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The medieval church was the single most important 
influencing factor in the medieval world, so it is not surprising 
that its influence carried over into medicine. “Medicine for the 
soul” was provided by ecclesiastical agents, while the body of 
the ailed was taken care of by “physicians.” According to the 
Catholic Church, illnesses were punishments from God and 
those who were ill, were ill because they were sinners. Few 

argued otherwise, because a view veering from the 
established order could result in charges of heresy and the 

punishments they entailed. 

“An abscess had formed in your conscience; it tormented you and gave you no rest . . . Confess and let 
the pus come out and flow away”- St. Cyprian (258) A.D. 

Background:

Found in the medieval handbooks of penance or penitentials
are prescriptions for penance. Theodore of Tarsus, 

Archbishop of Canterbury’s the Poenitential Theodori (690 
A.D) became the authority on the treatment of sinners 
throughout the early middle ages. According to these 

penitential, an individual who committed a sin was regarded 
as sick. The “physician” (usually a clergyman) administered a 

“remidia” through penance. An emphasis was placed on 
diagnosing a correct spiritual illness before prescribing a 

correct remedy. When diagnosing the illness, according to 
the Bigotian Penitential, the physician should pay careful 
attention to: “ the age and sex of the sinner, with what 

learning he is instructed, with what courage he is 
distinguished, with how great force he has been driven to 
sin, what what kind of passion he is assailed, how long he 

remained in sinful delight, with what sorrow and labor he is 
afflicted, and how he is separated from worldly things.”

Because so much of early medieval medicine was based off of 
ancient Greek medical texts only those who had access to 

translated volumes practiced medicine. Often times those who 
accessed and studied these medical texts were churchmen. 
Quickly, Hippocrates's humoral theory became doctrine and 

the theories of “contraries” were used in combination to heal 
sin. In the conference of Abbot John it is explained that the 
cures of sins lies in “opposing to them their opposites.” The 

ultimate goal of the church was to heal the sinner or the 
“spiritually ill” and create a harmonious balance to allowed the 
afflicted to return to a spiritual life. The ability of the church to 

recognize that illness resulted from an imbalance or 
disharmony in personality and the understanding of the 

importance of the confessor or physician to be nonjudgmental 
indicate a sincere understanding of mental health in the 

middle ages and although the treatments prescribed to the ill 
were penances, there was some understanding that those 

suffering may not be entirely at fault. 
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