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Asclepius is a wonderful source of information about the healing cults and gods in the Roman empire and the relationship between them and their surrounding society.  The analysis of select passages from Edelstein’s translations of testimonies of Asclepius will reveal the degree of interaction between healing deities and ordinary persons, by looking at the involvement the cult and the god had with people. The involvement Asclepius had with the people of the Roman empire varied and covered a range of social backgrounds across the Roman empire, although in many sources it would appear that the lower or poorer classes were the most common visitor. This interaction could be direct or indirect. The deity was thought to have direct contact with people through visions and dreams. Indirectly, but still at a level of interaction, there was the practices of the cult in which one was brought closer to the deity using rituals. Another indirect way of contact was the influence through the other forms of medical treatment, by having imparted the knowledge of medicine on to physicians that they used to treat their patients. A final indirect interaction with people’s behaviour, within literature depicting social and moral ideals surrounding the cult of Asclepius. 
Healing cults were an important part of life in Ancient Greece (Hampus, 2011) and the Greeks had many healing gods (Wickkiser, 2008), of which Asclepius was the most famous (King, 2001). The temples were one of many types of medical treatment available and the gods were trusted healers in their society (King, 2001; Festugiere, 1984). The treatment offered by the cult would not have been susceptible to the charges of a doctor, this had no regulating, allowing them to charge what they pleased (Hampus, 2011), potentially making it a better option for people with low income to go to a temple and be treated fairly, although there was not a strict divide, as doctors of the time revered Asclepius. There was a vast socio-economic range of visitors to the temples of Asclepius, although many were from hard backgrounds (Pettis, 2017). 
The practices of the cult and their interaction with the god using rituals, and who frequented them most can show the degree of interaction with everyday people. This displays the ways in which people communicated with the god and in which Asclepius replied in various ways, mostly the form of action. Knowledge of Asclepius and his healing was everyday within the empire and people were quite aware of the healings, the practices involved with his cult and some recommended treatments from his past wisdom. It was well established that the rituals performed within a cult were a way of communicating with the god (Rives, 2006). Asclepius as described by Artemidorus in the Onirocritica is a useful explanation as to the deity’s position, when discussing the types of gods, Artemidorus categorised Asclepius as a terrestrial god who was ‘perceived by the senses’ and interestingly, Artemidorus says that the terrestrials are ‘helpful …to the poor’ whilst assigning the Olympians to the great, the celestials to the middle classes, an example that Asclepius was a god for the poorer people of society. The type of deity he was included an expected level of interaction with every day people, but notable the poorer people, (Edelstein, pg.119) and this is also evident in a passage by Pausanias, in which the development of the temple of Epidaurus for the cult of Asclepius is described. It was already drawing people in before being able to provide a solid shelter, and the need of the people gathering there triggered proper buildings for them. This demonstrates that a significant number of people using the temples as all different kinds of healthcare, from dying to giving birth. It provided a highly in demand service, especially as Pausanias details that “their sick was obliged to die under the sky” (Edelstein, pg. 279). A rich family would never sit around and wait for that, they would have had the money to pay for a physician (Pettis, 2017), although they did use the temple as well. The passage conjures images of people travelling far distances or in desperate need, with no way to pay for treatment. (Edelstein, pg. 279) 
There were a few ways, with different reasons, to be in touch with Asclepius. The first step when wanting to be in touch with the deity was a sacrifice given to Asclepius when requesting help or advice. Offerings were not expensive, in Pausanias’ Descriptio Graeciae (Edelstein, pg. 290) he says the sacrifices are “consumed within the bounds [of the sanctuary]”, indicating food was an acceptable sacrifice. Secondly, on receiving help, the deity was thanked with a votive or donation, often promised before the healing, as exhibited in in many sources on action of the god, such as by Artemidorus (Edelstein, pg. 296)  where a vow to Asclepius is made if someone is in good health for the year, although the person then makes another request of the god, in which Asclepius replies within a dream, and denies the second request, leaving the man to suffer from ophthalmia. It seems the purpose of this piece of writing is to show not to ask too much of the god, as the human did not even wait to see, but demanded something else a day later. It captures the idea that Asclepius does listen to all requests, and remembers who asked what favours, and that the communication from prayers and devotions are not one sided, the deity is in fact listening on the other end. A sacrifice and a votive to Asclepius and the temple were necessary by many but a huge range of how much and what can be found in the temple records (Aleshire, 1991). The speech of Aristides in “honour of Asclepius” provides an opposing opinion, preferring and word of mouth to honour the gods deeds, an opposing opinion to the preferred sacrifice and votive offering practices of the cult of Asclepius. In the speech Aristides claims that it is appropriate to thank the god for his healing with a well written speech over sacrifices. The details of others being saved and offering thanks “by word of mouth” is interesting, and the musing of how it is correct to thank a god illustrates a different view to the usual votive and sacrifice necessary in way of thanks. Rather than being an opposition to them, because religion in the roman empire was largely social (Rives, 2006), the votives provided one way of publicising thanks to the gods, spreading the word about your experience via speeches and word of mouth was just another way of practicing this. (Edelstein, 1975, p.159). The ways in which people could interact with the cult indirectly put them in contact with the god, although to them it would be a message sent, received, and heard, then hopefully acted upon, so within their time, it could be interpreted as a direct form of interaction also, especially as this led to Asclepius either visiting them in a dream or healing them, and them then giving thanks, creating a chain of communication. 
As previously mentioned, Asclepius directly spoke to his followers within dreams and visions. This was not a vague interpretation, they were literally seeing him face to face, in their dreams, sometimes in various other forms though, but always clear it was the god, there to help them. This was sometimes the result of a prayer, but sometimes when someone was suffering, and he directed them towards the cult. The dream or vision could include directions to follow, things to purchase to cure an ailment, life advice, or even a reply to an offering (Edelstein, pgs. 205, 208). The most significant element of dreaming for the cult of Asclepius was when people went to the temples to be healed, it was during a dream in which they encountered some sort of vision, often with the deity himself in it, that addressed their health issue, awakening healed. There was an understanding that the gods could change things through dreams and visions, this was widely accepted within society (Pettis, 2017 and Oberhelman, 2013). Aelianus (Edelstein, pg 204) details the healing knowledge that was given to people in dreams. This allowed far more cures than if limited to people who could visit the temple and instilled valuable knowledge, arguably placing the control of someone’s health in their hands, Asclepius provided simple cures made of home ingredients, which were already known to doctors, but otherwise would have needed to have been paid to be prescribed. Cures from dreams were vivid, such as the one depicted by Artemidorus (Edelstein, pg 259), in which someone’s stomach ailment is remedied by the god appearing in the dream with dates for fingers, Asclepius then offers them to eat, and upon doing so, the patient is cured. Another by the same author, where by being struck with a sword by Asclepius, the dreamer in the same place in the awake world has been pierced to heal an abscess. The colourful descriptions of the healings within dreams give a great impression of what the deity got up to in his interaction with sufferers, and it is fascinating how they are weaved in to what the person was suffering from, in the Inscriptiones Graecae (Edelstein, pg 232) there are many examples of this visitation, such as the case of Euhippus, who had a piece of a spear stuck in his jaw, he slept at the temple, dreamt Asclepius extracted it and gave it to him, and the next day he walked out holding the spear head. Asclepius did not always appear in a human form, a snake, the gods associated animal, provided medical assistance too, but also in a representation of power, like when in the same text, a boy is cured of blindness by the temple dogs (Edelstein, pg 233). Asclepius used his presence to heal, connecting with people in various ways but with dreams a central element to the relationship between god and devotees. 
It can definitely be said that Asclepius interacted with people through his patronage of doctors, as he was the one who is attributed to providing their knowledge of the art of medicine, therefore even when not himself interacting, he was still indirectly doing so. The ancestral god of medicine, leader of physicians, and even claimed by some to be responsible for teaching humankind the art of medicine, this is a great example of the interaction of gods and healing cults within society. (Edelstein, pg. 179-180). This association with physicians and medicine weaves Asclepius and medicine together. Isodorus (Edelstein, pg. 183) mentions this, stating that “for even the inventions of the arts are said to have produced the cult of some of them…. such as medicine for Asclepius”. The cult is portrayed as a by-product of the science of medicine being created. The god’s knowledge of healing was looked up to by doctors, Plutarchus depicting him as their leader (Edelstein, pg 179). In some instances, such as when money is a factor, is can appear to be healing cult versus doctor, but regardless of who somebody visits for healthcare, Asclepius was considered the provider of that knowledge and healing, despite some views that it should be separate, how can you separate the god who is attributed to the creation of the field from the field itself (Wickkiser, 2008).
The final way in which it can be analysed to see the degree of interaction is how Asclepius had moral conditions that were used when deciding who to heal. By having these ideals of how a person should act, the god interacted with people’s everyday lives through moral influence (Edelstein, pg. 291). Asclepius was not afraid to turn people away from the temple or healing based on their past actions. Philostratus (Edelstein, pg.  293)  tells of a man who sacrifices many “lavish” things in return for healing of his eye. A priest at the temple is warned and is suggested the man is a criminal or not being honest about his past, and then that night the priest is visited by Asclepius and told the man must leave, for he will never cure him. It is interesting the actions of the man are not explained or even briefly mentioned, leaving it open to whoever reads the text to fill their own behaviour and morals. The person offering big sacrifices would have most likely known that Asclepius did not require a huge sacrifice, and hoped to draw the attention to themselves with many offerings, and this perhaps could also be a chastisement against unnecessary offerings, if Asclepius decides you are worthy of a cure, it clearly has no reflection on the size of the gift given to the temple in hopes of help, rather more focussing on the past doings of the patient. As previously discussed, Asclepius was the most famous of the healing cults, and literature and talk about him was greatly published, so if famous tales about him included moral chastisement, this passage could be using Asclepius as moral incentive. somehow, encouraging any one who hears the tale to act respectful if they wish to be healed at some point by the god. It offers a side to the cult of Asclepius that is different to the caring healer, however it could have been to show that Asclepius is fair but strict, if a person had not done anything wrong, he would help you, whereas if you had acted inappropriately, he admonished you and your poor health was now a suffering punishment. Although it could be said how likely was it that the information wrote about was passed down, a lot of people relying in word of mouth instead of reading texts. This could have led to the healing cults, if they shared similar emphasis on values, affecting people’s everyday lives, as they would have always been aware if they required Asclepius’s aid, their past actions would be judged. This interaction between society and the healing cults could have been a moral regulator. 
The interactions between Asclepius and everyday people varied in degree, but the healing cults were definitely a constant presence in peoples lives. The degrees varied from direct contact where the god himself contacted people in their dreams, providing an up close experience with the deity. By then indirectly influencing many aspects of society, such as providing inspiration and knowledge to doctors, the temples and their rituals, and the morals and exclusions on treatment and affecting behaviour, Asclepius had a great degree of interaction with every day people. 
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