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Seven Deadly Sins 
The bliss of the perfect in Heaven would 

not be perfect unless they were able to look 
across the abyss and enjoy the agonies 

of their brethren in eternal fire.
Pope Gregory I

tHE FIRST POPE in history to come from 
a monastic background, a reluctant monk 
named Gregorius Arnicius had to be forcibly 
carried to his consecration in 590 A.D. 
Despite lamenting the loss of his quiet, 
contemplative life, however, Gregory lost 
no time in employing his newfound powers. 
   If a Christian died with even one mortal 
sin, he or she was condemned to Hell for all 
eternity. Venial sins, however, were more 
forgivable, after an anxious period awaiting 
one’s fate in Purgatory. It was thus vitally 
important to distinguish between mortal and 
venial sins, and Gregory diligently set to 
work to clear up any potential confusion.

          Hieronymus Bosch, “Seven Deadly Sins”, c. 1500 

   Gregory began by revising an existing list 
of proscribed mortal sins, the Eight Evil 
Thoughts—compiled by Evagrius in 375— 
reducing these earthly temptations by one. 
   It’s unlikely that he set out to personally 
set a example of what not to do to avoid an 
eternity of damnation, but with the possible 
exception of GLUTTONY, the resulting 
Seven Deadly Sins were exemplified 
remarkably well by Gregory’s own life.  
    A reputed promiscuous bisexual, Gregory 
considered sexual desire—or LUST—as 
‘sinful in itself,’ justified only for the sake 
of producing more devout Catholics. 
    He issued long, detailed lists of forbidden 
sexual practices, meting out harsh, often 
absurdly disproportionate punishments. 
(Coitus interruptus, for example, was worse 
than having sex with one’s own mother, 
and required ten full years of penance 
before absolution.)



     
     No ordinary, impoverished monk, 
Gregory was born into a wealthy senatorial 
family. (He was, in fact, the great, great 
grandson of Pope Felix III.) As might be 
expected, under his papacy the Church 
accumulated vast wealth and property. 
    His AVARICE unsated by the Church’s 
usual extortionist practices, Gregory greatly 
enhanced the concept of Purgatory in order 
to initiate the sale of indulgences, a 
financial innovation that centuries later 
would spark the Reformation.
    Indulgences were readily available to 
those well-heeled enough to buy their way 
into Heaven, while destitute pilgrims were 
consigned to making offerings to relics of 
saints in order to gain similar pardons.
    Conveniently, the catacombs beneath the 
ancient city of Rome provided a treasure 
trove of relics. An estimated six million 
bodies were interred in the vast necropolis, 
and centuries worth of  accumulated pagans 
and Jews (and doubtless even a few 
Christians) were suddenly all elevated to the 
status of ‘Holy Martyrs,’ and their remains 
distributed throughout the Christian empire. 
The shipment of bones to the faithful was 
augmented by the shipment of the faithful to 
the bones—via pilgrimage, with shrines 
sprouting up like weeds anywhere a tenuous 
link to an apostle or saint could be invented.
    No friend to education, Gregory ordered 
priests to stop teaching Latin and grammar 
to lay people, reserved Bible reading to the 
clergy, and burned entire libraries of 
classical literature. His hostility to secular 
learning fostered a society mired in SLOTH, 
ignorance, and illiteracy for a millennium.
    Considered by the Church to be among 
the kindest of popes, Gregory declared that 
infants who died in childbirth (i.e., before 
they had been baptized) were condemned 
“straight to Hell for all eternity.” 

   
   During his monastic years, when a fellow 
monk admitted during confession to stealing 
a few gold coins, Gregory’s WRATH was 
such that when the monk died, he threw his 
corpse onto a pile of manure to rot. After 
charitably offering thirty masses in his 
remembrance, he condemned the unfortunate 
monk’s soul to eternal damnation.
    Sexual abstinence and celibacy were 
never demanded by scripture, nor were they 
practiced in the early church. (On occasion, 
celibacy had even been condemned as 
heretical!) It was only in the 4th century that 
celibacy began to be urged on the clergy, as 
a means of ensuring that the property of 
priests was inherited by the Church rather 
than by their ‘unworthy’ wives or mistresses. 
    But the unmarried  Gregory—perhaps 
suffering from ENVY—took things much 
further, issuing an edict enforcing strict 
clerical celibacy. This immediately began to 
bring great wealth to the Church, and along 
with it great immorality, the consequences 

of which are still being experienced today.
    As a result of Gregory’s edict, thousands 
of abandoned wives were forced into 
prostitution to support themselves, and 
priests scrambled to distance themselves 
from their multitude of illegitimate offspring. 
(When a fishpond outside the Lateran 
Palace was drained years later, the remains 
of 6,000 children were found at the bottom.)
     Despite these and myriad other 
transgressions, Gregory is one of only two 
popes in history that the Church deems 
worthy of being called ‘Great.’ He died 
centuries before a formal procedure for 
canonization was established, but that didn’t 
prevent his elevation to sainthood—
miraculously, by popular acclaim. 
    One can only imagine that Gregory would 
have experienced great PRIDE in the fine 
judgment of his faithful and obedient flock. ◾


