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Abstract: The paper explores the theme of caring for the sick 

from a Christian-Orthodox perspective, based on scriptural, 

patristic, and theological teachings, highlighting the 

importance of caring for the sick in Christian tradition, and 

emphasizing that this does not only represent a moral 

obligation or an act of charity, but is a manifestation of 

Christian love and following Christ. 

In the scriptural part, the work discusses various texts 

from the Old and New Testament dealing with the theme of 

caring for the sick, from the laws of Moses regarding 

purification and illness to the healings and teachings of the 

Saviour Jesus Christ. The author highlights the role of the 

community and faith in the healing process, as well as the 

importance of serving those in need. 

On the patristic side, the contributions of the Holy Fathers, 

such as Saint John Chrysostom and Saint Basil the Great, are 

analysed to illustrate the Church's response to human 

suffering. Their initiatives, such as the establishment of 

hospitals and charity institutions, demonstrate practically 

how Christian teachings were applied in the care of the sick 

and the poor. In this context, caring for the sick is presented as 

an extension of Christ's love towards the suffering and as a 

path of personal purification and sanctification. 

Keywords: the sick, suffering, philanthropy, healing, service to one's 

neighbour. 
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The scriptural foundations of the care of the sick 

Healing practices in the pagan religions of antiquity 

are deeply immersed in a cosmology wherein multiple 

deities and spirits are believed to influence health and 

disease. Magic, rituals, incantations, and invocations to 

various gods for intervention are commonplace. For 

instance, in Mesopotamian texts, practices such as exorcism 

are employed to “cleanse” an individual of malevolent 

spirits causing illness1. 

Caring for the sick in the Old Testament is a subject 

intertwined with the laws, traditions, and social practices of 

the Jewish people. These foundations are dispersed 

throughout various books of the Old Testament, reflecting 

the religious and moral conceptions of the time. Healing is 

frequently associated with the direct intervention of God on 

behalf of His people and as part of a covenant conditioned 

on faithfulness and obedience. The concept of health and 

disease is often linked to ritual and moral purity, and 

healings are sometimes mediated through priests according 

to Levitical laws. 

 

The law of Moses 

These books contain detailed laws about purity, 

disease, and isolation, aimed at protecting the community 

from the spread of illnesses. For example, Leviticus chapters 

XIII and XIV provide specific instructions on diagnosing and 

managing leprosy, a disease considered impure, as well as 

 
1 Markham J. Geller, Ancient Babylonian Medicine. Theory and Practice 

(Hoboken, New Jersey: Willey-Blackwell, 2010), 9; JoAnn Scurlock, 

Magico-Medical Means of Treating Ghost-Induced Illnesses in Ancient 

Mesopotamia (Leiden-Boston: Brill-Styx, 2006), 78-83. 
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the purification process for those who are healed. These 

practices were not only religious rituals but also early public 

health measures. In Numbers XII, Miriam is struck with 

leprosy and isolated outside the camp for seven days, which 

attests to the practice of isolation in cases of contagious 

disease. Similarly, in Deuteronomy 24, 8, there is a warning 

to pay attention in the event of a leprosy epidemic, strictly 

following the priests' rules as defined: “In connection with 

the leper's disease, take care to keep and do every detail of 

the teaching of the priests, the Levites: as I gave them orders, 

so you are to do”. 

 

Prayers and Laments for Healing 

The Psalms contain numerous prayers for healing and 

expressions of individual or collective suffering. Often, in 

Old Testament writings, suffering is presented as a form of 

divine discipline or correction, intended to restore the people 

of God to a proper relationship with Him2. 

Psalm XL, 1-3, for example, praises those who care for 

the poor and sick, promising them God’s blessing: “Happy is 

the man who gives thought to the poor; the Lord will be his 

saviour in the time of trouble. The Lord will keep him safe, 

and give him life; the Lord will let him be a blessing on the 

earth, and will not give him into the hand of his haters. The 

Lord will be his support on his bed of pain: by you will all his 

grief be turned to strength”. These texts reflect an 

understanding of mercy as a divine attribute and human 

 
2 Horst Dietrich Preuss, Old Testament Theology, Volume I (Kentucky: 

Westminster John Knox Press Louisville, 1995), 259 („Illnesses in the Old 

Testament, however, were not attributed to demons but to YHWH 

himself”). 
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virtue. Additionally, we find exhortations for the care of the 

sick and helpless, such as: 

– Prayer for healing: “Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I 

am wasted away: make me well, for even my bones are 

troubled” (Psalm 6, 2); 

– Thanksgiving for healing: “Let your ear be turned to 

me; take me quickly out of danger; be my strong Rock, my 

place of strength where I may be safe. For you are my Rock 

and my strong tower; go in front of me and be my guide, 

because of your name.” (Psalm 31, 2-3); 

– Praise for forgiveness and healing brought by God: 

“Give praise to the Lord, O my soul; let not all his blessings 

go from your memory. He has forgiveness for all your sins; 

he takes away all your diseases” (Psalm 102, 2-3); 

– Healing from illness means deliverance from troubles: 

“He sent his word and made them well, and kept them safe 

from the underworld” (Psalm 56, 20); 

– Emotional state influences general health: “A glad 

heart makes a healthy body, but a crushed spirit makes the 

bones dry” (Proverbs 17, 22); 

– Prophecy about the Messiah who will take upon 

Himself the sufferings and illnesses of people: “But it was our 

pain he took, and our diseases were put on him: while to us 

he seemed as one diseased, on whom God's punishment had 

come. But it was for our sins he was wounded, and for our 

evil doings he was crushed: he took the punishment by 

which we have peace, and by his wounds we are made well.” 

(Isaiah 53, 4-5); 

– Healing comes from God: “Make me well, O Lord, 

and I will be well; be my saviour, and I will be safe: for you 

are my hope” (Jeremiah 17, 14). 



The Scriptural, patristic and theological foundations 
of the care of the sick 

 

57 

Stories about healing and care 

In the Book of Genesis, Abraham prays to God to heal 

Abimelech, the king of Gerar, and his household (Genesis 20, 

17-18). In IV Kings, there is the story of Naaman, the 

commander of the army of the king of Syria, who was healed 

of leprosy after dipping himself seven times in the Jordan 

River, following the instruction of the prophet Elisha (II 

Kings 5, 1-14)3. In II Chronicles 16, 12 Asa, the king of Judah, 

fell ill with a disease in his feet, but instead of seeking the 

help of the Lord, he sought only the physicians, which is 

presented in a negative context. 

These accounts highlight the practices of caring for the 

sick and the rituals of purification, while simultaneously 

affirming a profound belief in God's power to heal and 

purify. They reflect an integrated vision where physical 

health, spiritual purity, and the relationship with God are 

deeply interconnected. All these references indicate a wide 

range of approaches and understandings of caring for the 

sick in ancient Israelite society, from specific laws for 

preventing the spread of diseases to prayers for personal 

healing and recognition of God's power in the healing 

process. Care for the sick is addressed from both a communal 

and individual perspective, showing both collective and 

personal responsibility in the face of suffering. 

In the Old Testament, care for the sick is presented not 

only as a moral or religious obligation but also as an expression 

of human compassion and divine wisdom. These texts have 

influenced later thinking about medical care because they 

 
3 Victor H. Matthews, Don C. Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel, 1250-587 

BCE (Peabody, Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993), 152-153. 
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demonstrated the importance of moral and spiritual support 

and the community's role in the healing process. 

In the New Testament, the care of the sick occupies a 

central place, reflected through the numerous healings 

performed by the Saviour Jesus Christ4 and His Apostles5. 

These acts of healing are accompanied by teachings about 

mercy, faith, and the importance of caring for those in need. 

Healing the sick is an aspect of the salvific work of 

Jesus Christ, revealing the truth about Christ's divine nature, 

the manifestation of the Kingdom of God, and the 

soteriological dimension of healing. Healing is both an act of 

physical restoration and a salvific and renewing work, 

highlighting divine love and anticipating the eschatology of 

the Kingdom of God. “Therefore, God who made nature, and 

when it became ill with passions, healed it with wisdom out 

of His love for us, ‘emptied Himself, taking the form of a 

servant’ (Philippians 2, 7), uniting it with Himself by 

hypostasis... And He did this to overthrow the works of the 

devil and, restoring to nature its undefiled powers, to renew 

the power of love through which people may unite with Him 

and with each other and oppose selfish love”6. 

In biblical accounts, Jesus Christ is the supreme Healer, 

and His authority over illness and suffering serves as a 

 
4 Matthew IV, 23-24; VIII, 1-17; IX, 35; XIV, 14; XXV, 36, 40; Mark I, 34; II, 

17; V, 34; Luke IV, 40; V, 15-16; X, 8-9; John V, 1-9; IX. 
5 Acts of the Apostles III, 1-10; V, 12-16; IX, 32-42; James V, 14-15 
6 Sfântul Maxim Mărturisitorul, „Epistola II către Ioan Cubicularul. Despre 

iubire”, Scrieri, Partea a doua, Scrieri și epistole hristologice și duhovnicești, 

PSB 81, traducere din grecește, introducere și note de pr. prof. Dumitru 

Stăniloae (București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii 

Ortodoxe Române, 1990), 31. 
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confirmation of His divinity: “His power was manifested 

before the Resurrection not only as a power felt in the souls 

of those who approached Him and in the commands He gave 

concerning the foundation of the Church and the life that 

those who would believe in Him should lead, but also as a 

power over nature through acts of healing the sick and 

raising the dead”7. His acts of healing are inseparable from 

the proclamation and establishment of the Kingdom of God. 

In the Gospel of Matthew, Christ declares: “But if I by the 

Spirit of God send out evil spirits, then is the kingdom of 

God come on you” (Matthew 12, 28). The healings, the 

casting out of demons, and other miracles performed by 

Christ are signs of the presence of the Kingdom of God, 

demonstrating His power over the forces of evil and 

anticipating the complete healing of humanity that will be 

realized in the eschaton. 

A specific aspect of New Testament theology is the 

connection between healing and salvation. The act of physical 

healing follows spiritual healing. In the account of the 

healing of the paralytic in Capernaum (Mark II, 1-12), Christ 

declares: “Son, you have forgiveness for your sins” before 

healing him physically, revealing that bodily healing is 

intimately connected to the forgiveness of sins. This reflects 

the fact that sin and suffering are interconnected, and healing 

must be understood as the integral restoration of the human 

person. The body and soul are intimately connected in the 

unity of the person, so that the state of one becomes the state 

 
7 Dumitru Stăniloae, Teologia Dogmatică Ortodoxă, vol. 2, ediția a II-a, 

(București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe 

Române, 1997), 103. 
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of the other: “Everything that touches the body’s senses 

imprints on the soul, and all bodily sensations carry within 

them the specific feeling of the soul and are framed in the 

light of its more superficial or deeper understanding. It is 

impossible to influence the soul without working on the 

body, and any influence received by the body carries the 

mark of the soul. At the same time, the soul realizes its 

specific way of being and all its acquired quality of purity or 

defilement through the body”8. 

Another aspect of New Testament theology regarding 

healing is its ecclesial dimension. The Church, as the Body of 

Christ, continues the healing work of the Saviour through the 

Holy Sacraments. This is affirmed by the Epistle of St. James: 

“Is anyone among you ill? let him send for the rulers of the 

church; and let them say prayers over him, putting oil on him 

in the name of the Lord. And by the prayer of faith the man 

who is ill will be made well, and he will be lifted up by the 

Lord, and for any sin which he has done he will have 

forgiveness” (James V, 14-15). These words link healing to the 

sacramental life of the Church, where the healing grace of 

Christ is imparted to the faithful through prayer and the 

anointing with oil. 

The parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10, 25-37) is 

relevant in this context, offering a perspective on divine love 

and mercy manifested through acts of healing. In this 

parable, the Samaritan, a prefiguration of Christ, shows 

mercy to the wounded man, caring for him and ensuring that 

 
8 Dumitru Stăniloae, Teologia Dogmatică Ortodoxă, vol. 3, ediția a II-a, 

(București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe 

Române, 1997), 14. 
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he receives proper treatment. This action symbolizes the 

healing work of Christ and the role of the Church in 

providing care for the suffering. The Samaritan's act of 

healing is not merely a medical intervention but also a 

manifestation of divine love that transcends ethnic and 

religious barriers. 

The healings performed by Christ are also a testimony 

to the truth of the Incarnation. By taking on human nature, 

Christ entered into solidarity with our sufferings, bearing our 

illnesses and pains: “But it was our pain he took, and our 

diseases were put on him” (Isaiah LIII, 4). The Incarnation is 

an act of kenosis and the assumption of all humanity, 

including its sufferings and diseases, in order to redeem and 

heal them: “remaining God, in His descent to our nature, He 

could heal its wounds”9. The healings performed by Christ 

are not mere miracles, but manifestations of God's saving 

love and power, anticipating the ultimate restoration of 

creation in the Kingdom of God.  

All this shows that, in the New Testament, healing and 

caring for the sick are seen as manifestations of the Kingdom 

of God on earth, signs of God's presence and power. The 

healings performed by the Saviour Jesus Christ and His 

Apostles not only attest to divine authority and power but 

also provide a model of compassion and care for the 

Christian community. Through His acts of healing, the 

Saviour Jesus Christ teaches His followers to look upon the 

suffering with mercy and to work towards alleviating their 

suffering. In the Old Testament, care for the sick is regulated 

by laws and rituals to maintain the purity of the community. 

 
9 Stăniloae, Teologia..., vol. 3, 47. 
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In the New Testament, caring for the sick becomes a common 

responsibility of the entire Christian community, reflecting 

the love and unity lived in Christ. In the New Testament, 

healing is not just a charitable action but an integral part of 

the mission of proclaiming the Gospel. Christ sends the 

apostles to preach and to heal: “And, on your way, say, The 

kingdom of heaven is near. Make well those who are ill, give 

life to the dead, make lepers clean, send evil spirits out of 

men” (Matthew 10, 7-8). 

 

The patristic foundations of caring for the sick 

Caring for the sick occupies a significant place in the 

Christian patristic tradition, with the Holy Fathers affirming 

the importance of charity10, compassion, and service to those 

 
10 In pagan religion, the gods did not impose ethical requirements or 

punish ethical violations, but rather negligence or violations of ritual 

standards.: „It was not that Romans knew nothing of charity, but that it 

was not based on service to the gods. Pagan gods did not punish ethical 

violations because they imposed no ethical demands-humans offended 

the gods only through neglect or by violation of ritual standards. Since 

pagan gods required only propitiation and beyond that left human 

affairs in human hands, a pagan priest could not preach that those 

lacking in the spirit of charity risked their salvation. Indeed, the pagan 

gods offered no salvation. They might be bribed to perform various 

services, but the gods did not provide an escape from mortality. We 

must keep that in sight as we compare the reactions of Christians and 

pagans to the shadow of sudden death. Galen lacked belief in life 

beyond death. The Christians were certain that this life was but prelude. 

For Galen to have remained in Rome to treat the afflicted would have 

required bravery far beyond that needed by Christians to do likewise” – 

Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus 

Movement Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World in a 

Few Centuries (HarperCollins Publishers), 88. 
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in suffering as expressions of authentic Christian life. They 

extended biblical teachings, providing a theological and 

practical foundation for the care of the sick within the 

Christian community. St. John Chrysostom and St. Basil the 

Great made significant contributions to organizing assistance 

for the poor and the sick, including the establishment of 

hospitals (nosocomia) and charitable institutions in the 4th 

century. These initiatives laid the groundwork for the 

subsequent development of Christian charitable institutions. 

Clement of Alexandria emphasizes two fundamental 

aspects of Christian theology: love for Christ and the 

importance of caring for the community of believers: “First in 

importance, therefore, is the one who loves Christ; second is 

the one who honours and cares for those who believe in 

Christ. For the good that you do to a disciple of Christ, the 

Lord counts as being done to Him and takes it as His own”11. 

He also suggests that charity is not limited to outward and 

tangible acts, such as offering financial help or caring for the 

sick and needy. While these actions are undoubtedly 

valuable and necessary, the true moral value lies in the 

intention behind these actions. The intention to do good, 

even if it cannot be realized due to external circumstances 

such as poverty, illness, or old age, is equal in value to the 

concrete act of charity: “Sometimes we wish to perform acts 

of charity, either through financial aid or physical care, such 

as providing for the needy, serving the sick, or being with 

someone in distress, but we are unable to fulfil our intention, 

 
11 Clement Alexandrinul, „Care bogat se va mântui”, Scrieri, Partea întâia, 

traducere, introducere, note și indici de pr. D. Fecioru, PSB 4, (București: 

Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe Române, 

1982), 55. 
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either because of poverty, illness, or old age – for old age is 

also a natural infirmity – and thus we cannot accomplish 

what we desire. Those who wish to perform charity share the 

same honour as those who can, because the will to do charity 

is equal to that of those who perform it; the only difference is 

that others surpass them due to their wealth”12. 

A poignant testimony about caring for the sick can be 

found in the 3rd century in St. Dionysius of Alexandria, in his 

Epistle XII to the Alexandrians: “Certainly very many of our 

brethren, while, in their exceeding love and brotherly-

kindness, they did not spare themselves, but kept by each 

other, and visited the sick without thought of their own peril, 

and ministered to them assiduously, and treated them for 

their healing in Christ, died from time to time most joyfully 

along with them, lading themselves with pains derived from 

others, and drawing upon themselves their neighbours' 

diseases, and willingly taking over to their own persons the 

burden of the sufferings of those around them 

(ἀναμασσόμενοι τὰς ἀλγηδόνας). And many who had thus 

cured others of their sicknesses, and restored them to 

strength, died themselves, having transferred to their own 

bodies the death that lay upon these. And that common 

saying, which else seemed always to be only a polite form of 

address, they expressed in actual fact then, as they departed 

this life, like the offscourings (περίψημα) of all. Yea, the very 

best of our brethren have departed this life in this manner, 

including some presbyters and some deacons, and among the 

 
12 Clement Alexandrinul, „Stromate IV, 6, 38, 3-4”, Scrieri, Partea a doua, 

Stromatele, PSB 5, traducere, cuvânt înainte, note și indici de pr. D. 

Fecioru, (București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii 

Ortodoxe Române, 1982), 253-254. 
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people those who were in highest reputation: so that this 

very form of death, in virtue of the distinguished piety and 

the steadfast faith which were exhibited in it, appeared to 

come in nothing beneath martyrdom itself. … And then in a 

little while after they had the same services done for 

themselves, as those who survived were ever following those 

who departed before them”13. 

Unlike Christians, the pagans’ behaviour reveals a 

profound disregard for other people’s suffering: “But among 

the heathen all was the very reverse. For they thrust aside 

any who began to be sick, and kept aloof even from their 

dearest friends, and cast the sufferers out upon the public 

roads half dead, and left them unburied, and treated them 

with utter contempt when they died, steadily avoiding any 

kind of communication and intercourse with death ; which, 

however, it was not easy for them altogether to escape, in 

spite of the many precautions they employed”14. 

St. John Chrysostom, known for the eloquence and 

depth of his words, was a strong advocate for acts of charity 

and the care of the marginalized and suffering. He 

emphasized the importance of caring for the sick, considering 

it a concrete expression of Christian love. He compared 

 
13 Eusebiu de Cezareea, „Istoria bisericească, VII, 22, 7-9”, Istoria 

bisericească, PSB 20, traducere din limba greacă veche, studiu 

introductiv și note de pr. prof. Teodor Bodogae, ediție revizuită de 

prof. Tudor Teoteoi (București: Editura Basilica, 2020), 374-375; see Sf. 

Dionisie al Alexandriei, „Epistola XII, Către alexandrini, 3”, The Works 

of Gregory Thaumaturgus, Dionysius of Alexandria and Archelaus, 

translaed by Rev. S.D.F. Salmond, D.D,  vol. XX, (Edinburgh: T&T 

Clark, 1882), 237-238. 
14 Eusebiu de Cezareea, „Istoria bisericească, VII, 22, 10”, Istoria..., 375 (The 

Works of Gregory Thaumaturgus, Dionysius of Alexandria and Archelaus, 238). 
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visiting and caring for a sick person to visiting and caring for 

Christ Himself. St. John urges us to go beyond mere 

abstinence from evil and to perform acts of charity and 

compassion. Caring for the sick is a moral duty and a way to 

draw closer to God. He states: “the philanthropist is not the 

one who first wounds and then heals, but the one who heals 

those who are wounded”15, “let us imitate Christ and not 

hesitate to come to the aid of our humbled and unfortunate 

brothers... Let us have but one thought: the salvation of all; 

let us encourage those who have stopped, lift up those who 

have fallen”16, “the number of those helped by the Church 

rises to three thousand. Besides these three thousand souls, 

the Church daily helps those in prisons, the sick in hospitals, 

the healthy, strangers, the crippled, those who stand at the 

church door for food and clothing, in short, all who ask for 

help every day”17, “blessed Paul determines and says: ‘To 

depart and be with Christ is far better; but to remain in the 

flesh is more necessary for your sake’. Do you see, then, that 

Paul placed helping his neighbour above departing to be 

with Christ? For doing the will of Christ means being with 

Christ; and Christ's will is nothing other than to care for the 

benefit of one's neighbour”18. 

 
15 Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur, „Omilii la Matei, LII, 5”, Scrieri, Partea a treia, 

Omilii la Matei, traducere, introducere, indici și note de Pr. D. Fecioru 

(București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe 

Române, 1994), 608. 
16 Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur, „Omilii la Matei, LIX, 5”, Scrieri, Partea a 

treia…, 691-692. 
17 Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur, „Omilii la Matei, LXVI, 4”, Scrieri, Partea a 

treia…, 766. 
18 Sfântul Ioan Gură de Aur, „Omilii la Matei, LXXVII, 6”, Scrieri, Partea a 

treia…, 882. 
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St. Basil the Great made a remarkable contribution to 

the care of the sick in early Christian history, laying the 

foundations for the development of the modern hospital. 

Through his actions, St. Basil exemplified the profound 

Christian belief that caring for the suffering is a manifestation 

of Christian love and charity. 

In Caesarea, around 372, St. Basil established a complex 

known as the Basiliad19. This establishment included a 

hospital that served not only as a place for medical care for 

the sick but also as a centre for assistance for the poor, 

orphans, and widows. This institution was described by St. 

Gregory of Nazianzus as a new city, a sanctuary of piety, 

where illness was endured without complaint and where 

love shone through its works. “Just as others took care of 

cooks, lavish tables, intricate pastries, and culinary 

refinements, of fine carriages and the softest and most 

pleasant clothes, for Basil [the objects of care] were the sick, 

the remedies for wounds, and the imitation of Christ, who 

healed leprosy not only with words but also with deeds”20. 

St. Basil was aware of the limitations of the medicine of 

his time and taught that, although medicine should not be 

completely ignored, hope and trust should not be placed 

exclusively in it. Therefore, one’s gaze should always be 

directed towards the Saviour Jesus Christ, the Healer of all, 

expressing a balanced view between faith and the rational 

 
19 Philip Rousseau, Basil of Caesarea (Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: 

University of California Press, 1998), 141. 
20 Sfântul Grigorie Teologul, „Cuvântarea 43, 63”, Panegiric în cinstea 

Sfântului Vasile cel Mare (Cuvântarea 43), traducere, introducere și note de 

Ioana Costa, (București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune 

Ortodoxă, 2014), 74. 
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use of medicine: “Regarding the aids of the medical art, let us 

not place all our hope for the relief of pains solely in this art, 

but let us know that the Lord will not allow us to be tested 

beyond what we can bear”21. 

The institutional establishment founded by St. Basil was 

not just a hospital but a model of social assistance that 

included various facilities for the poor. This was a major 

innovation of the time, prefiguring the later development of 

hospitals and organized medical care. Through his actions, St. 

Basil laid the foundations for what would become a defining 

characteristic of the Christian Church: care for the sick and 

needy: “For I would like to ask those who always annoy your 

loyal ears: what wrong do we commit against the State, or 

what kind of public interest, small or large, is disregarded if 

we administer our Churches ourselves? ... Whom do we 

wrong when we build hostels and asylums for strangers who 

pass through and need some healing? Or, finally, when we 

establish necessary institutions for their relief, with nurses, 

doctors, beasts of burden, and auxiliary staff?”22. 

St. Basil’s contribution to the care of the sick was not 

just a practical achievement but also a manifestation of his 

theology, which saw the act of caring as an extension of 

Christ's love towards those who suffer. In this way, he 

 
21 Sfântul Vasile cel Mare, „Regulile Mari, 55, II”, Scrieri, Partea a doua, 

Asceticele, traducere, introducere, indici și note de prof. Iorgu D. Ivan, 

(București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe 

Române, 1989), 297. 
22 Sfântul Vasile cel Mare, „Epistola 94”, Scrieri, Partea a Treia Despre Sfântul 

Duh. Corespondență (Epistole), traducere, introducere, note și indici de 

preot prof. dr. Constantin Corniţescu și preot prof. dr. Teodor Bodogae, 

(București: Editura Institutului Biblic și de Misiune al Bisericii Ortodoxe 

Române, 1988), 271. 
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demonstrated that serving those in need is an expression of 

authentic spiritual life.  

St. Gregory of Nazianzus affirms that caring for the sick 

is a direct reflection of God's love, a form of divine service: 

“God is served by nothing more than mercy, for nothing is 

more proper to Him than this, as mercy and truth go before 

Him, and we must bring mercy before judgment; and 

nothing rewards more than philanthropy the merciful one, 

from Him who measures justly and weighs mercy. We must 

open our hearts to all the poor and to those who suffer from 

any cause, according to the commandment that urges us to 

rejoice with those who rejoice and to weep with those who 

weep; and we must offer humanity the tribute of goodness, 

being human among humans”23 or “nothing makes a person 

more like God than doing good”24. 

These Church Fathers and ecclesiastical writers 

contributed to the crystallization of Christian teaching on the 

care of the sick, which combines love, charity, and communal 

responsibility. Through their writings and life examples, they 

left a lasting legacy, teaching that serving those in need is a 

fundamental expression of Christian love and a way of living 

according to the Gospel. These teachings continue to inspire 

Christian work in social assistance and medical care and form 

the basis for numerous philanthropic initiatives worldwide. 

Exploring the teachings and writings of other Church Fathers 

or ecclesiastical writers further expands the understanding of 

the Christian tradition regarding the care of the sick. These 

 
23 Sfântul Grigore de Nazanz, „Oratio 14, De pauperum amore, 5-6”, PG 

XXXVI, 864 CD. 
24 Sfântul Grigore de Nazanz, „Oratio 14, De pauperum amore, 27”, PG 

XXXVI, 892 D-893 A. 
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theologians solidified the theological foundations of charity 

and compassion, offering valuable perspectives on Christian 

responsibility towards those who suffer. 

These references highlight the depth and breadth of 

patristic thought on the care of the sick, as it is not only a 

moral obligation but also an expression of authentic Christian 

living as life in Christ through the Holy Spirit. The Holy 

Fathers saw charity and serving the needy as a necessary 

path to personal purification and sanctification, as well as the 

formation of communion and solidarity within the church 

community. 

 

Theological foundations of caring for the sick 

The theological foundations of caring for the sick in 

Christianity are rooted in the teachings and example of the 

Saviour Jesus Christ, as well as in the biblical traditions and 

writings of both the Old and New Testaments. These principles 

reflect Christian theology on charity, love, service, and the 

recognition of the inherent value of every human being.  

 

 The Love of God 

Caring for the sick is deeply rooted in the divine 

attributes of God's love (agape) and mercy (eleos). These 

theological foundations are essential for understanding how 

God reveals Himself and acts in the world and how believers 

are called to participate in this divine work. 

In patristic theology, God's love is often described 

using the term eros. It should be noted that the Greek 

language has several semantic distinctions for “love” through 
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ἀγάπη (affection, brotherly love)25, ἔρως (passionate desire, 

love, passion)26, στέργω (tender love, esteem)27, and φιλία 

(friendship, non-sensual love)28. Although in common 

language, eros is often associated with erotic or sexual love29, 

in the patristic theological context, divine eros represents a 

much deeper and transcendent concept30. Saint Dionysius the 

Areopagite is one of the Church Fathers who uses this term 

to describe divine love: “I think that the Scriptures see a 

common meaning in the names of love and eros, which is 

why they use the word true eros more for divine matters, due 

to the undue prejudice of such people. For not only we, but 

also the Scriptures praise eros as appropriate for God”31. For 

Dionysius, divine eros is a creative and unifying force that 

springs from God's being and flows over all creation. 

 
25 Bailly, Dictionnaire Grec-Français (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1935), 7. 
26 Bailly, Dictionnaire…, 813. 
27 Bailly, Dictionnaire…, 1789. 
28 Bailly, Dictionnaire…, 2072. 
29 „Hence Eros/eros has a double life in Greek literature: an 

anthropomorphic god, but also the inhuman force of sexual attraction 

inherent in every living creature” – Bruce Thornton, Eros: the myth of 

ancient Greek sexuality (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1997), 13; 

Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros, Part I. A Study of Christian Idea of 

Love, Part II. The History of the Christian Idea of Love, translated by 

Philip S. Watson, (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1953), 175-181. 
30 De remarcat faptul că ἔρως este folosit doar în Proverbe XXX, 16, în 

Septuaginta; Alfred Rahlfs, Septuaginta, Id est Vetus testamentum graece 

iuxta LXX interpretes, Duo volumina in uno, Volumen II, Libri poetici et 

prophetici (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1979), 226. 
31 Sfântul Dionisie Areopagitul, „Despre numirile dumnezeiești IV, 12”, 

Opere complete și Scoliile Sfântului Maxim Mărturisitorul, traducere, 

introducere și note de pr. Dumitru Stăniloae, ediție îngrijită de 

Constanța Costea, (București: Editura Paideia, 1996), 150. 
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Divine eros is the expression of God's love that not only 

creates but also sustains, heals, and brings creation to 

perfection. It is an unconditional, sacrificial, and life-giving 

love. In Christ, divine eros is perfectly manifested: “For God 

had such love for the world that he gave his only Son, so that 

whoever has faith in him may not come to destruction but 

have eternal life” (John III, 16). In this context, divine love is 

not merely affection but a transformative dynamic that finds 

its ultimate expression in the redemptive act of the Cross. 

Saint Maximus the Confessor develops this concept 

further, stating that divine eros is the driving force that sets all 

creation in motion towards union with God. For Maximus, 

divine love (eros) is the unifying force that transcends and 

transforms all existence: “He calls God the source and begetter 

of love and eros; for having these, He has shown them 

outwardly – we understand the creatures; and for this reason it 

is said: God is love (I John IV, 16); ... And by the fact that He 

pours forth from Himself the loving eros, it is said that He 

moves it, being the begetter of it; and by the fact that He is truly 

the one who is loved and cherished, He moves those who seek 

Him in those to whom He has given the power to desire Him”32. 

Divine eros inspires believers to draw near to those 

who suffer, to share in the intense love of God, and to 

become instruments of His mercy: “Therefore, when we wish 

to do any good, let us aim not at pleasing people, but at 

pleasing God, so that, always looking to Him, we may do 

everything for His sake”33. 

 
32 Sfântul Dionisie Areopagitul, „Scoliile Sfântului Maxim Mărturisitorul, 

Despre numirile dumnezeiești, IV, 14”, Opere complete..., 195. 
33 Sfântul Maxim Mărturisitorul, „Cele patru sute de capete despre 

dragoste, II, 48”, Filocalia, volumul 2, traducere din grecește, introducere 
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Mercy (eleos) is the manifestation of divine love. It 

represents the way in which divine eros is expressed in God's 

relationship with wounded and sinful creation. God's mercy 

is not merely a feeling of compassion, but a concrete action 

aimed at the restoration and healing of creation. Divine eros 

and eleos reflect a conception of being and existence founded 

on love and relationship. In contrast to the existentialist view, 

which sees suffering and alienation as fundamental aspects of 

the human condition, Orthodox theology proposes a vision in 

which the love relationship between God and creation is the 

ultimate basis of existence. Divine eros draws all things 

towards unity and perfection, while eleos, as the expression of 

divine eros in the world, acts to heal and repair the fractures 

created by sin and suffering. In this sense, mercy is the 

dynamic of love that pours out upon those in need, healing 

and restoring them. In the New Testament, Christ is the 

prototype of this merciful love. He approaches the 

marginalized, the sick, and the sinful, offering them not only 

physical healing but also spiritual restoration. 

 

Following Christ 

Caring for the sick in the Christian tradition is deeply 

rooted in the example and teachings of the Saviour Jesus 

Christ. This aspect of the Christian mission is not merely a 

moral duty but a calling to follow the divine model of love 

and mercy demonstrated by Christ during His earthly life. 

His acts of healing are central to His salvific work. The 

gospel accounts abound with examples of miraculous 

 
și note de preotul profesor dr. Dumitru Stăniloae, (București: Editura 

Institutului Biblic și de Misiune Ortodoxă, 2008), 116. 
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healings that affirm divine love and God's power over 

illness and suffering. These healings are not merely 

demonstrations of power but expressions of God's love 

and signs of the presence of the Kingdom of God: “And 

Jesus went about in all Galilee, teaching in their 

Synagogues and preaching the good news of the kingdom, 

and making well those who were ill with any disease 

among the people” (Matthew 4, 23). 

Following Christ involves imitating His life and work. 

The Apostle Paul urges Christians to be followers of Christ: 

“Let it then be your desire to be like God, as well-loved 

children” (Ephesians 5, 1). This means that believers are 

called to continue the work of healing and caring for the sick, 

thus reflecting God's love and mercy in the world. Jesus 

Himself sent His disciples to perform works of healing, 

entrusting them with the power to alleviate suffering and 

heal the sick: “And he got together his twelve disciples and 

gave them the power of driving out unclean spirits, and of 

making well all sorts of disease and pain” (Matthew 10, 1). 

This mission has been extended to all believers, calling them 

to continue Christ's work in the world. 

Caring for the sick is integrated into the sacramental life 

of the Church. The Sacrament of Holy Unction is a means 

through which the healing grace of God is imparted to the 

faithful. This Sacrament continues the work of Christ and the 

apostles, reflecting the belief that God is present and provident 

in the life of the Church through healing and comfort. 

St. James the Apostle affirms the importance of prayer 

and anointing for the sick: “Is anyone among you ill? let him 

send for the rulers of the church; and let them say prayers 

over him, putting oil on him in the name of the Lord. And by 
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the prayer of faith the man who is ill will be made well, and 

he will be lifted up by the Lord, and for any sin which he has 

done he will have forgiveness” (James 5, 14-15). These words 

show that caring for the sick is a communal and sacramental 

responsibility. 

 

Conclusions 

Caring for the sick in Orthodox theology has solid 

foundations in the Holy Scripture and the patristic writings, 

reflecting God’s love and mercy. This theme is integrated into 

the mission of healing and restoring the human person, 

having profound significance from both theological and 

pastoral perspectives. 

In the Old Testament, the care of the sick is connected 

to laws and rituals that address both physical health and 

spiritual purity. The Law of Moses and the Psalms emphasize 

the importance of prayer and divine providence in the 

healing process, showing that health is conditioned by faith 

in God. In the New Testament, the Saviour Jesus Christ and 

His Apostles place the care of the sick at the centre of the 

Christian mission, demonstrating that physical healing is 

closely linked to spiritual healing and that acts of mercy are 

manifestations of the Kingdom of God. 

The Holy Fathers developed a theology of charity and 

care for the sick that integrates love and communal 

responsibility. Their initiatives, including the establishment 

of hospitals and charitable institutions, laid the foundations 

of a tradition of Christian social assistance, showing that 

serving those who suffer is a concrete expression of Christian 

love and a path to personal sanctification. 
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Caring for the sick is integrated into the sacramental 

life of the Church, especially through the Sacrament of Holy 

Unction. The Church, as the Body of Christ, continues the 

healing work of the Saviour, offering comfort and hope to 

those who suffer. 

In conclusion, caring for the sick in Orthodox theology 

is a manifestation of divine love and mercy, a communal 

responsibility, and a path to personal sanctification. By 

serving those who suffer, believers become hands that work 

in the name of Christ, bringing comfort, hope, and healing to 

the world. 


