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Humanitarian Charity in History: Christian Beneficence for Public Health 
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Editors’ Note: The PHRS Bulletin publishes a wide range of articles, with purposes 
ranging from education and pedagogy to advocacy to theoretical or historical reflection. 
In this piece, Brenda Llewellyn Ihssen examines the links between Christian charity and 
healthcare to understand the legacies of approaches, values, and practices that continue 
to influence communities and public health thinking today. 

 

eligion and healthcare are ‘having a 
moment;’ they have long been partners, 

but this relationship has not always been public in 
a society that might prefer to see them as 
contradictory. While the AIDS crisis and 9/11 
increased acceptance and visibility of faith-based 
partnerships in public health, COVID-19 further 
pushed the religion and healthcare liaison into the 
national spotlight, with open discourse about 
religious views on medical testing, vaccine 
development, public health expectations, and 
social responsibilities. Everyone had something to 
say, historically accurate or not. Yet in the 
dominant Christianity practiced in the United 
States, often it seems that Dolly Parton is the best 
representative of Christian charity since Jesus.1 It 
is clear that those who seek to relegate care for 
those in need to governmental systems either are 
unaware of the historical roots and complex 
nuances of what is commonly called Christian 
‘charity,’ or they are ignoring altogether its deep 
historical links to health and health care delivery. 
This essay looks back at those links to help us 
understand the legacies of approaches, values, and 
practices that continue to influence communities 
and public health thinking today. 

There are a variety of terms for early Christian 
philanthropic activity. The most frequently used 
were euergesia (performing an act of kindness) 
and eleutheriotes (demonstration of divine 
liberality). Jesus and his followers inherited 
notions of philanthropy from Hebrew scriptures, 
and the Jesus movement had engaged in wealth-
redistribution from the start. Theologians writing 
to wealthier converts are sometimes ambiguous,2 
but affirmed renunciation, distribution of wealth, 

and the alleviation of 
debt.3 Both New 
Testament and early 
Christian texts 
unequivocally 
denounce money as 
dangerous,4 even 
putting at risk one’s 
eternal salvation. 
Jesus’ view of to the 
hungry, the ill, and 
the poor, and his 
demonstration of 
love for God and neighbour5 (by fiscal divestment 
to the poor)6 was an operating principle for early 
Christian social groups,7 supported by various 
New Testament epistles.8 It was several centuries 
before theologians extolled charitable relief for all 
regardless of beliefs9 —but it is fair to say that 
Jesus’ activity for the most part transcended 
gender, status, and racial identity.10 

Early Christian communities cultivated virtues to 
assist Christian and non-Christian11 households, 
and provided indiscriminate public aid in times of 
social, medical, and economic crises. They show 
synergies with pre-Christian ‘classical’ Hellenistic 
ideals of hospitality and love of one’s neighbour,12 
as well as varying degrees of government support 
beginning in the fourth century CE. Christians 
emerged as civic representatives of social welfare 
and philanthropy. Distribution motives did not 
always fit our modern views of ‘social justice,’13 
but in the context of the tools of their day—letters, 
sermons, canon law, and the lives of saints14 — 
charity distribution to benefit public health was 
understood to reflect an ethical, pious Christian 
life. Theological concepts like salvation, 

R 

Brenda Llewellyn Ihssen 

https://publichealthrs.org/a046/
http://www.publichealthrs.org/a047/#_ftn1


LLEWELLYN IHSSEN 

atonement, and the body of Christ, identified the
poor, ill, aged, anguished, and enslaved as pious
opportunities for giving. The practice of these
values resulted in new approaches to assets
managements, the concept of investments, views
about the roles of the poor and unhealthy in
society, new models of healthcare, and attention to
the way that charity bound donors and recipients
together toward a vision of healthy society in this
life and salvation in the next.15 Church law and
leadership ideals compelled those now in power—
bishops and abbots—to apply charitable
philanthropy in ways that included—but were not
limited to—direct medical care for the needy. 

•                        •                        • 
Charity is never independent of historical context.
In Christian history, imperial politics and
government attitudes toward funding religious
institutions has shaped philanthropy, including
healthcare-related charity. As charity was
channeled through a centralized church, voluntary
generosity16 was replaced with organized and
controlled programs.17 These included building
and maintaining hospitals, hospices, and homes
for the aged,18 the orphaned, the poor, the blind,
the weary, the dying, and even the dead.19

Distribution of care to this new constituency
reflected a shift in social classifications,20 a shift
well worth remembering in light of headlines
today: on housing crises, on mental health crises,
or on the next wave in the opioid overdose crisis
across the United States.21 

•                        •                        • 
Asked what makes
a good religious
leader, the city of
Alexandria’s fifth-
century bishop,
Cyril, replied, “The
gift of prophetic
visions is of no use
to a bishop,
compared with

giving to those in
need.”22 By
Cyril’s day, 

philanthropy had become a way of life for
ordinary Christians, and not just bishops.23 The
moral obligation to give alms to the church put
goods into reliable circulation as charity.
Ecclesiastical lists and sermons witness to
registers for distributing money for public
healthcare. The works of the Patriarch John the
Almsgiver (6th-7th century) and Patriarch
Tarasios of Constantinople (8th-9th century)
testify to the thousands of clergy, women, men,
and children who received charity in various
forms: shelter, clothing, money, food, and
healthcare.24 Economy and theology were tightly
connected and socially transformative, as care for
others became, in time, care for an “ever-
broadening circle of recipients,”25 each
understood as the body of Christ.26 

Institutions varied in what they focused on. The
municipal poor might turn to a variety of services
from bishops and urban monasteries, while rural
monasteries tended to focus on pilgrims,27

offering food, clothing, shelter, and money. Some
regulated “earned” charity,28 while others built
rules for giving into their daily work practices. The
fourteenth-century Typikon of Theodora Synadene
for the Convent of the Mother of God Bebaia Elpis
in Constantinople,29 for instance, says that the
nuns worked not only for their own “flight from
the vanities of this world,” but also to be able to “
‘give to those in need’ [Eph. 4.28] in accordance
with the commandment of the apostle.”30 The nuns
were also expected to distribute the remains of
their daily meal to “those who are driven by
starvation and harsh and grievous famine to come
to your gate every day.” 

By renouncing their wealth, Christians were
encouraged to emulate the divine benevolence of
the supreme giver of gifts,32 but alms distribution
was not necessarily the same as being divinely
‘charitable.’ The Vision of Kaioumos tells of a rich
man named Philentolos who, during his lifetime
was equally committed to charity and
dishonorable activities. There was lively debate
after he died, over whether his charity was enough
to ensure salvation. It likely pleased some of his
critics when the hermit Kaioumos had a vision that 

Saint John the Alms-Giver.
Byzantine Psalter, 14th Century 
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Philentolos was in neither
heaven nor hell, but rather
was spending his eternity
with unbaptized 
children.33 The subtlety
would not be lost on a
seventh-century audience,
but it is worth affirming
here: Philentolos’ good
works were not nearly
good enough to outweigh
any “dishonorable 
activities,” leaving him 
stuck forever in an uncomfortable limbo, rather
than enjoying the rewards of paradise. 

Conclusion 

These stories remind modern audiences that
religion is never divorced from other social
systems such as politics, economics, and
healthcare. The laws, sermons, letters, monastic
Rules, and saints’ lives of pre-modern Christian
texts clearly link charity with eschatological hope,
but a hope that benefited all parties in the present
in diverse and distinct ways. For these writers,
charity prevented greed and hoarding34 even as it
promised immediate relief to communities and
individuals in need. Inherited from Israelite,
Hellenic, Rabbinic, and Roman philosophies of
philanthropy, Christian charity, as a duty of care
and as an expression and physical manifestation of
theology, engaged full societal participation in a
divine economy of faith and action.
_______________________________________ 

This article is based on Llewellyn Ihssen, “Charity
and Almsgiving”, [2024]”. It has been
substantially revised and shortened here. 
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