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Abstract 

Several biblical narratives testify to the fact that throughout 
antiquity the leper was a person to be avoided at all costs. This was 
due to the belief that leprosy made a person unclean and was thus 
forced to live estranged from the community. The condition 
eventually even came to bear connotations of sinfulness. The 
Cappadocian Fathers, as well as several medieval holy men and 
women, have inverted this trope to suggest instead that being in 
contact with lepers actually helps one grow in holiness.  
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Introduction 

How is it that lepers, who for centuries were considered to be 
impure, sinful, even downright evil, and therefore had to be 
avoided at all costs, eventually became persons whom one must 
seek, love, and serve? In other words, how could a person or a 
group of persons who initially evoked fear and aversion suddenly 
become an object of desire and love? What could be learnt from 
this dynamic if it were to be applied to other populations who are 
being excluded in today’s society and whom we have not only the 
obligation to make sure that they are included into the social fabric 
but also that they are loved and cared for? 
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This paper will investigate the particular case of leprosy to 
offer us some insight into the dynamics involved in shaping the 
moral character of the agent. The paper will be divided into three 
parts. In the first part of this paper, I offer a brief introduction to 
the passions as elaborated upon in classical moral theology, namely 
by Thomas Aquinas and other thinkers following his line of 
reasoning. I argue that the desires, which in turn are dependent on 
the passions, are what motivate human beings to pursue the good 
and shun evil. However, these passions must be trained, or 
educated, to seek what indeed brings about human flourishing. In 
the second part of the paper, in rather thick brushstrokes, I trace 
the history of leprosy – from a disease that was to be avoided at all 
costs - not so much for its contagious properties, as much as 
because it was considered to render the person unclean, even sinful 
- to a condition that people were actually encouraged to come in 
contact with because it was eventually associated with holiness. 
Here, I focus on the contribution of the Christian tradition in 
bringing about the re-education of the passions and desires with 
regard to lepers. In the third and final part of this paper I mine the 
orations of Gregory of Nazianzus (c. 329 – 390) and Gregory of 
Nyssa (335 – 394) as well as the writings of medieval mystics to 
argue that the senses are the means used by these holy men and 
women to re-educate the passions.1 

 
Part I – The Passions in Classical Moral Theology 

It is neither possible to provide a detailed account of the 
passions in a few pages, nor is it the aim of this paper to undertake 
such an endeavour. At the risk of oversimplifying, this first 

 
1 Parts of this paper are adopted from my dissertation Carlo Calleja, 

‘Kinship as a Political Act: Responding to Political Exclusion through 
Communities of Solidaristic Kinship’ (Boston College, 2020), 
http://dlib.bc.edu/islandora/object/bc-ir:108721. See also Carlo 
Calleja, ‘The Orations of the Cappadocian Fathers on Lepers: A 
Blueprint for Exhorting Solidarity with the Socially Alienated Today’, 
Lumen et Vita 9, no. 2 (2019): 1–20. 
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subsection will offer brief overview of the passions in the Thomistic 
tradition. Here I emphasise that the passions are not mere 
reactions, but that they are subject to cognitive functions making it 
possible to apprehend an object in one way rather than in another. 
A second subsection will delve into the role of the desires and the 
senses in shaping the passions. The third and final subsection of this 
first part will outline the link between the passions, desires and the 
pursuit of the good life. 

 
The passions a way of apprehending an object 

 Throughout his extensive writings, Thomas Aquinas never 
provides an exhaustive definition of the passions.2 However, in the 
Summa Theologiae he offers a partial definition, defining them 
thus: “Passiones sunt motus appetitus sensitivi” (the passions are 
movements of the sensitive appetite).3 Aquinas uses the word 
movements or motions not in a physical sense, but rather to mean 
that there is a tending, an inclination, or attraction towards the 
good, almost in the sense of a journey or even a quest towards the 
good that is being undertaken.4 Put very simply, a passion is a 
change, that occurs within the subject with respect to the 
appetitive dimensions of the person. In other words, it is the 
emotion5 that is elicited within us when we encounter an object 
(which can take the form of a thing, a person, a relationship or a 
situation) that either attracts us or repels us, causing us to react in 
some particular way. 

 

 
2 See Robert C. Miner, Thomas Aquinas on the Passions: A Study of 

‘Summa Theologiae, 1a 2ae 22-48’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
press, 2009), 31. 

3 Thomas Aquinas, ST, I-IIae, q. 23, a. 1, sed contra. 
4 See Miner, Thomas Aquinas on the Passions, 41. 
5 I use the word emotion here just for illustrative purposes. I concur with 

most authors within the Thomisitc tradition who insist that emotions as 
we understand them today are very different from the passions 
understood by Aquinas. 
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It is important to note at the outset that the passions are not 
automata, rather they are also informed at least to some extent to 
another, by “higher forms of cognition.”6 Robert Miner notes that 
in Aquinas’s understanding of the passions, these are not 
“instinctive reactions that are impermeable to rational 
apprehension,” rather they are affected by reasons and beliefs and 
are somehow also subjugated to the will.7 This allows us to 
“interpret on different levels the significance of an object of 
concern,”8 or, put differently, to evaluate how to react to an object, 
that is being presented to the agent.  

 
The very root of the word passion denotes a passivity, 

something that happens to the subject. However, basing her 
reasoning on the work of Martha Nussbaum, Diana Friz Cates 
emphasises the active component of the passions, such that they 
are not only about the apprehension of an object but rather how 
that object is apprehended by the subject. To quote Nussbaum, 
emotions are “forms of evaluative judgment that ascribe to certain 
things and persons outside a person’s own control great 
importance for that person’s own flourishing.”9 Therefore, rather 
than being completely value-neutral as is commonly said about 
them, passions in fact already signal towards some kind of 
judgement or at least a way of acknowledging, assenting, or 
embracing that which is presented to the subject. 

 
Of interest to us here is how the agent “apprehends” an 

object, that is, processes intelligible or sensible information. 
Aquinas speaks of the five exterior senses (sight, taste, smell, 

 
6 Diana Fritz Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions: A Religious-Ethical Inquiry, 

Moral Traditions Series (Washington, D.C: Georgetown University 
Press, 2009), 62. 

7 Miner, Thomas Aquinas on the Passions, 38. 
8 Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions. 
9 Martha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of 

Emotions (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 4. 
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hearing, tactility), and the interior senses. This latter kind of senses, 
which might also be called intellectual apprehension, help us make 
sense of what is being perceived by the five senses through higher 
forms of “conceiving, thinking, reasoning, and judging, which 
require the use of abstract ideas, such as universal concepts.”10 

 
To apply what we have just outlined to the task at hand, in the 

next part of the paper we shall see how in their orations on lepers, 
Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa call on their listeners, 
the citizens of Cappadocia where they preached, to undergo a 
double process related to what has just been described. First, the 
listeners are to sensitise their senses to the lepers around them. 
The Gregorys specifically invoke the five exterior senses to 
encourage their listeners, as it were, to enter into communion with 
lepers. Whereas before the town dwellers of Cappadocia would 
pass next to the lepers and barely notice them, may times even 
avoiding them altogether, they are now called to see, touch, smell, 
taste and feel the lepers. Secondly, the interior senses of their 
listeners too are to be tuned to the lepers that they perceive with 
their outer senses. If before they considered the lepers to be an 
object of disgust or something to be feared, they are now to re-
evaluate their reactions. This, however, is a longer process that is 
related to what Aquinas calls the appetitive power. 

 
Shaping the passions through the desires 

According to Aquinas, there are two powers within the agent: 
the concupiscible and the irascible powers. Simply put, the former 
“seeks pleasure and shuns pain,” while the latter “inclines the 
sensitive appetite to resistance and defence, even when this seems 
to involve what is unpleasant or entails pain.”11 Now for Aquinas, 
by nature an agent tends towards the good and away from anything 
that lies in contradiction to the good. A person uses the intellectual 

 
10 Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, 66. 
11 Miner, Thomas Aquinas on the Passions, 47. 
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appetite and tends towards an object insofar as he or she senses 
that it leads towards human flourishing.  

 
What moves the passions are the appetites, which always seek 

the good of which there are three kinds: the benefitting good 
(bonum honestum), the pleasant (delectabile) and the useful (utile). 
What happens when these three goods conflict with one another?  

 
 Basing his work on Aquinas’s, Miner insists that the agent 
experiences a sensation by one of the senses, which then triggers a 
particular passion within the subject due to an interaction between 
the sensation and imagination. Thus, two different subjects 
presented with the same sensation might react in completely 
different ways, one with pleasure and desire, the other with 
aversion and repulsion.12 

 
An example could help illustrate this point. How could an 

object that is not pleasant to behold be at the same time also good 
for one’s own flourishing? For instance, a bitter medicine might be 
needed for the restoration of one’s physical health, so that the 
person may flourish. Were it not for the flourishing of the 
individual, the bitter medicine would be apprehended with 
revulsion. However, once it is understood that the medicine is 
needed for the restoration of one’s health, even though it remains 
bitter, it is then apprehended with more preference if not with 
outright delight. If this is true for physical health, how much more 
would one expect this to happen with regard to spiritual health, or 
better still, for the flourishing of the person, as a whole. 
 
Passions, desire and the pursuit of the good 

The object of the irascible power is the same good or evil but 
inasmuch as it is difficult to achieve or to avoid. These passions 
include hope, despair, fear and anger. Importantly, love is the root 

 
12 See Miner, 68. 
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of all passions which leads to the recognition that something else is 
fitting for me. For Aquinas, it is love that unites us to the good (in 
the example above, physical health or the flourishing of the person 
as a whole) affectively. Love unites us to the good that builds up 
our bodily and spiritual lives. It also inspires in us a real union by 
moving us to realise the good itself.  

 
The fact that we are drawn to certain goods rather than 

others, and that when we encounter those kinds of goods a sense 
of fittingness is experienced within us indicates what kind of beings 
we are. What we are attracted towards feel as natural or 
connatural to us. If the object is not yet present, love begets desire; 
when it is present, it leads to delight or pleasure.  

 
As has already been hinted at, we love the good as somehow 

fitting. Our love of the good does not end there. We never love 
something just for its own sake, we love these goods insofar as they 
are good for ourselves and for others. There is a person for whom 
that thing is loved – this is the love of friendship. 

 
The love of the good is for the person. In love, one desires the 

good of the beloved. Love, simply speaking, is for the communion 
of the good. The passions therefore motivate human flourishing, so 
they need to be formed well for this to happen. 

 
I argue that it is precisely here that the difference happens. 

The first natural response is to react to the deformed body of 
persons with leprosy with hatred, aversion, sorrow. This is not only 
a natural response to the way that the skin of the leper looks, but 
it was also reinforced even further by religious ritual teaching. 

 
This is brought out beautifully in Susan Wessel’s ground-

breaking work on the poor and the destitute in the first three 
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hundred years or so.13 There, Wessel argues that clearly within the 
Stoic tradition, the early Christian elite articulated and cultivated 
the affective dimensions of compassion in a Roman world that 
promoted emotional tranquillity as the path to human flourishing. 
However, she enriches her analysis with the contribution of the 
Christian outlook on suffering, namely the incarnation and Jesus’ 
death on the cross, as well as the various rhetorical techniques of 
early Christian preachers that were used to bring about appropriate 
emotional responses to human suffering. This resulted in 
compassion becoming the Christian virtue par excellence, and to 
which some authors actually attribute the rapid expansion of 
Christianity in the first centuries.14 

 
In the case of contact with lepers, one might rightly conclude 

that there is an innate response that triggers revulsion towards the 
ill effects of leprosy in order to safeguard the physical well-being of 
the agent, especially in view of the possibility of contagion. 
However, as shall be argued below, this aversion is amplified 
several times by associating it with ritual impurity. Moreover, the 
concern of contagion of leprosy in the ancient world is hotly 
disputed by many scholars. This further shows that the passions are 
in fact amenable to re-interpretation by the agent through the way 
that the object is apprehended by the subject and its interaction 
with imagination. It is, in fact to this imagination that the scriptures 
appeal, both in the Old Testament and in the New Testament, as 
shall be discussed below. Such appeal to the imagination can also 
be noticed in the orations and in the narratives of the lives of the 
saints which helped reshape the perception of the faithful on 
lepers. 

 
13 Susan Wessel, Passion and Compassion in Early Christianity (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
14 See 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 (San Francisco: Harper Collins Publishers, 
1997). 
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Part II- From Uncleanliness to Sinfulness to Holiness Back to 
Sinfulness 

A cursory glance at the long and winding history of leprosy 
reveals that its proverbial pendulum has swung from one in which 
it was, by and large, regarded negatively by the religious institution 
in antiquity, to one in which it was regarded positively, even to the 
point of being called the Holy Disease at least by some Christians. 
Eventually, however, for historical reasons, it ended up being 
considered negatively again. This second part of the paper will 
elaborate on the narratives that have in some way or another 
influenced the imagination of the people with regard to leprosy, 
determining also how they are to react towards it in the process. 
 
Medical Condition, Moral Signification: The Book of Leviticus 

As readers of this journal would very well know, leprosy has a 
contorted—and disputed—history. When in the Book of Leviticus, 
we find reference to leprosy (Hebrew: tzaraath), it likely referred 
to any skin lesion, in other words, anything that compromised the 
integrity of the skin. If any separation from the rest of the 
community was required, some scholars argue, this was not due to 
the fear of the contagious nature of the disease, but rather because 
the leper was deemed to be unclean. Thus, the attitude of aversion 
towards the disease was purely ritual in rationale, rather medical. 
In fact, similar restrictions were imposed on women undergoing 
menstruation, or men and women with genital discharge. In the 
Book of Leviticus (Lev. 13:1-3), written around the year 538-332, we 
read: 

 
The Lord said to Moses and Aaron,  “When a man has on the 
skin of his body a swelling or an eruption or a spot, and it turns 
into a leprous disease on the skin of his body, then he shall be 
brought to Aaron the priest or to one of his sons the priests, and 
the priest shall examine the diseased spot on the skin of his 
body; and if the hair in the diseased spot has turned white and 
the disease appears to be deeper than the skin of his body, it is 
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a leprous disease; when the priest has examined him he shall 
pronounce him unclean.” 

 
Nowadays most scholars are in agreement that what was 

called leprosy then was not the Hansen’s disease that is spoken of 
today, often called elephant disease then. At least two reasons 
could be given as evidence for this.  First, nowhere in Leviticus do 
we find any mention of the fearsome effects of leprosy, such as 
severe disfigurement of the face and extremities. Second, the 
Levitical text implies that the disease is expected to subside. 
Elephant disease never did, unless through divine intervention. 

 
In any case, the point I want to make here is that following the 

Book of Leviticus, persons with such skin conditions were not only 
deemed “unclean” they also were sanctioned in a very specific way. 
In the same chapter (Lev. 13:45-46) we read: 

 
The leper who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let 
the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper 
lip and cry, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as 
long as he has the disease; he is unclean; he shall dwell alone 
in a habitation outside the camp.  

 
Anthropologist Mary Douglas provides us with an explanation 

for the negative way in which the disease was considered, why it 
was considered to make the person unclean and why people were 
to stay away from them: 

 
Leprosy ranks at the same level of seriousness as a woman’s 
loss of blood after childbirth and as genital emissions of a 
man or a woman. In moral terms they seem at first to be 
very different, but in body logic terms they are equivalent 
threats to the integrity of the living being. The breach of the 
body's containing walls evidenced by escape of vital fluids 
and the failure of its skin cover are vulnerable states which 
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go counter to God’s creative action when he set up 
separating boundaries in the beginning.15 

 
To be sure, in other books of the Hebrew Scriptures, the same 

word, tsaraath, is used for a skin condition considered to be a 
severe form of chastisement from God, which was translated as 
leprós in the Septuagint (the first Greek translation of the Hebrew 
Scriptures). Examples include Miriam, who is punished for 
grumbling against Moses for marrying a foreigner (Num 12:10); 
Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, for accepting gifts (2 Kings 5:27); and King 
Uzziah for burning incense in the temple when he was not 
supposed to (2 Chron. 26:18–19). Leprós was carried into the New 
Testament from the Septuagint, and several occurrences are found 
in the synoptic gospels. Three of these concern individual lepers or 
groups of lepers who ask Jesus to be healed (Mt 8:3; Mk 1:42; Lk 
5:12); three instances refer to the power of Jesus’ disciples to heal 
the lepers (Mt 10:8; Mt 11:5; Lk 7:22); one refers to Simon, known 
as “the leper,” who hosted Jesus before his passion (Mk 14:3); and 
one refers to Jesus mentioning Namaan of Syria who was a leper 
(Lk 4:27). There is no doubt, therefore that in the Old Testament 
leprosy is associated with impurity, being detached from God who 
is All-Holy, and therefore from the community. 
 
The Status of Leprosy in the New Testament 

The moral status of leprosy in the New Testament is more 
ambiguous. For instance, while one would expect lepers to keep 
their distance from people, we read that Jesus went to dine in the 
house of Simon the Leper, along with a number of people. When 
the ten Lepers approach Jesus asking him to be healed, they do so 
in the village, when one would have expected them not to be even 
allowed to enter the village. Therefore, the concern of many people 
at the time was not a medical concern, as we would nowadays 
interpret it in our hyper-medicalised world, but rather, a question 

 
15 Mary Douglas, Leviticus as Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1999), 176. 
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of ritual purity, which was not always observed anyway. In fact, the 
trope of the Jesus who heals the leper is not the same as any other 
miracle where Jesus heals a person from a physical ailment, such as 
when Jesus heals the crippled man. Rather, I argue, it is about 
restoring the persons’ relationship with God and with others, that 
is, the re-integration of the leper into the community. 

 
In the pericope of the healing of the leper in the Gospel of 

Mark (written around the year 70 A.D.) there are three ambiguities 
in the text which we might actually consider as clues that 
emphasise Jesus’ healing of the leper (Mark 1:40-45). 

 
And a leper came to him beseeching him, and kneeling said to 
him, “If you will, you can make me clean.” Moved with pity, 
he stretched out his hand and touched him, and said to him, 
“I will; be clean.” And immediately the leprosy left him, and he 
was made clean. And he sternly charged him, and sent him 
away at once, and said to him, “See that you say nothing to 
any one; but go, show yourself to the priest, and offer for your 
cleansing what Moses commanded, for a proof to the 
people.” But he went out and began to talk freely about it, 
and to spread the news, so that Jesus could no longer openly 
enter a town, but was out in the country; and people came to 
him from every quarter. 

 
The traditional interpretation of this text emphasises three 

points. First, that Jesus heals the leper, by touching him, affirming 
both the “shared humanity and incurring ritual defilement on 
himself.”16 The leper is usually seen as representing the sinner who 
is unclean and who is therefore cut off from the community, which 
the Christians of the first centuries would have interpreted as the 
‘ecclesia’, the church. Second, Jesus touches the leper, but his 
absolute purity cannot be contaminated by the leper’s 

 
16 John R. Donahue and Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Mark, ed. 

Daniel J. Harrington, Sacra Pagina (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
2002).  
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uncleanliness, indicating the divine power of Jesus. Third, Jesus is 
not allowed to enter the town because his preaching is rejected. An 
alternative reading of the same pericope sheds light on the 
dynamics behind the re-education of the passions involved here.  

 
The first point is directly related to the passions. While most 

manuscripts read that Jesus was moved with “pity” 
(splanchnistheis), others, read that Jesus was moved with “anger” 
(orgistheis). Some scholars believe that copyists executed the word 
change out of embarrassment. In any case, several commentators 
follow the principle of lectio difficilior potior (the most difficult 
reading is the most likely one), maintaining that this is the original 
sense in which it is to be understood, although it is hard to identify 
in the text what Jesus might be angry about. If we adopt the lectio 
difficilior potior, then we could conclude that Jesus was angry at the 
priests’ purity rulings, which force a person who has committed no 
wrong to be excluded from community life, and be refused 
“privileges, security, and abundant life of the village.”17 Therefore, 
the passion that Jesus experiences, and which we are called to 
emulate is not one of disgust or repugnance for the leper, and 
neither one of pity or mercy, but rather, anger toward the situation. 
This requires a particular sensitizing and re-education of the 
passions. 

 
A second consideration is that there is lack of consensus 

among scholars about the meaning of the verse, “At once the 
leprosy departed from him, and he was cleansed” (Mk 1:42). Some 

 
17 Obery M. Hendricks, ‘Jesus and the Leper: A Radical Model for 

Inclusive Community’, The A.M.E. Church Review 117, no. 382 (2001): 
87–98; See also Sam P. Matthew, ‘Jesus and the Purity System in 
Mark’s Gospel: A Leper (Mk. 1:40-45’, Indian Journal of Theology 42, 
no. 2 (2000): 101–10; Christopher Naseri, ‘Jesus and the Leper in Mark 
1:40-45: A Biblical Theology Index for the Management of COVID-19 
Pandemic’, Diacovensia 30, no. 4 (2023): 569–91, 
https://doi.org/10.31823/d.30.4.5. 
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biblical scholars suggested that ἐκαθαρίσθη which is commonly 
translated as “he was cleansed”, should actually be translated as 
“‘to declare clean’ in a Levitical sense.”18 If this is the case, as in Acts 
10:15 where what was considered to be unclean is now declared to 
be clean, Jesus is inaugurating a new world order which frees 
persons from the burdens of purity laws. This change goes to the 
very root of the re-education process of the passions. What evoked 
disgust because it was considered to be unclean now evokes a 
sense of kinship just by the mysterious (in the theological sense of 
the word) of Jesus’ healing action. In other words, he who has the 
authority declares as clean that which otherwise could never be 
considered as such. 

 
A third and last element worth considering is Jesus’ inability to 

“enter openly into the city” and that “he was out in solitary places, 
where people were going to him from every quarter” (Mk 1:45). 
This verse is not given much importance by exegetes. I concur with 
Peter J. Scaer that, by touching the leper, Jesus changes places with 
him in an act of atonement.19 In other words, Jesus ends up being 
the outcast for having touched the leper and even though he does 
not contract the actual disease, he does suffer in his own flesh the 
ill effects produced by society when faced with the disease. What 
people fear most, therefore, is not so much the illness as the stigma 
associated with it. Moreover, it also provides an important 
Christological dimension, as Andrea Vicini, SJ, clearly shows where 
he refers to this verse while reflecting on the Gerasene demoniac 
through a Girardian lens:  

 

 
18 C. H. Cave, ‘The Leper: Mark 1. 40–45’, New Testament Studies 25, no. 

2 (January 1979): 246, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688500004318. 
19 “[Jesus] cleanses the leper but with the result that our Lord ‘could no 

longer openly enter a town, but was out in the desolate places,’ (Mark 
1:45). Thus, as the leper re-enters society, Jesus is pushed to the 
fringe.”Peter J. Scaer, ‘The Atonement in Mark’s Sacramental Theology’, 
Concordia Theological Quarterly 72 (2008): 240. 
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Jesus will be ‘contaminated,’ just as it is implied by his 
touching lepers to heal them (e.g. Mk 1:41). The healing of 
this man who has been designated ‘victim’ in that region 
makes Jesus a victim as is suggested by his expulsion from 
that territory. Jesus’ death on the cross brings this dynamic to 
fulfilment.20 

 
Here we can observe a shift in the object of the negative 

passions. It is no longer the leper who is apprehended with 
repugnance and disgust. Instead, while the person who was 
formerly the outcast is now looked upon with mercy and 
acceptance is once again made part of the community. It is now 
Jesus who is looked upon with disgust or revulsion. Theologically 
speaking, this is the salvation that Jesus brings about through his 
vicarious atonement. 
 
Jesus quasi leprosus 

The association of leprosy not simply with ritual impurity, but 
now with sin, and Jesus’ saving power is made even more forcefully 
with the change introduced by St Jerome in his translation of the 
Septuagint into the Vulgate (i.e. Latin), between the years 383 and 
404. Part of the Book of the Prophet Isaiah contains a canticle 
known as the Song of the Suffering Servant. It recounts the 
suffering that this mysterious figure endures, and traditionally it 
has been associated with the suffering of Jesus on the cross. Even 
nowadays parts of it are read the Good Friday Liturgy. One 
particular verse in the original Hebrew reads: 

 
Surely he has borne our griefs 
and carried our sorrows; 
yet we esteemed him stricken, 
smitten by God, and afflicted. (Is 53:4) 

 

 
20 Andrea Vicini, ‘The Ethics of Genetic Technology Knowledge, the 

Common Good, and Healing: The Case of the Human Genome Project’ 
(Ph.D. diss., Boston, Massachusetts, Boston College, 2000), 346. 
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One can note that no mention is made of lepers in these 
verses. However, Saint Jerome, in trying to make the text more 
effective, translated the verse “yet we esteemed him stricken” as 
“et nos putivamus eum quasi leprosum.” In so doing, with the stroke 
of a pen, Jerome included Christ among those who are stricken by 
leprosy in the official Latin biblical text that was to be used 
universally for centuries. This must have contributed significantly 
to a change in the perception of leprosy, at least for believers. 
Although one cannot be sure whether Jerome was the first one to 
make the link between the suffering servant, Jesus, and lepers, or 
whether he was simply recording an idea that had become popular 
at the time and crystallising it in this text, we do know whether that 
Jerome made several inaccurate translations to drive a point home. 

 
The image of Christus quasi leprosus, as it came to be known, 

and as it was presented by Jerome in the Vulgate since then became 
a common topos especially throughout the Middle Ages. This is 
attested by several etchings of Christ depicted as having the 
wounds of a leper, while Carole Rawcliffe links topos of Christus 
quasi leprosus with the setting up of leprosaria in the thirteenth 
century by devout men and women.21 This topos further added to 
the common imagination that helped shift the apprehension of the 
leper from one to be looked upon with disgust for fear of becoming 
ritually impure to one that actually leads to holiness. 

 
In order to analyse in more detail how the change in the 

attitude towards lepers took place, the next section will consider 
the orations of St Gregory of Nyssa and St Gregory of Nazianzus 
since they encourage their listeners to adopt an attitude of love and 
mercy toward lepers rather than fear and repugnance. 

 
 
 

 
21 See Carole Rawcliffe, Leprosy in Medieval England (Woodbridge, U.K.: 

Boydell Press, 2006), 108. 
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Part III – Re-Educating the Passions through the Senses 
Already in the fifth century or so, Gregory of Nazianzus and 

Gregory of Nyssa in their orations were prodding their listeners to 
re-evaluate their perceptions of lepers. In other words, the body of 
the leper was represented, this time no longer as appealing to the 
negative irascible powers (despair, fear), but rather to the positive 
irascible powers (hope). Moreover, rather than triggering the 
negative concupiscible passions (hate, aversion), the Gregorys 
hoped that the body of the leper would trigger the positive 
concupiscible passions (love, desire). This could be possible by 
sensitising the agents, in this case the town dwellers of Cappadocia, 
to the lepers around them through their five exterior senses and by 
offering a reason why they should do so as illustrated below. It is to 
be noted that the senses of taste and of smell are not clearly 
presented in their orations on lepers. However, they are presented 
by other mystics of the Middle Ages, including Francis of Assisi, 
Catherine of Siena and Angela of Foligno. 

 

  
Gregory of Nazianzus Gregory of Nyssa 
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The sense of sight 
Gregory of Nyssa invites his listeners to turn their gaze towards 

lepers around them: 

 
You see these people, whose frightful malady has changed them 
into beasts. In place of fingernails, the disease has caused them 
to bear pieces of wood on hands and feet. Strange impressions 
are left on our paths! Who recognizes there a human foot? These 
people who yesterday stood upright and looked at the sky are 
here, today, bending to the earth, walking on four feet, practically 
changed into animals.22 

 
The sense of hearing 

Gregory of Nyssa encourages them to listen to lepers: 

 
“Listen to the rasping wheeze that comes from their chest. Thus, 
it is that they breathe.”23 

 
And again: 

 
Do you listen to their plaintive songs? ... Making sad melodies and 
gloomy chants, poets of a unique type of tragedy where, without 
any need of new subjects, they fill the stage with their own 
misfortunes. What expressions! What detailed descriptions! 
What events do we hear? They tell how they have been driven 
away by their own parents, without the least grief over their 
affliction, how they have been banished from the assemblies, 
festivals, the markets, treated like murderers and parricides, 
condemned like those to perpetual exile, but much worse yet.24 

 

 
22 Gregory of Nyssa, ‘On the Love of the Poor: 2 “On the Saying, 

‘Whoever Has Done It to Me’”’, in The Hungry Are Dying: Beggars and 
Bishops in Roman Cappadocia, by Susan R. Holman (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 476:201. 

23 Gregory of Nyssa, ‘Quatenus Uni’. 
24 Gregory of Nyssa, ‘On the Love of the Poor’, op. cit. 
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The sense of touch 
In contrast to what was laid down in the Book of Leviticus, 

Gregory of Nyssa appeals to his listeners to use their own bare 
hands to come into contact with lepers and to embrace and feed 
them as though they were members of their own household. 

 
Embrace the wretched as gold: take into your arms [embrace] the 
afflicted as you would your own health, [as you would care for] 
the safety of your wife, your children, your domestics and all your 
house...Nourish those in need, immediately and without 
hesitating. The gift will not result in loss: don't be afraid. The fruits 
of merciful acts are abundant. Sow your benefactions and your 
house will be filled with a plentiful harvest.”25 

 
Gregory of Nazianzus uses similar language, including an entire 

list of acts of mercy to be done with one’s bare hands: “Extend a 
helping hand; offer food; give old clothes; provide medicine; 
bandage wounds.”26 
 
The sense of smell 

A particularly evocative text about two contrasting ways of 
apprehending the odour emitted by lepers, one where people were 
repulsed and another where the woman mystic found delight, can 
be found in the following excerpt from the life of Catherine of Siena 
by Raymond of Capua, which is worth quoting in full:  

 
There was at Sienna [Siena] a poor sick woman named Tecca; 
her indigence was so extreme, that she was forced to seek in an 
hospital the remedies she needed, and which she was unable to 
procure. The hospital in which she entered was barely able to 

 
25 Gregory of Nyssa, ‘On the Love of the Poor: 1 “On Good Works”’, in 

The Hungry Are Dying: Beggars and Bishops in Roman Cappadocia, ed. 
Susan R. Holman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 193–99. 

26 Gregory of Nazianzus, ‘Oration XIV: On the Love for the Poor’, in Select 
Orations, ed. Martha Pollard Vinson, The Fathers of the Church, v. 107 
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 39–71. 
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furnish what was strictly necessary. Her disease grew worse and 
worse, so that the leprosy covered her whole body; the smell 
arising from her disease repelled everyone, so that no person 
had courage to take care of her, and preparations were made 
to remove her outside of the city, as is customary in such 
maladies. When Catharine heard this, her charitable heart was 
touched; she hastened to the hospital, visited the leper, kissed 
her, and offered not only to supply all her necessities, but also 
to become her servant during the remainder of her life. 
Catharine literally fulfilled her promise; every morning and 
every evening, she visited the patient in person and gave her 
whatever was necessary; she contemplated in this poor leper 
the spouse of her soul, and assisted her in every possible way 
and with an indescribable respect and love.27 

 
The sense of taste 

One of the clearest examples of how the apprehension of 
lepers changed from one of disgust to one of love and respect could 
be found in the following narrative from the life of Francis of Assisi: 

 
But when he was still wearing secular clothes, the Lord had 
visited him with his grace, when a certain leper happened to 
meet him. As usual, he was horrified by the sight, but doing 
violence to himself, he conquered himself, and straightaway 
went up and kissed him. From then on, he fervently glowed with 
contempt of self, and began to wage constant war against 
himself until it was granted him from above to win perfect 
victory over himself. Therefore, as he himself later testified, he 
showed mercy to the lepers whom he was unable even to look 
at while he was.28 

 

 
27 Raymond of Capua, The Life of the Blessed Virgin, Saint Catharine of 

Siena, trans. John Fenn (Douai: [Printed by C. Boscard] With permission 
of superiors., 1609). 

28 Francis of Assisi : Early Documents (New York : New City Press, 1999), 
477, http://archive.org/details/francisofassisie0000unse. 
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One of the most poignant texts that express a delight for lepers 
that one would otherwise expect disgust can be found in the 
following excerpt from the writings of the Italian mystic Angela of 
Foligno: 

 
After we had distributed all that we had, we washed the feet of 
one of the lepers which were festering and in an advanced stage 
of decomposition. Then we drank the very water with which we 
had washed them. And the drink was so sweet that, all that way 
home, we tasted its sweetness and it was as if we had received 
Holy Communion . . . As a small scale of the leper’s sores was 
stuck in my throat, I tried to swallow. My conscience would not 
let me spit it out, just as if I had received Holy Communion.29 

 

   
Catherine of Siena Francis of Assisi Angela of Foligno 

  
 
Conclusion 

Contact with lepers evolved from being considered something 
to be avoided since they were considered to be unclean, to 
something to be sought by caring for them. Agents who engaged in 
this kind of care of lepers were considered to attain holiness by re-
educating the passions thus cultivating the virtues required for the 

 
29 Angela of Foligno, The Visions, Revelations, and Teachings of Angela of 

Foligno: A Member of the Third Order of St. Francis (Brighton, [U.K.] ; 
Portland, Or.: Alpha Press, 2000). 
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life of holiness. Thus, by the gradual and repeated exposure of 
oneself to lepers through the senses, the character of the subject is 
changed, and from being repulsed in horror and disgust by them, 
they become objects of spiritual desire as they become channels of 
holiness. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


