QUOTATION

PoPE GREGORY ON SHAPING

In which Pope Gregory in a letter of A.p. 601 instructs Abbot Mellitus on
shaping, as reported by the Venerable Bede.

‘.. . Therefore, when by God’s help you reach our most reverend brother,
Bishop Augustine, we wish you to inform him that we have been giving careful
thought to the affairs of the English, and have come to the conclusion that the
temples of the idols among that people should on no account be destroyed. The
idols are to be destroyed, but the temples themselves are to be aspersed with
holy water, altars set up in them, and relics deposited there. For if these temples
are well-built, they must be purified from the worship of demons and dedicated
to the service of the true God. In this way, we hope that the people, seeing that
their temples are not destroyed, may abandon their error and, flocking more
readily to their accustomed resorts, may come to know and adore the true God.
And since they have a custom of sacrificing many oxen to demons, let some other
solemnity be substituted in its place, such as a day of Dedication or the Festivals
of the holy martyrs whose relics are enshrined there. On such occasions they
might well construct shelters of boughs for themselves around the churches that
were once temples, and celebrate the solemnity with devout feasting. They are
no longer to sacrifice beasts to the Devil, but they may kill them for food to the
praise of God, and give thanks to the giver of all gifts for the plenty they enjoy.
If the people are allowed some worldly pleasures in this way, they will more readily
come to desire the joys of the spirit. For it is certainly impossible to eradicate all
errors from obstinate minds at one stroke, and whoever wishes to climb to a
mountain top climbs gradually step by step, and not in one leap. It was in this
way that the Lord revealed Himself to the Israelite people in Egypt, permitting
the sacrifices formerly offered to the Devil to be offered thenceforward to Himself
instead. So He bade them sacrifice beasts to Him, so that, once they became en-
lightened, they might abandon one element of sacrifice and retain another. For,
while they were to offer the same beasts as before, they were to offer them to
God instead of to idols, so that they would no longer be offering the same
sacrifices.”
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