. King Ethelbert of Kent was the most powerful ruler of theidand, acknowledged as
such by his other felow rulers. His kingdom faced the English Channel, and his inevitable
contacts with the Franks resulted in his marriage to Bertha, the Chrigtian daughter of King
Charibert of Paris. Aspart of therr wedding agreement, Berthawas dlowed to retain her
faith, and to bring with her a Frankish bishop, Luihard, who is credited with sowing the
seedsof Chrigtianity among the roya court before Augustine® arrival.™® The time was ripe
for the conversion of the nation of Angli.

In 596, Gregory initiated his plans. To head the misson, he selected Augustine, a
prior from his own monagtery of S. Andrew, and chose 40 more monks to go with him. It is
not merely coincidentd tha Gregory, in the first concerted effort by the Church to preach
to apagan nation, would send monastic brethren from Rome to preech in England. Firs,
they would propagate his notion of ided Chrigtianity, by articulating and living out their faith
credibly through a community on foreign soil. Seconde, their austere and disciplined lifestyle
prepared them for apioneer@lifestyle in apagan land. To Gregory®@mind, they must have
been the perfect candidaes for the missonsfield.

Unfortunatdly, the first party was sent with little preparation. None of the brethren
knew the native language of the Angli, and they took with them no interpreters. They had no
commendaory letters from the pontiff to assure them assstance dong the way. By the time
they reached Aix in Gaul, the stories of English savagery struck them with Geraven terror,&*
and they knew that they would be unable to comprehend the language. The party was

disheartened, and Augustine was sent back to Rome to beg for the misson@termination.

10 Richards, p. 242.
11 Bede, the Venerable, BaodSEdlesagticl Histary of Endand, revised, translated, and edited by A. M. Sellar, 1907,
p. 43.
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Gregory was not to be deerred. He inssted that Augustine return to the mission,
and thistime, learning from his mistakes, he prepared him much more thoroughly. He sent
with Augugtine aletter of encouragement to therest of the entourage, expressing his heart
by saying Qhat so, even though | cannot labour with you, | may be found together with you
in the joy of the reward; for in truth | desire to labour.3? He dso gppointed Augustine as
their abbot, and suggested that they take Frankish interpretersto facilitate their
communication with the natives. Findly, he sent letters to bishopsin Gaul and Arles,
through whose territories the missonaries would travel, entreating the bishopsto give ad to
Augustine and his party. Had the Pope relinquished his vison, the missons journey to
England would have died. But, Gregory was determined to see the missonary party reach
England, and asfar as humanly possible, he worked to ensure their success.

When they landed on the Idand of Thanet in the spring of 597, they sent the king a
message, telling him that they had ajoyful message to share. King Ethelbert of Kent
provided them with necessities, while he decided on what to do with the missonaries.

Bedegives this account of their arrivd:

Soredaysdte, thekinga@ameintotheidand, and gttingin thegoan ar, adered

Augdineand hisanpanianstocareand hdd a axfeencewith im Far hehed taken

precaution thet they hauld na careto himin any hause let, by soaaming acordingto
an andat Lpaditian, if they pradised any megd arts they mdht inposeupmn him ad
D¢ thebdter d im But they ameendued with Diving nd with megc pone, bearing
adlve aossfa thar banne, and theimaged ar L ad and Sadaur painted an a boardt
and dartinglitanies they dfered up ther prayerstothel ad far thedend slvetion bath
d themsvesand of thasetowhamand far whamthey hed aame™

Wisdly, the King answered their message of greetingin this way:

12 p, Schaff, CEpistle LI: To the Brethren Going to England,Op. 203.
13 Bede, p. 46.
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Qar wads and prarisss arefair, but beusethey arenewtous, and d unaatain

impat, | anna angat tothem o far astofarsskethat whidh | havesolang dosarvad

with thewhde Endish nation. But besauseyau areaefranfar asgranggsintonmy

kingdom and, as| anawe aredesraustoinyart to usthosethingswhidh yau bdieeto

betrug and mt bandiad, wedesrena toharmyau, but will gveyau favaurade

atatanmat, and takeareto updy you with al things nesssary toyour denance nar

dovefartid you to preach and gain as mery asyau an toyaur rdigan®

The king fulfilled his promises and provided them lodgng in Canterbury, the
metropolis of al hisdominions. With the religious freedom granted them, the missonaries
garted amonastic community, and began preaching and holding servicesin the church of S.
Martin, arenovated Roman building used by the Queen.

The work proceeded quickly, and by Chrissmas Day, 597, the King and 10,000 of his
people were baptized into the Chrigtian fath. With the news of this great success, Augustine
sent the priest Laurentius and the monk Peter to Rome to updae Gregory on the progress
of the work. He dso sent with them many questions about ecclesiasticd conduct for the new
church. The correspondence between Augustine and Gregory played an integrd role in
linking the new church of England unde' the supervison of Rome.

Replying years later in 601, possibly ddaying dueto hedth problems,™ Gregory sent
afresh supply of missonary monks unde the Galic abbot Mdlitus, and aso sent sacred
objects used in the worship, as well as ashedf of letters which answvered his questions and
officidly granted Augustine the pdlium, making him archbishop of the English, and thefirst
Bishop of Canterbury. It isthrough these lettersthat Augustine explained his strategy for the
English church, which will be discussed later.

With the support of the King, Augustine renovated Roman churches in Britain, one

of which became the Canterbury cathedrd. Then, after afaulty aitempt to bring the Welsh

14 |bid, p. 47.
'3 Richards, p. 243.
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bishops under Rome® authority, Augustine and the Roman missionaries continued the work
without them. Augustine died around 605, and though the English church would suffer from
many evilsin its future, he madea breakthrough into the country for the sake of Catholic
Chrigtianity. His breskthrough would not be severed until the 16th century, and according to
Latourette, even then it was not severed completely.™®

Through the Pope®strenuous activity and participation in the Roman Misson to
England, the Caholic church was able to bring the English church into close fellowship and
giving to this church its organization. Moreover, the English were later used to spread
Chrigtianity back to the continent, sparking abuilding of fath for the Germans and the
Carolingian reams. Findly, in recent centuries, British Chrigtianity has been carried to much
of the world” The spark that began with avision of apontiff ! through the grace of God
and the work of other believersin Chrigtian history! would have a profound impact on

Chrigtianity throughout the rest of history.

Gregory@ strategies and correspondences

Through his correspondences with missionaries, Gregory®@ strategy with regard to England
was clear. Gregory wanted conversion to occur by encouragement and conciliation, working
with the lay authorities® Gregory wrote to the Archbishop Leander of Sevillein Spain, QAs
long asthereis unity in the fath, difference in custom is not prgudicid to the Holy
Church.®° In the same manner, he exhorted Augustine to adgpt the church@rituas to loca

circumstances:

18K . S Latourette, A Higary of Chrigtianity, Vd. I: toA.D. 500 (1953), p. 346
17 1kid, p. 343.

18 Richards, p. 244.

19 1kid, p. 245.

! 1995 by James Choung. Please do not reproduce without permission. Page 9 of 14
9258A Regents Road. La Jolla, CA92037. E-mail: kimchi @alum.mit.edu



James Chaung 10

Thy Fratenity knonstheused theRaren Churdy, inwhidh thou hest besn nurtured

But | gporoed thy detingardully amythingthau hedt faund theat may benrepdessng

to Almdty Gad, whehe in theRaren Churdh a that o Gaud, a inany Church

whates, ad intraduangin the Churdh o Andi, whidhisasye navin thefaith, bya

goadd inditutian, whet thau hest ben adetodlet franmany Churdes Far weaugt

na loethingsfa pass but passfa things Thedaedooefraneadh aed Churdh

audh thingsasarepaus rdigaus and rigt, and, dletingthemasit wareintoabunde

pant themintheminds o theAndi far ther us™

With his strategy of persuason, he came, ater an initidly aggressve stance, to
eschew force. In oneingtance, Gregory felt disturbed after writing aletter to King Ethelbert
to destroy idols and temples. Through a second group of letters sent to Méllitus, he wrote
tha the temples should not be destroyed, but if they were in satisfactory condition be rather
transformed into churchesto worship the true God #

He dso provided suggestions on the organization of the new church. Gregory
exhorted Augudtine to establish ametropolitan seein London, and ordan 12 bishoprics
under itsjurisdiction. Then, he wasto create another metropolitan archbishopric in York,
which would ordan 12 more bishops under its see. But these suggestions showed that
Gregory had in mind the geography of the former Roman province of Britain instead of the
new arrangement of the English kingdoms? Augustine, therefore, remained a Canterbury
and madelittle attempt to implement the plan.

In fact, it seemsthat the papd office supported Augustine@move !  at lesst,
condoned it ! because even to this day, his decisons about the ecclesasticd organization

of Engand have remaned unchalenged; Canterbury and York are il the two

metropolitans of the Church of England. It seemstha Gregory and his predecessors

20 p, Schaff, CGEpigtle LXIV: To Augusting, Bishop of the Angli,OVol. XI11, p. 75.
21 Richards, p. 245.
22 |bid, p.243.
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acknowledged Augustine® superiority of knowledge about England, and alowed Augustine®
decision to stand.

In fact, Gregory® acceptance of Augustine®@ actionsisin complete accord with his
own missions srategy. As we have seen, he had pushed Augustine to contextudize Chrigtian
rituas to make them rlevant to the mindsof the Angli. Thus, Augustine@decision to
remain in Canterbury is abetter choice given the context of theland, sinceit lies a the heart
of the kingdom of King Ethelbert, the most powerful ruler on theidand. Given hisown
missions strategy, it seems naturd that Gregory would have preferred Augustine® choice of
metropolitan sees, had he better undersood English geography, as Augustine did.

Augustine dso asked Gregory many more questions about how to administer the
church on subjects ranging from goppropriations of the church budget, to the conduct of
clerics, to the punishment for theft in the church, to the gpprovd of certain marriages, to the
ordination of bishops. To these questions, Gregory fathfully replied, and maintained the link

between the Church of England and Rome.

Conclusions

Overdl, Chrigtians today can find lessons for missonary strategy in Gregory and his
concerted plan to reach the English. As stated before, Gregory fet tha his missonary duties
were of primary importance to the pgpd office. He had atrue heart for the lost; he wanted
to go to England himsdf. But, using today® Christian vernacular, he was Qedled to stayOin
Rome, though his heart desired to go. So, while in Rome, he devoted much to effort to
support the plansto win the soulsin England for Jesus. Even though the damandsof his

responsbilities could have easily esten away histime and energy, he was able to see beyond
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the ecclesagtica structures of the day, to see wha lad ahead in the land of the pagan. He
was, in thetruest sense, avisonary.

Clearly, hisvisonsled to action. Without Gregory, the Roman Misson to England
would have faled. Asit was, however, Augustine had the backing of the most influentid
man of the Western Church, and unde his authority and the authority of God, he was able
to transform anaion for the kingdom of Christ. Gregory initiated the misson, planned it,
executed it, sustained it, and supported it by garnering support from other Chrigtian leaders.
With this strategy, Augustine could more easily focus on preaching the Word of God.

Also, Gregory showed great wisdom and indight in his management of the mission.
He and Augustine kept close contact with each other; they worked as ateam. Through their
correspondences, he exhorted Augustine to contextudize Catholic rituds, making the faith
asrelevant as possble to the nation of Angli. In this, he showed that he cared more for the
heart of the religion than for its &rict ritua, and removed as many barriers from the Gospe
as he could. And, though Gregory gave some advice to the ecclesastica structure of
England, Augustine was not condemned for his adgptation of Gregory® orgenizationd
drategiesto better fit the land, knowing that a metropolitan seelocated a Canterbury would
yield greater benefits than onein London. Throughout the missonary expedition, Augustine
had Gregory®full support in his ministry to the Engish.

Today, the leaders of the locd church need to catch avison for the people of the
world who do not believe in the name of Jesus. Though thisisthe grestest age for
missonary activity we have ever withessed, ftill many Chrigtians!  and especidly our
leaders! fall to seethe need to bring Christ to the lost nations of the world. Not only do
our leeders need to have aheart for the lost, but dso they must work hard to support the

missonaries that do go abroad. Gregory did this, and God worked mightily through his
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efforts. Whether we are caled to stay or go, Gregory® example teaches us that we should
have compassion for the logt in dl parts of the world, and do whaever is necessary to bring

to them the name of Jesus.
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