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Chapter5

Healing and the Scope of
Religion in Byzantium:
A Response to Miller and Crislip

Derek Krveger

Timothy Miller and Andrew Crislip’s essays (Chapters 3 and 4
of this volume) about Byzantine hospitals and health care raise
questions about the social and cultural location of the work of
healing in Byzantium. They also afford an opportunity to reflect
on how profoundly modern this volume’s attempt to integrate
religion and medicine might be. The Western Enlightenment of
the eighteenth century yielded a new understanding of science
and medicine that distinguished them from the categories of
religion, magic, and superstition. Indeed, at the same time that
modern “science” was born, Enlightenment thinkers invented
the category of “religions” to contain all the things that men like
Locke and Hume thought could not be accounted for by rational
inquiry and investigation.' It is as much a condition of modernity
to think of “religion” as separate from “medical science” as itisto
think of “medicinal science” as separate from “religion.” Such a
Post-Enlightenment worldview, of course, did not obtain in Byz-
antium. If Byzantium seems to have blurred these categories, it
is because these strongly dichotomous categories did not exist
in Byzantium, or at least not in the same way as they exist for us
moderns and postmoderns. The problem in attempting to inte-
grate medicine and religion may stem as much from our prob-
lematic understanding of what religion is as from anything else.
Thus I encourage us to think flexibly, broadly, and perhaps
a bit sloppily about religion and medicine in Byzantium. In-
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deed the preceding papers may demand it. To study a Byzantine
medical system apart from a religious system proves impossible.
What was the difference in Byzantium between religious heal-
ing and medical healing? If in some cases there appears to be
a difference, is that difference consistent or stable? Underlying
that problem is another problem of distinguishing a difference
between physical healing and salvation.

One place to gain leverage on this slippery problem is a
liturgical hymn by the great sixth-century poet Romanos the
Melodist, who composed and chanted at the Church of the The-
otokos in the Kyrou district of Constantinople through much
of the reign of Justinian. In his Good Friday dialogue between
Mary and Jesus, Mary queries why the Christ is so eager to be
crucified 2 He responds by configuring the crucifixion, descent
into hell, and the resurrection in medical terms. Adam and Eve
are very sick; it must have been something they ate. Jesus ex-
plains to his mother:

By intemperance, by gluttony

Adam became ill and was borne down to the
lowest hell.

While Eve, who once taught him disorder,

groans with him, for with him she is ill,

that together they may learn to keep the
physician’s order.?

Humanity has fallen from good health by failing to keep doctor’s
orders. Romanos frames Adam and Eve’s condition, and indeed
the human condition, not merely as a spiritual disease, but as a
physical illness, one resulting in the death of the body. Their sal-
vation depends on their physical healing. Now desperate mea-
sures are required.

Romanos revives the medical conceit two stanzas later as
Christ explains that he must descend into hell in order to make
a house call. (I remind you that Dr. Miller has taught us that in
Byzantium house calls were very expensive.)*

Be patient a little longer, Mother, and you
will see
how, like a physician [xe@dmnep oepog], |
undress and reach the place where they lie
and [ treat their wounds,

e
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cutting with the lance [Adyxn] their calluses

and their scabs. .
And 1 take vinegar [5%0c], I apply it 35
astringent to the wound, v

when with the probe of the nails I have
investigated the cut, I shall plug it with
the cloak,

And, with my cross as a splint,

I shall make use of it, Mother, so that you may
chant with understanding,

“By suffering he has abolished suffering,

my Son and my God.”

In Romanos’s creative rereading of the crucifixion, the instru-
ments and elements of the Passion of Christ become salvific
agents restoring humanity to health. The lance, the vinegar, the
nails, the cloak, and even the cross itself are put to use in a surgi-
cal procedure. Jesus is the “Good Doctor” His harrowing of heil
effects a salvific healing. The overlay of medical practice and the
narrative of salvation presents a powerful metaphor, but it is
more than a mere metaphor, The analogy between healing and
salvation engages in serious theological work.

The analogy between the work of doctors and the work of
Christ is embedded in the Greek language itself. It is useful to
remember the wide semantic range of s6z6, both “to heal” and
“to save.” Elsewhere in the poem Romanos has Christ say, “In this
[flesh] I suffer [nédoyw], and in this [flesh] I save [ap{w).¢ But in
light of the passages quoted earlier, we might also translate, “in
this [flesh] I heal”

Indeed Byzantine theologians consistently made analogies
between salvation and medicine. They configured the Eucharist
as medicine and the literary lives of the saint, the words of the
saints, and the Holy Scripture as “salvific food,” ingested through
the ear for spiritual nourishment.® Such metaphors reveal a wide
range of Byzantine medico-religious realities. Medicine present-
ed one of the dominant modes in which to think about religion.
And if Romanos employed medicine to think about the economy
of salvation, he also provided the economy of salvation as a place
to think about medicine.

Of course Byzantines knew the difference between medi-
cal practice and pious practice, between a doctor and a healing
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saint. However a text such as the seventh-cen‘tu.ry Mzr:clez ;:Zflﬁ;
ternios complicates a dichotqmy beswvffi?l ;etlexi:g ;r(;d::ec[ cine
even while it seeks to maintam.one. s assoclatec et
i ued Byzantine Christians to see t.he limits of me
:zzrr:iitatio: to rely on the saints, thi‘s is not the V\fhlt?};te st:il;ly:
Among Byzantine healing saints, Ar.temu‘)s was a speciali |i ptes-
cipally effective in curing male genital ailments, ’e;;.)eaa nyt e
ticular hernias. Other scholars have notec.i the text’s lt:que ]ent
against doctors. One suppliant at the shrine, u.rho at tl e morr:um
was straddling the tormnb of Artemnios so that his swollen sl:lcro u
could make contact with the holy coffin, swears an oat t;)t o
saint, “Holy Artemios, by God Who had given Yon;twtléf gi L lof
cures], no doctor on earth will ever touch me again, sew .
in the text, as John Haldon has observed, 'Doc'tors, surﬁew ;H"]_
medicine in general are condemm'ad or pilloried for dt eu;1 ?[11 .
ings, the pain and suffering to which they often lead, an
3 !
COSt];:ttaag‘:ljaldon and Miller point out, S.t. Artemi.os hxms'elf 0;;
ten appears in visions as a doctor, and gives thﬁ 1mp1t'es;s"1"(::l1l >
being like a doctor making the rf)unds. In fact‘t e te;( t ; o2
complex relationship between miraculous healu?g an fl:]l] -
cal profession. Artemios himself ern‘ploys te_chmque.s (;15 tgi(ce-
his patients’ dreams) that were consistent w“.:h mec.ilcad.p:;at:l ded:
lancing pus from a diseased scrotum_ or man{pulatu}ghl e aes
guts back up into the abdominal cavity. A resxd_ent of ; e t:a\;i:inﬁli
originally from Amastris, presentec} at the shrine with a pi;l nu
boil on his scrotum. The resident priests of the church ga\.'eBa im :
wax-salve concocted from oil of the lamp? of St.. John the “Fp}?‘s
and of 5t. Artemios. The man applied this to his scroturn.f Gol;
took place at the fourth hour, but at noon the servant of od
stood near him and, pretending to touch him, ma_de an mc:sl.ll on
with a scalpel and all the holy house was filled wn.th a sf;emc:t.()f
Not only is Artemios imagined as employing th;.:.u mSt'mmanike
surgery, but those present in the church also m:tmm:l e
an attending staff, bringing “warm water and sponges an i
their own hands spong[ing] off the eﬂ‘luv.lum from tl}e sore.
Amastrian left the shrine making a poultice of the saint’s ‘;fax
In another case doctors could not cure an outbreak o vene(;
real lesions on the tip of a young man’s penis. {They h:ad rul:*l
out amputation.) Artemios appeared to recommend t];:ng ar f
soaked in salt and vinegar to the afflicted member. This trea
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ment cleared up the condition in two days. As the text remarks,
“The man who had experienced this still survives proclaiming
and recounting the glory of the martyr and many who have suc-
cumbed to the same disease, not only men but women also, he
enjoined to employ the same treatment.” Thus at the same time
that the text records attitudes critical of doctors, it exhibits a ba-
sic and explicitly medical knowledge of the conditions treated
and presentsa highly medicalized notion of the miraculous heal-
ing available at the shrine.
The eriticism of doctors in miracle collections was common-
place.* Perhaps it reveals more tension with the doctors them-
selves than with medicine, Theanonymous author of the Miracles
of Thecla, composed between 444 and 448, himself had once
developed a coal-colored spot on his index finger, which doctors
diagnosed as anthrax (In Greek, &vBpaf means “coal”) The doc-
tors feared that the “thoroughly burning and inflaming illness”
would spread to other parts of his body and cause death, There-
fore they determined to amputate his finger the next morning.
Just at dawn, while in a half-dreaming state, the author saw Thecla
appear to shoo away a swarm of wasps that were about to sting
him. When he awoke he was cured of the anthrax. When the doc.
tors arrived “knife in hand” and ready to perform surgery, they
were amazed, although, as the author points out, they complained
that they had been cheated out of their fee.% The story seems to
be at the doctors’ expense, although it does not conflict with ba-
sic medical protocols, And we must not forget, as Miller points
out, that many other miracle-working saints had been doctors,
The iconography of Sts. Kosmas and Damian and St. Panteleimon
includes their panaria (medicine boxes). St. Sampson, a doctor
in fourth-century Constantinople, gave rise to both a shrine and
a xenon. Moreover medical knowledge and therapies informed
widespread Orthodox religious practices.

Ascetic discipline integrated medical knowledge in a project
not so much concerned with an individual’s physical health as
with his or her Participation in salvation. Teresa Shaw's work on
the food asceticism of Christian women, entitled The Burden of
the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity, has shown
how medical theories of diet’s relationship to sexuality informed
the adherence to regimens avoiding meat and wine and favor-
ing raw vegetables and simply cooked pulses.” Medical theory
charted the path to redemption. And the infusion of medical
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perspectives on diet did not merely inform the religious lives of
monastics and renunciants. Once Athanasius had configured an
elaborate system for lay fasting and sexual renunciation during
Lent, Christian Jay practice also participated in periodic medico-
religious therapies.”® The practice of Christianity in Byzantium
included adherence to a salvation diet. Moreover the monastic
control of diet, the strict regulation of sexuality, the punishing
regimen of sleeplessness, genuflexion, and proskynesis were not
merely directed toward individual salvation. Byzantine monastic
teachers and theologians repeatedly interpreted asceticism as a
therapy undertaken for “the life of the world.” With the monastic
life as a whole, we are not speaking merely of healing, but rather
of monastic participation in the divine oikonomia, an otkonomia
of universal salvation and healing®
Perhaps then there is a need for a remystification of Byzantine
health care practices together with a reassessment of a Byzantine
theology of health care. The preceding papers on the history of
the hospital offer some clues as to how this might be accom-
plished. Professor Crislip’s work on the monastic origins of the
hospital shows how the earliest Christian infirmaries functioned
as organs of the monastic institutions in which they occurred and
as regular features of monastic life, governed by monastic rules
and enclosed within monastic precincts. It would be a mistake to
attempt to view them apart from the range of elements, both ar-
chitectural and organizational, established to make the common
ascetic life possible, which included kitchens and refectories, ora-
tories, chapels, and churches, the structures in place for the pro-
duction of agriculture and handicrafts, and so forth. We find such
concern for accommodating and caring for the sick through the
entire Byzantine monastic record from the world of Pachomius to
the typikon of the Pantokrator monastery.®® The eleventh-century
Evergetis Typikon, like the Pachomian evidence, is worried about
how to balance the need for the sick to bathe with the problem of
monks seeing each other naked.? Crislip rightly situates the origin
of monastic health care structures in the desire for the monastery
to meet all the needs, both worldly and otherwise, that a monk
might have over the course of a life. The infirmary was nearly as
necessary as the chapel. And it was in the chapel, of course, where
a monk might offer suffrages on behalf of the sick and the dying,
Crislip’s Egyptian evidence also raises questions about the mo-
nastic doctor. In the early period we are speaking principally of
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glr:]y:tlea,:lts whofleft towns and citjes to join monasteries, but as
0n, of course, monasteries b, '
; . _ . S Decame one of the places in
5 mgt;:f ;ocvl\a(:ty uthere medical training was available aﬁhough
€ YVest, it never became the only p]  mi ,
. ace. How might th
monastic doctors of Byzanti bt o p
i um shed light on the i i
medical and religious i s evilence vett
practice? And what does this evid
us about the gender of nurs; oo o
: SINg as an emergi i ithi
monastic communities? s I8 profession within
ing :i CC;lshps willingness to talk about monastic health care us
current terms as “outpatient care” “j i lities,”
“health eate prapie utpa are,” “Inpatient facilities,”
ers,” and “ancient health maj ,
alth tenance organij-
zation,” even the use of th “ i e, g
e word “hospital” risks a ism, i
_ . . nachronism, it
f:i.ii :;1: usd into acc&;ptmg analogies between the shapes of pre
anc postmodern concerns for h .
iy Thos rodern conc uman health and human
. Yzantine distinctions that Miller i i
railn _ iller illuminates amon
ugj;;;tsatlas;l (l;pspnc;;, aEd old-age homes suggests a sophisticateg
Ing of doth the possibilities and imi
. n the limits of B
tine medicine’s abilities to h istori thropalo-
eal. A historical medi
0 heal cal anthropolo-
ﬁi l{(:;)l::Fm'cted on anl:logles with contemporary HMOs houzzver
1ssing some key elements of th : j
e culture of healing th
were nearly universal in B i vere all
re Yzantium, for these xengnes
rly univ were all
re!:lglf)us Institutions, The context for understanding both health
an ;;fkness was not what we might call “secular”
_— :hT}?n:lsnc 'mﬁrrnary was not the only religious context
ronich ¢ € Nospital was born. Dr. Miller has argued that the
oo o S(: Scjlmpson, attached to the holy doctor’s shrine next
ke ia . phia, was established before 450 and was flourishing
e sixth century on, Healing shrines commoanly provided

E’:izs: c'ha:!table Institutions, attached to or <ontained within re
5 Institutions, were always also religious inst; i
. : religious instituti i

oo . vere. g itutions, invest-
o ;:h r;hgmus obligations and reflecting religious vall;es The

P m has less to do with the imposition of modern categories
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of the medical, and more to do with the poverty of modertll co.n:
ceptions of the religious. The xenones wereum no way s:icu arflr;t
stitutions. As Miller points out the xenones sa\.r spm::u comfo "
as a central part of their program of tree.atrnent and. macmtaunf1 :
chapels.” Patients could make Confession and receive Comm -
nion. But this is not principally what marked the :ucencanesl:iscl rt0
ligious institutions. In Constantinople xenones were attache o
monasteries, such as the Pantokrator, or to healing shn_nes, :l:he
as the early Byzantine foundations of Kosr‘nas and. Dam:la.n a he
Kosmidion or of St. Sampson next to Hagla Sophia, an inc ;he
proximity to and association with the shrine of St. Arte%:gl‘oss.to
description of their location, however, tells on!y part (3 le o :ly.
The care given in these xenones was not conceived as excc:i \L }f
medical,” and the treatment received wa? not unde‘rs.too : tyh pa
tients as "exclusively medical.” The practice of medl_cme l;: deSff
places was integrated into Byzantine rell_gml_ls p.ractlce. T e ois
tors worked in the context of a religious mstlt.utlon, and pan:n
came to a religious institution in order to Teceive care. Thes.e actf
blurred distinctions between medical practice and Byzantine re
igl e‘ - -
hglo';‘llslf Ef::ﬁiation of institutions offering such social sli:mFes
to the public was of great interest to the Church, as the Eo ‘0/\;:215
example illustrates. A seventh-century text lfnown as the isior
of Kaioumos tells the story of a wealthy ﬁhlpowner, mer; 2 1.:
and landowner named Philentolos, who did great worlfcs {la cha -
ity for the poor and the orphans and who built a hosp]:tab'(nl:)sos
komeion).2 After his death controversy arose among t e bis ogs
of Cyprus about whether the Church could accept his genero s
donations of the foundations and the money to_run them, sinc
the man was also a notorious fornicator. Acgordmg to the nar;a}
tive, in order to resolve this issue, the archbishop of Confitantlad
Salamis consulted monks in monasteries, as wc?ll as stylites an
hermits. God revealed in a vision to one hermlt. named Kaiou-
mos that Philentolos was neither in heaven nor in _hell, I;ll_lltdwas
standing between the two with the souls (')f unbapt.lz‘ed tl: i rez
and saved from eternal fire by, his generosity. ’.I'he vision l:cense
the Church’s use of Philentclos’s philanthr.oplc legacy. T Z story
of the donation of a hospital by a wga!thy if mprally ﬂe_xv\_fe malf
expresses an ideology of religious giving, While t!‘le v'131oncsugt-
gests the Church'’s concern to exercise some caution 1r; ac epof
ing donations, the publication of the text and the circulation
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the story suggest an effort on the part of the Church to promote
philanthropy as a form of penance or at least as an act of salvific
good work. Thus, and in short, the history of Byzantine medical
institutions that Crislip and Miller provide us is already a history
of Byzantine religious institutions and a history of Byzantine re-
ligious practice.

Crislip offers a further complication to our quest for a dis-

tinetly Byzantine tradition of healing in his example from a
Papyrus herbal, a compendium of knowledge about the use of
medicinal plants, While his evidence shows a3 continuity with
pre-Christian Egyptian medicine, it also shows a continuity
across a blurry line with Egyptian so-called magic, In fact such
knowledge and traditions were not exclusive to Egypt; it is only
an accident of preservation that provides the scholar with lots
of Egyptian evidence for a way of averting and coping with mis-
fortune that was in fact pan-Mediterranean. So-called magical
papyri discovered in Egypt offer recipes to cure a wide range of
ailments both common and obscure. In these texts herbal and
organic therapies mix with liturgical incantation and entreat-
ies to a variety of daemones, chthonic beings, members of the
heavenly host, and even Christ. This also is part of the Byzantine
health care system, and only the blinders brought from Post-
Enlightenment definitions of medicine, and among religion,
magic, and superstition, would allow us to see it entirely other-
wise, And this is to say nothing of the wide variety of Christian
amulets entreating Christ and the saints for cures or harnessing
divine power to ward off iliness and misfortune. These too were
part of the medico-religious culture of Byzantium. »

In sum Byzantines’ ideologies of health and salvation were
deeply intertwined, Medical analogies informed an understand-
ing of divine oikonomia, Healing shrines and hospitals coexisted
without contradictory practices or mutually exclusive episte-
mologies of the body on the mend. Charitable institutions were
instruments of divine grace. Christ the doctor healed through
the organs of his church, and God was the first and foremost
philanthropist or lover of humanity. Religion was not a place to
put all the things that weren't scientific.

The conceptual overlap between religion and medicine in
the Byzantine hospital provides an entrée into the question of
“holistic healing” in Byzantium. On some level, of course, there
was no such thing as “holistic healing” in Byzantium. Caring for
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the “whole” patient with integrative therapies t}.iaf; mixed lw_vl:\alt
we might call science and what we might call- rehgmnt'wast ; :hz
“holistic” healing is a reaction
the norm. Qur concept of istl
concept of a markedly nonholistic aq:)prv:)acl'}n1 til.at‘er}::erﬁisg oal:z
i i i that both nonholistic hea
in modernity. But this means ' e
isti i ts of the Enlightenment an
holistic healing are produc ane ures.
i icine was born of a particular s
of modernity. Modern medicine bo o
istincti igi d medicine that cannot be
distinction between religion an can oune
i uest for holistic therapie
in Byzantium, The contemporary q rl . s 1S
a prgduct of a worldview that separates religion and science in

articular way. This is not to suggest that Byzantir'xe.s did not eglso
. how different from religious practice,

conceive medicine as SOMEhoy rort ) ctice,
but it is to caution that they did not perceive it as different in th

same way that we might. This volume’s search forda_ cure;o.on:l;
s ai ts among the medico-religio

own health care system’s ailments ar _ o s
i jum i ble: it requires a qualitying p

nthesis of Byzantium 18 lauda : ac e
?[()ective that rethinks not only Byzantine medicine but Byz

tine religion as well.
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Chapter 6

Faith and Healing in Sacramental Life:
The Byzantine and Modern Greek
Orthodox Experience

Demetrios 1. Constantelos

W_’hen sickness strikes, the body pains and the spirit faints, but

faith in God sustains and healing gains. Do I speak from exI’Jeri—

ence? Yes, I do! But [ also speak from the study of history and

Fheology—history as historia, an inquiry, as Herodotos defines it
15a quest to understand the nature of man and his deeds in time'
and space. It is not enough to teach abstract theclogy and preach
from the heights of a hill, for I have learned as a pastor of fifty
years'a'nd a teacher of forty that theologia without a viomatiki
eémpetria, an experiential life, remains an abstraction.

. History confirms that, when sickness knocks, man instinc-
tlv:ely turns to God, Few, if any, are the brave minds that in time
of ll!ness rationalize and surrender to their fate, Whether one
studies the attitude of people in antiquity, the middle centuries
or of recent years, sick people of all walks of life, of every creed'
col_or, and social and intellectual state, one discerns a common,
attitude toward the Divine. The relationship between divinity
and healing is confirmed by the history of every nation on the
earth,

The spiritual unity of humankind is manifested primarily in
the religious experience of healing. To be sure, there is one world
that includes many gods, but the diversity of divinities turns into
unity in the belief that God is the first source of healing, Before
people turned for assistance to fellow human beings, they turned
to God. Means of purification, bathing with water of sacred
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