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I. Misconceptions

3

Misconception of Church Fathers’ Views of 
Psychiatric Disorders

2oth century historians of psychiatry portrayed the early Christian approach to 
healing mental illness as largely driven by demonology

Ackerknecht, Erwin Heinz. A Short History of Psychiatry. Trans. Wolff, Sula. 2nd rev. / ed. New York: Hafner Pub. Co., 
1968

Alexander, Franz, and Sheldon T. Selesnick. The History of Psychiatry : An Evaluation of Psychiatric Thought and 
Practice from Prehistoric Times to the Present. The Master Work Series. 1st softcover ed. Northvale, N.J.: J. Aronson, 
1995.

Rosen, George. Madness in Society : Chapters in the Historical Sociology of Mental Illness. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1968.

Zilboorg, Gregory, and George William Henry. A History of Medical Psychology. New York, N.Y.: W.W. Norton, 1941. 
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21st Century Re-evaluation of Medicine and 
the Church

… evidence drawn from Christian writers of the first five 
centuries fails to support the pan-demonological view of 
[earlier] scholars… Christians typically accepted a natural 
causality of disease, which was an inheritance from the 
Greek understanding of illness.… Our own perception of 
disease is as much conditioned by contemporary medical 
models as the early Christians’ perception was by the 
ordinary medical models of their age, and… Both reflect the 
climate of their times.

Ferngren, Gary B. Medicine & Health Care in Early Christianity. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2009, pp. 41, 63.

Current scholarship: …
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II. Melancholia Now and Then
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Melancholia has been used to indicate despair 
since the 14th century

Oxford English Dictionary, “melancholy (n.1),” June 2026, https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/8271914858.

7

Melancholy and the Four Humors in Ancient Medicine

“These constituents are, I hold, blood, phlegm, yellow bile and black bile. First I assert that the 
names of these according to convention are separated, and that none of them has the same 
name as the others; furthermore, that according to nature their essential forms are separated, 
phlegm being quite unlike blood, blood being quite unlike bile, bile being quite unlike phlegm.” 

Hippocrates,  The Nature of Man, Loeb edition, p. 13

“Fear or depression that is prolonged means melancholia.”

Hippocrates, Aphorisms 6:23
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Aristotle

Why is it that all those men who have become extraordinary in 
philosophy, politics, poetry, or the arts are obviously melancholic, 
and some to such an extent that they are seized by the illnesses that 
come from black bile, as is said in connection with the stories about 
Heracles among heroes? Indeed, he seems to have been of this 
nature, and this is why the ancients named the illnesses of epilepsy 
“sacred disease” after him. Aristotle, Problems 30.1

9

Ancient understanding of the effects of 
excessive black bile

   1. Epilepsy (the falling sickness)
   2. Melancholic temperament
   3. Melancholy madness
   4. Fear and anxiety
   

Nutton, Vivian. Ancient Medicine. Sciences of Antiquity. Third edition. ed. London ; New York: 
Routledge, Taylor & Fraancis Group, 2024, p. 65.
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The Fathers and Humoral Physiology 

Every body is a mingling together of the four elements, and was evolved from 
them… Aristotle would have the bodies of living creatures to be made directly 
of blood alone, since it is immediately by blood that all the members of an 
animal body are nourished and made to grow. …Hippocrates … preferred the 
view that animal bodies are compounded immediately from four humors, so 
that the more rigid parts are formed of the more earthy and course of them, 
and the soft parts of the more refined. Often, all four humors are found in the 
blood as may be seen during phlebotomy.

Nemesius of Emesa, "On the Nature of Man." Cyril of Jerusalem and Nemesius of Emesa. Vol. 6. Library of Christian Classics. Philadelphia, 
PA: Westminster Press, 1955, p. 305.

11

The Fathers and Humoral Physiology 

Example: Nemesius of Emesa (late 4th century), Of the Nature of Man

There are six different manifestations of fear - diffidence, shyness, shame, consternation, terror, and 
anguish.… Fear starts with a chilling of the extremities, all the hot blood running to the heart, as to the 
center of control, just as the mob, when frightened, rushes to the rulers of the city. The organ of such 
grief is the pit of the stomach . .. . . So Galen, in his work, On Demonstration, Book III, says something to 
this effect: “People attacked by fear experience no slight flow of yellow bile into the stomach . . . 

Emesa, Nemesia of. "On the Nature of Man." Cyril of Jerusalem and Nemesius of Emesa. Vol. 6. Library of Christian Classics. Philadelphia, 
PA: Westminster Press, 1955, p. 360

12
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Bodily Changes Responsible for Delirium – Origen (c. 185-c. 254)

"It is not irrational to believe that a dream may take place while one is asleep; 
but to suppose a waking vision in the case of those who are not altogether out 
of their senses, and under the influence of delirium (φρενιτιζόντων) or 
melancholia (µελαγχολώντων), is incredible."

(Origen, Origen Against Celsus, in Roberts, A., Donaldson, J., Coxe, A. C., Menzies, A., Richardson, E. C., & Pick, B. (1978). The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers : translations of the writings of the Fathers down to A.D. 325 (American reprint of the Edinburgh ed.). Hendrickson v. 4, p. 455; 
Greek from M. Borret, ed., Origene. Contra Celse, 2.60.18-20.)

13

Bodily Disorder Mitigates Responsibility for Action  - Origen 

...consider living beings that have reason, at a time when reason is not present 
in the soul.  If this ever happens, the sinner is not blamed.  But why is the 
whole body affected [in this passage on leprosy]?  Perhaps it figuratively 
reveals excitement (φρενίτιδας) or melancholy (µελαγχολίας) or the condition 
of the age of infancy.” 

Origen, Fragment 107, Homilies on Luke; Fragments on Luke, trans. Joseph T. Lienhard, p. 171; Greek from 
Fragmenta in Lucem, ed. M. Rauer, Origenes Werke, v. 9, 107.
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Medical Explanations of Mental Disorders - Gregory of Nyssa (c. 
330–c. 395)

“...Physicians declare that our intellect is also weakened by the membranes that 
underlie the sides being affected by disease . . . [and] they call the disease 
[caused by this weakening] frenzy (φρενῖτιν), since the name given to those 
membranes is φρένες.”

(Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, in NPNF, Ser. 2, v. 5, pp. 420-21; Greek in De Opificio 
Hominis, PG 45:157.)

15

The Mind May Be Harmed Yet the Soul Remains Intact -  
Lactantius (c. 250–c. 325)

“the mind (mens) may be extinguished while the soul (anima) is uninjured, 
which is accustomed to happen in the case of the insane (insanus).” 

Lactantius, On the Workmanship of God, or the Formation of Man, in ANF, v. 7, p. 298; PL 7:71
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III. Christian Writers and Melancholia

17

The Christian Construction of Melancholy

• New Testament gospels (Matthew 4:24)  list insanity and demon possession 
as separate entities and create conceptual space for medical explanations of 
melancholy.

• Christians, to an extent not characteristic of many of  their contemporaries, 
adopted a mentality of self-examination and self-reproach in their quest for 
perfection, setting the stage for “religious melancholy.”

18
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Hippocratic Medicine Acceptable, Alternate Supernatural 
Systems Rejected

Many Christian writers found Hippocratic medicine congenial to Christian 
thought, since its naturalistic approach focused on care of the body, eschewed 
the supernatural, and left the care of the soul to other philosophers.

19

The Ancient Christian Faith Found Naturalistic Greek Medicine 
Congenial, the Widespread Asclepian Healing Cult Was Not

• Hippocratic writings, the term melancholia designated a variety of disease 
states.

• Melancholia could also refer to madness in general, rather than a madness 
characterized by depression. 

• Medical authorities cited most frequently by the fathers (the  Hippocratic 
writings and the writings of Soranus of Ephesus, Celsus, and Galen) held 
that persistent sadness proceeded from a disorder of black bile.

• Medicinal and psychological treatments could be used to relieve it.

20
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Early Church Fathers and Ancient Healing Cults

For all of the early Church Fathers, the mind and soul were seen as being influenced by both physical and spiritual realities. The state of 
the body could affect the state of the mind, but spiritual forces, both internal and external, could also affect the mind. They rejected 
Asclepian medicine, which was based in a belief in the gods, but they did not reject the ideas of demonic influence. While Platonic 
philosophy understood daemonic influences to be both good and bad, in Christian theology, demonic influences were bad and the only 
good spiritual influences came from God.

21

Magic Is Not a Legitimate Source for Healing of Madness - 
Tatian (C. 160)

“A disease is not killed by antipathy, nor is a madman (µεµηνώς) cured by 
wearing amulets.  These [cures result from] visitations of demons . . . How can 
it be right to ascribe help given to madmen (µεµηνότας) to matter and not to 
God?  [The] skill [of those who use such means to cure] is to turn men away 
from God’s service, and contrive that they should rely on herbs and roots.” 

Tatian, Oration ad Graecos, p. 35

22
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Descriptions of Despair

23

Christian Writers Characterize Depression

“For despondency is for souls a grievous torture chamber, unspeakably painful, more fierce 
and bitter than every ferocity and torment. It imitates the poisonous worm that attacks not 
only the body but also the soul, and not only the bones but the mind. It is a continual 
executioner that not only tears in pieces one’s torso but also mutilates the strength of one’s 
soul. It is a continuous night, darkness with no light, a tempest, a gale, an unseen fever burning 
more powerfully than any flame, a war having no relief, a disease which casts a shadow over 
nearly everything visible. For even the sun and the air seem to be oppressive to those who are 
suffering from these things, and midday seems to be as dark as night.”  p. 99

John Chrysostom (c. 347–407) Letters to Saint Olympia 
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Descriptions of Depression - John Cassian (c. 360–435)

“Sometimes,” … “without any apparent reason . . . we are by the instigation of 
our crafty enemy suddenly depressed with so great a gloom that we cannot 
receive with ordinary civility the visits of those who are near and dear to us; 
and whatever subject of conversation is started by them, we regard it as ill-
timed and out of place; and we can give them no civil answer, as the gall of 
bitterness is in possession of every corner of our heart."

John Cassian, ”Institutes of the Coenobia,”  in NPNF, Ser. 2, v. 11, p. 265.

25

Temperament May Be Responsible for Depression - Gregory the 
Great (c. 540–604)

“some are not made joyful or sad by circumstances, but are so by temperament 
(conspersionem).” 

Gregory the Great, Pastoral Rule, Part III, Chapter III, in NPNF, Ser. 2, v. 12, p. 26; Latin from Regulae 
Pastoralis, PL 77:53
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Dejection Can Result from Anger or Greed - John Cassian

”… sometimes [the spirit of dejection] is found to result from the fault of 
previous anger, or to spring from the desire of some gain which has not been 
realized...." 

John Cassian, Institutes of the Coenobia, 9.4, in NPNF, Ser. 2, v. 11, p. 265

27

Dejection and Sin: Acedia

“Acedia is a relaxation of the soul, and a relaxation 
of the soul which is not in accord with nature does 
not resist temptation nobly. For what is food for 
the healthy body constitutes a temptation for the 
noble soul.” 

Evagrius Ponticus (c. 345–399) , Eight Thoughts

Eight Thoughts

1. Gluttony
2. Fornication
3. Avarice
4. Anger
5. Sadness
6. Acedia
7. Vainglory
8. Pride

Evagrius, and Robert E. Sinkewicz. Evagrius of Pontus : The Greek Ascetic Corpus. Oxford Early Christian Studies. New York ; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003, p. 83.
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Evagrius Ponticus  - Countering Acedia

“The spirit of acedia drives the monk out of his cell, but the monk who 
possesses perseverance will ever cultivate stillness.” 

“Perseverance is the cure for acedia, along with the execution of all tasks with 
great attention and the fear of God.” 

“Set a measure for yourself in every work and do not let up until you have 
completed it. Pray with understanding and intensity, and the spirit of acedia 
will flee from you. 

Evagrius, and Robert E. Sinkewicz. Evagrius of Pontus : The Greek Ascetic Corpus. Oxford Early Christian Studies. New York ; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003,.

29

Supernatural Influences - Recognitions of Clement (3rd 
Century)

“If [the demon] gets an opportunity, he suggests thought to men’s hearts, and 
... [men] believe the suggestions of the demons, as if they were the perception 
of their own souls.  [The demons] excuse the passionateness of others by excess 
of gall; they color over the madness of others by the vehemence of melancholy; 
and even extenuate the folly of some as the result of abundance of phlegm.”

Recognitions of Clement, 4.17, in ANF, v. 8, p. 138
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Evidence for the Practical Approach to 
Christians Dealing with Despair

31

“Philosophical therapy” in the Roman world

In addition, the early Church Fathers lived in a world in which 
philosophers engaged prevention, therapy and consolation rooted 
in earlier Greek and Roman ideas:

    Seneca – On Anger
    Cicero – Tusculan Disputations
    Epicureans

Nussbaum, Martha C. The Therapy of Desire : Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics, (Princeton University Press, 1994); Gill, Christopher. 
"Philosophical Therapy as Preventative Psychological Medicine." Mental Disorders in the Classical World. Ed. Harris, William V. (Brill, 2013),  339-
60.
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John Chrysostom (c. 347–407) Letters to Olympia

Endure athumia
Cultivate apathia
Counter logismoi
Live according to your  philosophia
Attend to physical health

For further discussion see: Ford, David. "Introduction." Letters to Saint Olympia. Yonkers, New York: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2016. 9-32; 
Mayer, Wendy. "The Persistence in Late Antiquity of Medico-Philosophical Psychic Therapy." Journal of Late Antiquity 8.2 (2015): 337-51. 

33

Consult Physicians

"pay great attention to the restoration of your bodily health . . . . For dejection 
causes sickness . . . Employ various and skilled physicians, and . . . take 
medicines."

Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's Seminary Press., p. 
293 
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Attend to Physical Health to Correct Despondency

"You lately affirmed,” … “that it was nothing but despondency which caused 
this sickness of yours. ...I shall not believe that you have got rid of your 
despondency unless you have got rid of your bodily infirmity."

Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's 
Seminary Press, p. 296

35

Maintain Calm State of Mind

“After having succeeded in self-control, you are now succeeding in apathia. For 
the desire for luxury does not trouble you, and you do not have to work to 
control it. But having once and for all suppressed this desire, and having 
rendered your flesh impervious to it, you have taught your stomach to be 
content with only as much food and drink as you need not to die, and to not 
suffer bodily affliction. This is why I do not call your fasting and your self-
control by these terms, but by something else greater.”

Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, p. 
65
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Resist “grievous thoughts” (logismoi)

“… Make it your business to shake off the despondency of your soul. You 
surround yourself with grievous thoughts [logismoi], even inventing things 
which do not exist—as you have said—lacerating yourself in vain, for no 
purpose whatsoever, with great harm to yourself.”

Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, p. 
85

37

Hope: The Virtuous Life and Countering Despondency

“Rejoice, therefore, and exult, and revel in your virtues. And by no means give 
up hope that we will see each other again; and may we remind you of this 
through these words.”

Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, p. 
146
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Hope: Consider That God Can Change Things Quickly 
for You

As I consider the Pilot governing everything, who prevails over storms, who 
calms the raging gale—not through skill and artfulness, but with a single nod—
it is not at their beginning, not immediately when they first arise, that he 
customarily obliterates evil, but when they increase, when they come to their 
furthest point, when most men fall into the world. “He does wondrous things 
beyond all expectation, demonstrating his own power and training the patience 
of those who have fallen.”

“…beseech God, whom you serve, simply to give a nod.”
Chrysostom, J. (2017). Letters to Saint Olympia (D. C. Ford, Ed. & Trans.). St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, pp. 46, 47 

39

Chrysostom and Stagirius
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Psalms as Spiritual Therapy - Augustine (354–430)

"The Psalm grieves with you and asks questions with you, but not because it 
does not know. Rather, does it ask with you the question to which it knows the 
answer, so that in it, you may find that which you did not know. Anyone who 
wants to console someone else acts like this: unless he grieves with the other, 
he cannot lift him up. First of all, he grieves with him, and then he strengthens 
him with a consoling word… So too, the Psalm, and indeed the Spirit of God, 
though knowing everything, asks questions with you, as though giving 
expression to your own words.”

Augustine, Commentary on Psalm 93

41

Conclusion:
Despite the vast span of time between then and now, perhaps we can learn 
from the Church Fathers’:

• Integration of contemporary medical and philosophical approaches 
within their overall spiritual perspective 

• Practical and empathetic focus 

• Attention to hope, endurance, rational thinking, and a correct 
philosophy of life

42
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