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                                                              MICHAEL PRABHU NOVEMBER 13, 2020
Medieval Christian Medicine Was the Forerunner of Modern Medicine
In the Middle Ages, Christians were responsible for a surprising host of medical innovations.

https://www.ncregister.com/blog/medieval-medicine
Dave Armstrong, November 13, 2020

I recently engaged an atheist who claimed that medieval hospitals were basically hospices, with no particular treatments, remedies or therapeutics — or any notable openness to scientific advancement or technique — and that the claim that Christianity was greatly in the forefront of modern medicine was fictitious.
I knew this was false, but I set out to bolster my defense with more facts. I’ve written here before* about the remarkable knowledge of the biblical writers regarding germ theory, which was basically only understood in science in the 19th century.

But did the hospitals in the Middle Ages actually have any effective treatments? Yes! Monks intensely studied and experimented medicinal properties of plants. This scenario — let’s not forget — produced Gregor Mendel, who discovered genetics in the 19th century, by studying peas. Healing herbs were widely available. Books of such herbal remedies were written by monks.

In the 12th century, many medical texts from ancient Greece and Islamic medicine were translated into Latin, and the practices and treatments described therein began to be implemented. In the late 13th century, surgery — however primitive — greatly advanced and began to be practiced much more than formerly.

The practice of medicine in the early Middle Ages was empirical and pragmatic. It focused mainly on curing disease rather than discovering the cause of diseases. Often it was believed the cause of disease was supernatural. Nevertheless, secular approaches to curing diseases existed. ...
Evidence of pagan influence on emerging Christian medical practice was provided by many prominent early Christian thinkers, such as Origen, Clement of Alexandria, and Augustine, who studied natural philosophy and held important aspects of secular Greek philosophy that were in line with Christian thought. ...

In exchanging the herbal texts among monasteries, monks became aware of herbs that could be very useful but were not found in the surrounding area. The monastic clergy traded with one another or used commercial means to obtain the foreign herbs. Inside most of the monastery grounds there had been a separate garden designated for the plants that were needed for the treatment of the sick. A serving plan of St. Gall depicts a separate garden to be developed for strictly medical herbals. 

Monks and nuns also devoted a large amount of their time in the cultivation of the herbs they felt were necessary in the care of the sick. Some plants were not native to the local area and needed special care to be kept alive. The monks used a form of science, what we would today consider botany, to cultivate these plants. Foreign herbs and plants determined to be highly valuable were grown in gardens in close proximity to the monastery in order for the monastic clergy to hastily have access to the natural remedies. ...

The Middle Ages contributed a great deal to medical knowledge. This period contained progress in surgery, medical chemistry, dissection, and practical medicine. The Middle Ages laid the ground work for later, more significant discoveries. There was a slow but constant progression in the way that medicine was studied and practiced. It went from apprenticeships to universities and from oral traditions to documenting texts. The most well-known preservers of texts, not only medical, would be the monasteries. The monks were able to copy and revise any medical texts that they were able to obtain. ...

Western Europe also experienced economic, population and urban growth in the 12th and 13th centuries leading to the ascent of medieval medical universities. The University of Salerno was considered to be a renowned provenance of medical practitioners in the 9th and 10th centuries, but was not recognized as an official medical university until 1231. . . . the Universities of Paris (1150), Bologna (1158), Oxford (1167), Montpelier (1181) and Padua (1222), extended the initial work of Salerno across Europe, and by the 13th century, medical leadership had passed to these newer institutions. ...

Moreover, Christians who were experimenting in (primitive but notable and relatively sophisticated) scientific techniques throughout the medieval period, were responsible for a host of new medical innovations. I cite a small representative sampling:

Paul of Aegina (c. 625 - c. 690) was perhaps the greatest Byzantine surgeon, and developed many novel surgical techniques and authored the medical encyclopedia Medical Compendium in Seven Books. The book on surgery in particular was a definitive treatise for hundreds of years.

Hunayn ibn Ishaq (809-873) [Nestorian]. His monumental developments on the eye are found in his innovative book, Ten Treatises on Ophthalmology — the first systematic book in this field. He explained in minute details, eye diseases and their symptoms and treatments. He accurately described cysts and tumors and wrote about how to treat various corneal ulcers through surgery; also about how to repair cataracts.

St. Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179; Doctor of the Church) wrote botanical and medicinal texts.

Theodoric Borgognoni (1205-1298; bishop) He developed an antiseptic approach, with wounds being cleaned and sutured to promote healing. Bandages were pre-soaked in wine as a form of disinfectant. He promoted the use of anesthetics in surgery. A sponge soaked in a dissolved solution of opium, mandrake, hemlock, mulberry juice, ivy and other substances was held beneath the patient’s nose to induce unconsciousness.

The myths that atheists spread about medieval Christianity and science (including) are wild charges and simply unsubstantiated. It’s the same old tired saw of “Christianity — especially when it was the dominant cultural force — was supposedly anti-science, anti-intellectual, and opposed to the impulse and “curiosity” of investigative science or any other sort of learning.” 

In addition to being a slander of historic Christianity (Catholicism and Orthodoxy), this is also an indefensible and reprehensible slander of the entire period of the Middle Ages. The inquiring, investigative, proto-scientific spirit of this innovative period is rarely examined in any depth or seriousness. Many atheists would rather caricature and broad-brush from a distance.
*The Bible is Not “Anti-Scientific,” as Skeptics Claim
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” (Genesis 1:1)

https://www.ncregister.com/blog/the-bible-is-not-anti-scientific-as-skeptics-claim
Dave Armstrong, October 24, 2019
Vocal and prolific online atheist Bob Seidensticker, in one of his countless trashings of Christianity (“Yet More on the Bible’s Confused Relationship with Science (2 of 2)”: dated 12-2-15), taunted:
Germs? What germs?
The Bible isn’t a reliable source of health information. . . . physical health and basic hygienic precautions are not obvious and are worth a mention somewhere. How about telling us that boiling water minimizes disease? Or how to site latrines to safeguard the water supply?

Note that this was his question. I had never thought about it before I saw this. I dug around and found out some very interesting facts.

Germ theory was still controversial within conventional medical science in 1847 when Hungarian physician Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis (1818 –1865) proposed washing hands with chlorinated lime in his book, Etiology, Concept and Prophylaxis of Childbed Fever.
Roderick McGrew testified in the Encyclopedia of Medical History: (McGraw-Hill, 1985, 77-78):

The idea of contagion was foreign to the classic medical tradition and found no place in the voluminous Hippocratic writings. The Old Testament, however, is a rich source for contagionist sentiment, especially in regard to leprosy and venereal disease. (77-78).

Hygienic principles and awareness of infectious germs, burying waste, discarding diseased garments, practicing quarantine, and disinfectant washing, were, however, found in the Bible (Lev 11:1-47; 13:46, 52; 15:1-33; ch. 22; Num 19:3-22; Deut 23:12, among many other passages).

It was not until 1873 – amazingly enough – that leprosy was proven to be an infectious disease (as opposed to hereditary). The Israelites alone practiced quarantine up until the 1800s. Hippocrates, the “father of medicine” – by contrast -- thought that “bad air” from swamps caused disease. Meanwhile, the hygienic principles that would have prevented the spread of such diseases were in the Bible: in the Laws of Moses.
Atheist polemicist Seidensticker continued his anti-factual mocking: “When the answer is known, science knows it. But when science doesn’t know it, neither does religion.”

This is patently false. And the second counter-example that readily comes to mind is Big Bang cosmology. The consensus among scientists before that became the dominant one was the steady state theory of cosmology (an eternal universe). Even Einstein accepted that.

Then a Belgian Catholic priest by the name of Fr. Georges Lemaître (1894-1966), who was also a mathematician, astronomer, and professor of physics at the Catholic University of Louvain, developed the Big Bang Theory.

Now, how does this tie into the Bible (which — I and Fr. Lemaître readily agree — is not and was not intended to be a “science book”)? Well, the Bible taught ex nihilo creation:
Genesis 1:1 (RSV) In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

Thus, in this instance, science had to adjust to a long-held tenet of Christianity, rather than vice versa. Accordingly, the agnostic astronomer Robert Jastrow (1925-2008) observed about this:

For the scientist who has lived by his faith in the power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream. He has scaled the mountains of ignorance, he is about to conquer the highest peak; as he pulls himself over the final rock, he is greeted by a band of theologians who have been sitting there for centuries. (God and the Astronomers, 1978)

Now we see how the astronomical evidence supports the Biblical view of the origin of the world. The details differ, but the essential elements in the astronomical and Biblical accounts of Genesis are the same: the chain of events leading to man commenced suddenly and sharply at a definite moment in time, in a flash of light and energy. (The Enchanted Loom, 1981)
Here is a third example that runs counter to the bigoted proclamations of anti-theist atheists: Aristotle thought that time extended to an infinite past and into an infinite future. But St. Augustine (354-430), according to the Stanford University web page, “Spacetime Before Einstein” (October 2007):

. . . put a theological twist on Lucretius’ argument for the relational nature of time in his Confessions, emphasizing that “God created the world with time, not in time”. Time came into existence along with matter, in other words — a viewpoint that interestingly foreshadows the one held by big-bang cosmologists today.

Isaac Newton (a theist, but an Arian, and quite fond of things like alchemy) was still getting it wrong some 1300 years later, according to Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (“Time”):

In about 1700, Isaac Newton claimed future time is infinite and that, although God created the material world some finite time ago, there was an infinite period of past time before that.

The Bible had taught all along that God was outside of time, and created it (e.g., Gen 21:33; Ex 3:14-15; Ps 90:2; Is 40:28; Hab 1:12; Jn 8:58; Rom 16:26; 1 Tim 1:17).

As our fourth and last example of “the Bible and [accurate] science,” Seidensticker charged that “According to the Bible, evil spirits cause disease.” Well, sometimes this is true (because demons do exist and cause harm), but by no means always. There was also a natural cause-and-effect understanding, and medicinal remedies were widely practiced. As the online Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (“Health”) notes:

Balm (Gen 37:25) is thought to have been an aromatic resin (or juice) with healing properties; oil was the universal emollient (Isa 1:6), . . . Isaiah recommended a fig poultice for a boil (38:21); . . . Medicine is mentioned (Prov 17:22) and defended as “sensible” (Sirach 38:4). Wine mixed with myrrh was considered sedative (Mark 15:23); mint, dill, and cummin assisted digestion (Matt 23:23); other herbs were recommended for particular disorders.

Luke’s constant care of Paul reminds us that nonmiraculous means of healing were not neglected in that apostolic circle. Wine is recommended [by Paul] for Timothy’s weak stomach [“use a little wine for the sake of your stomach and your frequent ailments” (1 Tim 5:23)].
Moreover, Solomon understood that the mind highly influences the body (Prov 14:30; 15:30; 16:24; 17:22).

Apologetics often arises in responses to taunting skeptical challenges.
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